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psychological studies of the symbolism of dreams have been informed 
by the assumption that dreaming is a discrete kind of thinking that 
operates by rules that are sui generis and possibly universal. Thus Freud 
( 1900:506) states that 'dreams are nothing more than a particular fonn of 
thinking, made possible by the conditions of sleep.' Since dreams take 
place withoutthe conscious control ofthe dreamer, this argument goes, 
they must be an ideal window to the unconscious. Recent experimental 
evidence, though, reveals how much at variance dream experience, as 
indicated by measurable neurophysiological events, and 'dream 
thoughts' or recall may be (Cohen 1979:178-80). The 'primary process' 
of dreaming appears to be converted into 'secondary process' the instant 
the dream is recalled, which means that cultural forces are brought to 
bear at a very early point. Dreams may have a· universal neurological 
substrate, but the dream itself is primarily constituted by a 'symbolic 
praxis' (Sahlins 1976:196) unique to each society. Dreams must there
fore be analyzed with reference to the other symbolic forms in a culture: 
myth, ritual, art, and so forth (cf. Herdt, Kracke, Tedlock, this volume). 

Moreover, the boundaries between dreams and other altered states of 
consciousness are becoming ever more elu~ive as scientific research in 
this field advances. There is mounting evidence that (I) certain kinds of 
dreams occur in non-REM sleep, thus casting doubt on the supposedly 
unique physiological correlates of dreaming (Cohen 1979:184); (2) 
people in our own society regularly experience dream-like states while 
awake, yet do not acknowledge these as such because of our oultural bias 
against hallucinations (Davidson 1980:37); and (3) dreams and other 
altered states of consciousness share common neurophysiological 
features (Mandelll980:426). The supposed uniqueness of dreams may 
thus be an artifact ofWestem ethnocentrism, a reflection of the fact that 
the dreams of sleep are the only legitimate, non-pathological halluci
natory experiences permitted by our society. Charles Tart (1980) has 
noted that all societies attempt to arrive at stable, discrete definitions of 
altered states of consciousness in order to facilitate communication. We 
must not assume, however, that our own definitions are necessarily 
applicable elsewhere, or that 'dreaming' (in the restricted scientific sense 
of the word) is anything other than an arbitrary unit of analysis 
(Bourguignon 1972). 

Some of these problems can be circumvented by taking advantage of 
insights provided by cognitive anthropology, especially now that it has 
earnestly embarked on a rapprochement with symbolic theory (Colby, 
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Fernandez, and Kronenfeld 1981). If dreaming is a kind of thinking, 
then it might profitably be studied in terms of its place in the total 
knowledge system of a culture. What role do dreams play in the 
acquisition, validation, modification, and transmission ofknowledge? 
Or, to put it in the terms proposed by Dougherty and Fernandez 
(1981:416), what can dreams tell us about 'principles that recur in the 
active processes of sense making?' If dreams are seen as symbolically 
charged, to what extent does dream symbolism resemble other forms of 
symbolic production found within the dreamer's society? Finally, what 
connections are there between the symbolic force of dreams and 
processes of personal empowerment in the waking world? The following 
analysis of the uses to which dreams are put by the Aguaruna of the Alto 
Rio Mayo, Peru, addresses some of these critical issues. 1 My general 
goal is to define the role of dreams in Aguaruna notions of causality. 
More specifically, I wish to call attention to certain formal similarities 
between manipulative dreams and magical utterances in Aguaruna 
thought. 

DREAMS IN )IV AROAN THOUGHT 

More than 20,000 Aguaruna inhabit Peru's northern montana, a region 
where Andean foothills and Amazonian forest effect an uneasy merger. 
In this rugged terrain the Aguaruna have traditionally supported them
selves by a combination of root-crop horticulture, hunting, fishing, and 
collecting. Like their close relatives the Shuar (or Jivaro proper) of 
Ecuador, the Aguaruna are known to the outside world chiefly for their 
belligerence, which in the past took the form of both intertribal and 
intratribal hostilities as well as vigorous resistance to incursions by 
foreigners. Today they are shifting their attention from warfare to the 
only slightly less Hobbesian arenas of commercial agriculture and 
resource extraction (Brown 1984). This transformation is producing 
profound changes in Aguaruna culture, among them what appears to be 
a declining interest in the systematic search for dreams and visions. 
Although I use the ethnographic present in the following discussion, it 
should be understood that some of the beliefs and practices I describe~ 
especially those concerned with warfare- have not played a central part. 
in Aguaruna life for a decade or more. They are, however, still fresh in 
people's minds, and they continue to play a role in the Aguarunas' 
response to contemporary problems. 
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I f th n they do about their implications. It should also be noted 
reve a IOns a 'd . ' in a broader sense than we do. 
that the Aguaru~a cons~~e ]o;:::~;~o dream' (Larson 1966), denotes 

