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Abstract

This article explores the Amazonian Kichwa concept of paju in Ecuador’s Napo Province,
contributing to discussions on the extension of individual bodies to social relations, economic
exchanges, and environmental conditions. While anthropological scholarship has often con-
trasted paju with shamanic knowledge by portraying it as feminine, cooperative, and oriented
towards reciprocity, this article complicates this binary. By challenging the established mas-
culine/feminine opposition between shamanic knowledge and paju, the article offers a more
nuanced account of Indigenous healing practices. Using ethnographic evidence, I demonstrate
that paju, like shamanic practices, entails the accumulation of power and, at times, strategic
control over knowledge. I argue that the differences between the two lie not in gender or
competition but in the attribution of healing powers to different entities and the offering of
distinct explanations for illnesses and climatic changes. Keywords: Amazonian Kichwa,
Napo, healing, money, non-humans, Ecuador.

Resumen: El concepto de paju en Napo, Ecuador: Escalando los poderes curativos de
plantas, objetos y clima

Este articulo explora el concepto kichwa amazonico de paju en la provincia de Napo, Ecuador,
y contribuye a los debates sobre la extension del cuerpo individual hacia las relaciones socia-
les, los intercambios econémicos y las condiciones ambientales. Aunque la literatura antro-
poldgica ha contrapuesto con frecuencia el paju al conocimiento chamanico, caracterizandolo
como una practica femenina, cooperativa y orientada a la reciprocidad, este articulo proble-
matiza dicha dicotomia. Al cuestionar la oposicion masculina/femenina establecida entre el
conocimiento chamanico y el paju, el articulo ofrece una comprension mas matizada de las
practicas indigenas de sanacion. A partir de evidencias etnograficas, sostengo que el paju, al
igual que las practicas chamanicas, implica la acumulacion de poder y, a veces, el control
estratégico del conocimiento. Mi argumento es que la diferencia entre ambas radica en el
origen de los poderes de sanacion y en las distintas explicaciones de las enfermedades y de
los cambios climaticos. Palabras clave: Kichwa amazonico, Napo, sanacion, dinero, no-hu-
manos, Ecuador.
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Introduction

I was confused. Along with my host mother and her sister-in-law, we were dis-
cussing the Amazonian Kichwa concept of paju. At that time, I was living with
a family in Archidona, a canton in the Napo province of Ecuador. I asked the
sister-in-law what kind of illnesses she can heal with her paju. “I can treat kiwi
yuyu paju”, she asserted. I initially believed that paju referred to healing abilities
and knowledge passed down through generations. In contrast, the sister-in-law
used the term to refer to an illness. These two interpretations seemed to contra-
dict each other. Agitated, I switched back and forth between Kichwa and Spanish
translations. How can one translate paju into another term or concept? Is it an
abstract force or an embodied skill? An illness or a cure? A danger or an oppor-
tunity? Paju does not fit into any singular, homogeneous, clearly defined cate-
gory. It arises when the boundaries of things become fuzzy and when binary
distinctions no longer make sense. Paju’s gift qualities allow it to circulate, shap-
ing meanings and translations, as well as bodies and materialities (Mezzezana,
2015, p.12; Uzendoski, 2005, p. 42). Despite its ambivalence and murkiness,
paju is also something concrete and graspable. It transforms into the force of
weather phenomena, the healing agency of plants, and the bodies of human and
non-human animals (Kohn, 2002, p. 156; Muratorio, 1991, p. 164). It entangles
these actors across micro- and macro-scales, fostering new relationships among
them. In other cases, paju acts as a medium of exchange. Paju is traded for
money, which is considered to be equally “valuable”. Similar to money, paju
can also be accumulated as a form of power and wealth.

By engaging with the Kichwa concept of paju as used in Napo Province,
Amazonian Ecuador, the article aims to contribute to current discussions on
“healing” (as introduced in Diirr & Johnson in this Special Issue, 2026). These
debates can be understood in light of earlier anthropological perspectives that
expand the concept of “curing” biomedical diseases to include “healing” socially
embedded illnesses (Young, 1982, p. 266). In this way, the individual, biomed-
ically defined body, no longer serves as the locus of healing practices but is in-
stead viewed in relation to social and political bodies (Scheper-Hughes & Lock,
1987, pp. 28-29). The extension of the individual body to encompass broader
sociopolitical and socioeconomic processes has already been illustrated in the
shamanic practices of Runa communities (Erazo & Jarrett, 2018; Guzman-
Gallegos, 2015). The role of paju in these processes has yet to receive attention.

