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191

A tuft of fur snagged on a spine was the fi nal clue that led us to the body of the 

peccary that Oswaldo shot several hours before. We were on Basaqui Urcu, a 

steep foothill of Sumaco Volcano northwest of Ávila. Swatting at the swarm 

of blood-sucking fl ies inherited from our quarry we sat down to rest. As we 

caught our breath Oswaldo began to tell me what he had dreamed the night 

before. “I was visiting my compadre in Loreto,” he said, referring to the market 

town and center of colonist expansion half a day’s walk from Ávila, “when sud-

denly a menacing policeman appeared. His shirt was covered with clippings 

from a haircut.” Frightened, Oswaldo awoke and whispered to his wife, “I’ve 

dreamed badly.”

Fortunately he was wrong. As the events of the day would prove Oswaldo 

had in fact dreamed well. Th e hair on the policeman’s shirt turned out to have 

augured killing the peccary whose body now lay beside us (after hauling a pec-

cary carcass, bristles will cling to a hunter’s shirt just like hair clippings). 

Nonetheless, Oswaldo’s interpretive dilemma points to a profound ambiva-

lence that permeates Runa life: men can see themselves as potent predators 

akin to powerful “whites” such as the policeman, yet also feel like the helpless 

prey of these same rapacious fi gures.

Was Oswaldo the policeman, or had he become prey? What happened that 

day on Basaqui Urcu speaks to the complexity of Oswaldo’s position. Who is 

that frightening fi gure that is also so familiar? How can a policeman, a being 

so threatening and foreign, also be oneself? Th is uncanny juxtaposition reveals 

something important about Oswaldo’s ongoing struggle to be and become, in 
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fi re escapes old as you

–Th o you’re not old now, that’s left here with me

—Allen Ginsberg, Kaddish for Naomi Ginsberg
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192 . the living future

relation to the many kinds of others he encounters in the forests around Ávila 

that make him who he is.

Th ese many kinds of others that “people” the forests around Ávila include 

the living ones that the Runa hunt and who on occasion hunt them. But their 

ranks are also fi lled by specters of a long pre-Hispanic, colonial, and republi-

can history. Th ese specters include the dead, certain demonic spirits (who 

might also prey on the Runa), and the masters of the animals—all of these 

continue in a diff erent but nonetheless real way to walk those forests that 

Oswaldo traverses.

Who Oswaldo is cannot be disentangled from how he relates to these many 

kinds of beings. Th e shifting ecology of selves (see chapter 2) that he must 

constantly negotiate in his hunts in the forest, as well as on his visits to Loreto, 

is also inside him: it makes up his “ecology” of self.

More to the point, Oswaldo’s dilemma speaks to the question of how to 

survive as a self and what such continuity might mean. How should Oswaldo 

avoid becoming prey, an it, dead meat, when the position of hunter—the I in 

this venatic relation—has now come to be occupied by outsiders more power-

ful than himself?

Th e Runa have long lived in a world where whites—Europeans and later 

Ecuadorian as well as Colombian and Peruvian nationals—have stood in a 

position of manifest dominance over them and where whites qua whites have 

been intent on imposing a worldview that justifi es this position. Here is how a 

rubber-boom–era estate boss, living on the confl uence of the Villano and 

Curaray Rivers, writes about another boss’s attempts to make his Runa peons 

see things this way:

In order to convince them of the superiority of the white man over the Indians by 

reason of our customs and knowledge, and to rid them of their hatred of the Span-

ish language, a neighbor of mine on this river, a rubber man, employer of many 

laborers, called together all the Indians one day and showed them a fi gure of Christ. 

“Th is is God,” he said to them. Th en he added: “Is it not true that he is a viracocha 

[white man] with a beautiful beard?” All the Indians admitted that he was a viraco-
cha, adding that he was the amo [master] of everything. (Quoted in Porras 1979: 43)

Th e estate owner’s take on Runa-white relations encapsulates a certain his-

tory of conquest and domination in the Upper Amazon that simply cannot 

be ignored. It is a historical fact that whites have come to be los amos—the mas-

ters—of   “everything.” In facing this colonial situation of domination as history, 

we might expect two responses. Th e Runa could simply acquiesce, accepting a 
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the living future . 193

subservient position. Or they could resist. However, as Oswaldo’s dream already 

indicates, there is another way to live with this situation. And this other way 

challenges us to question our understanding of how the past shapes the present 

at the same time that it suggests a way of inhabiting a future.

Runa politics are not straightforward. Although domination is a historical 

fact, it is a fact caught up in a form (see chapter 5). As I explore in this chapter, 

it is caught up in a form that takes shape in the realm of the spirit masters of 

the forest—a realm whose particular confi guration is sustained by the ways in 

which people like Oswaldo continue to engage the forest’s ecology of selves in 

their own search for sustenance.

Th is realm of the spirit masters of the forest also sustains Oswaldo in a psy-

chic sense. And there is no vantage from which he can escape or resist this condi-

tion. He is always already in some way or another “inside” its form. Th e political 

theorist Judith Butler alludes to such a dynamic in her observation that

[t]o be dominated by a power external to oneself is a familiar and agonizing form 

power takes. To fi nd, however, that what “one” is, one’s very formation as a subject, 

is in some sense dependent on that power is quite another. We are used to thinking 

of power as what presses on the subject from the outside. . . . But if . . . we under-

stand power as forming the subject as well as providing the very condition of its 

existence . . . then power is not simply what we oppose, but also, in a strong sense, 

what we depend on for our existence and what we harbor and preserve in the 

beings that we are. (Butler 1997: 1–2)

Butler contrasts the brutal aspect of power in its cold externality to the 

subtle but no less real ways in which power pervades, creates, and sustains our 

very being. For power, as Butler intimates, is not reducible to the sum total of 

brutal acts. Power takes on a general form even if it is also instantiated—

palpably, painfully—in the world and on our bodies.

Th is fi nal chapter of How Forests Th ink seeks to ask, with attention to 

Oswaldo’s predicament, what, following Butler, it might mean to be and 

become in “formation.” But it reconfi gures this question by refl ecting on how 

our understanding of the ways in which power works itself through form 

changes when we recognize form as a kind of reality beyond the human.

In this regard, I build on my discussion of form from the previous chapter. 

Form is, as I argued there, neither necessarily human nor necessarily alive, even 

though it is captured and cultivated by life and even though form also prolifer-

ates in those dense ecologies of selves such as the ones that exist in the forests 

around Ávila. In chapter 5 I discussed how harnessing form involves being 
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194 . the living future

made over by form’s strange mode of eff ortless effi  cacy—a kind of effi  cacy in 

which the past’s eff ect on the present ceases to be the only causal modality at 

play. If we are made over in our harnessing of form’s strange causal logic—the 

self that harnesses form does not just do so by pushing, pulling, or resisting—

then what we mean by agency changes. And if agency becomes something 

diff erent, then politics changes as well.

But to understand Oswaldo’s predicament we need to think not just in 

terms of the logics of form that the forest amplifi es but also in terms of form’s 

relation to certain other logics intrinsic to life. For what ultimately is at stake for 

Oswaldo, as his dream makes manifest, is survival. And the problem of survival 

is one that concerns the living (for it is after all only the living who die). If form, 

as I discussed in the previous chapter, can sometimes have the eff ect of freezing 

time, in ways that change our understandings of causality and agency, life dis-

rupts our commonplace understanding of the passage of time in a diff erent way, 

and this too must be considered in trying to understand Oswaldo’s predica-

ment. For, in the realm of life, it is not just the past that aff ects the present, nor 

is time just frozen. Rather, life involves, in addition to these, the special ways in 

which the future comes to aff ect the present as well.

Let me illustrate this way in which the future aff ects the present in the 

realm of life with a simple example from the forest. In order for a jaguar to 

successfully pounce on an agouti she must be able to “re-present” where that 

agouti will be. Th is re-presentation amounts to an importation of the future—

a “guess” at what the agouti’s future position will be—into the present via 

the mediation of signs. Being semiotic creatures through and through (see 

chapter 2), “we” all always have one foot (or paw) in the future.