~~ ;:b d:~aa;:a!£ ~:~: :n~ visions or hallucina~ions that o~c~r in the 

somnolent state induced by ~ychot;fpi~~~a;~n~;":O':g~x~e;~n~e~ 
state in which a drowsy an usua y rh role of the dreamer may be 
events that cannot be seen by others. T t~e sort of 'active imagining' 
one of passivity, or It may en~ompass . ) l The im ortance 
'd ffi d by Douglass Price-Wilhams (thiS volume. ~· h 
' en '. e d d on the extent to which it falls WI m t e 
of a given dream epen s d on whether it is spontaneous or intention-established dream canon an h £ 
ally sought, the latter being more significant than t e ormer. 

SELFHOOD, INNER EXPERIENCE, AND THE USES 
OF IMAGERY 
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industrial West- where, according to Geertz (I 976:225), people see 
themselves as 'a bounded, unique, more or less integrated motivational 
and cognitive . universe' - than it does with that of many other 
Amazonian societies. 5 

To move from these notions of self to theories of how the self acts 
upon the world is to advance more deeply into what is implicit rather 
than explicit in Aguaruna thought. It is, of course, obvious that people 
re.cognize the importance of physical acts, based on competence in 
essential crafts, in projecting their wills. Aguaruna child rearing prac
tices, like those of most societies, emphasize the transmission of 
practical knowledge that allows a child to become a functioning adult. 
But one cannot live in an Aguaruna village without noticing something 
else: a marked concern with the ordering of inner experience so as to 
effect change in the external world. Customarily, young men (and to a 
lesser extent, young women) are expected to engage in rigorous fasting 
and sexual abstinence for weeks at a time. The general goal of these 
practices is to acquire strength through the avoidance of polluting or 
debilitating contacts, for instance, sweet foods, utensils associated with 
non-native society, or intimate encounters with the opposite sex. A 
more immediate goal is to create conditions favorable for the acquisition 
oflife-giving visions. In the following account, here much abridged, a 
man remembers the privations he suffered during the vision quest: 

l took a lot of datem [the hallucinogen Banisteriopsis sp.] and continually went 
to a forest shelter. I also took baikud [Brugmansia sp. ]. My mother served me 
bland manioc soup because one can't drink much manioc beer. I took more 
datem, one day, then another. And when l felt exhausted, ready to die, !left it for a while. 

When looking for a vision, one can't eat chicken with manioc, or boiled 
peccary or the fish kagka and wakdmpi. Salted fish can't be eaten. Nothing is 
eaten from metal plates or bowls, nor are spoons used. A young man can't have 
intercourse or play around with women. I was never interested in women 
because !lived to take datem, baikud, and tobacco water. l took them day after 
day, for five days. Then l rested for scarcely a month before beginning all over again. 

A major purpose of the dietary restrictions is to banish sweetness from 
the vision-seeker's body, replacing it with the strength-inducing bitter
ness of hallucinogens. This changes a person's heart from a pale, watery 
color to a deep red. The transformation of the heart, the organ regarded 
as the seat of thought, enables a person to think 'straight' or well. High-
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uality thought allows one to perform effectively both at the level of 

~hysical skills and in ritual operatwns. . · · d external 
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d ·b· h w the Aguaruna approa 
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instances a woman Wl a ow er y 

performance. h d f chicken-raising anen, presented 
The following are t e wor so one 

in abridged form: 

The chicks of the bird puush [Odontoph~rus sp., wood-quail] 

T. t'tu tiu tiu tiu [sound of many chtcks] 
Ill, , • • 

Tiu tiu tiu, tiu, tiu 
Tiu', tiu: tiu, tiu, _tidu . t [A hima comuta horned screamer] 
The blood of the bu amun e n ' 
Is flooding, flooding 
Is flooding, flooding 

160 

Ropes of sand 

Is flooding, flooding 
They do not become ill, 
They do not become ill, 
The blood of the anaconda 
Is flooding, flooding 
Is flooding, flooding 
Is flooding, flooding . 