The central goal of this article is thus to explore how the concept of paju
extends beyond individual bodies to broader scales. Human health is intertwined
not only with socioeconomic and sociopolitical conditions but also with the bod-
ies of non-human entities. An influential report published in The Lancet advo-
cates developing a “Planetary Health” framework (Whitmee et al., 2015). This
concept illustrates how health is interconnected with the Earth and its “natural
systems” (Whitmee et al., 2015, p. 1978). These relationships between healing
and non-human environments are well documented in the practices of
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Indigenous peoples across the Americas (Baquero et al., 2021, p. 6; Diirr & Roh-
rer, 2022; Middleton, 2010; Redvers et al., 2020, p. 2). In contrast to shamanism,
paju appears to belong to a distinct sphere of anthropological inquiry. While
shamanism follows a competitive, asymmetrical logic, paju’s exchange is inter-
preted as cooperative and reciprocal. The former is associated with masculinity,
while the latter is linked to femininity (Uzendoski, 2005, p. 42). This interpreta-
tion of paju aligns with anthropological analyses of reciprocal exchange and
gender in Amazonia. These accounts tend to romanticise Indigenous Amazonian
life by overlooking its broader historical and politico-economic context (Erazo
& Jarrett, 2018, p. 147).

In addition, anthropological interpretations tend to see commodity markets
and money as external to the lives of Amazonian communities (Hutchins, 2010,
p. 26; Uzendoski, 2004, p. 895; Wilson, 2008, p. 135). For instance, emphasis is
placed on how local communities adapt to external demands of external markets
and align with the financial interests of foreign actors (Wilson, 2010, p. 192).
Consequently, they primarily focus on the negative aspects of accumulating
wealth and power, such as the conflicts that arise from resisting or adapting to
outsiders’ money (Hutchins, 2010, p. 31). However, in my observations in Napo,
paju powers are not opposed to a competitive logic of power accumulation, com-
monly associated with shamanism. This contribution addresses often overlooked
aspects of anthropological interpretations, particularly the role of money and
wealth in local practices (Guzman-Gallegos, 2015; Erazo & Jarrett, 2018).
Money has become intertwined with local power relations, acquiring new mean-
ings and values at the intersection of health and illness. Moreover, local commu-
nities’ access to external markets has blurred the lines between local and global
scales.

My research in Napo takes place amid a socio-economic shift, which is
viewed locally as a devaluation of both social and ecological life-worlds. This
perceived “loss of value” has arisen alongside efforts to commercialise local re-
sources and gain access to new markets. Changes in the markets are, neverthe-
less, not new but have been occurring in the region for hundreds of years. For
instance, throughout the twentieth century, various local products, such as way-
usa, coffee, and cocoa, have experienced fluctuations in value. Once the market
value of these cash crops declines, people either remove them from their land or
neglect them, which allows weeds to spread and forests to reclaim those areas.
One notable weed is a parasitic mistletoe, commonly known as “witches’
broom”, that grows on neglected cocoa plantations. Rather than seeing it solely
as destructive to cocoa production, local interlocutors attribute healing proper-
ties to the parasite. Just as the mistletoe attaches itself to trees, it can also help
reattach fractured or broken bones. This association arises from paju’s ability to
mimetically associate the distinct bodies of humans with those of non-human
entities (Mezzenzana, 2015, p. 114).

My long-term relationships with Kichwa-speaking Runa communities in the
Napo Province began in 2021. This article primarily draws on semi-structured
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interviews and participatory observations conducted between 2024 and 2025 in
the province’s two largest cantons, Tena and Archidona. The importance of the
Amazonian Kichwa term paju emerged during discussions with pajuyuk(kuna),
healers who possess paju, and yachak shamans. During this time, I also partici-
pated in local healing practices focused on treating a variety of illnesses, includ-
ing skin diseases, fractures, and negative energies.

I begin this article with a brief overview of the changing socioeconomic con-
ditions in Napo Province. I then explore previous anthropological documenta-
tions of paju in different Amazonian Runa communities. These interpretations
have mainly focused on the mysterious origin, gender relations, and reciprocal
exchange of paju. 1 then delve into my own ethnographic observations in the
Napo Province. While paju powers take material form within individual bodies,
they are also exchanged among humans and non-human entities within relational
networks. I then explore how pajuyuk healers harness these powers by forming
long-term relationships beyond local scales. Although paju establishes relation-
ships of equivalence, these exchanges are often rooted in asymmetrical, compet-
itive dynamics. In the final part, I explore these asymmetries by comparing the
origins of paju and shamanic powers. Shamanic powers are believed to originate
from a single source, while paju manifests simultaneously at various levels.

Napo’s shifting worlds of value

According to Ecuador’s latest population census, Napo has the highest percent-
age of people identifying as Indigenous, with the majority being Kichwa speak-
ers (INEC 2022)!. Indigenous identities in the area, nevertheless, are not fixed
in time, but are rapidly changing. Racism and dependency relationships with
mestizo and Non-Indigenous worlds have significantly influenced local self-per-
ceptions. Speaking Kichwa is one way members of Runa communities distin-
guish themselves from Non-Indigenous individuals. Despite this, members of
local Indigenous communities, especially younger individuals, prefer to speak
Spanish in their daily interactions. Another marker of Indigenous belonging is a
person’s profession and attire. In rural areas, Indigenous communities are pri-
marily engaged in a local form of agroforestry known as chagra. People working
in the chagra will always change their “work clothes” when travelling to the
city, as these are sometimes perceived negatively as “provincial”.

