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abstract

For Amazonian Indigenous people, the forest plays a vital role in sustaining their 
subsistence; it also serves as the social arena for interactions between different 
classes of beings. This paper analyses forest cosmo-politics and the agency of plants 
from the perspective of the Asháninka people in Peruvian Amazonia, making dual 
contributions to multispecies scholarship. Ethnographically, it demonstrates how 
manipulation and predation characterise human–animal–spirit interactions within 
the unified cosmological space of the forest, whereby plants function as vital allies to 
humans. Methodologically, this paper puts forth the ‘walk in the forest’ approach as 
a collaborative ethnographic method that elicits contextualised knowledge through 
conversations prompted by encounters with organisms and sensory cues that emerge 
in the forest. Drawing from an animistic framework on multispecies relations, 
the analysis reveals that plants vary in their ontological status, their proximity to 
humans, and their roles. Yet, different classes of plants participate in counteracting 
the malevolent actions of spirits and animals, thereby restoring health and mitigating 
social tensions arising from interspecies encounters. Multiple agentive capacities 
of plants stem from both cosmological positioning and biological attributes. This 
research contributes to understanding the complex and multifaceted nature of plant 
agencies in Indigenous Amazonia, whilst simultaneously demonstrating the efficacy 
of forest walks as a methodology for accessing embodied, relational knowledge.

Keywords: Arawak people, Asháninka people, interspecies relations, Peruvian Amazonia, plant agency,  
walk in the forest

INTRODUCTION
For Amazonian Indigenous people, the forest 
not only plays a vital role in sustaining their 
subsistence; it also serves as the social arena 
for interactions and relations between different 
classes of beings (Balée 2013; Descola 1996; 
Kohn 2013; Rival 2002; Wilbert 1992). This 

paper explores the forest cosmo-politics from 
the perspective of the Asháninka Indigenous 
people (Arawak family) living in Upper Peruvian 
Amazonia. In this context, cosmo-politics is  
a complex term referring to both the space and 
set of conditions for establishing interactions 
between the Asháninka people and nonhuman 
beings in the forest, as well as to the encounters 



suomen antropologi  | volume 50, issue 1, 2026	 68 

Monika Kujawska

and interactions that take place therein. Another 
operational concept used in this study is the 
agency of plants—that is, their capacity to act 
viewed from a plant’s ontological status, their 
cosmological positions, and their biological 
properties. Through these explorations, this 
article contributes to the multispecies debate 
in two ways: ethnographically by introducing 
a new case study from the most numerous 
Peruvian Amazonian Indigenous group, the 
Asháninka people, and methodologically by 
providing a detailed description of the ‘walk 
in the forest’ field method. ‘Walk in the wood’ 
has been largely explored as a field technique in 
ethnobotanical studies, which, in their classical 
form, largely focus on useful plants described by 
different Indigenous and local societies (Martin 
2004). The present study expands its significance 
beyond ethnobotany, given that it adapts rather 
well to multispecies studies, particularly those 
which address interactions between different 
classes of beings in areas dominated by forests, 
such as native Amazonia. I outline the ‘walk 
in the forest’ method in detail in the methods 
section. The ethnographic material used in 
this paper comes from the implementation 
of forest walks with Asháninka collaborators. 
Multispecies ethnography (Kirksey and 
Helmreich 2010) and its derivatives still suffer 
from a major methodological problem regarding 
how to study the entanglements of human and 
nonhumans protagonists and how to bring 
together their different perspectives (Hornborg 
2017). This article aims to expand the repertoire 
of methods considered in the multispecies 
approach. 

COSMO-POLITICS
Cosmo-politics may be governed by different 
schemes of relations, depending on a particular 
context. In Bruno Latour’s (2004) version, 

this is basically a ‘give and take process’. For 
Mario Blaser (2016) and Marisol de la Cadena 
(2010), this is a conflict that involves different 
ontologies and different worldings (see Descola 
2014). The forest cosmo-politics described in 
this paper are enacted by different classes of 
beings in order to manipulate one another; as 
such, interspecies relations, including predation, 
retaliation, or reciprocity, may be included in 
this scheme of interactions.

Isabelle Stengers (2005) and Bruno Latour 
(2004) thought of cosmo-politics as a specific set 
of processes and interactions that took place in  
a unified cosmos or a shared world with different 
worldviews and/or knowledge systems. Blaser 
(2016) and de la Cadena (2010) demonstrated, 
however, that a problem or conflict may stem 
from the disjuncture between the different 
ontological perspectives involved, rather than 
from different worldviews or an incongruence 
between knowledge systems. The latter scholars 
placed cosmo-politics within a pluriverse (see 
Escobar 2017) and multiple ontologies; it is for 
this pluriverse perspective that, Blaser (2016: 
546) argues, we need cosmo-politics. The actants 
within the forest cosmo-politics, including the 
Asháninka people and nonhumans, manipulate 
themselves within a unified cosmos. However, 
their common cosmos is different from that of 
Stengers’ (2005) and Latour’s (2004), because 
it is a shared ontological and cosmological 
space with meaningful rules of knowing and 
interpreting the behaviour of others (see Kohn 
2007). In other words, here, my starting point 
is that the ongoing politics in the forest are 
based upon shared concepts and a common 
epistemology—that is, understanding the 
agency of animals and plants, their intentions, 
actions, and powers. I also adhere to the term 
‘cosmo-politics’, given that the term represents 
more than interspecies politics to include the 
animals, the plants, and the spirits, and which 



suomen antropologi  | volume 50, issue 1, 2026	 69 

Monika Kujawska

is performed in the forest, itself representing 
a web of social and ecological relations where 
cosmologies and ecologies become fused (see 
Århem 1996; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1976). 

THE AGENCY OF PLANTS
The concept of cosmo-politics speaks to both a 
human and nonhuman-centred agency. At its 
core, this agency refers to the capacity to act, 
which is attributed to different classes of beings. 
In Indigenous Amazonia, researchers turned 
their attention to nonhuman subjectivity and 
the range of dispositions attributed to animals, 
plants, or spirits through the detailed study of 
animism, multinaturalism, and personhood 
(Belaunde 2001; Conklin and Morgan 1996; 
Descola 2013; Santos-Granero 2012; Viveiros 
de Castro 2004; Zent 2009).

From the already published cases, we 
learn that plants participate in the person-
making, in protecting humans by guarding 
their households, healing, and counteracting 
maladies from other humans and nonhumans. 
Plants may also attack and enact revenge, and 
their actions always have social and political 
consequences (Pérez-Gil 2024; Revilla-Minaya 
2019; Rodríguez-Espíritu 2021; Virtanen and 
Apurinã 2024; Whitaker et al. 2024).