.. -.---------

This small fragment of a single anen suggests the density of images 
characteristic of the genre. Three animal species are mentioned in these 
stanzas, each of which has a symbolic connection with, or possesses a 
desirable trait that should be transferred to, the singer's chickens. The 
wood-quail (puush) is noted for its numerous chicks. The connection 
between the horned screamer (amt1nte) and chickens was less clear to 
the people who interpreted the song for me, though it may be significant 
that this large, pheasant-sized bird lays its eggs in a nest on the ground, 
as do chickens. The allusion to the anaconda has multiple meanings. 
The Aguaruna associate the anaconda with Tsugki, the being who rules 
the aquatic realm and controls shamanistic power. Furthermore, the 
myth of Tsugki (see, for example, Akuts Nugkai eta/. 1979:134) 
explains that the first chickens were obtained from Tsugki's underwater 
house. The woman who recorded the song remarked that this anen 
would cause the young chicks to become so numerous that they would 
'move like a flood across the ground, like the flowing blood of the 
anaconda.' In a few short lines the song summons a powerful visual 
image (the flowing blood, the flowing chicks) and an auditory counter
part (the 'tiu tiu tiu' cries of the chicks), establishes a connection 
between chickens and two wild birds that possess desirable traits, and 
puts the enterprise in a mythic context by alluding to the primordial 
source of domestic fowl, Tsugki. 

People in the Alto Mayo proved just as reluctant to speculate on how 
anen work as they did to account for why people dream. A few 
informants spoke of the songs as direct appeals to supernatural beings, 
although many anen, including the example presented here, mention 
no such beings at all. What all anen do share are vivid, densely 
constructed images that connote the successful completion of the 
activity to which the songs are directed. The logic implicit in the use of 
Clnen is that people can, through internal processes of thought, direct 

· .. eyents by creating and controlling a more pervasive, multidimensional 
order than that which would otherwise exist. (Remember that anen 
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. I thought as well as when they are sung 
work when they are stmp y ' rf rmers of anen - this active 
aloud.) The imagery deployed by pe ~nsidered to be as important a 
structuring of internal expenence - IS c . . . 
part of instrumental activity as direct phystcal mtervtnti~~;una magic 

By now it should be clear that my IhnterprfTetatt~~a~ (~68) and Leach 
. 'fi tl from the approac es o am ' . 

t~~;~ ~~~~ 0~a;h~m argue (albeit in slightly different ~ays) tth~t ~:~~ 
: b ressive rather than mstrumenta ' m en . . 

is motivated y an exp e 'asserts that the ritual acts associated With 
btah ( 1968:202), for mstanc ' I , . ulation' oftechnology and are 
Trobriand gard~mng re~r_eselt ~:Jid a i~~rumental acts in the minds of 
not confused with empinca y d~ta re uire a more literal interpreta
their practitioners. The Aguarun; t c~nsistently distinguish 'magic' 
tion, however, because pedopleh o dno the possibility that practical 
fr 't h ology ' nor o t ey eny . h 

O'_'l .. ec n b ' )' h d through magic alone, provided t at one 
achvthes can e accomp ts e 
has the requisite knowledge.. . hich the symbolist 

The instrumental/exprebsstved dtchot :::::? :ru~i:Us one inasmuch as 
. tatt'on of maa•c ts ase IS, a ' . 
mterpre ' .,. h I ' t ) themselves contain an expresSive 
instrumental acts ( tef n~ ogy, e ~· 'nforms the technological com
aspect: 'The cultura .o e~ equa y ~ools [are] constituent elements of 
ponents of an economiC sys ~mC·h· · 1. 1982:43). To penetrate Agu-

. gf 1 1 bor practtce ( eva ter · d 
a meamn u a I th d. 1 ti' c between expressive an . st ana yze e ta ec . 
aruna magtc one mu f II Is and utterances, be they technologt-
instrumental components o a ac 
cal or ritual in nature. 