In this chapter I’m thinking about this intrinsic relationship that obtains 

between life and future by reference to what Peirce called a “living future” (CP 

8.194). Th is living future, as I argue here, cannot be understood without fur-

ther refl ecting on the special links that life has to all the dead that make life 

possible. It is in this sense that the living forest is also one that is haunted. And 

this haunting gets, in part, at what I mean when I say that spirits are real.

Survival—how to go about inhabiting a future—this is Oswaldo’s chal-

lenge. And the solutions he fi nds are infl ected by the living-future logic that is 

amplifi ed in the forests he traverses. But survival here for Oswaldo is also an 

all-too-human problem (see chapter 4), one in which questions of power can-

not be avoided. And this makes the problem of survival also a political one; for 

it prompts us to think about how we can fi nd other ways to harness the power 
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the living future . 195

that will ultimately sustain our being in a manner that enables “us” to grow and 

even to fl ourish.

Th is chapter, then, focuses on the realm of the spirit masters of the forest. 

It does so with particular attention to how that realm makes apparent some 

aspect of the ways in which life (human and nonhuman) is connected to death, 

continuity to fi nitude, future to past, absence to presence, supernatural to nat-

ural, and ethereal generality to palpable singularity. All of these, ultimately, say 

something about the formative connection a self has to its many others. My 

interest here is to see how these articulations, as they become expressed in the 

realm of the masters, amplify and render conceptually available to us some of 

the living-future logic of a thinking forest—a logic that can help us take 

anthropology beyond the human.

Th at Oswaldo at a certain moment in the forest can—perhaps must—be a 

white policeman, involves the particular and sometimes disjointed and even 

painful ways in which some aspect of his future self reaches back to aff ect him 

from this realm of the forest masters. In the process it exposes the logic of 

some of these articulations that I mentioned. Th is spirit realm that emerges 

from the life of the forest, as a product of a whole host of relations that cross 

species lines and temporal epochs, is, then, a zone of continuity and possibil-

ity: Oswaldo’s survival depends on his ability to access it. And yet Oswaldo’s 

survival also depends on the many kinds of dead and the many kinds of deaths 

that this spirit realm holds in its confi guration and that make a living future 

possible. Who one might be is intimately related to all those who one is not; 

we are forever giving ourselves over and indebted to these many others who 

make us who “we” are (see Mauss 1990 [1950]).

Although it emerges out of Runa histories of engaging with the many kinds 

of selves that people their world, the realm of the spirit masters is also some-

thing other than the product of these histories of engagement. Th is realm is a 

sort of afterlife, which is closely related to but not reducible to the life that has 

come before it. It is, in this sense, its own kind of emergent real—one that is 

neither natural nor exactly cultural.

I explore this emergent ethereal realm with specifi c attention to the ethno-

graphic manifestation of some of its special properties as well as to the hopeful 

politics that it might harbor. My goal is to refl ect more generally about what 

this realm beyond the living—one that emerges from the rich ecologies of 

selves that the forest houses—can tell us about the living logics that such a 

thinking forest reveals.
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196 . the living future

Venturing beyond the living, as I do here, is important for the anthropology 

beyond the human that I have been trying to develop, for it is with attention 

to this realm of the spirit masters of the forest that we can better understand 

what continuity might mean and how best to face that which threatens it. In 

short, attending to what those spirits of the forest can teach us about continu-

ity, growth, and even “fl ourishing” can allow us to cultivate other ways of think-

ing about how “we” might fi nd better ways to live in the living future.

always already runa

A curious mural that adorned the walls of the multipurpose hall of the 

headquarters of FOIN, the federation that represents the Runa communi-

ties of Napo Province (fi gure 9), seems to describe a progression from 

Amazonian savagery to European civilization. At the far left of a lineup of 

fi ve men stands a long-haired “savage” Indian holding a blowgun and what 

appears to be a shell horn of the sort used to call and mobilize kith and 

kin. He is what we would consider “naked,” though he wears a penis string, 

face paint, necklace, and arm, wrist, and head bands. Th e next man wears a 

loincloth, and the horn lies behind him on the ground; otherwise he looks 

nearly identical. Th en stands a man who, in keeping with Runa fashion of 

the late nineteenth century, wears shorts and a small tunic or poncho. He 

has just a dab of face paint and tries to hide his blowgun behind his back. 

Th e next man in the progression is fully clothed. He wears shoes, long 

pants, and a crisp white short-sleeved shirt. He is handsome, and whereas 

the previous fi gures have tiny heads, no necks, and huge arms, this man’s 

body is well proportioned. Th e blowgun that caused the previous man such 

shame now simply lies abandoned behind him. He is also the only one who 

off ers any hint of a smile. Th is fi gure is the epitome of a contemporary 

Runa man in the imaginary of the labor-union–infl uenced FOIN leader-

ship of the 1970s and 1980s, a leadership that came of age before the infl ux 

of the international NGOs, and one that had yet to become culturally or 

environmentally “conscious.” He is a Runa campesino, neither ethnic nor 

elite, neither sylvan nor urban. Th e fi nal fi gure emerging from this back-

drop now littered with the discarded trappings of a timeless savagery wears 

glasses, a suit, and a tie. His hair is neatly parted down the middle, and he 

sports a pencil moustache—a carefully nurtured wisp of the facial hair that 

whites seem to have no problem producing in revolting but also awesome 
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the living future . 197

abundance. He has the slight build of someone who has spent too much 

time indoors. He stands at grim attention. He seems nervous. In his right 

hand he clutches a briefcase. Strapped on his left arm, a wristwatch inexo-

rably marks off  the minutes of a day that is inside a linear temporality of 

which this man is now very much a part.

In the late 1980s I did some volunteer work for the federation that for a 

time had me living in its headquarters. Th is mural covered one of the walls. 

One evening, to celebrate the end of a workshop, the participants, primarily 

Runa men and women from Tena and Archidona and the villages that sur-

round these towns, which are much more urban and less oriented toward the 

forest than Ávila, held a party at the headquarters. Th e mural was the source 

of a running joke throughout the evening. Every so often someone, invariably 

male, would point to one of the “savage” Indians standing to the left of the 

handsome Runa man in the lineup to indicate the stage of drunkenness to 

which he had descended.

figure 9. “To make brutes into men, and men into Christians” (Figueroa 1986 [1661]: 249): 

Th is mural, which existed in the headquarters of the indigenous federation FOIN during the 

late 1980s, ambiguously illustrates the legacies of this colonial endeavor. Photo by author.
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198 . the living future

Th e mural speaks to the primitivist narrative that has guided both mission-

aries and colonists in this region: before the arrival of Europeans naked “wild 

savages” were the Amazon’s only inhabitants; through a process of  “taming” 

that spanned the colonial and early republican periods and continues to this 

day some of these wild savages became civilized, clothed, monogamous, salt-

eating, and unthreatening Runa; they became, according to the colonial termi-

nology, indios mansos, or tame Indians (Taylor 1999). Survivals of what, 

according to this logic, would be the primordial wild substrate can still be 

found in certain isolated regions. Some members of the Huaorani ethnic 

group (sometimes still pejoratively referred to in Quichua as Auca), who are 

considered homicidal, polygamous, and naked, serve as the present-day mod-

els for the depiction of savagery to the far left of the mural. Th e seventeenth-

century Jesuit priest Francisco de Figueroa succinctly described this colonial 

project of attempting to fashion a certain kind of person. Th e missionary goal, 

he wrote, is “to make” Amazonian “brutes into men, and men into Christians” 

(Figueroa 1986 [1661]: 249). Th e revelers that night were playing with the 

inherited legacies of this attempt (see also Rogers 1995).