This paper adheres to the constructivist 
view of the agency of plants rather than the 
perspectival/multinatural view (see Santos-
Granero 2012) given that it better fits the 
Asháninka ethnography of forest cosmo-
politics. Whilst the perspectival approach 
assumes that humans share their interiorities 
(souls) with all classes of beings including plants, 
the constructivist view acknowledges that not 
all classes of beings have the same interiority, 
and different modalities exist in proximity to 
humans. In a perspectival approach, it is the 
body that differentiates beings and determines 

their behaviour and dispositions; by contrast, in 
a constructivist interpretation, the differences in 
beings occur also in their interiorities (Pérez-Gil 
2024; Revilla-Minaya 2019; Santos-Granero 
2012). Thus, subjectivity is a fluid condition 
rather than fixed, and its specificity derives 
from sharing substances between humans and 
nonhumans. 

Humans enter into interactions and obtain 
substances from other beings, such as plants, 
fungi, or animals. Plants may play a fundamental 
role in the formation of human beings, which 
is basically accomplished by ingesting different 
plants or by being exposed to their qualities 
and agencies (Santos-Granero 2012: 185; 
Kujawska et al. 2020). Plants may have human-
like souls, a different kind of soul, or be soulless; 
they may vary in the degree of personhood, or 
intentionality, consciousness, communicative 
ability, and agency (Shepard and Daly 2022). 
The ontological position of plants may stem 
from their place in the overall classification 
of beings by a given society. One axis for 
classifying plants is the discrimination between 
wild and domesticated. For example, for the 
Asháninka people, domesticated plants are in 
essence persons who in certain circumstances 
may manifest in human form (Rojas-Zolezzi 
1997). Piri-piri cultivated plants have a special 
status amongst the Arawak groups in Peru 
(Kujawska et al. 2020, 2023; Revilla-Minaya 
2019; Rodríguez-Espíritu 2021; Shepard 2004; 
Valadeau et al. 2010). The Asháninka extensively 
cultivate different types of piri-piri and endow 
them with mythical origin and the ontological 
status of plant-persons. As such, they are 
commonly used to restore the personal, family, 
or social balance, and to counteract violations 
of proscriptions. They are perceived by the 
Asháninka as subjects that (co)produce the 
social world (Kujawska et al. 2020, 2023). Wild-
grown plants from the forest (Ash. inchatoshi) 
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seem not to have the same degree of subjectivity 
and agency as fully or incipiently domesticated 
plants for the Asháninka people. For example, 
the Nomatsigenka, another Arawak group 
from the region, also discriminates between 
cultivated obeinki (Ash. ibenki) and forest 
plants (anchosipage). The spirit owners of 
domesticated plants do not fear humans and 
establish reciprocal conditions with them. 
Medicinal plants, irrespective of being cultivated 
or wild-grown, are the kin of the Nomatsigenka, 
and their agency is oriented towards treating 
and healing the illnesses provoked by the owners 
of these plants (Rodríguez-Espíritu 2021: 207). 

Here, some important questions arise 
regarding the relational and material aspects 
of agency: Is the agency of plants granted by 
their souls or the whole set of cosmological 
properties, or does their power derive from their 
biological or ecological attributes? How should 
we regard plant agency if it is mediated by the 
intentional use of a given group of humans, such 
as the Asháninka? These questions are explored 
through empirical data and discussed in light of 
the literature in the following sections. I start 
with a brief characterisation of the Asháninka 
people. I then provide an in-depth description 
of the method of walking in the forest, 
particularly those elements of the method which 
I found productive in the context of interspecies 
relations and forest cosmo-politics. Then,  
I briefly outline the concept of personhood 
and the body—that is, how the body is made 
through the multispecies interactions which 
stem from an ontological scheme of relations 
between Asháninka persons, spirits, animals, 
and plants. Having established this basis, I move 
to the forest encounters epitomised by particular 
cases narrated by my interlocutors, such as those 
of encounters with malevolent forest spirits and 
with animals imbued with powers to harm and 
by introducing excerpts from our walks in the 

forest where plants served as triggers for more 
complex stories of multispecies relations. In 
the last section, I return to the main questions 
regarding the nature of plant agency from the 
perspective of the Asháninka people, but I also 
attempt to place my conclusions into dialogue 
with other Amazonia studies which kept plant 
capacities, their roles, and their ontological 
positions within their scope. 

ETHNOGRAPHIC SETTING 
AND METHODS

THE ASHÁNINKA 

The Asháninka are a group belonging to the 
Arawak linguistic family, who inhabit the 
tributaries of the Upper Ucayali River and the 
interfluvial region of Gran Pajonal in Upper 
Peruvian Amazonia (Varese 2006; Veber 
2003; Weiss 2005). The Asháninka are the 
largest group of people in Peruvian Amazonia, 
altogether totalling 118,277 inhabitants 
distributed in 520 (INEI 2017) or 675 native 
communities (BDPI 2020). Similar to other 
Arawak groups, the Asháninka have a long 
history of practising horticulture (Heckenberger 
2005; Hill and Santos-Granero 2002). Their 
settlements have never crossed the 1500 m 
above sea level, the critical altitude for the 
growth of cassava, their staple cultigen (Rojas-
Zolezzi 2014). 

During the colonial period, Franciscan 
missionaries were present for only a short 
time, and were expelled during the Juan 
Santos Atahualpa uprising in 1742. After 
the collapse of the rebellion, some areas of 
the Asháninka territory remained free from 
exploration and exploitation by outsiders for 
over a century. Gerald Weiss (2005) mentioned 
that the Asháninka from the Tambo River, the 
protagonists of this paper, would attack any 
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white man who ventured into Tambo territory. 
However, the rubber boom at the end of the 
nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth 
centuries was devastating to them, especially 
given the forced labour and interethnic raids 
for captives in exchange for metal tools. More 
recently, the Asháninka have been troubled by 
the activities of some communist paramilitary 
groups in the region, especially the Shining Path 
(el Sendero luminoso) in the late 1980s and the 
beginning of the 1990s, and, in recent years, the 
Asháninka from these rivers have experienced 
violence and pressure from cocaine producers 
(Santos and Barclay 2005: xxxvi). 

Economically, the Asháninka range from 
self-subsistence to a market economy. They 
often combine work within traditional agro-
ecosystems consisting of cash crop production, 
predominantly cocoa, through which they 
are connected to trans-local markets (Araujo 
2022; Peralta and Kainer 2008). This ability to 
maintain their ethnic identity, along with their 
high degree of resilience and flexibility in social 
organisation, can explain, at least in part, their 
successful resistance to the aggression of colonial 
and national powers, as well as subversive groups 
(Varese 2006: 30–31). 