These changes are accompanied by work migration of younger generations
to the urban centres of the Ecuadorian Amazon, such as Tena, Puyo, and Coca,
as well as to other large cities of the country, including those in the Coastal and
Andean regions. In our informal discussions, older members emphasised a shift
or decline in local values (cambio de valores). They noted that younger people
no longer want to speak Kichwa, cultivate their own products, care for their fam-
ilies, or even practice traditional medicine. In their view, men no longer engage
in activities such as hunting and fishing, while women are no longer dedicated
mothers and good chagra mamas, caretakers of the chagra.
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The Spanish verb valer, meaning “to be of value”, has been fully incorpo-
rated into Amazonian Kichwa. It employs inflectional morphology, with the
third-person pai valin being the most frequently used. This signifies something
that possesses value. The verb can also be negated, as in mana valin, which con-
veys the meaning of the Spanish expressions no vale (is of no value) or no tiene
valor (does not have value). I have also heard the Spanish adjective invdlido
being used to describe individuals who do not fulfil their intended social role
within their family or community.

While many younger individuals in Napo no longer practice ancestral
Kichwa medicine and prefer to visit health centres when ill, the role of the pa-
Jjuyuk has been revitalised in recent years. During my research, this was evident
in the efforts of Ecuador’s health ministry to “certify” local male and female
midwives (parteros and parteras) in the public health centres (centros de salud)
of Napo. Efforts to include traditional healers in public healthcare can be under-
stood in light of the Ecuadorian state’s promotion of “intercultural health” (salud
intercultural) since the adoption of its new constitution in 2008. The Constitu-
tion, better known for establishing the Rights for Nature, recognises the rights
of Indigenous communities to healthcare and the practice of traditional medi-
cine. These constitutional changes were not introduced solely by government
officials but rather resulted from a lengthy process of political mobilisation by
Indigenous groups in Ecuador (Netsch Lopez, 2022, p. 2). In addition to changes
in the public healthcare sector, local healers have formed their own associations,
such as the Asociacion de Parteras Quichuas del Alto Napo. The state’s neglect
of local health concerns, combined with experiences of disrespect from public
health officials, has nevertheless led to tensions and mistrust of the government
(Reichert, 2024, p. 172).

At the end of the twentieth century, alongside the formation of local healer
associations, Indigenous political movements in Napo led to the creation of
farmers’ associations (organizaciones or asociaciones agroproductivas). With
financial support from governmental and non-governmental organisations, situ-
ated both within and outside Ecuador, these associations have gained access to
global markets for cash crops such as cocoa and coffee. In the context of these
transnational relationships, several projects emerged that were involved both in
the commercialisation of local forest resources and the preservation of “tradi-
tional” practices. Local producers could continue growing crops in the “ances-
tral” manner, within diversified chagra cultivation systems and without using
pesticides, while obtaining organic certification and accessing foreign markets.
As a result, new supply chains have been established between local producers
and foreign countries.

As local producers gain access to new markets, they are encouraged to plant
and supply more. However, once demand decreases or foreign-funded projects
conclude, they face a surplus of harvest that they cannot sell. Furthermore, the
minimal use of inorganic fertilisers and pesticides results in low yields and di-
minishing returns. For these reasons, producers often claim that chagra products
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have “no value” in the market. This emphasis on the market’s self-referentiality
and value-producing qualities often downplays the existing value of agroforestry
products to local communities, such as their healing properties. Despite this, lo-
cal practices and external markets are not always perceived as belonging to two
separate spheres of value. Local healing practices have become entangled with
monetary relationships in various ways. I argue that both money and paju sym-
bolise an abstract form of power that can be embodied and used locally to heal
illness. Local healing practices and concepts thus operate within a dynamic over-
lap of different values and power relationships.