Many people in Ávila would not disagree with such distinctions between 

savage and civilized. Th ey emphatically concur that being human in the right 

ways involves eating salt, wearing clothing, and refraining from homicide and 

polygamy (see also Muratorio 1987: 55). But they diff er as to how—or even 

whether—to locate these traits in time. Th e missionaries saw the adoption of 

these traits as the result of a gradual process of   “taming” a brutish Amazonian 

substrate. In Ávila, however, “civilized” attributes such as monogamy and eat-

ing salt are primordial aspects of Runa humanity. Th e Runa have always 

already been civilized.

An Ávila diluvial myth illustrates this. When the great fl ood swept over the 

land many Runa managed to save themselves by climbing to the top of Yahuar 

Urcu, one of the highest peaks in the area. Other Runa attempted to escape by 

boarding canoes. Th e women on board twined their long hair in an attempt to 

moor themselves to the treetops still above water. When these lashings became 

undone the canoes fl oated downriver and came to rest in what is today 

Huaorani territory. Th ere the clothing of those Runa eventually wore away, 

and they also ran out of salt. Th ey began killing people and thus became the 

present-day Aucas. Th e Aucas, then, are not the primordial savages from 

which the Christianized Runa evolved. Rather, they are fallen Runa. Th ey too 

were once salt-eating, clothed, and peaceful Christians. Although the Quichua 
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the living future . 199

term Auca is generally translated as “savage” or “infi del,” it may be more accu-

rate to think of Aucas as apostates. Th ey are those who have abandoned their 

former Runa way of life. Th e Runa have always already been Runa. “Savages,” 

by contrast, became so as their canoes swept them down the fl ooded rivers, 

carrying them far away from their unchanging Runa homeland; they are the 

ones who fell out of form and into time.

Th e “Runa” man of the primitivist mural—made by his past, vanishing in the 

future—is not, then, exactly congruent with this other kind of being, this “always 

already” Runa of Ávila. What I am suggesting is that for the Ávila Runa the 

mural would not depict a progression leading elsewhere but an ongoing fugue 

around a central fi gure—a Runa self—who always already is what he will 

become even in his ongoing and open-ended becoming. Th is constantly chang-

ing self, who is also continuous with his past and potential future instantiations, 

points to something important about life, and fl ourishing, in an ecology of selves.

names

We tend to think of a term like the Runa as an ethnonym, a proper noun used 

to name another. And this is how I’ve been using it throughout this book. For 

such a term to be deemed appropriate, standard anthropological practice dic-

tates that it be the name the people in question use for themselves. Th is is why 

we do not refer to the Huaorani by their pejorative Quichua name “Auca.” And 

“Runa,” at least when modifi ed by a place name, is certainly used as an ethno-

nym in Ávila to refer to Quichua-speaking inhabitants of Amazonian Ecua-

dor. So, for example, “the San José Runa” refers to the people from San José de 

Payamino. And those from San José de Payamino call their Ávila neighbors 

“the Ávila Runa.” Naming others is unavoidable.

And yet people in Ávila do not name themselves. Th ey don’t call themselves 

the Runa (or the Ávila Runa for that matter). Nor do they use the term 

Kichwa, the ethnonym currently employed in the contemporary regional and 

especially national indigenous political movement. If we treat “Runa” as a 

label—asking only whether it is the right label—something important is 

obscured; the Runa don’t use labels for themselves. In a certain straightfor-

ward sense, Runa, in Quichua, simply means “person.” But it does not merely 

function as a substantive to be co-opted as an ethnonym, a label.

Going back to the mural, the man beaming and wearing a crisp white shirt, 

standing between the “savages” and the “white man,” is, by any account, “Runa.” 
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200 . the living future

From the primitivist point of view “Runa” here would be an ethnonym, a label 

for a waypoint in a historical process of transformation in which one kind of 

being is made into another, on the way to becoming still another. Th e Ávila 

take on this, however, would be diff erent. Th e man in the crisp white shirt 

would still be “Runa,” but the label would refer to something else, something 

less visible, less easily nameable than a cultural group from which one came. 

Th is man never became Runa; he has always already been Runa.

What I wish to suggest, and this is something I hope will become more 

evident as the chapter progresses, is that “Runa” more accurately marks a rela-

tional subject position in a cosmic ecology of selves in which all beings see 

themselves as persons. “Runa” here is the self, in continuity of form. All beings 

are, from their points of view, in a sense “Runa,” because this is how they would 

experience themselves when “saying” I.
If we treat “Runa” as a substantive we miss the way it actually functions 

more like a personal pronoun. We usually think of pronouns as words that 

stand in the place of nouns. But Peirce suggests that we fl ip this relation. Pro-

nouns are not substitutes for nouns; rather, “they indicate things in the direct-

est possible way,” by pointing to them. Nouns are indirectly related to their 

referents, and thus they ultimately rely on these sorts of pointing relations for 

their meaning. Th is leads Peirce to conclude that “a noun is an imperfect sub-

stitute for a pronoun,” and not the other way around (1998b: 15). I want to 

suggest here that the Runa man who is the subject of the mural is—on the 

Ávila take—functioning as a special kind of fi rst-person pronoun: an I, or 

perhaps more accurately an us, in all its coming possibility.

As a noun “Runa” is an “imperfect substitute for a pronoun.” In its imperfec-

tion it carries the traces of all the others with whom it has become an us in 

relation. What it is, and what it might become, is shaped by virtue of all the 

predicates—eating salt, monogamy, and so on—it has acquired, even though 

it is also something other than the sum total of these.

An I is always in some sense invisible. By contrast, it is the other—the he, 
the she, the it objectifi ed—that can be seen and named. I should note that the 

third person—the other—corresponds to Peirce’s secondness. It is what is 

palpable, visible, and actual because it stands outside us (see chapter 1). Th is in 

part explains why self-naming is so rare in Amazonian ecologies of selves. As 

Viveiros de Castro has observed, naming is really reserved for others: “ethno-

nyms are names for third parties; they belong to the category of ‘they’ not the 

category of ‘we’ ” (1998: 476). It is not a question, then, of which ethnonym to 
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the living future . 201

use but a question of whether any ethnonym can capture a self ’s point of view. 

Naming objectifi es, and that is what one does to others—to its. Th e Runa—

I’m slipping back into using the objectifying label—are not the its of history. 

Th ey are Is, part of an ongoing us, alive, in life, surviving—fl ourishing.

Runa-as-I, as-us, is not a thing, to be aff ected by the past in the cause-and-

eff ect ways in which things are. Th e Runa are not the objects of history. Th ey 

are not its products. Th ey were not made by history in this cause-and-eff ect 

sense. And yet who they are is an outcome of a certain intimate relation to the 

past.

Th is relation involves another kind of absence as well. It involves a relation 

to the absent dead. In this regard, the Runa are like the cryptic Amazonian 

insect known as the walking stick, which comes to be increasingly invisible in 

its growing confusion with twigs by virtue of all those other beings that it is 

not. Th ose other, somewhat less “twiggy” walking sticks, are the ones who 

become visible and in their visibility become the tangible, actual objects—the 

others, the its—of predation in such a way that the potential future lineages of 

those who remain invisible can continue on, hidden and yet haunted (by virtue 

of this constitutive absence) by these others that are not them.

amo

Oswaldo’s continuity as an I, as Runa, requires that he be a puma—a predator. 

He must be the hunter and not the hunted peccary he feared he would become 

when he encountered that policeman covered in hair clippings standing at 

his friend’s door. Puma, recall, is often hypostasized as jaguar—its primary 

exemplar—although it more accurately marks a relational position of a self, an 

I continuing as I and alive, thanks to an objectifying relationship to other 

selves that this self creates through predation. As such, like “Runa,” it too func-

tions as an “imperfect substitute for a pronoun.” Oswaldo is—must be—runa 

puma, a human-jaguar, to persist.

In Ávila, runa puma is synonymous with a kind of maturity of self. Many 

men, and many women too, cultivate a sort of becoming-puma, so that, after 

death, after their human skins are buried, they enter a jaguar body, to con-

tinue on, as a self, and an I—an I that is invisible to themselves, yet able to see 

others as prey, while being seen by these others as predator. One cultivates 

this puma nature not only with regard to one’s postmortem future but, per-

haps more important, so that this future puma will also inform one’s present 
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202 . the living future

ability to continue living as a self; becoming-puma is a form of worldly 

empowerment.