This study took place in the Tambo River 
valleys, an area ecologically dominated by a 
range of ecosystems from Montane Rainforests 
(Span. bosque montano pluvial) up to Amazonia 
Humid Forests (Span. bosques húmedos 
amazónicos) (Reynel 1984). The Tambo River 
valleys encompass 52 native communities with 
hamlets. The communities are relatively large, 
numbering between 200 and 3000 inhabitants. 
I worked in 12 Asháninka native communities 
along the Tambo River (Figure 1), which are 
affiliated with the Central Asháninka del Río 
Tambo (CART; Asháninka Organisation of 
the Tambo Region). The research itself was 
conducted between 2016–2018, and in 2022 and 

2024, within two research projects dedicated to 
the ethnobotany of medicinal and edible plants 
and to Asháninka ethnomedicine and foodways. 
All the necessary permits for conducting the 
fieldwork and collecting herbarium specimens 
were obtained from Servicio Nacional Forestal 
y de Fauna Silvestre (SERFOR) in the 
Peruvian Ministry of Agriculture (SERFOR 
N˚ 252-2017-SERFOR/DGGSPFFS and RD 
N˚ D000163-2022-MIDAGRI-SERFOR-
DGGSPFFS-DGSPF). Prior written informed 
consent was granted by CART, and from the 
authorities of each native community. Oral 
informed consent was obtained from each adult 
Asháninka person who volunteered to participate 
in the study. All photos accompanying this 
article were taken by the author with the consent 
of the Asháninka interlocutors. The study 
adhered to the ethical protocols established by 
the American Anthropological Association and 
the International Society of Ethnobiology. 

When working with the Asháninka people, 
the primary ethnographic method I chose was 
to walk in the forest in the direction and at 
the pace set by study participants. In total, 55 
Asháninka participants (27 women, 28 men) 
took part in these forest walks. Trips to the 
forest were supplemented by interviews, which 
took the form of open-ended conversations on  
a given topic. During these conversations, 
I often focused on the clarification of some 
terms which arose when we were in the forest. 
Moreover, I conducted ethnobotanical guided 
tours in the Asháninka home gardens and 
agricultural plots (Kujawska et al. 2020, 2023). 
I also conducted participant observation in the 
homes of the Asháninka people; this formed 
part of my temporary co-residence in Asháninka 
homes, through which I could participate in 
their daily practices and conversations. 
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WALK IN THE FOREST: 
A METHODOLOGICAL 
INNOVATION FOR 
MULTISPECIES 
ETHNOGRAPHY

In ethnobotanical manuals, a ‘walk in the 
woods’ is regarded as an effective technique 
for collecting plant material accompanied 
by relevant ecological and ethnographic 
information (Alexiades 1996; Martin 2004). 

It has been described as the most ‘natural’ 
condition for conducting ethnobotanical 
research amongst highly mobile forest people 
(Rival 2009). This participatory method offers 
a range of important botanical, ecological, and 
chemosensory advantages. Both the researcher 
and interlocutors participate in a focused 
walk in the forest, during which plants are 
encountered either by chance or as the result 
of a purposeful search. Asháninka people, for 
example, memorise (i.e., mentally map) the 

Figure 1. Map of the study area, Upper Peruvian Amazonia. Adapted from Kujawska and  
Albán-Castillo (2025). 
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spots in the forest where useful plants grow; but, 
on the way to these spots, other plant species 
are found which may trigger a memory of a 
previous experience with them, knowledge of 
their use, and stories connected to them. During 
forest walks, the researcher and the participants 
engage in attentive observation and focused 
conversations, prompted by encounters of plants 
and sensorial cues that emerge in the forest. 
Moreover, it is in the forest that people recall 
and share their stories about encounters with 
nonhuman beings, such as spirits or animals 
in human disguise, which are rarely told in the 
village. The trigger for telling the stories is not 
only the specific plants we meet, but our very 
presence in the forest, hearing bird cries or 
other sounds belonging to animals or invisible 
spirits (see Rodríguez-Espíritu 2021: 207), or 
by encountering stones with a specific shape 
or holes produced by some insect. These are 
all meaningful cues about animal and spirit 
activities. 

The botanical advantage of walks in the 
forest is that, when a plant is encountered, the 
researcher has the opportunity to see the plant 
and its life form within its web of ecological 
relations, together with its colour, shape, scent, 
texture, and taste. Moreover, when that plant is 
in its reproductive phase—that is, is flowering 
and/or bearing fruit—it is suitable for collection 
and joining others as an herbarium specimen for 
further botanical identification.

Shepard and Daly (Shepard 2004; 
Shepard and Daly 2022) observed that 
people–plant relationships are intrinsically 
sensory and mediated by the experience of 
specific phytochemical compounds. During 
walks in the forest, the researcher can capture 
interlocutors’ sensory ways of knowing plants, 
in addition to their cognitive knowledge usually 
expressed in words, along with the names of 

the plants—that is, plant representations. By 
recording the sensory cues used to identify 
plants and communicate their properties and 
agencies, the researcher may gain access to 
the pre-representational aspects of knowledge 
about plants. From my own observations, the 
Asháninka people often use various prompts, 
such as texture, scent, and taste, to distinguish 
plants, or they squeeze the leaves to see the 
colouration of the leaf juice (Figure 2). During 
walks with two or more participants, I also 
observed that when people mutually exchange 
their knowledge about plants in situ, they often 
tell one another how to distinguish a given plant 
in the forest by using its distinctive features, and 
they usually point to both morphological and 
chemosensory cues. 

This dialectical approach, and the joint 
experience of the researcher and the study 
participants, differs from field methods 
exclusively based on cognitive representations, 
such as plant names. Although inquiries into the 
cognitive content—that is, plant names, uses, 
and their place in the local cosmology—formed 
part of our walks in the forest, they served as 
more of a coda to my work with the Asháninka 
people. These matters were usually discussed 
whilst sitting in an Asháninka home after a walk 
in the forest, when additional questions about  
a given plant were posed by invoking plant 
names. This division between forest and 
village phases of collecting information was 
partly due to the pace and style of Asháninka 
movement in the forest. The Asháninka habit 
is to move briskly in the forest, which contrasts 
with their slower pace in the village. On some 
occasions, the person leading our walk in the 
forest complained that I took too much time 
photographing each plant, collecting sample 
specimens, and taking notes, all of which slowed 
down our pace.
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During the forest walk, participants can 
display or demonstrate how plants are actually 
applied. This is particularly valuable when the 
use is not limited to collecting some leaves and 
putting them into a pot to prepare a decoction 
which is later ingested or used in a bath. For 
example, juice from a stem may be placed 
directly into the eye to relieve inflammation 
caused by being unfaithful to a partner, or leaves 
may be thrown behind a person in a precise 
configuration to counteract sorcery (Figure 3). 

Additionally, during our walks, I paid attention 
to the ways people collected plants, including 
how they cut bark pieces and roots, how they 
bundled the plants using some non-randomly 
selected leaves and lianas. I had the opportunity 
to observe which species and for which illnesses, 
and which plants were collected in the forest to 
bring home and use on the days that followed: 
the Asháninka tend to use only freshly cut 
pieces of plants as remedies. 

Figure 2. Different cues used to distinguish plants in the forest: A) smell; B) taste; C) leaf colouration. 
Photo credits: Author’s own.

Figure 3. Exploring plants, their uses, and intake—in situ experience and contextualised knowledge.  
A) A demonstration of the application of the fern tajamishi, which is placed directly on a cut to stop bleeding. 
B) Placing juice from the stem of a creeper in the eye to treat an irritation, a remedy against infidelity.  
C) Ashio meronkeashire (‘my heart is beating fast’), requires the correct positioning of leaves, which is 
important to counteract sorcery. The leaves must be chewed and thrown according to the positioning 
of the sun and at a specific hour. Photo credits: Author’s own. 