Anthropological perspectives on paju

Paju has puzzled anthropologists since the earliest ethnographic documentations
of Amazonian Kichwa communities. Anthropologists have described paju as an
unexplainable illness, emphasising its murkiness and unaccountable origin.
Whitten (1976, p. 144) uses paju to exemplify the limits of local knowledge sys-
tems. He defines paju as “generalised mystical danger” and distinguishes it from
“direct spirit attack” (Whitten, 1976, p. 144). The latter can be traced back to the
actions of a human or a spirit and is thus more easily identifiable. On the con-
trary, paju reflects the unknown, invisible facets of illnesses, which cannot be
easily classified by local communities. Similarly, Muratorio (1991, p. 185) de-
scribes paju as an illness-causing “magical danger” that cannot be traced back
to its origin. She describes how Kichwa communities scale up illnesses by at-
tributing them to specific weather phenomena, such as strong winds and storms
(Muratorio, 1991, p. 164). In this way, she exemplifies how locals explain dis-
eases by assigning human agency to non-human phenomena;

Suddenly a storm might rise provoked by a person; that’s the huaira paju
(magical danger in the form of a strong wind). For example, when a turtle's
shell is burned, right away a violent storm rises and the river swells. There
are certain places in the virgin forest where a storm will rise if someone
comes close, as it happens in the Llanganatis. That's also called paju (magical
danger) (Muratorio, 1991, p. 64).

Despite the ambiguity of these interpretations, paju is also associated with a spe-
cific set of embodied, gendered abilities, which are transmitted from one gener-
ation to the next (Mezzezana, 2015, p. 12). The body plays a pivotal role in the
transmission and use of paju. The receiver holds the person possessing it and
“tugs on the donor’s finger until the joints crack, signalling the transference of
energy” (Uzendoski, 2005, p. 42). By embodying this energy, individuals can
perform tasks ranging from treating diseases to cultivating a bountiful manioc
harvest. Moreover, this literature clearly links paju to femininity, contrasting it
with male-associated domains like shamanism and hunting. Muratorio situates
the transmission of paju within the context of a woman’s growth in the social
sphere and the construction of her identity. Acquiring this power allows younger
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women to grow into “good” workers, wives, and mothers (Muratorio, 1998, p.
412). Furthermore, gaining social recognition allows women to build and main-
tain a broad network of kinship relationships (Uzendoski, 2004, pp. 891-892;
Mezzenzana, 2015, p. 154). Uzendoski (2005, p. 42) describes paju as “feminine
spiritual substance” transferred from older to younger women, contrasting it with
samai, the ability to be a good shaman and hunter passed on from older to
younger men.

Later anthropological studies highlight that these abilities are embodied not
only by humans, but also by non-humans. Eduardo Kohn relates paju to local
human-environment relationships and ecosemiotic systems. By situating his re-
search within the framework of “Amerindian perspectivist cosmologies”
(Viveiros de Castro, 1998, p. 470), he describes how humans in Runa commu-
nities perceive themselves as part of a broader “ecology of selves” (Kohn, 2013,
p- 16). In the case of the skin disease amarun paju, local communities compare
the skin of the anaconda amarun to the circular-shaped patterns appearing on a
person’s skin suffering from the dermatological condition. An “ecological cir-
cuit” is completed by using the anaconda’s vine (amarun huaska) as a medicinal
treatment of the disease (Kohn, 2002, p. 156). In this way, the human body is
interconnected with that of another communicating self, the boa amarun.

Mezzenzana (2015, p. 103) expresses her frustration in understanding the
meanings associated with paju and “its apparent infinity”. The ambiguity of paju
compels her to reassess knowledge-production processes and to critically evalu-
ate the anthropological literature on Amerindian communities. In contrast to an-
thropologists’ focus on abstract notions of shared subjectivity, she develops a
phenomenological approach (Mezzenzana, 2015, pp. 115-116). Mezzenzana
(2015, p. 114) emphasises how people come to understand the world around
them through their senses and “aligning” their bodies with those of other humans
and non-humans. The power of paju is transmitted, for instance, through imita-
tion of the bodily movements of older, more knowledgeable people (Mezzen-
zana, 2015, p. 138). In this process, members of local communities become per-
ceptually sensitive to patterns, movements, and forms in their socioecological
surroundings. Therefore, paju is no longer viewed as an abstract “mystical” com-
ponent of local healing practices but is instead situated within the embodied en-
tanglements that underlie local epistemologies. Moreover, paju is viewed as a
finite skill that is intergenerationally exchanged within systems of reciprocity
(Bridges, 2017, p. 134). This interpretation aligns with anthropologists’ empha-
sis on reciprocity and mutuality in local practices. For example, Michael Uzen-
doski (2004) demonstrates how “value” is constructed among Napo Runa com-
munities in acts of giving and sharing meat and manioc beer (asua). The ex-
change of meat and asua “increases in scale” as it extends from local gender
relations to a broader system of mutual indebtedness between extended kinship
groups (Uzendoski, 2004, p. 894).

By focusing on sharing and reciprocity, the roles of power and wealth in these
exchanges are viewed as less significant. According to Uzendoski, the value of
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meat and asua is linked to the labour invested in their production (2004, p. 895).
Building on Frederick Damon’s (2002, pp. 239-141) ideas, he describes how
these processes give local products a higher “rank” in value (Uzendoski, 2004,
p- 884). Conversely, money holds no value for the Napo Runa because it is de-
tached from local labour practices (Uzendoski, 2004, p. 895). The separation of
money from local valuables gives the impression that monetary exchanges are
external and opposed to local value systems. On the contrary, as Guzman-
Gallegos (1997, pp. 195-196) demonstrates in the case of the Niriu Jista celebra-
tion, money can become an integral part of local Runa life. Like other valuables
exchanged, such as asua beer, money can define one’s position and sense of
belonging within a local social collective (Guzméan-Gallegos, 1997, p. 197).