And yet predation is a fraught form of relating, not without its own anxie-

ties. A few months after killing the pig, Oswaldo dreamed of another such 

encounter. In this encounter he didn’t have his gun. All he had was an empty 

refi llable shotgun cartridge. Somehow he managed to shoot his quarry by 

blowing through the little hole at the cartridge’s base as if it were a blowgun. 

To his dismay, he suddenly realized that the “prey” he had shot in this fashion 

was not a pig but a friend from Loreto. Wounded in the neck, this friend ran 

to the safety of his house, only to emerge shortly after, now armed, and in 

pursuit of Oswaldo. Th ere is something unmanageable, chaotic, and amoral 

about predation. It is a kind of power that can come back to haunt you.

In the 1920s Runa from the Napo River told the explorer and ethnographer 

Marquis Robert de Wavrin of how, many generations ago, some shamans 

escaped Spanish domination by putting on jaguar skins—“black ones, spotted 

ones, yellow ones”—and in this way becoming puma. Having become preda-

tors and living deep in the forest, they managed to evade the Spaniards, but 

they also began to turn on their fellow Runa—fi rst by hunting the unfortu-

nate hunters who ventured out in the forest and then by attacking their own 

Runa villages (Wavrin 1927: 328–29).

It is not entirely clear why predation has come to be such an important 

means of relating in Amazonia. Certainly there are many other forms of 

trans-species relating; it was, for example, through a parasitic—not a preda-

tory—relationship that Oswaldo’s and my blood became commingled with 

each other’s and with that of the peccary in the forest that day as the swarm 

of blood-sucking fl ies that had been living off  of Oswaldo’s prey sought out 

a new host. But predation obviously resonates with hunting as much as it 

does with a colonial past and the social hierarchies that are its product. 

Being a predator, having to be so, is a frightening prospect, not free of its 

own ambivalences.

If Oswaldo is to be a successful hunter, if he is to continue, it is not enough 

for him to be a predator; he must also be “white.” Th at is, if whites are hunters, 

which is manifestly true, given their history of preying on the Runa—it is the 

whites who hunted down their forebears with dogs and enslaved them during 

the rubber boom—then Oswaldo must also occupy this position when he sees 

himself as an I. Th e only other choice would be to become an object. Th e 

Runa must always already be Runa, puma, as well as “white.”
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the living future . 203

More than white, they must, to be more accurate, always already be masters, 

amos. Amo means “master,” “lord,” or “boss” in Spanish and has served tradition-

ally as a term of address for estate owners and government offi  cials. Th e power 

this title indexes is indelibly linked to whiteness. In the mid-nineteenth century, 

for example, a man of African descent named Goyo was appointed governor of 

the Amazonian administrative region (known at the time as Oriente Province). 

Because this new governor was black, the Runa refused to treat him as a master. 

He was therefore forced to ask the previous governor, Manuel Lazerda, to con-

tinue as acting governor. As Lazerda recounts:

Th e Indians believe that blacks are damned, charred in the infernal fi res. Th ey’ll 

never obey Goyo. I’m his friend and I’ll do his bidding. Th e earnings [primarily 

from forced sales to the Indians] will be divided in two parts: one for me, and one 

for him. Alone he wouldn’t be able to do a thing. Th e catechized Indians will never 

recognize him as their apu.

—What does apu mean?

—Amo, señor. I will be for them their real master and lord. (Avendaño 1985 [1861]: 152)

In Ávila today, amo—amu in Quichua—remains inextricably associated with 

whites, the “real” masters and lords. But amu has also come to mark another I’s 

perspective as appreciated from an external vantage point. And like “Runa” and 

“puma,” it functions as an “imperfect substitute for a pronoun.” Th at is, amu func-

tions as a pronoun, but in the process it pulls in its wake all the predicates associ-

ated with the colonial history of domination to which it is linked.

Here is how Narcisa employs the term in her refl ections on an encounter, 

discussed in chapter 3, that she and her family had in the forest with some red 

brocket deer and the propitious dream that preceded it.

“cunanca huañuchichinga ranita,” yanica amuca
“therefore, I’ll be able to make him kill it,” I—the amu—thought

Th anks to what, earlier in the conversation she described as her “good dream-

ing,” she felt certain she would easily be able to get her husband to kill at least 

one of the deer they encountered. Amu, here combined with the topic-marking 

suffi  x -ca, highlights the fact that her dreaming (and not the actions of her hus-

band, as her interlocutors might otherwise expect) was what was important. 

Her husband, who was to shoot the deer, was simply a proximate extension of 

her agency. Th is is why she—the amu—is the topic of this phrase. Amuca 

encourages us to note the not entirely expected fact that we should understand 
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204 . the living future

the events of the forest that day as revolving around her agency. Her dreaming 

self (which her narrating self, from a somewhat external position, can regard as 

amu), and not her husband with his gun, is the locus of cause. It is no coinci-

dence that a word whose original and continuing meaning is “white lord” is used 

to denote this fact.

Because all selves and not just human ones are Is, amu also marks the sub-

jective viewpoints of animals. After Maxi described to Luis how he had fi red 

at an agouti from his hunting blind, Luis asked him:

amuca api tucuscachu
and the amu [—that is, the agouti—], was he hit?

Maxi responded, “Yeah . . . right in the back bone.” “Tias,” interjected Luis, 

using a sound image (see chapter 1) that simulates lead shot deftly cutting 

through the unfortunate agouti’s fl esh and bone—“sliced right through.” 

Amuca in this exchange shifts the topic of discussion from a focus on Maxi’s 

action to the fate of the agouti-as-I.
Th e term amu, referring to a title that the Runa, as Lazerda observed, 

would bestow only upon a white person, now also refers to any Runa I. But 

because all beings, and not just humans, see themselves as I (and therefore, in 

a sense, also as Runa) it follows that they also all see themselves as masters. 

Whiteness is now understood as inseparable from one’s sense of self when 

“saying” I, even when the one “saying” I is not human.

Amu, like Runa and puma, marks a subject position. And all of these nouns, 

which we might otherwise only take to mark, respectively, white, indigenous, or 

animal essences additionally mark a vantage point—the position of the I. Th e 

term amu, without losing its historical association to particular people with par-

ticular physical characteristics and a particular position in a power hierarchy (in 

fact, because of these accumulated associations), has also come to mark any self ’s 

point of view. Th e living I, the self, any self—qua self—in this ecology of selves, 

is amu. Th at self is by defi nition a master, and therefore in a certain sense “white.”

Th is particular “imperfect substitute for a pronoun” has unique qualities. 

Along with puma (or white), amu invokes hierarchy. But it does so in a way 

that catapults the self into a plane that goes beyond that of the living. And this 

fact has important implications for what it is to be an I, in continuity.

Like Oswaldo and his ambivalent relation to the policeman, the Runa both 

are and are obviously not “the masters of everything.” Amu captures something 

of this disjointed and alienated nature of the self ’s relation to itself. Th e 
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the living future . 205

masters have always already been right there, along with the Runa, not just in 

the realm of the living but also in those realms that span beyond life. Th e spir-

its, who control the animals and who live in that timeless always already realm 

deep in the forest, are known by many names in Ávila, but mainly they are 

simply called “the masters”—amu-guna. Th ese forest masters appear to the 

Runa in dreams and visions as white rubber estate bosses or Italian priests. It 

is from the master’s vantage point—when the Runa manage to inhabit it—

that they are able to hunt successfully. When Oswaldo comes to recognize that 

he is the white policeman of his dream, he is not just becoming one of those 

offi  cers who walk the streets of the towns of, say, Tena or Coca; he is also 

becoming a master of the forest and, in the process, inhabiting, in some way or 

another, this realm of the spirits.