THE INSTRUMENTAL EFFECT OF DREAMS 

, K I' kam told me one day as we walked 
'I took datem to fi~d game, ute, tu were for me the first hint of 
along the trail to hts vtllaghe. tKdute s remcaa~~ave on practical activities. 
h . tru ental effect t a reams . h h d 

t e ms m . he ex lained that some years earher e a 
Prompted by my questwnsk, p dt'ti'on that manifests itself as a 

ffi . d b h ·mpan dmu a con I been a tete Y s 1 
' • 1 After trying severa 

. b'l'ty t ounter game amma s. 
chronic ma I I . o enc K te took the hallucinogen datem 
traditional remedies WI\~ ~~~su~~:s;ee ~he animals that had for so long 
m the hope that tt wou_ . J ced d earn he did see animals- scores of 

ehluded hhim.ldn hoifS dal~t~:-~:s~able :peci~s - and shortly thereafter his 
t em. e sat , 
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hunting ability was restored. He stressed that it was seeing the animals in 
this dream-like slate that effected the cure. 

Karsten's (1935) description ofJivaroan culture, more than forty years 
before my conversation with Kute, provides a nearly identical account 
of a hunting vision: 

When a Jibaro Indian for instance drinks a narcotic at some of the feasts, his 
visions have special reference to his domestic and economic life . .. The 
Indian sees aU sorts of game, wild turkeys, toucans, parrots, wild pigs, etc. 
When the sleeping Indian has such visions, it may happen that he suddenly 
starts up in excitement, points with his fingers at the birds and animals he 
fancies he sees, and exclaims: 'Behold, behold! Give me a blowgun, I want a 
blowgun, I want arrow-poison, I am shooting game to eat it, I am eating pig's 
flesh, I am eating hen's flesh, I am eating the flesh of the hog[peccary], the flesh 
ofthe hare [agouti]' etc. At such moments he must be held down on his bed by 
his comrades, but the fact that he has experiences ofthis kind is interpreted as a 
favorable omen by them. (Karsten 1935:446-7) 

Although Karsten calls this dream an 'omen,' the term is altogether 
inadequate. The Aguaruna regard this dream as a virtual prerequisite 
for a successful hunting career, and it is periodically renewed by older 
men when they find that their hunting performance falters. It bears 
pointing out that the dream, rather than being the spontaneous event 
implied by the term 'omen,' represents the culmination of an extended 
process that begins with a period of fasting and sexual abstinence, 
continues through the consumption of disagreeably bitter hallucino
gens, and concludes with an unusual sensory experience: the sight, 
sound, and smell of numerous game species parading before the 
dreamer. The experience is thus the endpoint of a cultural recipe, an 
established set of procedures that are informed by an instrumental 
purpose. The parallels between this vision and anen are striking. In both 
cases the actor consciously enters a dreaming or dreamlike state and 
then orders his thoughts so that they consist of highly evocative images 
favorable to the accomplishment of the task in hand. 

The dream experience most highly esteemed by Aguaruna men is the 
establishment of contact with an ancient warrior soul (ajutap). The 
dream is essential for any warrior who hopes to survive combat. Because 
ofthedream's importance, men are willing to undergo the most extreme 
hardships- weeks of enduring a restricted diet, lonely vigils deep in the 
forest, and frequent use of psychotropic plants- to obtain it. 

Ajutap dreams typically have two parts: an initial vision of a terrifying 
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'gh h t the dreamer must confront and 
beast or comet-like blast of h t t a ometimes separated from the first 

touch, followed by a s~cc:i~~~tl7a~ presents himself to the dreamer in 
byadayormore)m ~ ~· fhis future victory in battle. A man who 
human form and te. s ~~ ~aBed kajintin, 'owner of a dream,' or 
receives such a VISIOn 'h d . . ' His outward manner becomes 

. k ' e who has a a VIsion. . . . t kill 
waima u, on ed b h k ows that his enemies can no 
forceful and self-assur ecause e n 

him (cf. Harner 1972:139).
7 

d t ortray the singer as a pathetic 
The songs of vision-seekers ten otp arsoon 'Grandfather, how 

