hdent prcccdcnce magmhcenl in the intoxicating
sweep of his open-weave mantie, the glory of his
<cars, his hide sandals . .". the arrogant curve of

his lip-plug”.
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inappropriate even where deities ate concerned.
Indeed, rather than a pantheon of individual
characters, the ancient books of the Mexica tend
to show the interchange of qualities and charac-

by surveymg s own souices. 1 irrougnou,
Clendinnen’s guide is the collection of sixteenth-
century Nahuatl texts known as the Florentine
Codex, that great encyclopaedia of Aztec life
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to serve as sacred moments in both time and
space, co-ordinating daily and seasonal tasks with
awareness of the earth’s greater fate.
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quent but dramatic outbreaks of millen-
arianism in which indigenous communities
have become convinced that the present world
will soon end, colonists of all kinds will be ex-
pelled ard the Indians will take over their goods.
Such movements have often been syncretic, in-

The history of Amazonia is marked by infre-

corporating utopian elements of Christianity and .

other aspects of European culture. They have
frequently been led by individuals who are
cither from outside the community or have been
extensively involved in non-Indian life.

A remarkable example of such millenarianism
appears to have broken out in the central Peru-
vian Amazon in 1965. In that year, a Marxist
guerritla group, the MIR, was pushed out of the
mountains above Huancayo by an intensive
counter-insurgency operation and retreated east-
wards, down into the Amazonian {oothills. Here
they waged a largely ineffectual campaign,
assaulting a number of police stations and ranches
before they were surrounded by the army. Those
who were not killed in battle, died in captivity.
Some were shot “while trying to escape”, others
were rumoured to have beensimply thrownout of
a hehcopter over the forest.

Despite its military insignificance, the cplsode
excited great national interest, and was inter-
preted by means of a number of deeply en-
trenched cultural tropes. The leader of the guer-
rillas, Guillermo Lobatén, was ablack p--fessor of
philosophy from a humble backgrouna in Lima,
who had studied at the Sorbonne. He was said to
speak seven languages and to,have travelled
widely in Europe. A photograph.of the time
shows him posed with a classical statue of Hermes
above his head. Convinced of the need for radical
change in Latin America, he later went to Cuba,

Father Sun strikes back
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where he received military training. For many
Peruvians, including the young then-leftist Mario
Vargas Llosa, Lobatén was a highly romantic
figure. But for others, he represented a deep-
seated threat, particularly when, after the with-
drawal down to Amazonia, he and his men were
supported by the local Indian population, the
Ashéninka.

War of Shadows seeks to draw all the strands of
these events together. The authors are anthropo-
logists who, having carried out ficldwork of a
conventional kind in an Amazonian community,
researching the “deep history” of indigenous
mythology, found themselves drawn subse-
quently into practical matters relating to land
titles, health care and agricultural development.
This led them to consider the “near history” of
recent political events to account for present reali-
ties. But, ironically, the more they looked into
these events, the more they were cast back on to

mythology to explain them.

For the central thesis of the book is that the
Ashéninka welcomed the MIR because certain
shamanic authorities identified them as spirits
sent by pavd, the Father Sun, to overturn the
world, drive out those who had invaded Indian
lands and restore them to their rightful owners.
Nor was this the first time that the Ashdninka had
looked to messiahs from outside. The most cele-
brated case was that of Juan Santos Atahuaipa,
probably of Andean Indian origin, who in the
mid-eighteenth century led a rebellion in the
Peruvian Amazon that effectively liberated it
from Spanish control. Subsequently, they had
turned to other unlikely saviours, including the
notorious nineteenth-century rubber baron,
Fitzcarrald, and in the early twenticth century, a
North American missionary whose Seventh-day
Adventism had a particular attraction to an
indigenous people with their own apocalyptic
tradition.

In making their case, Michael F. Brown and
Eduardo Fernandez have produced a highly read-
able narrative based on a most impressive variety
of sources, ranging from obscure historical docu-
ments to interviews with many of those directly
involved, from both sides of the conflict. From
time 1o time, the account strays perhaps just a
little too far down some side-street, but overall it
provides an excellent example of how historical
scholarship and an awareness of contemporary
politics may be combined in 2 mutually reinforc-
ing way with the insights derived from intimate
ethnographic enquiry.

1] -

But one doubt remains. Although the progress-
ive invasion of Ashéninka land is frequently re-
ferred to in passing, throughout the book, the
possibility that many Ashéninka may have wel-
comed the MIR, not simply for atavistic cultural
reasons, but as a pragmaticresponse to the colon-
ist invasion, is. not systematically considered.
A number of leading shamans may have scen
Lobat6n and his men as reincarnations of the sun
god, but how broadly was this view shared? Were
there also more mundane reasons for rallying to
the guerrilla?

It used to be widely claimed that the involve-
ment of indigenous communities with the Sendero
Luminoso movement could be put down to some
form of irrational millenarianism. This view —
typically associated with adviscrs to the counter-
insurgency campaign = is now vigorously con-
tested by scholars who have personal ficld ex-
perience in the area. Inevitably, this makes one
cantious about accepting similar claims with re-
gard to this earlier example of indigenous
collaboration with insurgents,

What is not in doubt is that for the Ashéninka,
the oulicome of the MIR campaign was un-
remittingly tragic. Many lndians were killed, their
communities were bombed, and since a good
number of Ashéninka supported the government,
it left a legacy of mutual recrimination. As late as
1989, the MRTA, a guerrilla group which sees
itself as the heir of the MIR, murdered an eminent
Ash4ninkaleader whom they accusedof collabora-
tion in 1965. Other Ash4ninka leaders have been
killed by Sendero Luminoso. Meanwhile the
invasion of Ashéninka lands by colonists is more
intensive than ever before. No wonder, then, if
some Ashdninka shamans are still convinced that
the apocalypse must finally be at hand.
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