Th e Runa, as always already Runa, have always already been in such inti-

mate relation with these sorts of fi gures that populate the timeless realm of the 

masters. In mythic times the masters were always already there, as a pair of 

Christian apostles, who function as “culture heroes” and who walked the earth 

and guided the Runa. Being guided by master-apostles involves a degree of 

intimacy mixed with separation and alienation. According to one diluvial 

myth, recounted by the early-twentieth-century Napo-area Runa (Wavrin 

1927: 329), in mythic times the Amazon was inhabited by God and the Saints. 

During the fl ood God built a steamboat, which he used to escape up to heaven 

along with these Saints. When the fl ood receded God’s now-abandoned boat 

washed up in the land of the foreigners. By observing this boat, the foreigners 

learned how to make ships as well as other machines. Th e original owners of 

modern technology may be white deities, but they have also always already 

been Amazonian and an intimate if also detached aspect of Runa life.

Let me explain what I mean about this relationship between intimacy and 

detachment. Th at the Runa are amu when “saying” I (and that they also stand 

in an intimate yet detached and sometimes subservient relation to those amu 

who inhabit an always already realm) distributes the self and marks the pain 

of those disjunctures that separate its successive instantiations.

Regarding such successive instantiations of the self, linguistic anthropolo-

gists working with Gê and Tupi Guarani peoples of central Brazilian Amazo-

nia have noted that the fi rst-person singular—the I—used in certain narrative 

performances can sometimes refer to the skin-bound self performing the myth 

or song. Whereas at other times it can refer to other skin-bound selves through 

quotation, and at still other times to a self that is distributed over a lineage that 
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206 . the living future

includes both the performer and the performer’s ancestors (Urban 1989; Gra-

ham 1995; Oakdale 2002; see also Turner 2007). Regarding the latter, Greg 

Urban (1989: 41) describes how a Shokleng origin myth-teller enters a trance-

like or possessed state when embodying the I of his ancestors. Urban refers to 

this special kind of self-reference, in which the self is also a lineage, as a “projec-

tive I.” It is projective because by embodying these “past Is” the narrator also 

comes to embody the “continuity” (45) of his self—a self that has now become 

part of a more general “emergent” lineage of selves (42). His I becomes an us.
I want to suggest that amu captures something important about this “pro-

jective I.” It refers to the self in continuity—an “us” with its “indefi nite possi-

bilities” (Peirce CP 5.402; see chapter 1). Th is continuity does not just stretch 

back to the ancestors. It also projects into the future. And it also captures 

something about how the I is constitutively related to a not-I—to the whites, 

the spirits, and the dead that the living Runa are but also are not.

being in futuro

Th e Runa self is always already Runa, puma, and especially always already 

master, or amu. Th is self always has at least one paw in a spirit realm, which is 

neither located just in the present nor the simple product of the accretions of 

its cumulative pasts. Th ere is a formal semiotic logic to this. As I argued in the 

fi rst chapters of this book signs are alive and all selves, human and nonhuman, 

are semiotic. What a self is, in the most minimal sense, is a locus—however 

ephemeral—for sign interpretation. Th at is, it is a locus for the production of 

a novel sign (termed an “interpretant”; see chapter 1) that also stands in conti-

nuity with those signs that have come before it. Selves, human or nonhuman, 

simple or complex, are waypoints in a semiotic process. Th ey are outcomes of 

semiosis as well as the starting points for new sign interpretation whose out-

come will be a future self. Selves don’t exist fi rmly in the present; they are “just 

coming into life in the fl ow of time” (Peirce CP 5.421) by virtue of their 

dependence on future loci of interpretance—future semiotic selves—that will 

come to interpret them.

All semiosis, then, creates future. Th is is something distinctive about self. 

Being a semiotic self—whether human or nonhuman—involves what Peirce 

calls “being in futuro” (CP 2.86). Th at is, in the realm of selves, as opposed to 

in the inanimate world, it is not just the past that comes to aff ect the present. 

Th e future, as, I discussed in this chapter’s introduction, as it is re-presented, 
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the living future . 207

also comes to aff ect the present (CP 1.325; see also CP 6.127 and 6.70), and 

this is central to what a self is. Th e future, and how it is brought into the 

present, is not reducible to the cause-and-eff ect dynamic by which the past 

aff ects the present. Signs, as “guesses,” re-present a future possible, and through 

this mediation they bring the future to bear on the present. Th e future’s infl u-

ence on the present has its own kind of reality (see CP 8.330). And it is one 

that makes selves what they are as unique entities in the world.

Peirce refers to the past—the product of causes and eff ects—as fi xed or 

“dead.” Being in futuro, by contrast, is “living” and “plastic” (CP 8.330). All sem-

iosis, as it grows and lives, creates future. Th is future is virtual, general, not 

necessarily existent, and yet real (CP 2.92). All selves partake of this “living 

future” (CP 8.194). Neotropical forests, such as those around Ávila, proliferate 

semiotic habits to a degree unprecedented in the biological world, and in the 

process they also proliferate futures. Th is is what humans—the Runa and 

others as well—step into when they enter the forest and begin to relate to 

its beings.

And yet the kind of future that humans create is emergent with respect to 

the sorts of futures that characterize the nonsymbolic semiotic world in which 

such a future is nested. Like an icon or an index, a symbol must come to be 

interpreted by a future sign potentially coming into being in order for it to 

function as a sign. However, a symbol additionally depends on these future 

signs for its very qualities: Its “character . . . can only be realized by the aid of 

its [i]nterpretant” (CP 2.92). For example, the phonological qualities of a word 

like dog are arbitrary and are only fi xed by virtue of the conventional relation 

the word has to a vast virtual, ethereal, and yet real realm of other such words 

(and their contrastive phonological qualities) that provide the context for its 

apperception and interpretation (see CP 2.304; see also 2.292–93). By contrast 

icons and indices retain their qualities (but not their ability to function as 

signs) independent of their intepretants. An icon, such as the Quichua sound 

image “tsupu,” would retain the sonic qualities that make it signifi cant, even, 

without the existence of those entities that plunge—tsupu—into water or 

whether it is ever interpreted to sound like such plunging entities. Although 

the qualities that make an index signifi cant depend on some sort of correlation 

with its object of reference, like an icon it would retain these characteristics 

even when it is not interpreted as a sign. A palm tree crashing down in the 

forest would still make a sound even when no one—not even a skittish woolly 

monkey—is around to take this crash to be an index of danger (see chapter 1). 
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208 . the living future

In sum, unlike an icon or index, a symbol’s very being qua symbol relies on the 

emergence of a whole host of not necessarily existent and yet real signs that 

will come to interpret it. It is doubly dependent on the future.

Th e realm of the masters amplifi es this being in futuro logic, which is cen-

tral to all of semiotic life, at the same time that it is also made into something 

else by human symbolic semiosis. For Oswaldo to remain a living sign, he 

must be able to be interpretable by this virtual, yet real, realm of the masters—

a realm where he needs to be treated as an I and not an it to survive. He must, 

in short, be capable of being hailed by a master as a you. And this will only be 

possible when in the realm of the masters he too actually becomes an I, in 

futuro.

Th is virtual realm of the masters is physically located deep in the forest. 

It emerges out of the forest’s living ecology of selves—an ecology that is 

itself creating proliferating networks of futures. Th ese proliferating net-

works come to shape the future realm of the masters. And so this spirit 

realm comes to capture the logic of a “living future” in a way that cannot just 

be explained in terms of the language or culture of its human participants. 

And this makes this realm more than a symbolic gloss on a nonsymbolic 

nonhuman world.