· 'f · 't pdoes no appe · 
figure who will die' an a7u a 'S dl I aving my little forest shelter, I 
can I find you?' go~ o~e:~;1se:P~li:zaro 1976:10!-60.) It appears 
weep. How will II. e o more on the response of a capncious 
that a successful visiOn depends ts of the vision-seeker. yet most men 
ajtltap than on the p~rpose~ul ac ue t if necessary by taking powerful 
apparently do su·ccee m t en h qas ~~ mansia to speed things along. 
solanaceous hallucmogens sue . g ho by dint of extraordi-

f frequently mentiOn men w ' th t 
Aguaruna narra Ives I t er more powerful visions so a 
nary efforts, are able to accumu a edelv ders of raiding expeditions. By 

b ned warnors an ea I h. 
they ecome renow I f£ rt a warrior establishes contro over IS 
meansofimmensepersona eo ' h' b'l'tytostructureeventsinthe 
dream imagery and thereby mcreases IS a ' ' 

world. the similarities between magical songs and 
I have already noted . 'd that a,·utap visions share many of 

. . . nd there IS evi ence 1 d huntmg VISions, a 1 th . "tap visions in a forma ream 
l.t. s Men revea en aJU h I 

the same qua ' Ie . . to a raid on an enemy ouse. 
. (k · 1;obau)thatoccurspnor . b t 

declarabon a1a "' . 1 ord a dream declarabon, u 
have never had an opportunity 

0 /~c been published by Mildred 
fortunately an excellent drefram trtex 1 ails on of the entire declaration, 

( 1978) Below IS a ee ans a 
~i~':'ed by a brief sample of the original Aguaruna text: . 

. . . i n which was seen while sleepmg. 2. 0~, 
Free translation 1. Tlus IS about at v_l~ o tness 3 It said 'Where someone IS 

I saw a powerful vision_ and I_fel I gre~ will.kili in rev~nge. wiping out the 
always killing my relatives •. ngh~ th~re she is my relative. 5. Taking that very 
tracks on his abandoned traiL 4. er a) f 6 I will change his trail mto an 
one, I will perhaps actually choose ~:efiie'~~·th~ children, happily I will lead 
abandoned trail. 7: Formmg a ~ng 8 Giving each of them a sip of mamat; 
them to where I will condemd hem .. ~e file to where I will kUI in revenge. 
soup, with great joy I ~~II lea ~ndmw~~ blowing, 'Whoooo, whoooo,' over ~e 
9. As he was saymg thiS, the WI d' . whirlpool of dust and leaves, hke 

. d · 10 Hewasstan mgma agam an agam. · 
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smoke, over and over again making a sound like a dried skin (being folded 'bel 
and forth) 'Boom, boom.' (L~oo 1978,398-9) 

Literal translation, lines 9-10 9. taku, taku I dase, dase I tupuu, tupuu I 
awajtakua, awaitakua 'saying, saying I wind, wind I whoooo, whoooo I doing
over-and-over-to-me, doing-over-and-over-to-me.' 10. Tsakaipia, tsakaipia I 
imanun, imanun I bukui, bukui I awajtakua, awa;takua I duwapea, duwapea I 
imaanaa, imaanaa I kikug, kikug I awa awajtibi, awa awajtibi 'whirlwind-of
dust-and-leaves, whirlwind-of-dust-ami-leaves /like-that, like-that I smoking, 
smoking/ doing-over-and-over-to-me, doing-over-and-over-to-me/ skin, skin I 
equal-to, equal-to I boom, boom I he-did-this-very-much-to-me, he-did-this
very-much-to-me.' (ibid. :397-8) 

Although the dream declaration is spoken in a loud, rhythmic style, 
as opposed to the soft, sinuous quality of a magical song, the two share a 
similar structure. Both consist of repeated phrases, a highly compressed 
vocabulary, and a series of evocative images related to the intended goal. 
In the case of the aitltap vision, these images include the metaphors 
'wiping out tracks,' and 'abandoned trail,' augmented by the 
onomatopoeic words tupuu and kikug, which suggest wind and drum
like percussion respectively. 

Any analysis of this dream declaration must take into account the fact 
that, unlike magical songs, it is presented in a public setting. 
Unfortunately, detailed information on the social circumstances sur
rounding Aguaruna dream declarations is not available. Harner 
(1972:139-40) reports that in the evening prior to a head-taking raid, 
Shuar warriors reveal their dreams to one another. One may then 
assume that an important function of the declaration is to enhance a 
warrior's reputation while at the same time helping other members of 
the raiding party feel confident about the expedition's ultimate success. 
That this particular speech act has a persuasive intent need not, in my 
view, dramatically change our interpretation of it. Indeed, it is the 

. evocativeness of the dream text's imagery that makes it both effective in 
the practical sense (i.e., by giving the dreamer power to prevail over 
enemies) and persuasive in the social sense. 