Guzman-Gallegos (2015) sets the “circulation of wealth” at the centre of per-
ceptions of value among Runa communities in Pastaza. Wealth and power are
not perceived as external to community life but seen as necessary conditions for
local well-being. In this way, she illustrates how the values of local communities
are intertwined with those of external worlds (Guzman-Gallegos, 2015, p.123).
Just as local communities value their resources and skills, they also value access
to education and health facilities (Guzman-Gallegos, 2015, p. 118). The latter
often presupposes ambivalent and complex relationships with powerful external
actors, such as state officials and NGOs. Similarly, local shamans strive to har-
ness the power of dangerous spirits by establishing ambivalent relationships with
them (Guzman-Gallegos, 2015, pp. 132-133).

Guzman-Gallegos reflects on the uncertainty and complexity of relationships
with powerful human and non-human Others. In the same way that local leaders
risk neglecting their own group’s interests by establishing relationships with ex-
ternal actors, shamans risk transforming into Others by communicating with
spirits (Guzman-Gallegos, 2015, p. 132). Consequently, the boundaries between
sameness and otherness, as well as those between internal and external worlds
of power, are constantly challenged and reconfigured. In this article, I aim to
expand Guzman-Gallegos’ focus on shamanism by investigating how paju be-
comes integrated into local processes of wealth accumulation. While shamanism
is governed by asymmetrical relationships (Fausto, 2007, p. 513; Viveiros de
Castro, 1998, p. 471), paju is associated with relationships of equivalence and
similarity. I argue, however, that like shamanism, paju powers can become part
of competitive relationships related to one’s recognition and social status.

The embodiment of paju

In circulating between distinct entities, paju powers do not remain merely ab-
stract; instead, they take on different material and embodied forms. In many
cases, humans try to understand the world from the perspectives of different en-
tities that share their environment. They often observe the similarities and dif-
ferences between their own bodies and those of other beings, such as animals,
plants, and even inanimate objects. Humans aim to harness the powers dispersed
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in their environment and integrate them into their own bodies. In this way, paju
establishes a relational network that connects human and non-human bodies,
emphasising their shared similarities. The process of paju’s transmission can be
divided into different steps. First, one has to request it (mariana) from the person
who possesses it. The recipient must then mimic the donors’ bodily movements
and “grab” (apina or coger) the paju from their hands. Although the paju is said
to be gifted (kuyana), the recipient must always “pay” the donor (randina). With-
out “payment”, paju powers cannot be “grabbed” by the recipient’s hands. The
metaphor of “grabbing” highlights the embodied qualities of paju’s transmis-
sion. These powers extend beyond healing to encompass practical and ecological
skills, such as cultivation.

It is often impossible to discern whether paju lies throughout the healer’s
body or only in their hands. This does not illustrate a hierarchical relationship
between a whole and its parts. Just as the healer possesses power, so do the fin-
gers themselves. The transference of paju is completed when the donor cracks
the recipient’s fingers (Figure 1). Healers use various sonic metaphors, such as
“turus, turus”, to describe this final step. This metaphor aims to imitate the
cracking fingers by establishing an iconic relationship (Kohn, 2013, p. 145).
These sound metaphors connect to the body through equivalence, whereby one
can stand in for the other.

Figure 1: Donor of paju cracking the fingers of the recipient (Photo: Author)

Healers in Napo regard paju as a “life force” (animo) distributed among various
entities in the environment. While Amazonian anthropology has mainly focused
on animal bodies (Santos-Granero, 2009, p. 2), paju also encompasses plant bod-
ies. The same language of “grabbing” paju from another healer is used to de-
scribe the way healers “grab” the healing powers of medicinal plants with their
hands. Most paju powers are named after medicinal plants believed to have heal-
ing powers. An example is the mistletoe /umbichik, which is used to treat
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fractures and broken bones. The mistletoe belonging to the family Loranthaceae
grows on cocoa trees after birds have dispersed its seeds (Ponce-Sanchez et al.,
2021, p. 482). The plant then “attaches itself” to the cocoa tree’s branches and
feeds parasitically on its nutrients (Figure 2). It then forms a cluster of branches
blocking sunlight from reaching the tree. If left unregulated, /umbichik can thus
lead to reduced yields or even the death of the cocoa tree. For this reason, local
producers describe lumbichik as a parasitic plant (maleza) and try to remove it
once it overtakes their tree. These parasites are also referred to in Kichwa as
“weeds of no value” (mana valin kiwa), as they make cultivating cocoa in the
tropical Amazon challenging. The plant is also known as the witches’ broom
(escoba de bruja) for its characteristic clustered branches resembling a broom
and its healing qualities.