During our walks in the forest, I asked about 
the name of each plant presented to me.  
I had the impression that sometimes plant 
names were created ad hoc. For example, 
when asked for a plant name, the Asháninka 
interlocutor would ponder and create one that 

corresponded to the use s/he just had described. 
In this case, the name always comprised  
a secondary lexeme with a productive (and 
meaningful) constituent and adequate suffix 
corresponding to the life form or particular 
plant parts, such as karaparitsa, ‘the liana of  



suomen antropologi  | volume 50, issue 1, 2026	 75 

Monika Kujawska

a rattlesnake’ (from karapariti [‘a rattlesnake’] 
and shivitsa [a ‘liana’]). At first, I assumed that 
the nomenclature of plants was ‘unstable’ and 
polysemic, but this observation applies only to 
some not commonly known forest herbs, shrubs, 
and lianas. For instance, the names of most 
trees are well-established primary lexemes and 
for which strong consensus exists (see Reynel 
1984). 

THE SOCIAL PRODUCTION 
OF THE BODY, HUMAN AND 
NONHUMAN RELATIONS, 
AND CONNECTED BODIES

ASHÁNINKA PERSONHOOD

To understand interspecies encounters, the 
diplomacy it requires, and other elements of 
forest cosmo-politics, it is worth examining 
the Asháninka concept of personhood. As in 
other native Amazonian contexts, the notion 
of the person amongst the Asháninka is tightly 
intertwined with the social production of the 
body (Belaunde 2001; Conklin and Morgan 
1996; Rosengren 2006; Santos-Granero 2012). 
The Asháninka cosmology is relational—
that is, their myths describe different classes 
of beings which interact, compete, and often 
metamorphose. The notion of Asháninka 
personhood requires looking into nature and 
the scope of their relations with other classes 
of beings with whom they co-create the 
environment.

The cosmogonic myth establishes the 
proximities between humans, animals, plants, 
and different classes of spirits, both celestial as 
well as malevolent, and defines the hierarchies 
between different beings. The human body is 
consubstantial with plants and animals, which 
has a linguistic basis insofar as a series of terms 
exist which refer to parts of humans, plants, and 

animals (Rojas-Zolezzi 1997: 266). Obatsa is 
the physicality and exteriority of each being, 
literally ‘the meat’, which is extended to fruit 
pulps and edible tubers. Interiority is defined 
by tasonkantsi—that is, ‘the blow’ delivered by 
divine beings, tasorentsi, which animate living 
beings—and the ishire which is the proper 
interiority or the soul (Rojas-Zolezzi 2006: 260–
261). Every being has the same basic interiority 
(ishire) or a personhood that originates from the 
same female principle fertilised by the moon 
(kashiri). It is ishire that makes the person think, 
understand, and communicate. Animals are also 
attributed with ishire, which enables them, 
to a certain extent, to think and communicate 
(Weiss 1975: 426–427). 

However, not all beings have the same 
volition and capacity to further transform their 
ishire throughout their lives (Rojas-Zolezzi 
2006). The process of transformation (Ash. 
pianaka) is inherent with becoming a human 
person through socialisation and approved 
models of conduct and relations with other 
humans within the community, with outsiders, 
and with nonhuman beings (Rojas-Zolezzi 
2006: 255–257). The social part of the process 
presupposes certain rules of behaviour, including 
respecting taboos, the principle of consanguinity 
and affinity, and reciprocity. This process requires 
a collective effort, especially during pregnancy 
and childhood, and is later partly individual. The 
transformation process influences the quality 
of being a human and, after death, one’s place 
amongst beings in the universe (Rojas-Zolezzi 
2006: 259). 

Following death, human individuals are 
transformed into different beings, according to 
the developmental degree of interiority (ishire). 
During this process, some humans may become 
game animals in the forest, especially ordinary 
people who have not attained a high level of 
knowledge or who have not respected the rules 
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of kinship and reciprocity. Such individuals are 
rejected from upper spheres after death and 
fall into the forest, and are called peyari, ‘the 
transformed’ (Rojas-Zolezzi 2006: 270–272). In 
all of these cases, the transformed animals are 
subordinated to the species owners and become 
potential prey for hunters. My interlocutors 
also stated that ‘when we die, we come back 
to the forest’, but this does not necessarily 
mean the human transforms into animals; such 
transformation can be to trees and palms as well 
(see also Rival 2002; Zent 2009). 

THE RELATIONAL ONTOLOGY 
OF PLANTS, ANIMALS,  
AND HUMANS
Humans can only develop consanguineal 
relations with plants, which is accomplished 
through their cultivation and domestication, 
and affinal relations with game animals. Forest 
animals, however, preserve consanguineal 
relations with their owners (iriri) (Rojas-
Zolezzi 1997, 2014). Viewed from the kinship 
perspective, domesticated plants are closer to 
humans or positioned at a higher proximity than 
forest animals. For the forest plants, Asháninka 
myths teach us that many of the trees and 
palms were previously humans in the past. For 
example, in mythical times, women offended by 
the disrespectful behaviour of men decided to 
punish them by changing themselves into the 
tsirentsi palm (Euterpe precatoria). Therefore, 
forest plants have a varied ontological status, 
some of which are similar to cultivated plants. 

The human quality (atsiri) can be lost 
if an individual moves too far away from the 
environment of inter-human relations (Rojas-
Zolezzi 2006: 266). This is an important issue in 
the context of forest cosmo-politics, because the 
forest is precisely the place where nonhuman 
relations prevail over human relations. In the 

forest (Ash. inchatomashi), one can get lost. 
Whilst some hunters may prefer their solitude 
in the forest and can move easily at night or stay 
overnight in their hunter huts (Span. maspute), 
most of the men and women only venture into 
the forest in the company of others. 

Hunting activity and relations with 
animals, especially with a class of spirits who 
are owners of animals (iriri), are important parts 
of the cosmo-politics of the Asháninka. The 
hunter approaches game in the forest through 
their relation with the owners of animals who 
demand compliance with certain rules, such 
as body purification and meat consumption. 
A devoted hunter may become the son-in-
law of the owner of a given class of animals by 
seducing his daughter and being accepted by her 
father. In this situation, social relations revert 
to those in the Asháninka community, where 
it is the son-in-law who brings game meat to 
his father-in-law. This may create tensions. For 
example, the newborn child of a hunter may 
be at risk of being hunted by the owner of the 
animals who establishes a relationship with the 
child analogous to that between hunter and 
prey (Rojas-Zolezzi 2006: 268–269). A hunter 
should not go hunting during this period to 
protect his child, but he sometimes does:

The father goes hunting but has no luck, 
because the animals hear the child crying. 
In order for the father to hunt, he has to 
cover the navel of the baby—then the 
animals won’t be able to hear him [the 
child crying]. (Man, 55, Poyeni)

Through this manipulation, the father of a baby 
avoids informing the owner of animals about the 
birth of his child and carries on hunting. This 
case and a similar one can also be explained from 
the perspective of the native theory of connected 
bodies, which implies that the action of an 
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individual person has potential consequences for 
his or her family. For the Asháninka, even the 
simple act of walking in the forest may affect 
their infant given that a part of the child’s soul 
always accompanies her/his parents. Rosengren 
(2006: 84–85), however, provided another 
explanation for this phenomenon, specifically in 
the context of the Matsigenka people, namely 
that the soul of a small child is particularly 
volatile, because it is only loosely attached to the 
physical body during its first years of life. I have 
not heard this explanation from the Asháninka 
people, but always heard about the child’s soul 
or part of its soul accompanying parents. 