I suggest, then, that the most powerful dreams known to the 
Aguaruna, those concerned with hunting success and warfare, exercise 
control over the world in much the same way as do magical songs. The 
efficacy of both is based on the proposition that human beings influence 
events by creating order and simultaneously avoiding or neutralizing 
sources of disorder. One creates order by bringing the appropriate 
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. . d evocative imagery to bear on the task being 
matenal obJects an rticularly potent field for the exercising of 
undertaken. ~~e=~~:: ~~:y take place in an area of direct contact 
hbeuman con fe and powerful beings such as the ajutap. If a person can 

tween peop h t tak place in this arena - m a 
by force of will sUuc~e ~he;.~~~~:h:n heeor she will have succeeded 

:~~:~~~~;~~d::•:ga d~::::in that iscriticat~~~~~:.:: :~:~ ~n~~:~ 
of an activity. Magtc~~s:gs, r~q~~~n~:~sumption of tobacco water, 

into the drea;:b:~ronly :'~Jerately effective means of intervening in 
r~pr~sent a sa rid Intentionally sought dreams and visions, b~ contrast, 
t e ream-woof~ personal sacrifice yet offer greater rewards with respect 
reqmre more . 
to their manipulative potential. 

CONCLUSIONS 

I M often s eak of a mythical hero named 
~e people of ~~oA s~ ob::s~ively c!sumed hallucinogens that he 
B1kut, a man . ssessed by an insatiable destre 

b th · · onary and a warrtor po 
became o a VISI , R d I 1978· 297). Bikut and other 

k.11 ( Ch ap and Garc1a- en ue es · 
to I see urn d h . . . derived power to lay waste to entire 

th. al warriors use t en vtslon- th . r 
my IC . th bT ty of men to exterminate en wes 
tribes. In more recent tim~, t er~ 'o~ions but it is no less dependent 
has dechned to more_ mo ~ P . P .ll v~luntarily participate in raids 
upon the power of VISIOns. amors WI . , . d b ttle without 
only when they have succeeded in seemg_a~dalut~~~o :h: repeatedly 

h . . is tantamount to smci e. 
sue a VISion ·]· . . . ns and then translate them into 
demonstrate an abt tty to acqune VISIO . 
successful raids become local war leaders, or katdltmi·nked in many 

Dreams and political leadership are simi ar y I d ds upon 
Amazonian societies. Qui chua shamans, whose status .. e~n knowl

the successful integration of pra~~cal kn~:r~~~~ei~~~e~~: in 7ocal and 
edge obtained from dre~ms,C;~ittec:n~~78 , 1982). Watson's (1981) 
regtonal dectslonfm~king dreaming notes that .political crises are 
recent account! ~ w~=~·:~meone's dream reveals the proper cours~ of 
sometimesbresoakv A the Makiritare both shamans and chtefs 