Figure 2: Lumbichik mistletoe attaching itself to a branch of cocoa (Photo: Author)

The mistletoe’s ability to attach to cacao branches is linked to healers’ ability to
treat fractured bones. Both “attachment” processes are expressed by the Kichwa
verb llutarina. As Mezzenzana (2015, p. 117) has argued, paju establishes a
chain of mimetic associations between distinct bodies. This mimetic association
introduces a relationship of sameness between the patient’s fractured body and
the materiality of a tree branch.

Ecological environments are also shaped by shifts in political economies (Ed-
uardo Kohn, 2013, p. 163). Paju powers materialise in both natural forms, such
as plants, and artificial ones, like money. For instance, sucre was Ecuador’s of-
ficial currency until it was replaced by the U.S. dollar in the early 2000s, after a
period of high inflation and instability. Such traces of Ecuador's economic his-
tory are reflected within local material forms of paju. Similar to the anaconda’s
paju mentioned above, sucre paju describes a dermatological condition endowed
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with an autonomous agency. People suffering from this condition start develop-
ing circular patches on their skin resembling sucre coins. These skin patches are
said to spread on their own, growing (crecer) into a rash. Through the motif of
reproduction, paju connects similar forms shared among distinct entities (Mez-
zenzana, 2015, p. 114). Lumbichik starts reproducing from a single locus and
eventually infects entire cacao plantations. Similarly, sucre paju explodes into a
chain of equally damaging parts. By becoming intertwined with Napo’s political
economy, paju expands into broader networks of wealth and power.

The expansion of power networks

Although paju establishes relations of equivalence between humans and non-
humans, these powers are not distributed evenly among them. Rather than being
freely shared, paju powers accumulate as embodied wealth. Anthropologists
have often interpreted paju as being part of a reciprocal, intergenerational ex-
change (Bridges, 2017, p. 134). The participants in these exchanges are de-
scribed as mutually indebted, resulting in a balance of power rather than an ac-
cumulation of wealth (Uzendoski, 2004, pp. 894-895). However, in my obser-
vations in Napo, I noticed that paju powers are concentrated among a small
group of healers. By establishing connections with external actors, these healers
strategically broaden their clientele and enhance their social recognition. This
growth in scale has enabled them to safeguard paju and financial resources for
the future. Power dynamics in the region are further complicated by money’s
role as a medium of exchange. Despite its prevalence, various non-monetary ex-
change methods have still persisted. For instance, paju powers can also be given
in exchange for goods, such as chicken, or even for services. The latter includes
caregiving for the elderly, who would exchange their knowledge and skills for
assistance. In this context, money serves as a means to reciprocate a gift and can
be substituted for other forms of exchange.

When integrated into local exchanges, money takes on new meanings and
values. After being “paid”, pajuyuk healers would apply the coins or dollar bills
received on the patient’s body. This transforms economic capital, in the form of
money, into healing capital. Dollar bills are referred to as panga, the same term
used to describe the leaves of medicinal plants (ambirina panga). This term once
again emphasises the connection between two overlapping forms. This relation-
ship is strategically leveraged by some pajuyuk to simultaneously accumulate
more paju power and economic wealth. It puzzled me why people describe the
process of transmitting paju as gifting, even though money is still required. I
noticed that healers are hesitant to share their powers with others, even with close
family members. The eligible person to receive paju is carefully chosen. Many
healers often wait until just before their death to transmit it. Some healers are
considered stingy (mitsa) because they do not want to share their knowledge.
This is believed to be because the donor loses power by transmitting it. Even
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though money is involved, gifting thus signifies a deliberate process of choosing
the eligible recipient.

Just one finger, I’'m giving no more than that... If I give [my son] too much,
he’ll end up too powerful. Hahaha... So, he has learned quite a bit. And, like
that, he can treat fractures, bruises, or dislocated bones...2 (Pajuyuk in the
Canton Tena, 13 May 2025)

The more skills and abilities healers possess, the greater their recognition in the
community. For this reason, when gifting paju, donors would often crack only
some of the recipients’ fingers. The social status of pajuyuk healers is thus em-
bodied in their fingers. In this way, more experienced healers distinguish them-
selves from other community members and maintain their status and recognition.
Envious individuals sometimes crack other healers’ fingers during handshakes
to diminish their healing or cultivation abilities. Furthermore, healers with mul-
tiple powers often maintain extensive client networks beyond local villages. Pa-
tients from distant villages, even from other provinces in Ecuador, travel great
distances to seek their help.