Amu, I want to suggest, is a particular colonially infl ected way of being a 

self in an ecology of selves fi lled with a growing array of future-making habits, 

many of which are not human. In the process, amu renders visible how a living 

future gives life some of its special properties and how this involves a dynamic 

that implicates (but is not reducible to) the past. In doing so, amu, and the 

spirit realm upon which it draws its power, amplifi es something general about 

life—namely, life’s quality of being in futuro. And it ratchets this quality up a 

notch; the spirit realm of the masters is “more” in futuro than life itself. Th e 

realm of the spirits amplifi es and generalizes this living-future logic, and it 

brings it to bear on an everyday political and existential problem: survival.

afterlife

Regarding the view of the afterlife held by one eighteenth-century Upper 

Amazonian group known as the Peba, the Jesuit missionary priest Juan 

Magnin (1988 [1740]: 477) reported with exasperation, “Th eir take on the mat-

ter is unequivocal. Th ey say . . . they are all Saints; and that none of them will 

go to Hell, instead they’ll all go to heaven, where their relatives are, Saints like 
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the living future . 209

them.” Missionaries had little trouble getting the forebears of the Runa and 

other Upper Amazonians such as the Peba to comprehend heaven. And yet, to 

their continuing chagrin, they found that the locals insisted on understanding 

this afterlife realm as unfolding in a forest of all-too-earthly plenty—one that, 

according to a bemused missionary working among the Runa, has “rivers that 

contain more fi sh than water” and, most important, “astronomical quantities” 

of manioc beer (Porras 1955: 153). Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

accounts resonate with contemporary ones: Th is “other life,” where the Indians 

“never die” (Figueroa 1986 [1661]: 282), provides “manioc in great abundance, 

and meat and drink as much as they wish” (Magnin 1988 [1740]: 477). It is 

one with “no lack of steel axes and trade beads, monkeys, drinking parties, 

fl utes and drums” (Magnin 1988 [1740]: 490; see also Maroni 1988 [1738]: 173).

Hell is an altogether diff erent matter. It has been a continuing source of 

concern for missionaries, from Father Magnin’s time and even earlier, that 

many Upper Amazonians were unwilling to conceive of damnation in Hell as 

a form of personal punishment for worldly sins. For the Runa, as many reports 

over the years attest, there simply is no Hell. Hell, according to them, is 

where others suff er, especially whites and blacks.

After Ventura’s mother, Rosa, died she went “inside” to the world of the 

spirit masters (see chapters 3 and 5). She married one of those lords and 

became one of them—an amu. Her old sagging body—sloughed off  like a 

snake’s skin—was all that she left behind for her children to bury. Ventura’s 

mother had died quite old, but now, her son explained, she lives eternally 

young in the realm of the masters. “[F]ire escapes old as you,” wrote Allen 

Ginsberg, in his irreverent prayer poem mourning his own mother, “–Th o 

you’re not old now, that’s left here with me.” Ventura’s mother too was not old 

now. Never to die again, and never to suff er, she had become again—and now 

forever—like her pubescent granddaughters. All that was left with her son 

was her aged body, decrepit like a rusted fi re escape.

By becoming a master, Rosa, in a sense, became a Saint. She went to live 

forever in that realm of eternal abundance, full of game and beer and worldly 

riches, in that Quito deep inside the forest. She would never to go to Hell, she 

would never again suff er, and she would be forever free. As I discussed in the 

previous chapter, Rosa entered inside a form—that always already realm of 

the masters—where the impacts of time, the past’s eff ects on the present, 

become less relevant. But Rosa is not the only Saint: “we are all Saints,” insisted 

the Peba Indians who so frustrated the eighteenth-century Jesuit missionary.
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210 . the living future

I want to unpack this suggestion that Rosa is a Saint, and I want to even 

explore the possibility that we selves might all be Saints. I do so by attending 

to the relation that selves like Rosa have to the emergent virtual and “in futuro” 

realm of the masters. Th is is a realm of future possibility in which what it is to 

be an I, a self, is also shaped by the many kinds of dead, their many kinds of 

bodies, and the histories of their many deaths. Th at Rosa really continues on 

as a master, and perhaps as a Saint, however, is not just the direct eff ect of 

these others. For her continuity only becomes possible by virtue of a negative 

relation to them. It is an outcome that is not directly aff ected by the palpable 

presences of all those others but by their constitutive absences. I hope this will 

become clearer in the section that follows.

the imponderable weight of the dead

One day Juanicu went out with his dogs to the forest to collect worms for fi sh 

bait when he was badly mauled by a giant anteater. He nearly died from his 

wounds. Giant anteaters, known to rear up on their hind legs and slash out 

with the large curved claws of their forefeet when threatened, are truly formi-

dable creatures; even jaguars are said to fear them (see chapter 3). Juanicu 

alternated between blaming his misfortune on a rival shaman with whom he 

has had an ongoing feud and, more mundanely, on his dogs, who led him to 

the animal (they were supposed to have stayed at home). Juanicu never blamed 

himself, nor did anyone else. Juanicu-as-I can never do himself harm. Only 

others can.

A young Ávila man, of whom I was very fond, was killed on the Huataracu 

River. Th ey pulled out his body from the bottom of a deep pool. His chest was 

ripped open. He died while fi shing with dynamite. No one doubted that. 

Th ere was much less agreement as to the ultimate, or even proximate, cause of 

his death. Some blamed sorcerers and the darts and anacondas they some-

times send when attacking their enemies. Others blamed those responsible for 

the circumstances that led him to fi sh with dynamite on that day: a demand-

ing brother-in-law; the fellow who gave him the dynamite; or the folks who 

took him out to the river. All established culpability with one person or 

another. Of the half dozen or so diff erent explanations I heard, none put 

blame on the young man who died.

Omens reveal a similar logic. If the camarana pishcu, a kind of antshrike 

that eats insects fl ushed by moving army ant colonies, is found fl ying around a 
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the living future . 211

house, someone will die; for this is how a child circles around her house crying 

inconsolably when she discovers that her mother or father is dead. Th e “grave 

digger” wasp is known as such because it buries the tarantulas and large spi-

ders it paralyzes (see Hogue 1993:417), throwing up fresh piles of red earth in 

the process, as if digging a grave. As with the antshrike, fi nding one of these 

near home is an omen that a relative will die. People in Ávila call such signs 

(and there are many) tapia, bad omens. I fi rst thought of these as omens 

of death, but I soon realized that they refer to something more specifi c: it is 

not death that they foretell but the deaths of others. In fact, they never augur 

the death of the person who fi nds them.

Th ese examples say something about the counterintuitive relation of the 

self to that which it is not. Death for the self is ineff able, for the self is simply 

a continuation of life. Th e self is a general (see chapter 1). It is the experience 

of the death of others by the living that is so hard to bear, because it is what is 

palpable. “Th e thread of life is a third,” wrote Peirce, whereas “the fate that 

snips it” is “its second” (CP 1.337; see also chapter 1).

Th e omens of mourning I have been discussing speak to the pain associated 

with another becoming other—a second, a thing—another that is no longer 

an I, no longer a possible part of a becoming-us-in-relation, or at least not for 

the moment. For the living mourners, death marks a rupture: the dead become 

shuc tunu or shican (diff erent, other). Th e myth of the man being eaten alive by 

the juri juri demon that I recounted in chapter 3 explores the terrifying pros-

pect of coming to experience oneself as such an object—an experience we will 

never have when we become objects.

But souls do not simply die; they can continue in that virtual future realm 

that living (and its attendant deaths) creates. Th e traditional kaddish—as 

opposed to Ginsberg’s irreverent version—the Jewish prayer recited in mem-

ory of the dead, never mentions death. Death can only be experienced from 

outside. Only others can snip at the thread of life. And only others, for the 

Runa, other kinds of people, especially blacks and whites (in the essentialist 

sense), go to Hell.

Th e self is always partially invisible to oneself in the sense that visibility 

requires objectifi cation—secondness—and secondness misses something cru-

cial about what a living self is. Th e I is an I because it is in form—because it 

partakes in a general mode of being that exceeds any particular instantiation 

of itself. Th at Rosa will become a master (and a Saint) is what makes her a 

living self. An anthropology that focuses on diff erence—one that focuses on 
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212 . the living future

the “nots” and the “seconds” (see chapter 2)—cannot attend to this invisible 

continuity of the self.

In a similar fashion, although it is true that walking sticks are invisible 

thanks to a specifi c relation they have to all of their more visible and less 

twiggy relatives that were noticed, just focusing on those objectifi ed others 

misses the continuing persistence of the invisible I in a form that, in hindsight, 

leaves us with a visible proliferation of something general that, in this case we 

can call “twigginess.”