Food taboos reveal the tensions between 
the father of a newborn child and the owner 
of the animals or animals themselves. Food 
taboos also apply to the mother of the baby. 

Therefore, food proscriptions are embedded in 
the Asháninka principle of connected bodies, 
not only in the hunter and the owner of animals’ 
relations. Thus, when a child is born, parents 
should follow a special diet, specifically avoiding 
some kinds of game meat. Some parents of a 
newborn who still want to eat game meat and 
hunt can manipulate this situation by recalling 
and using forest plants. They collect the leaves 
of various plants from the forest and prepare a 
bath to prevent the spirits of the animal from 
affecting that of their small child. The newborn 
is repeatedly bathed in the decoction of these 
leaves. The plant names used for this purpose 
are secondary lexemes composed of a bird name 
+ suffix shi from oshi (‘leaf ’)—for example, 
mamaroshi, aronishi, and tisonishi amongst 
others (Figure 4). 

Figure 4. A) Mamaroshi, ‘leaf of a mottled owl’, botanically not identified. B) Aronishi, ‘leaf of a black 
caracara bird’, Drymonia pendula sp. C) Tisonishi, ‘leaf of a gallinazo /family of vultures’, Palicourea 
sp. D) Onkirishi, ‘leaf of a great tinamou’, botanically not identified. Photo credits: Author’s own.

During our walks in the forest, the men 
explained that aroni (black caracara) ‘is the same 
as the devil’. When the father of a small child 
goes to the forest, he can ‘cross’ with this bird; 
because the father is carrying part of his child’s 
spirit (or soul) with him, the spirit may clash 
(Span. chocar) with that of the aroni. In such an 
event, the child follows the voice of the aroni, 
imitating it, crying repeatedly, and not sleeping 
properly. The treatment consists of washing the 
baby in a decoction of leaves. There are several 
aronishi plants used for this purpose, such as 

cultivated ibinishi (Justicia sp.) or Drymonia 
pendula whose flowers resemble the red patch of 
the aroni bird. 

My understanding was that each instance 
of a child being unwell and crying required  
a precise identification of the bird or other 
forest animal that had affected her/him (Span. 
lo ha cutipado). It was only during my fieldwork 
in 2022, when I was walking in the forest with 
one Asháninka woman who showed me at least 
seven different plants for this purpose (most 
of them from the Palicourea and Psychotria 
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genera), each for a different kind of animal. 
She explained that the mother of a newborn 
had to collect the leaves of several plant species 
representing different animals. Then, she had 
to bathe the baby in a decoction of all of these 
leaves together because, she said, it was often 
difficult to determine which animal had affected 
the child. In a similar fashion, Rodríguez-
Espiritu (2021: 216) described an intervention 
using forest plants to treat mal aire: a health 
condition recognised by all Arawak groups 
caused by malevolent spirits. The condition has 
diverse symptoms, such as body weakness and 
pain, vomiting, and diarrhoea. Amongst the 
Nomatsigenka, treatment is based on baths or 
steam baths incorporating a mixture of leaves 
and stems from several forest plants, but when 
they use their cultivated piri-piri (the strongest 
of which is igotobeinki kamagari), they just use 
one (ethno)species at a time. 

From the above-described plant 
interventions emerges the first type of plant 
agency and a set of properties: counteracting 
the action of the owner of animals and the 
animals themselves. The therapeutic property 
of plants serves as a token of their power. The 
adequate use of plants and their powers require 
knowledge. In this context, Rojas-Zolezzi 
(2006) rightly points out that mastering certain 
domains, such as the knowledge of plants and 
their properties, has a cosmological dimension.

 
[T]hose who die from illness are considered 
victims of some being whose power they 
could not avoid or with which they have 
stumbled, which is considered the result 
of limited knowledge of the forces of the 
cosmos, and they are, therefore, credited 
with ending up in the belly of the moon 
after falling into a trap (Rojas-Zolezzi 
2006: 271, author’s own translation, 
emphasis added). 

The second type of plant agency that 
emerges from these examples is their important 
role in people-making—that is, the social 
fabrication of the body, which remains in line 
with practices found amongst other Arawak 
groups such as the Ashéninka, Nomatsigenka, 
and Yanesha (Rodriguez-Espíritu 2021; 
Lenaerts 2006; Santos-Granero 2012). Plants 
participate in human transformations through 
their particular subjectivity, which they share 
with humans through the flow of substances 
from plants to humans. Santos-Granero (2012: 
187) suggests that it is not the fixed properties 
and subjectivities of plants that influence 
people-making, but a combination of bodily 
and subjectival substances obtained through 
interactions with a variety of subjects: whether 
human or nonhuman, affine or consanguine. 
In this sense, the plant properties emerge from 
relationships. 

FOREST COSMO-POLITICS 
AND THE NATURE OF 
INTERSPECIES RELATIONS
For the Asháninka, visits to the forest are not 
performed for leisure or a stroll, as sometimes 
described in the Amazonian ethnographic 
literature (Rival 2002, 2009). They usually 
have a purpose, such as hunting animals, or 
gathering plants, mushrooms, or edible larvae. 
The Asháninka also enter the forest for selective 
logging and cutting palm leaves for roof 
thatching. Whilst what is brought back home 
is an effect of previous topographic mapping, 
remembering, and purposeful search, such items 
may also include the fruits of opportunistic 
acquisitions (e.g., mushrooms). 

Trips to the forest are considered dangerous 
and are only undertaken when necessary. Several 
times, Asháninka collaborators were reluctant 
to accompany me to the forest. Various reasons 
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were given, such as an abundance of ticks, the 
possibility of meeting a jaguar, or a shortage 
of cartridges. Excuses were usually offered in a 
joke-like style. The possibility of encountering 
spirits was never openly expressed as a reason for 
not going to the forest, and it was only during 
our walks that people mentioned their previous 
encounters with malevolent spirits. These spirits 
can show up, usually in human disguise, when a 
person is alone or strays from their companions. 
Yet, the danger of going to the forest is overcome 
by hunters who do it frequently and who know 
this environment better than other community 
members. 

