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As I often reiterate to first-year students, the question of why is one of the most 
difficult to answer concerning material remains of preliterate societies. For some 
of these remains that may be related to subsistence, dwelling, and routine and 
daily production activities, interpretations are relatively easy. Social behaviors 
correspond to logics that we might more easily understand and reconstitute. 
There remains, however, an important part of the vestiges for which there is no 
obvious explanation. Examples include offerings, funerary practices, buildings 
(or parts of buildings that we might identify as temples or sanctuaries), certain 
objects with undefined function, various images that may be painted, engraved, 
molded, or carved with enigmatic iconography, etc.
 Since we cannot explain them and they do not fit into etic categories that 
are familiar to us, we consider them as “rituals.” Hence the classical joke in 
archaeology: “When one does not know what it is used for, it must be ritual.” 
This easy shortcut is, in reality, a sort of confession of impotence. This is also a 
way of relating the unexplainable to the domain of the irrational, which might 
be something that one cannot understand because it does not follow our Carte-
sian logic. Now it is evident that the men of the past (both physiologically and 
psychically our fellow men), were neither more nor less rational than ourselves. 
The logic that dictated the assembly of offerings, the burial processes, the design 
of the constructed spaces, or the creation of images is rational within the frame-
work of their thought systems, their cultural referents, and their vision of the 
world. We can see it from the order that underlies all these mysterious vestiges, 
even if the justification of this order escapes us.
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 Thus, we tend to confuse the absence of rationality with the absence of Car-
tesian logic. This Cartesian logic characterizes modern Western society, and 
therefore it would be naive to think that it should be applied everywhere and at 
all times, for it would be tantamount to denying any form of diversity among 
human societies. On the contrary, it is precisely in this diversity and in these 
cultural particularisms that resides the explanation, the meaning within.
 It is this kind of ascertainment that, in recent years, has triggered the devel-
opment of research on the ontologies of non-Western culture peoples, first in 
ethnography and then in archaeology. This trend is becoming increasingly im-
portant, as evidenced by the number of publications devoted to it. Ontology is 
a way of thinking about being and existing in the world, and therefore answers 
exist only in the realm of the mind, a place inaccessible to us prehistorians, 
since all members of the societies we study are long dead and have left behind 
no written historical records. Unlike ethnographic or historical societies, it is 
therefore only material remains that we can refer to. Is it possible, then, to con-
sider that “the archaeology of the mind” is a desperate undertaking?
 Differentiating the ritual from other spheres, for example that of every-
day activities, is perceived by some scholars as a profoundly etic enterprise 
and, in itself, Cartesian and Western (Berggren and Stutz 2010; Rosenfeld 
and Bautista 2017: 7; Swenson 2015a: 332). In the same vein, to distinguish a 
“religious” ritual from a “secular” ritual does not seem pertinent, since it is 
an irrelevant or, at the very least, difficult distinction to make in traditional 
societies, a fortiori those of the prehistoric past. The same remark applies to 
esoteric images, nonutilitarian objects, etc. This is the reason why I preferred 
to avoid the pitfall of the definition of ritual and speak here of symbolism, to 
be understood in its most elementary meaning, namely that of representation. 
What were the images produced in the past? What metaphors, metonymies, 
relations of all kinds, did their authors want to express through them? Why 
was this or that object used in the ceremonies of which the archaeologists 
exhumed the remains?
 But before asking why—something that is not easy to answer for preliterate 
societies—it seems essential to ask what these objects are, or more accurately 
what they were in the eyes of those who have fashioned them and used them. 
This ontological questioning is at the heart of the current research trend, which 
focuses on animism, perspectivism, and the agency of objects. It is appropri-
ate to mention this research here in order to place this volume in its necessary 
theoretical framework.
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 In his celebrated work Beyond Nature and Culture, Descola (2005) highlights 
an “ontological fourfold” that will cover all cases of variations and continuities 
between humans and nonhumans, four ways of identifying the “existing” and 
grouping them together with common traits:

— inner identity of beings consecrated and symbolized by a physical 
identity: this is the “totemism.”

— difference of the inner principle, but identity of participation in the 
physical realm: this is the “naturalism.”

— beings alike, with a proper spiritual identity but physically distinct: it 
is “analogism.”

— inner identity but physical difference: it is “animism.”