f to e t en. mong ' . 1 · (G 

~~~~~pecial exphertise inhdream ;~::~~~~a~::i:~d ~:;~~i:~:~ mi~~ 
1980). Many ol er sue examp 
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ask, that the ability to interpret and control dreams is so commonly 
linked to power relations in Amazonia? 

Richard N. Adams (1975), in an extended meditation on the nature 
of social power, states that the kind of power characteristic of small
scale, unstratified societies is 'allocated' power, that is, the power which 
many individuals grant to one. People grant allocated power with the 
implicit understanding that it may be withdrawn at the grantor's 
pleasure. Adams further argues that in these small-scale societies (i.e., 
foraging bands and tribal villages) there is very little power to grant. 
Domestic units tend to be relatively independent of one another. There 
are few durable goods that can be accumulated. Exchange relations are 
tbo simple to offer much in the way of political leverage. What power 
there is tends to be based on what Adams calls 'skill authority,' 
demonstrated ability to perform essential tasks. The Aguaruna kakaiam 
is typical of this pattern. His authority comes from known fighting skill 
and control over visions, often complemented by a developed sense of 
diplomacy that helps him suppress internal conflicts within a raiding 
party until the raiding expedition is successfully completed. His formal 
leadership role lasts only for the duration of the expedition, and his 
followers are free to withdraw their support if they oppose his decisions. 

In these circumstances of power scarcity, the acquisition, interpreta
tion, or control of dreams may be an important means of demonstrating 
competence beyond that which is required by immediate practical 
necessity. Through dreams, leaders amplify their skill authority by 
extending their abilities into the realm of altered states of consciousness. 
And since dreams are common currency, people in positions of power 
can accumulate potent dreams without taking from others; they can 
hoard without being stingy. Dreams are not, I hasten to add, the only 
source of authority beyond practical competence: rhetorical skill and 
ritual knowledge are alternative sources that come immediately to 
mind. But dreams have several qualities that make them likely vehicles 
for the expression of authority. Their complexity invites interpretation 
by people who have accumulated experience in this field. Their 
mysterious nature suggests a link to the numinous; by extension, control 
of dreams implies control of obscure but powerful forces. Nor <an we 
disregard the possible connection between dreams and the psychologi
cal functions of leadership (Kracke 1978: 191-205). Through a special 
sensitivity to the meaning of dreams, a leader may be able to give voice 
to unconscious concerns that his followers are unable to articulate. This 
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adeptness ultimately contributes to his ability to mobilize the support of 
others. 

In more complex societies, dreams play a reduced role in power 
relations. Here power can be exercised by other means: accumulation of 
durable goods, control over exchange relations or strategic ·resources, 
the use of military force, and so on. 8 People may still turn to dreams for 
guidance in personal matters, but dreams figu~e less prominently in the 
allocation or delegation of power at the highest levels. There may be 
instances in which rulers consult diviners or priests who derive informa
tion from dreams, but the power of the ruling elite exists independently 
of such functionaries, and the influence of their pronouncements is 
sharply circumscribed. Indeed, in stratified societies dreams become a 
subversive force associated with social protest and messianic move
ments. In such instances dreams empower the weak, not the strong. 

The dream concepts that I have described here do not by any means 
exhaust all Aguaruna thoughts on the subject, and this essay must be 
considered a preliminary account only. Yet the data do provide a 
convincing demonstration of what Levi-Strauss is driving at when he 
speaks of the 'complete and all embracing determinism' of preliterate 
thought (Levi-Strauss 1966: II). Rather than viewing dreams as subjec
tive mental phenomena bearing little relation to events outside of the 
dreamer's mind, the Aguaruna use dreams and altered states of con
sciousness as bridges between self and other, as sources of imagery that 
can be consciously appropriated to alter the dreamer's world. With 
typical energy, they have learned to shape what Borges (1956) calls the 
jincoherent and vertiginous matter of dreams' into a powerful instru
ment of the human will. 

NOTES 

I. The field research on which this chapter is based was 
conducted between December 1976 and September 1978 in 
several Aguaruna villages in the Department of San Martin, 
Peru. l gratefully acknowledge the financial support of the 
Henry L. and Grace Doherty Charitable Foundation, the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, and 
the Centro Amaz6nico de Antropologfa y Aplicaci6n Pr:ictica, 
Lima. Colleagues who were kind enough to evaluate critically 
an earlier draft include the participants in the School of 
American Research Advanced Seminar, as well as Kenneth M. 
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Kensinger, Gillian Feeley-Hamik, Robert Crepeau, and 
~oward Norman. Spec~al thanks go to William L. Merrill for 

d