The Asháninka divide nonhuman 
beings into good and bad according to their 
cosmological position and the place of their 
residence: good spirits are believed to live on 
top of the mountains and in the clouds, whilst 
malevolent spirits occupy the forest and the 
underworld, with their powers and actions 
oriented towards harming humans. Good (Ash. 
kametsa) spirits do not necessarily do good, but 
they at least do no harm; the aroni bird (black 
caracara), however, is regarded as an evil being 
with an evil spirit/soul (ishire). Kamari (‘the one 
who kills’; Span. lo que mata) is a generic name 
for all malevolent beings in the Asháninka 
cosmos (Rojas-Zolezzi 2006), whilst the term is 
also used to refer to the spirits of dead people 
who live in the underworld. Therefore, during 
forest walks, people have a much greater chance 
of meeting ‘bad’ or malevolent forest spirits than 
of meeting good spirits; they are also more likely 
to encounter those who live in the underworld, 
because these underworld spirits can emerge 
through some holes in the ground. On several 
occasions during our walks, we examined some 
holes produced by ants and other animals, which 
my interlocutors considered the connecting 
points between the earth and the underworld 
inhabited by bad spirits. 

THE (IN)VISIBILITY OF 
ANIMALS AND HUMANS 

Another important aspect of the forest cosmo-
politics is the visibility of beings. This is also a 
recurrent theme in the Amazonian ethnographic 
literature (Rogalski 2017; Santos-Granero 2006; 
Viveiros de Castro 2012; Wilbert 1992). Within 
forest encounters, humans, animals, and spirits 
manipulate each other through their visibility 
and through the visions which the spirits of 
animals and the owners of animals induce in 
humans. For example, a successful hunt requires 
animals to have the will to present themselves 
to hunters. Thus, the Asháninka hunters use 
specific plants, both cultivated and wild-grown, 
for this purpose:

Maniroshi [Ruellia menthoides sp.]—it 
is a pusanga for the deer [Ash. maniro]. 
Before going to the forest, you pass the 
leaves over your face. When you enter the 
forest and see the birds and the peccary, 
you should not touch them. Only when  
a deer presents itself to you [then shoot]—
because this plant is the mother of the deer. 
(Man, 65, Capitiri)

Maniroshi is used as pusanga, which, given the 
cosmological position as the mother of the deer 
and perhaps other inherent qualities recognised 
by the Asháninka, makes the deer allow the 
hunter to approach and kill it. Pusanga is a term 
used in Amazonian Spanish to denote plants, 
such as the abovementioned piri-piri and other 
elements used to seduce and control or exercise 
power over others (Dziubinska 2024). 

In a similar fashion albeit on a limited 
scale, hunters, or those who cross the forest, 
may prevent animals from seeing them. For 
example, they use sachajergón (Dracontium 
sp.) to become invisible to poisonous snakes. 
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The leaf of the sachajergón is used in a gesture 
(a cross) to render humans invisible against 
the common lancehead. The Asháninka see  
a resemblance between the upright head of the 
common lancehead and the shoot or young leaf 
of this herb. Therefore, the agency of this plant 
may also stem from its external or easily visible 
features.

THE PREDATORY DIMENSIONS 
OF FOREST ENCOUNTERS
The forest is a non-domesticated place and 
the cosmo-politics practised there include the 
predation of malevolent beings (kamari) and 
nonhuman sorcerers (matsi), entities who seek 
vengeance or hunt for human souls to turn them 
into beings similar to themselves. A human’s 
presence in the forest requires the engagement 
of all senses and an active use of knowledge 
about the structure and relations governing this 
place (Ash. yotaantsi). 

‘I have never seen an Asháninka person 
who was insane since their birth’, said one 
Asháninka leader. Thus, people are believed to 
go insane under certain circumstances, such as 
making eye contact, engaging in conversation 
with, or engaging in sexual intercourse with 
predatory spirits. I heard several stories and 
testimonies of such encounters occurring 
whilst collecting plants considered helpful to 
counteracting the action of spirits. 

Irampabanto is the owner of the forest 
birds. Irampabanto is what illuminates at 
night when you switch on a torch; this is 
irampabanto who already illuminates. And 
it can transform into a lady who chases 
after you when you hunt plenty of forest 
birds. (Man, 36, Capitiri)

Irampabanto is a daemon. They manifest 
themselves as a woman whose dress is open 
at her genitalia. This is how she becomes 
visible to a man who is alone in the forest. 
This vision can drive him crazy; on top of 
that, this woman follows the man. It is as 
if she had a thread and she is pulling the 
male. So, when the man is trying to escape, 
he has to go around each tree to get rid 
of the thread. This woman has a toucan 
[Ash. opempe] on her shoulder. (Man, 58, 
Poyeni) 

Relations between humans and nonhumans 
exclude sexual relations. Sharing the sexual 
act with a person is a token of sharing the 
same point of view, thereby forming a part of a 
human collective (Rojas-Zolezzi 2006: 274). If 
irampabanto is indeed the mother of forest birds, 
sexual relations with them could be understood 
within the scope of the moral economy (see 
McLachlan 2011), and specifically representing 
vengeance of the irampabanto for overhunting 
the birds. Through this action, which may 
conclude with the death of the hunter, his soul 
would possibly return to the pool of forest birds, 
thereby restoring balance in the cosmos. 

There are several plant species used as 
a remedy for the action of the irampabanto, 
uniformly called irampabantoshi (‘the leaf of 
irampabanto’); it is always a leaf squeezed to 
express juice which is placed in the eyes (Figure 
5). For example, Calathea  lutea was described 
as ‘the mother of irampabanto’ (Span. la madre 
de irampabanto). In this case, similar to the 
pusanga miroroshi, the plant would be the 
mother of the owner of the animals (here, birds). 
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The prototypical human is the shaman, 
sheripiari, the opposite of which lies matsi, the 
sorcerer. The kamari (malevolent spirits) are 
involved in the transformation of one’s ishire 
by teaching a person antisocial behaviour. 
The matsi preserve the human form, but their 
interiority suffers from the transformation into 
kamari spirits. In the Asháninka cosmology, the 
condition of the matsi is extended towards other 
classes of beings, especially insects, who like 
human sorcerers harm others by manipulating 
food remains or some corporeal remains of the 
people they wish to harm. Small children, who 
are especially vulnerable to their actions, are kept 
away from the ground in hammocks and are 
looked after in order not to have contact with 
ants, stingless bees (eri), and crickets (shinti), all 
of which are considered matsi (own field notes; 
Rojas-Zolezzi 2006: 265). Numerous species of 
ants which live on the forest floor or in the trees 
are endowed by the Asháninka with specific 
names and malevolent agencies. 