All signs involve a relationship to something not present. Icons do this in a 

way that is fundamental to their being. Recall from previous chapters that, 

although we generally think of it in terms of likeness, iconicity is really the 

product of what is not noticed. (For example, that we don’t at fi rst notice the 

diff erence between a walking stick and a twig.) Indices, by contrast, point to 

changes in present circumstances—that there is something other to which we 

must attend (another kind of absence). Symbols incorporate these features 

but in a special way: they represent via their relation to an absent system of 

other such symbols that make them meaningful.

Life, being intrinsically semiotic, has a related association to absence. 

What a living organism-in-lineage, in-continuity-of-I—to use the Amazo-

nian concept—is, is the product of what it is not. It is intimately related to 

the many absent lineages that did not survive, which were selected out to 

reveal the forms that fi t the world around them. In a sense, the living, like the 

walking stick we mistake for a twig, are the ones that were not noticed. Th ey 

are the ones that continue to potentially persist in form and out of time 

thanks to their relationship to what they are not. Note the logical shift: the 

focus is on what is not present: the imponderable “weight” (I think the oxy-

moron captures something of the counterintuitive nature of this claim) of 

the dead.

All of life, then, houses, by virtue of these constitutive absences, the traces 

of all that has come before it—the traces of that which it is not. Th e invisible 

realm of the masters makes, to follow the counterintuitive logic, all of this vis-

ible. It is in the realm of the masters that the traces of those who have lived 

(the pre-Hispanic chiefs, the black-robed priests, the grandparents and par-

ents) and that which has happened (the great sixteenth-century uprising 

against the Spaniards, the circulation of the old trade beads, the forced tribute 

payments) continue. And this is the future realm, the realm that gives inter-

pretability to the (human) living one as well. Th e realm of the masters houses 
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the living future . 213

all of the specters of the past. And it is in this realm that the timeless I contin-

ues, by virtue of its intimate relation to these absences.

Th e I is in form and outside of history (see chapter 5). Th is is why nothing 

can happen to it. Heaven is a continuation of form. Hell is history; it is what 

happens to others. Heaven is a realm where people are not subject to time. 

Th ey never age. Th ey never die there. Only its can be in time. Only they can be 

aff ected, subject to dyadic cause-and-eff ect, out of form, subject to history—

punished.

the you of the self

Th e realm of the masters is the product of the many futures created by the 

forest. But it is more than this. A word depends for its meaning on the emer-

gence of a vast symbolic system that will come to interpret it. Something like 

this is happening in the forest as well. Th e realm of the masters is that vast 

virtual system that emerges as humans—in their distinctly human ways—

attempt to engage with the other-than-human semiosis of the forest. Th e 

realm of the masters, then, is like a language. Except it is more “fl eshly” (Hara-

way 2003) than a language—being, as it is, caught up in vaster swaths of non-

human semiosis. It is also at the same time more ethereal. It is a realm that 

is in the forest but also beyond nature and the human. It is, in a word, 

“supernatural.”

Th is spirit realm of masters comes to interpret, and thus permits and con-

strains, who and how an I can be, at the same time that it provides the vessel 

for the continuity—the survival—of that I. In Ávila, whiteness has come to 

mark this I point of view. It marks a relative position within a hierarchy that 

spans the cosmos—a hierarchy that ranges from the nonhuman to the human 

realm and from the human one to the realm of the spirits. Th erein lies Oswal-

do’s predicament. On the one hand, the Runa have always already been white. 

On the other hand, they recognize a variety of beings—policemen, priests, 

and landowners, as well as animal masters and demons—whose superior posi-

tion in a historically infl ected cosmic hierarchy is indexed by their whiteness.

Th is realm of the masters, however, is not just about the I. “Between the 

refl exive ‘I’ of culture,” writes Viveiros de Castro (and by “culture,” I take him to 

mean the vantage from which a self sees herself as such, sees herself, that is, 

as a person), “and the impersonal ‘it’ of nature, there is a position missing, the 

‘you’, the second person, or the other taken as other subject, whose point of 
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214 . the living future

view is the latent echo of that of the ‘I’ ” (1998: 483). Th is you, for Viveiros de 

Castro, gets at something important about the supernatural realm—a realm, I 

would add, that is not just reducible to nature, nor is it one that is reducible to 

culture. It is a realm that, according to a formal hierarchical logic, is situated 

“above” the human realm it makes possible.

“Supernature,” continues Viveiros de Castro, “is the form of the Other as 

Subject” (1998: 483). I would say that it is the place where one can be called 

into being by this higher-order other self that is both strange and familiar. 

Th is is the realm from which Oswaldo’s policeman hailed him. It is also the 

realm where all selves can experience themselves as masters—amu. So when 

the term amu is used in Ávila, whether in self-reference as in Narcisa’s case or 

to refer to a being, human or nonhuman, that is properly other, it is done pre-

cisely to invoke this other I, taken as other subject—one whose voice, however 

faint, is a “latent echo” of the I in futuro.

Th e challenge is to avoid becoming an object in the process of this interpel-

lation. And this is a real danger. Fear of this is what led Oswaldo to initially 

conclude that he had dreamed badly when he dreamed of seeing the police-

man greet him with hair clippings on his shoulders. It is also why one cannot, 

for example, look at a huaturitu supai, the bird-clawed demon garbed in priestly 

robes that wanders the forests clutching a Bible. For becoming a you of that I 

would permanently transport you out of the realm of the living (Taylor 1993; 

Viveiros de Castro 1998: 483). And yet a self that is not destabilized by the its 

and yous that it constantly confronts, a self that does not grow to incorporate 

these into a larger us, is not a living I but a dead shell of one.

Th e question for the Runa, then, is how to create the conditions that will 

assure that they can continue to inhabit an I point of view. How, that is, to get 

into this higher-order you that both is but is never fully one’s I? Th e techniques 

they use to do this are shamanic. Such techniques extend a paw into the future 

in order to bring some of that future back to the realm of the living.

I want to emphasize that the historical condition of possibility for shaman-

ism is the very hierarchy it attempts to tap. Without the colonially infl ected 

predatory hierarchy that structures the ecology of selves, there is no higher 

position one can enter from which to frame one’s own. Emblematic of how 

shamanism relates to the history of hierarchies in which it is immersed is the 

term miricu, one of the names for “shaman” in Ávila. Th e power of this term 

resides in the fact that it is a bilingual pun. As such, it captures two concepts 

in two diff erent registers simultaneously; it is a Quichua-ization of the 
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Spanish word for doctor (médico) and it contains the Quichua verb “to see” 

(ricuna), in its agentive form; ricu is a seer. Shamans can see like doctors, those 

vanguards of modernity armed with all the powerful weapons of medical sci-

ence. But this does not necessarily imply a desire to become like a Western 

doctor. Shamanistic seeing changes what it means to see.

How does one inhabit the you perspective? How does one make it one’s 

own I? One does so by donning what we might call clothing—the equipment, 

bodily accouterments, and attributes that allow a particular kind of being to 

inhabit a particular kind of world. Such equipment includes the canines and 

pelts of the jaguar (see Wavrin 1927: 328), the pants of the white man (see also 

Vilaça 2007, 2010), the robes of the priest, and the face paints of the “Auca.” 

And such clothing can also be shed. Rosa sloughed off  her aged body when she 

died. And it is reported in Ávila that some men, encountering jaguars in the 

forest and unable to scare them off , have undressed themselves to battle them. 

In this way, the jaguar is forced to recognize that his power comes from his 

clothing and that underneath this he is a person. Th is is why jaguars, as 

Amériga fantasized with vengeful glee after her dogs were killed by one of 

them, so fear the sound of machetes slicing “tlin tilin” through the vegetation 

of the forest. For this reminds the jaguars of just how eff ortless it would be for 

people to slice through their cushma, or tunic, which is the kind of clothing 

jaguars take their hides to be.