iS perceptidve_ ~omments during our many conversations about 
reams an visiOns. 

2. j;e orthography of Aguaruna words cited in the text follows 
t e system now m use among the Aguaruna themselves AI) 
lett~rs are pronounced more or less as in Spanish except e 
{whiCh represents the high central vowel ') g (pro d l.k 

• 4· ') db ,., nounce 1e 
ng m nng ' an and d (pronounced like mb and d 
respectively). Accents fall on the first syllable unless ~therw· 
noted; they have not been marked in the Agu ISe 
quoted from Larson 1978. aruna passage 

3. This brief account of Aguaruna concepts of altered states of 
con~cwusness can~ot do justice to the complexity of the 
subJect, about which there is still much to be learnt F th 
people of the Alto Mayo ASCs seem to be d fi ed : teor e f 
thre . 'd • (k . ') • . . e n m rms o 

e a~es. reams aJa ' VISIOns' (at least three specific 
categones unmarked by a general cover tenn) and •· to · b. • 
( ""t) s· .fi ' m Xlta on 
nam,_ . Igm ~ant vis.ionary or dreamlike experiences may 

occur whe~ one IS sleepmg, while one is intoxicated by 
ry~hotroplc ~!ants, or both; they may also occur spontaneously 
~nng an o~m~ry waking state. How shamanic trance fits into 

~IS patte~ ~s still unclear. Shamans definitely seek 
mtoxk~cadtiofn to tre~t patients, but their trance is not thought of 
a~ a ~~ o dreammg. See Kracke {1982) for an illuminatin 
dJscusswn of Similar Issues among the Kagwahiv of Brazil. g 

4. ~::,ewborn mfants represent a notable exception to the idea of a 
un~ed, autonomous self, smce they retain an intimate link 

to their pa.rents for the first months of hfe. This Jmk 15 
expressed m the belief that a neonate may be adversely affected 
by. contacts between Its parents and certain dangerous species of 
ammals and plants. If the father of a newborn child encounters 
a snake or ~orne other taboo species while walking along in the 
forest, the mfant may contract tapikbau, a potentially fatal 
cond1t1on caused by the snake's attack on the 1· fa t' ] s· ·1 1 n n ssou . 

•m• ar Y, parents do not eat varieties of food that may induce 
tsuwa~amu, a sev~re form of diarrhea, in their baby. 
lmphc1t m these behefs is the notion that a bah ' · · h · d h . Y s experience IS 
some ow lie to t at of Its parents until it is old enough to 
move mdependently of them, i.e., at about eighteen months 

5. The Slmdanty between Aguaruna and Western ideas of self . 
lay he partly responSible for the enthusiasm with which the 
A to May~ Agu?runa have entered into extractive activities, 
commercial agriculture, and the regional market system in 
general. 

6. The similarity between the word anen (aneg in Larson's 
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. h d' . [1966] and anentdimat, 'to 
Aguaruna-Sp~n.'hs I~honary ts that magical songs are closely 
think'/anentdl, earl, sugges f th' k'ng 

ed 'hthb processo m•. 
associat wit d e ~st f the effects of an ajUtap vision 

7. The Aguaruna escnp wnfr o the Shuar interpretation of 
differs in certain respecdts_ oHm (1972) The Shuar hold that 

· · porte m arner · 
arutam vistons re h bod of the dreamer,-
the arutam soul actually enters I e y6 I d 
residing there until it is releahed :e~hede~';"fuat rJ:'emaiutap 
declarabon. The A~fuuna;', isofue dr~am of the aiutap that 
enters then body. er,. . sense reified and supposedly 
enters them. Thble dream.,Is~ tsn•'dae a wa;rior's chest, 'shining like 
h ea etosee• m . fr h 

s an:'ans ar h. be d ' Whether the dream exists om t e 
a stnng o~ w ti:e dr:a~ declaration is unclear from Alto. Mayo 
body dunng e that when a dream-possessor dies, the 
accounts. Peohple boddo say 'lh a thunderous roar to become an 
dream leaves IS Y WI 

aititap in its own right]. mic affairs and military force 
B · that contro over econo 1 8. y argum~ s cl of litical power in state-leve 
is a more h•mportanttua pel nd sy~bolic activities, I clearly traffic 

. fest anaren a a . fE soc••' (1980·123) calls the 'worn como uropean 
in what Geertz , · gh Geertz makes a powerful case for 
ideolog~cal debate . Alth'fiiturgy in Balinese state politics, hiS 
the central thmpo~~ce o ditions obtain in most states needs to 
suggestion t at stml ahr con 'dence than he is in a position 
be supported by muc more evl 
to present. 
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Your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall 
dream dreams. 2 A 

crs 2:17 

The quoted lines from the New Testament call attention to the 
important differences between dreams and visions as linguistic, 
perceptual, and cognitive categories. Furthermore, they remind us that 
in many societies dream classification has a great deal to do with social 
hierarchy and status. It is a fact eminently worthy of investigation that 
whereas it is commonly believed that thought systems have evolved 
from simple to complex, according to some sort of progression toward 
increasing complexity, dream classification apparently is most elaborate 
in cultures other than those associated with the modem Western 
rationalist tradition. 

It is a fair question to ask what the absence of an elaborate system of 
dream classification in our own tradition might mean when compared 
with the presence of elaborate systems in the ancient Near East, in 
ancient Greece, and in modern Morocco. Can the absence of such a 
classificatory schema imply that classification is in all cultures subordin
ated to human concerns about areas of experience perceived to be of 
importance?3 
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