It harms us [Span. nos agarra] because 
it [the ant] feels us like something new 
[a novelty], when we breathe, it feels our 
air. The ant feels the smell of the person 
when we pass where they are walking. The 

Figure 5. Different irampabantoshi found in the forest with Asháninka men, corresponding to the 
following botanical species: A) Polygala  spectabilis; B) Anthurium  kunthii; and C) Calathea  lutea. 
Photo credits: Author’s own. 

person breathes and the ant breathes, and 
the [human] person enters the field of 
breathing of the ant. (Man, 65, Oviri) 

It seems that the capacity of ants to harm people 
(their agency) is instinctive—that is, it is in their 
nature. Sometimes, the position of the anthill is 
important, both cosmologically and practically. 
For example, maniji (painful bullet ant) create 
their nests on the forest floor or close to a tree 
trunk. This gives the impression that the nest is 
rooted in the underground, which is ruled by 
kamari spirits;—hence, the association between 
the kamari, daemons, and ants. However, there 
are other ants, like setsi, who induce harm, but 
whose anthills are on trees:

When the hunter passes by their ant house, 
he cannot hear any more. Setsi [Azteca 
chartifex spp.] covers his ears and he hears 
only a buzzing. In a steam bath, pieces of 
the setsi honeycomb come out. (Man, 57, 
Selva Verde)

Here, the potential connection between the ants, 
who may discourage hunters from chasing after 
game animals, and the owner of animals still 
needs further exploration. The harm produced 
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by ants is usually diagnosed by visiting an expert 
steam bath maker, who by adding adequate 
plants and by interpreting the ‘things’ found 
amongst the leaves, may confirm whether the 
illness was caused by the sorcery of ants. This is 
indicated by the presence of dead ants or parts 
of their nests amongst the leaves found after a 
steam bath. Part of the therapy includes burning 
the ant nest in the forest. In addition, there 
are wild-grown plants from the forest used to 
counteract the harm caused by the ants. 

THE NATURE OF FOREST 
COSMO-POLITICS: 
MANIPULATION, PREDATION, 
AND PLANT PROTECTION 
A picture of cosmo-politics emerges from 
these descriptions in which the predominant 
features include the manipulation of animals 
and humans, the predation of spirits, and the 
protection of plants. Nevertheless, some aspects 
of this predation of nonhumans towards the 
Asháninka appear to take the form of seeking 
revenge performed in a reciprocal way. Other 
Amazonian ethnographies contain numerous 
examples of engagement with nonhumans, 
where certain animals and spirits capture the 
souls of children or make them sick when the 
parents harmed them in some way (Rosengren 
2006; Izquierdo et al. 2008; Revilla-Minaya 
2019). 

The relations with plants that emerge 
in these contexts of forest cosmo-politics, in 
which humans are exposed to animal and spirit 
predation, are oriented towards accessing plant 
substances and their subjectivities. Seeking plant 
substances means that both cultivated piri-
piri and forest plant species are used similarly 
to the Western notion of medicinal plants; in 
such cases, they have ascribed properties, and 
their agency is oriented towards counteracting 
various maladies, such as restlessness, body pain, 

vomiting, or diarrhoea. Similar to Shepard and 
Daly (2022: 87), I see ‘the substance-based logic’ 
in the Asháninka approach to plants used in 
the treatment of these disorders. This reflects 
a materialistic explanation, although viewed 
from a relational perspective, absorbing plant 
substances involves their subjectivities being 
integrated with that of the human. This process 
could represent a more generalised socialisation 
with the vegetal life of the forest. It could 
also serve as a route to obtaining allies and 
nonhuman kinsmen as part of performing forest 
cosmo-politics, which is full of tension or even 
violence. Thus, plants participate in establishing 
social relations through the body and in trans-
species consanguineal engagement (see Kohn 
2007; Opas 2005; McLachlan 2011; Rodríguez-
Espíritu 2021; Rosengren 2006). 

BACK TO THE AGENCY  
OF PLANTS: RECONCILING 
BIOLOGICAL AND 
COSMOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS
Here, we return to the question of whether 
these are the biological and ecological 
attributes that explain the agency of plants or 
the cosmological properties and positionality 
that grant this capacity to plants. From the 
ethnographic material that emerges from forest 
walks, I argue that both are true to some extent. 
A greater insight is offered by the following two 
excerpts from our conversations with Asháninka 
interlocutors.

Everyone has the same soul—humans, 
animals, and plants. There exists a 
compatibility between human souls and 
plant souls. (Man, 40, Puerto Ocopa) 
– So, ibenki [Cyperus spp., cultivated piri-
piri] and the plants from the forest are the 
same? 
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– Ibenki are different from forest plants. 
Because the ibenki is a plant without a 
stem [Ibenki do have a stem (orig. a tallo), 
but in its curing context it is ‘invisible’], 
only a tuber [rhizome] that can be used 
for curing, and medicinal plants from the 
forest have stems, roots, and leaves; they 
perform several functions. They are the 
same as the soul they cure and according 
to diseases [Span. Son la misma alma para 
curar y según las enfermedades]. (Man, 37, 
Capitiri) 

For my interlocutors, plants have the same 
basic interiority: ishire as humans and animals. 
This ontological status of plants, which renders 
them as equal to humans and animals, prevents 
us from imbuing plants and their properties 
with Western notions of herbal medicines. 
The second excerpt, however, invokes the plant 
agency as closely related to their biological 
powers. Similarly, Rodríguez-Espíritu (2021: 
216) noted that ‘[w]e create relations with 
medicinal plants when we use them, whether 
[we use] their leaves, seeds, or stems.’ If the plant 
agency is an agency per se, it may be understood 
in biological terms, and, indeed, the plants 
have stable properties, especially those used in 
a medicinal context. That said, the food plants 
have more ambivalent or relational positions—
that is, they can have harmful effects (cutipar) 
in one situation, such as on a pregnant women, 
but be perfectly edible in another context. This 
argument would advocate for plant agency 
as something not fixed, but rather as having a 
relational aspect, which should be considered 
with regard to someone or something (see also 
Maizza 2017; Pérez-Gil 2024; Santos-Granero 
2012; Whitaker et al. 2024).

Plants, such as trees, lianas, shrubs, and 
herbs, seem to be abundant, stable, and harmless 
components of the forest. Even if some plants 

are noxious and poisonous, one can learn 
to avoid them. Mastering this knowledge is 
embedded in the evolution of the interiority 
(ishire) and becoming a human. However, this 
position of forest plants as nonaggressive and 
non-predatory beings is not uniformly shared 
by Indigenous groups of Amazonia, such that 
some Indigenous cosmologies evince predatory 
relations with certain plants (Pérez-Gil 2024; 
Shepard and Daly 2022). 