This increase in the scale of exchanges enables pajuyuk healers to form long-
term relationships with other influential actors. Many of the healers interviewed
reported receiving their paju from their in-laws or godparents, who often lived
in distant villages. People strategically forge extended kinship ties with healers
who possess paju powers, hoping the healers will pass these powers on to their
children in the future. These relationships, known as compadrazgo (co-parent-
ing), are often formed with extended family members who are not part of the
local community. In many cases, these external individuals are chosen for their
high social status and material wealth (Whitten, 1976, p. 235).

In addition, recipients of paju and patients do not have to “pay” healers di-
rectly for their services but can “repay” them at a future time by becoming in-
debted (debiashka). These debt relationships thus bind people to each other
across different spatial and temporal scales. Viewing it through this lens, paju
can be interpreted as a form of “investment capital”. Acquiring paju functions
as an investment in long-term social relationships that could potentially lead to
greater social recognition and wealth in the future. This expands the pajuyuk’s
locus of power to include broader spatial and temporal scales. At the same time,
these expanded scales of power and wealth are embodied in their hands.

The origin of paju

The use and circulation of paju bring local interpretations of power to light.
These understandings are not uniform but vary across different local practices
and among the actors involved. For example, these differences become evident
when comparing paju to shamanic powers. While both can be possessed by hu-
mans and non-humans alike, they are conceptualised as having different origins
(see also Santos-Granero, 2009, pp. 14-15). In the case of shamanism, the origin
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of power is often described as diabolical and “foreign”. By forming alliances
with spirits, shamans risk losing control over themselves. In contrast, pajuyuk
healers can harness paju powers while still maintaining control over their bodies.

As I already emphasised, in their interpretations of healing practices, anthro-
pologists make a clear distinction between paju and shamanic powers (Uzendo-
ski, 2005, p. 42; Erazo & Jarrett, 2018, p. 151). This distinction is often linked
to gender differences: while paju is shared among women, yachak shamans are
predominantly men. This is also related to distinctions between forms of healing.
Because they are associated with the chagra (Uzendoski, 2004, p. 886), women
are regarded as plant experts who apply their knowledge for beneficial purposes,
such as treating illnesses and assisting in childbirth (Reichert, 2024, p. 170).
Conversely, men are associated with the more competitive domains of hunting
and predation (Uzendoski, 2004, p. 886). A predatory logic is often used to ex-
plain asymmetrical relationships in shamanic practices, which aim not only at
healing but also at inflicting harm (Kohn, 2013, p. 117).

Interpretations of paju thus depict women as more collaborative than men
and conceptualise “feminine” healing as inherently positive. These perspectives
tend to reinforce a binary understanding of gender and healing. However, in
Napo, I have met both female and male individuals who simultaneously possess
paju and other male-coded shamanic abilities, such as samai (breath/life force)
and yachai (shamanic knowledge). In addition, access to new markets and the
diversification of job opportunities have blurred traditional gender roles in local
communities. In rural areas, people no longer rely solely on hunting or fishing
for their subsistence; instead, they often travel to the nearest urban centres for
work or to purchase goods. In addition, both women and men contribute to work
in the chagra, which has gained new significance in the context of tourism and
cash-crop markets.

Despite these similarities, during our discussions, yachak and pajuyuk heal-
ers emphasised that they derived their powers from different sources. Yachak
shamans, for instance, reported receiving their powers from both their human
ancestors and spirit allies. Throughout their training, experienced shamans trans-
fer samai to younger trainees by blowing tobacco on their heads. During this
time, younger shamans also receive powers by encountering spirits in remote
areas, in dreams, or after consuming psychotropic substances. The power of spir-
its is also materialised in shamanic rocks (yachak rumi), which are believed to
intentionally choose their shaman owner. These relationships are so asymmet-
rical that rocks can sometimes dominate their human owners.

Spirits and shamanic rocks are often described as “diabolical” (dia-
blos/supay) because they induce shamans to harm their competitors or make
someone fall ill. If found, these rocks are confiscated and destroyed by boiling.
Shamans can nevertheless establish balanced alliances with these beings, utilis-
ing their assistance to heal. However, their actions can be easily influenced by
the intentions of these spirit entities. In shamanism, relationships follow a hier-
archical and causal logic. By harnessing the power of spirit entities, shamans can
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cause illness and misfortune. Furthermore, extreme weather phenomena such as
earthquakes, storms, and lightning can be attributed to shamans’ actions in-
tended to cause harm (Muratorio, 1991, p. 64). Behind the fagade of these cli-
matic and geological phenomena hide the true intentions of a malicious shaman.

Figure 3: Yachak shaman holding dollar panga (Photo: Author)

Unlike shamans, pajuyuk healers emphasised the anthropocentric origins of their
abilities. During our discussions, they elaborated on their extended family mem-
bers and the process of receiving paju from them. While paju can be possessed
by non-humans, they are not regarded as the original sources of a pajuyuk’s pow-
ers. Furthermore, pajuyuk healers can tap into the power of other entities without
losing control over their own bodies and intentions.