 Animism is to give a spiritual nature to different categories of beings, in-
cluding inanimate objects such as artifacts and landscape features (Tylor 1871). 
This earlier approach in anthropology had been rejected in the latter half of the 
twentieth century as being too simplistic, distorted, and tainted with evolution-
ary “primitivism” (Harvey 2006). However, there has recently been a revival of 
the concept in current research, particularly since the beginning of the present 
century (VanPool and Newsome 2012: 444). Nowadays scholars have realized 
that the interpretation of certain archaeological contexts (particularly those re-
lated to the spheres of ritual, offerings, and religion) is impossible if we stick to 
the logic of a Cartesian world, which would strictly separate objects as passive 
things used by humans from people who have a body and a mind.
 This is part of the ontological shift that affects social theory as a whole (i.e., 
Alberti et al. 2011; Costa and Fausto 2010; Henare et al. 2007; Nielsen et al. 2017; 
Olsen 2010). The shift also finds its detractors who (although not completely 
rejecting this new trend) denounce its excesses (Swenson 2015b; Turner 2009).
 In Pauketat’s words: “The religions of ancient America were based on rela-
tional ontologies that lacked rigid distinctions between animate and inanimate 
powers or human and non-human agencies” (Pauketat 2013: 181). The definition 
of the ontologies of specific cultures is a natural corollary to the “return of ani-
mism,” sometimes called New Animism (Pauketat 2013: 181). This concept co-
incides with perspectivism in ethnography, that is, “The conception, common 
to many peoples of the [American] continent, according to which the world 
is inhabited by different sorts of subjects or persons, human and non-human, 
which apprehend reality from distinct points of view” (Viveiros de Castro 2012: 
46). These different sorts of subjects can therefore act on their own plane of real-
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ity, something that corresponds well to the idea of the agency of objects (Alberti 
2013; Sillar 2009; Van Oyen 2018).
 In concrete terms: to try to understand the ontological status of objects in a 
given culture is the indispensable premise for the interpretation of the contexts 
in which these objects were used (VanPool and Newsome 2012: 259). The defini-
tion of the ontology of ancient cultures is obviously a huge challenge.
 To enter this ontological specificity, which obviously belongs to the realm of 
the mind, the objects themselves can be of no use; they do not speak, or hold 
explicit writings or symbols. It is only the discourse developed around these 
objects that can inform us (i.e., what their creators say about them), but this also 
is inaccessible to us, since many objects have great antiquity, and knowledge of 
them can only be gained through archaeology. Therefore, it is logical to refer to 
concepts from ethnohistory and ethnography, as they are valid sources to assess 
the otherness (i.e., ways of thinking that are different from contemporary West-
ern ones). This does not mean that the more or less accurate or detailed explana-
tions provided by these sources may or must apply strictly to the earlier contexts, 
but they should invite us to reflect on how we must consider the objects (Jones 
2014: 371).1 “Just as there is no singular Western ‘native anthropology,’ the same 
holds for the many diverse cultures of the Andean region” (Swenson 2015b: 3).
 According to the ethnographical theory of perspectivism (Viveiros de Cas-
tro 2012), the conventional sense of “representation” does not exist. As Allen 
(2017:11–12) argues, “Using representation (or metaphor) as an analytical con-
cept in Andean contexts has a distancing effect, causing us to see symbolism 
when we should more accurately see consubstantiality and mutual enactment.” 
Thus, archaeological artifacts do not “make visible” the general principles of a 
culture or a society, but are examples, or manifestations of those principles (Al-
berti 2013: 46). Giving a spiritual nature to inanimate things is common in the 
world and in the Americas (VanPool and Newsome 2012: 243). The ánimo, as 
explained by current Andean populations, is the vital energy that animates life 
and can be found in animals, plants, rocks, etc. (Gose 1994: 115–124; Sillar 2009: 
371). This concept is close to the pre-Columbian camac or camaquen, that is to 
say, a life force or essence of all things, a kind of Andean version of Polynesian 
mana (Bray 2009: 358); thus, the word huaca is both sacred and sacredness itself 
(Bray 2009: 359; Taylor 1974).
 The creative process in the Andes is different from the Western concept of 
creation. One does not “create” an object (i.e., form it from nothing or from 
raw materials), but rather “breathes” into it the camac, the vital essence, into 



5Introduction: In Search of the Meaning Within

objects or things (Taylor 1974). A good example are the conopas—stones that 
are most often not worked, but chosen for their particular form or aspect, and 
thus identified as huacas (i.e., sacred entities full of camac; Arriaga 1999; Avila 
1980). These stones, as well as the artifacts, are not “gifts” made   to the dead or 
to such deity or spirit worshipped in the temple, but are in fact acting beings 
(Bray 2009; VanPool and Newsome 2012). Therefore, selecting or making these 
small objects, and depositing them, constitute acts of deep sacred significance. 
Among the Aztecs, the final stage of sculpture making was to give life to the 
statue through “the spark,” that is, inserting an obsidian stone in a small hole in 
the chest or the back (Graulich 1987).
 The birth of a vessel is its production, and the killing of a vessel is its volun-
tary break (VanPool and Newsome 2012: 248). Thus, in Amazonia for instance, 
one “makes” pots in the way that children are raised: they are not objects but 
subjects (Alberti 2013: 52). VanPool and Newsome (2012: 245) give the example 
of a Maya Lacandon pot dressed in a garment, which gives it the ontological 
status of a living being. Dransart (2000) says the same about anthropomor-
phic capacocha figurines, which are dressed as members of the Inca elite. Bray 
goes further, arguing that personification of iconic or even aniconic huacas is 
through the metaphor of the dress and clothing (Bray 2009: 364; see also Dran-
sart 1992: 148; 2007: 173–75). In this respect it is interesting to note that the Titi-
kalla (e.g., Sacred Rock) on the Island of the Sun on Lake Titicaca was covered 
with precious fabrics (Bauer and Stanish 2001).
 This particular ontology does not differentiate between spirit and matter as 
does Western rational thought, because objects, living or not, may be filled with 
camac, may be huacas, and intervene at different levels as efficiently as men do, 
or even more so. If we assume an emic standpoint and agree to see things in 
this way, miniature offerings then take on a logical and coherent sense: they are 
both manifestations of the piety or fidelity of different social groups in relation 
to the gods and the dead, and active elements of a “fully” animated universe.
 Thus, as emphasized by Bray (2009), gold and silver figurines associated with 
the capacocha sacrifices do not symbolically represent the emperor and the Coya: 
they are huacas playing themselves a specific role in the context of the ceremony.

Book Content and Organization

The panel of contributors reflects my own Andean anchorage. This book is ac-
tually the result of a meeting organized in 2015 in Brussels under the auspices 