Thus, certain plants, endowed with special 
powers, are considered ‘plant-shaman’—they are 
vegetal equivalents of their human counterparts 
(Revilla-Minaya 2019: 252; Shepard and Daly 
2022: 87). For the Asháninka, such plants consist 
of domesticated ibenki (Cyperus spp.) and 
the incipiently domesticated ibinishi (Justicia 
spp.). Different ethnospecies of ibenki may be 
viewed as plant-shaman specialised in curing 
particular ailments, capable of counteracting 
the breaking of taboos (Kujawska et al. 2020, 
2023). It seems that wild-grown forest plants do 
not have the same proximity to humans, given 
that humans do not spend as much time in the 
forest as their in home gardens, where they 
can co-produce their bodies with piri-piri and 
may be involved in the mutual production of 
kinship and reciprocity. However, forest plants 
are still considered allies of the Asháninka in 
performing forest cosmo-politics. Their agency 
stems from the overall ongoing interactions and 
relations in the forest, in which plants are not 
perceived as manipulative or harmful, and the 
Asháninka foster consanguineal relations with 
them. Yet, some specific properties of plants 
are distinguished and absorbed by humans and, 
together with this, substances and subjectivities 
flow between these two classes of beings (see 
Santos-Granero 2012; Zent 2009). 



suomen antropologi  | volume 50, issue 1, 2026	 84 

Monika Kujawska

CONCLUSIONS: REIMAGINING 
PLANT AGENCY 
THROUGH MULTISPECIES 
ETHNOGRAPHY

This study has explored the complex 
interrelationships between humans, plants, 
animals, and spirits within Asháninka forest 
cosmo-politics, offering both empirical 
and methodological contributions to our 
understanding of multispecies engagements in 
the Amazonian context.

The walk in the forest method is one 
of a few examples in which a technique 
elaborated in ethnobotany has been applied to 
the anthropological repertoire of methods. In 
ethnographic research, the walk in the forest 
is not only a technique to register traditional 
environmental knowledge, but it may be 
considered the main form of collecting data in an 
appropriate ethnographic context. This method 
is a dialectic conversation where knowledge 
is co-produced through interactions forged 
between the researcher and interlocutors. In my 
case, walks in the forest and collecting particular 
plants triggered stories and testimonies 
surrounding the encounters with the spirits of 
animals, dead people, or nonhuman sorcerers. 
A methodological limitation still might be 
that, from the anthropological perspective, it 
is difficult to analyse plant agency per se, as 
we usually study how the nonhuman-centred 
agency is mediated by human volition and 
intentions. This challenge invites us to continue 
developing methodological approaches that can 
more effectively engage with the complexity 
of multispecies relations in Amazonian and 
other Indigenous contexts. The advantage of 
collecting herbarium specimens during forest 
walks and their botanical identification is 
that it enables comparisons between different 
Amazonian groups in relation to certain 

plant species. Furthermore, the recording of 
traditional ecological knowledge ascribed to 
certain botanical species and their publication is 
a form of safeguarding the intellectual property 
rights of the Indigenous groups studied. Finally, 
this practice enables members of Indigenous 
communities to have the documentation of their 
knowledge, saved not only in scientific papers, 
but also in botanical institutions for further 
consultations by their descendants.

From these forest walks with the 
Asháninka partners emerges a notion of the 
forest as a non-domesticated and dangerous 
place; however, whilst it can be tamed by skilful 
hunters, it also has its costs or risks for the hunter 
himself and his family. Often, the encounters of 
the Asháninka with malevolent spirits or the 
spirits of animals in the forest mark predatory 
interspecies relations rather than reciprocal 
relations. Direct contact with these spirits may 
produce a restlessness, or even a psychosis-like 
state, and if not properly cured using plants, 
steam baths, or shamanic interventions, they 
may lead to death. Some animals, especially 
insects, are ascribed with powers characteristic 
of human sorcerers. Other animals may seek 
vengeance on people for numerous reasons 
anchored in mythical times. 

Numerous plants, both domesticated 
and wild-grown in the forest, are used to 
counteract illnesses and psychotic-like states. 
Whilst domesticated and wild plants may have 
a different ontological status and proximity 
to humans, all serve as allies in interspecies 
encounters and relations. Other Amazonian 
studies focused on plant agency also point to 
a varied ontological status of plants, and to the 
differences in plant qualities and powers (Pérez-
Gil 2024; Virtanen and Apurinã 2024; Whitaker 
et al. 2024). That said, the Asháninka case 
contributes to our understanding of the plant 
agencies as epitomised by their cosmological 
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and biological attributes. In other words, the 
mythical past of some plants (cosmology) and 
their status (ontology) enter into dialogue with 
plant biology and bioactivity in the everyday life 
of the Asháninka people. 
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NOTES
1	 This term, which comes from the Guarani 

language, denotes sages (Cyperus spp.) (personal 
communication, Pastor Arenas). However, it 
is used throughout Indigenous Amazonia and 
mostly albeit not exclusively corresponds to 
cultivated Cyperus plants, which are appreciated 
for their wide range of medicinal and other 
properties (Plowman et al. 1990; Shepard 2004; 
Tournon et al. 1998).

2	 Other Arawakan groups in the Selva Central 
region (Upper Peruvian Amazonia) are the 
Ashéninka, Kakinte, Matsigenka, Nomatsigenka, 
Yanesha, and Yine (Piro) (Santos-Granero 2002).

3	 The collected plant specimens were identified 
by Joaquina Albán-Castillo and deposited in 
the USM Herbario de la Universidad Nacional 
Mayor de San Marcos in Lima (Peru). A few 
ant species were mentioned in the text; they 
were collected with Asháninka collaborators and 
identified by Geancarlo Alarcon Iman.

4	 The Asháninka term is yotaantsi, to know and 
understand. This also refers to the recognition 
of a given species or a type of plant in the forest 
amongst many others, together with the plant 
property, its application, and the web of relations 
with other classes of beings, such as birds, insects, 
and mammals amongst others (Rojas-Zolezzi 
2006: 264).

5 	 The most representative cognitive method used 
in ethnobotany is free listing (Quinlan 2005), 
during which plant names are elicited from local 
study participants, and the researcher produces a 
list of locally known or used plants based on this 
elicitation. In this method, the interlocutors and 
the researcher communicate exclusively through 
plant names—that is, plant representations.

6	 According to Rojas-Zolezzi (2014), one term for 
nonhumans in the Asháninka language is kari 
atiripe, which literary means, according to my 
interlocutors, ‘this is not a [human] person’ (Span. 
no es persona [humana]).

7	 I have never participated in a planned-in-advance 
hunting party with the Asháninka people, 
although on many occasions we talked about 
hunting in relation to plants, such as plants used 
for successful hunting or to make a dog a good 
hunter, or when we discussed taboos. Moreover, 
the men would carry a shotgun to the forest 
during our walks in case there was an opportunity 
to kill game. Occasionally, after sensing an animal 
and viewing her/his traces, one of the men would 
quickly follow them in hopes of finding and 
shooting an animal.

8	 Here lies perhaps the largest discrepancies 
between Rojas-Zolezzi’s and my own 
ethnographic material—that is, whilst Rojas-
Zolezzi sees the interactions between humans 
and animals (predation, reciprocity) through the 
owners of animals (iriri), my interlocutors more 
often referred to the animals themselves.

9	 Steam baths are performed by expert women and 
men who completed a period of sexual abstinence 
and adhered to a special diet. They are particularly 
skilful in diagnosing the cause of an illness, and 
often the steam bath itself is a part of the healing 
process, through which harming objects are 
removed. For more details on how steam baths 
are  prepared and performed, see Kujawska and 
Albán-Castillo (2025).
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