Another set of examples of shamanic equipment. At a wedding, a man from 

a nearby Runa community approached me and, without a word, began to rub 

his smooth cheek against my beard stubble. Soon after, another young man 

approached and asked me to impart some of my “shamanic knowledge” by 

blowing on the crown of his head. On a number of occasions when we were 

sitting around drinking beer older men would suddenly put on my backpack 

and strut around and then ask me to take a picture of them carrying my pack 

as well as other kinds of equipment: a shotgun, an ax, a pail of manioc beer. 

And one man asked me to take a portrait of his family, with everyone dressed 

in their best clothing, and he, wearing my backpack. Th ese are all little sha-

manic acts—attempts to appropriate something of what is imagined as a more 

powerful you.
I want to make clear here that it is not that the Runa want to become white 

in any sort of acculturative sense. For this is not a matter of acquiring a culture. 

Nor is the whiteness of whites intrinsically fi xed. Th is is not about race. Th e 

Spaniard Jiménez de la Espada learned this on a visit he made in the 1860s to 
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216 . the living future

the Runa of San José de Mote, a now-abandoned village located in the foot-

hills of Sumaco Volcano about a day’s walk from Ávila.

Th e women, despite my generosity in distributing crosses, medallions, and beads, 

when I jokingly told them that I would like to marry one of them, they replied that 

who would want that, since I was not Christian. . . . I was a devil. ( Jiménez de la 

Espada 1928: 473)

Although the Runa depend on various kinds of white equipment in order 

to be and to continue as persons, they do not always extend such personhood 

to the actual whites they encounter. White is a relational category, not an 

essentialist one. Th e jaguar doesn’t always have the canines, and the whites 

aren’t always the masters.

the living future

Th at Oswaldo managed to kill the peccary instantiated—brought into 

existence—a heretofore only virtual real, which made that act possible. 

Oswaldo became the policeman that day in the forest, and in the process he 

brought back something of that future realm—ambiguously adumbrated in 

his dream—into the world of the present. Th e realm of the masters is real. It 

is real because it can come to inform existence, and it is real as a general pos-

sibility not reducible to that which will have happened. Reality is more than 

that which exists. Th e realm of the masters is something more than human 

and cultural, and yet it emerges from a specifi cally human way of engaging and 

relating to a living world that lies in part beyond the human.

Spirits are real (see also Chakrabarty 2000; de la Cadena 2010; Singh 2012). 

How we treat this reality is as important as recognizing it as such; otherwise 

we risk taking spirits to be a kind of real—the kind that is socially or culturally 

constructed—that is “all too human” and all too familiar. I concur that gods 

emerge with human practice (Chakrabarty 1997: 78), but that does not make 

them reducible to or circumscribed by the human contexts in which such 

practices unfold.

Th e spirit realm of the masters of the forest has its own kind of general 

reality: it is the emergent product of the relation it has to life’s living future 

and it “ratchets up” some of the properties that life harbors. Properties like 

generality itself, constitutive absence, continuity across disjuncture, and a 

disruption of cause-and-eff ect temporal dynamics become so amplifi ed in 
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the realm of the masters that they become, in a sense, visible even in their 

invisibility.

Appreciating how spirits are their own kind of real is important for an 

anthropology that will be capable of attending to the human in relation to that 

which lies beyond it. But to do so one must be willing to say something general 

about what makes spirits real—something that includes but also goes beyond 

the fact that other people take them to be real, that we should take that fact 

seriously, and that we should even be open to how these kinds of reals might 

aff ect us (see, e.g., Nadasdy 2007).

In treating the realm of the masters housed deep in the forests around Ávila 

as an emergent real, my wish is to rediscover the world’s enchantment. Th e 

world is animate, whether or not we are animists. It is fi lled with selves—I 

daresay souls—human and otherwise. And it is not just located in the here 

and now, or in the past, but in a being in futuro—a potential living future. A 

specifi c comingling of human and nonhuman souls creates this enchanted 

realm of the spirit masters in the forests around Ávila—a realm that is 

reducible neither to the forest nor to the cultures and histories of those 

humans who relate to it, even though it does emerge from these and cannot 

persist without them.

Living selves create future. Human living selves create even more future. 

Th e realm of the masters is the emergent product of a human way of living in 

a world beyond the human. It is the product of so much interspecies relating, 

coming together as so often it does, in the hunt. It houses all that future-

making in a way that is general, invisible, and haunted by all the dead. It 

is, perhaps, the future’s future.

In that future—that super-nature—lies the possibility for a living future. 

In killing that pig and not being killed, Oswaldo survived. To survive is to live 

beyond life: super + vivre. But one survives not only in relationship to life but 

in relation to its many absences as well. “To survive,” according to the Oxford 
English Dictionary, means, “To continue to live after the death of another, or 

after the end or cessation of some thing or condition or the occurrence of some 

event (expressed or implied).” Life grows in relationship to that which it 

is not.

Th e fractured and yet necessary relationship between the mundane present 

and the general future plays out in specifi c and painful ways in what Lisa Ste-

venson (2012; see Butler 1997) might call the “psychic life” of the Runa self, 

immersed and informed, as it is, by the colonially infl ected ecology of selves in 
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218 . the living future

which it lives. Th e Runa are both of and alienated from the realm of the spirit 

world, and survival requires cultivating ways to allow something of one’s future 

self—living tenuously in the realm of the forest masters—to look back on that 

more mundane part of oneself who might then hopefully respond. Th is ethe-

real realm of continuity and possibility is the emergent product of a whole 

host of trans-species and transhistorical relations. It is the product of the 

imponderable weight of the many dead that make a living future possible.

Oswaldo’s challenge of surviving as an I, as it was revealed in his dream and 

as it plays out in this ecology of selves, depends on how he is hailed by others. 

Th ese others may be human or nonhuman, fl eshly or virtual; they all in some 

way make Oswaldo who he is. Oswaldo’s survival—like Rosa’s ongoing pres-

ence in that Quito deep in the forest—speaks to the puzzles of life that the 

forest amplifi es; it speaks to the continual emergence of lineage out of the 

confi guration of the individuals that instantiate them (see chapter 5). And it 

speaks to the creation of a form that stands in constitutive absence to that 

which it is not.

Th e soul, nonspecifi c and yet real, lives in such a continuity of form (see 

Peirce CP 7.591; see also chapter 3). Th e soul is general. Bodies (situated, 

equipped, erring, animal—not here to be confused with animate) individuate 

(see Descola 2005: 184–85, citing Durkheim). Th is gets at something about 

living futures. For life, in some way or another, is always about this sort of 

continuity across disjuncture that souls exemplify.

And what of this particular future’s future? Th at which plays out in the 

neotropical forests around Ávila? What of the future of a future whose instan-

tiation and continuing possibility is premised on killing some of those beings 

that a dense ecology of selves harbors? Th e emergence of the spirit realm of 

the masters of the forest is the product of the relationships among the many 

kinds of selves that make up this thinking forest. Some of these relationships 

are fi lial, others rhizomatic; some are vertical, others lateral; some are arbores-

cent, others reticulate; some are parasitic, others predatory; and, fi nally, some 

are with strangers, and others, with those that are intimately familiar.

Th is vast but fragile realm of relating, played out in the forest and in that 

future realm that houses the forest’s many pasts, is a world of possibility as 

long as not too many of these relations are killed. Killing, as Haraway (2008) 

points out, is not the same as killing a relation. And killing may actually permit 

a kind of relationship. Once the killing ends a larger, much more lasting silence 

may well follow. Th e Runa have an intimate relationship with the forest and 
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the living future . 219

with a kind of animacy that enchants the world because they kill—because 

they are part of this vast ecology of selves in this way. And killing and killing 

relationship are two diff erent things, just as are individual and kind, token 

and type, life and afterlife. In all of these instances the fi rst is something 

specifi c, the second general; all of these are real. It is by attentively engaging 

with the many kinds of real others that people this thinking forest—the ani-

mals, the dead, the spirits—that this anthropology beyond the human can 

learn to think about a living future in relation to the deaths that make that 

future possible.
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