Paju repeats itself at different scales without being reduced to a single origin
or cause. As I illustrated above, many paju powers are associated with the repro-
ductive patterns of entities, such as mistletoes. This suggests that paju powers
can independently “reproduce” and give birth to multiple sources of power. Fur-
thermore, the difference between paju and other illnesses caused by shamanism
is that it is assigned autonomous agency. This is often the case with dermatolog-
ical diseases, which are said to grow (crecer) independently of their hosts. In the
case of shiyu paju, for example, the disease is known to spontaneously develop
a rash resembling the fish’s spotted body after which it is named.

Another example is ukui paju, which refers to a storm occurring in early Au-
tumn. This type of paju does not describe a healing skill or an illness, but the
force of a weather phenomenon. This period is characterised by strong winds,
heavy rainfall, and frequent lightning. The storm signals the start of the repro-
ductive period for winged ants (ukui), during which they fly away from their
nests in search of mates (see also Kohn, 2013, pp. 78-79). After the storm passes,
local residents venture into the forest to collect the flying ants.
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While this paju denotes a specific season, people often generalise it to refer
to extended periods of extreme weather phenomena. These powerful storms oc-
cur at different times of the year, with each period indicating the reproductive
cycles of a distinct species. For example, a storm occurring between late winter
and spring, known as mijano paju, signals the movement of recently hatched
bocachico fish toward the river's headwaters. During late spring and summer,
the storm huangana paju indicates the migratory routes of peccaries (huangana).
People describe the movements of these animals as producing sounds similar to
the deep roar of thunderstorms (wuwuwu). These sound representations create a
mimetic connection between the animals' bodies, their group, and the thunder-
storm itself. The different scales are not arranged hierarchically as parts and
wholes or causes and effects. The force of paju is evident at individual, species,
and climatic scales simultaneously.

The interactions between climate and paju contribute to ongoing discussions
on scaling health and illness across Earth’s planetary systems (Diirr & Rohrer,
2022; Redvers et al., 2020; Whitmee et al., 2015). Paju abilities and knowledge
extend beyond the individual body to social relations and environmental condi-
tions. Changes in geological and climatic phenomena are not attributed to a sin-
gle cause, as in shamanism, but rather spread across different loci of power.
These powers are distributed among humans and non-humans, forming a rela-
tional network of equivalent forms.

Conclusion

This article critically examines the contrast between shamanism and paju as es-
tablished in the anthropological literature. Paju is often associated with a femi-
nine domain of reciprocal and cooperative relations, whereas shamanism is typ-
ically depicted as competitive and asymmetrical (Erazo & Jarrett, 2019, p. 151;
Mezzenzana, 2015, p. 154; Uzendoski, 2005, p. 42). Additionally, while sham-
anism in the literature is portrayed with ambivalent functions, paju is limited to
positive-oriented healing. My observations, however, reveal a more complex dy-
namic. Healers strive to strategically expand the networks of their relationships,
accumulating power, connections, and financial resources. I illustrate this point
by referring to the strategic investment in long-term translocal compadrazgo ties
with other pajuyuk healers. Healers are competitive about sharing their powers,
carefully choosing recipients or refusing to share at all. Moreover, paju is not
only related to health but also to qualities associated with illnesses, particularly
dermatological conditions. These qualities include autonomous agency and the
ability to reproduce independently, spreading throughout bodies and environ-
ments. Paju powers can be held by non-humans, yet they can also be part of
anthropocentric relationships. Unlike the asymmetrical relationships shamans
have with spirits, paju powers and knowledge are uniquely integrated into hu-
man interactions. On the one hand, shamans form alliances with ambivalent be-
ings that can take control of them (Guzman-Gallegos, 2015, p. 132). This is
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evident in the case of shamanic rocks, which utilise humans as vessels to achieve
their own goals and intentions. On the other hand, by harnessing the paju of other
entities, healers do not relinquish control over their bodies and intentions. In-
stead, paju repeats itself across different scales without being reducible to a sin-
gle origin or cause. Both humans and non-humans can possess these powers
simultaneously without either dominating the other.
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Notes

1 The term Runa, which translates to “person”, commonly refers to the self-identification
of local communities, while Kichwa refers to their spoken language. Local interlocutors
in Napo used these and other variations of the terms — such as Napo Runa (person from
Napo) or Kichwa Amazdnico (Amazonian Kichwa) — to express their belonging and to
distinguish themselves from other Kichwa-speaking groups.

2 Solo un dedo, no mas, estoy dando asi...Si es que de bastante, ¢l va a quedar mas pode-
roso. Jajaja... Entonces ¢él ha aprendido bastante. Y para asi fracturados, golpes o huesos
salidos... (interview excerpt, 13.05.2025)
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