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INTRODUCTION

My motivation for writing this chapter is to call attention to a Feminine Symbolic'! that I believe
constitutes the core of Andean conceptualizations of gender. The argument that I will present is as follows: The
feminine, as an abstraction, is an unmarked category, whereas the masculine is elaborated, or marked. In
addition, androgyny is a primary force in the continual recreation and reproduction of the world motivated by
female sex and desire, not by biological reproduction. Such a gender schema provides an alternative to Lacan's
symbolic which makes patriarchy seem inevitable. What is critical in my view for current feminist debates is
that in the Andean gender schema that I will put forward for discussion, women are socially valorized.
Moreover, female desire, abundant in both ethnographic and mythic texts, is culturally constructed to be more
powerful than male desire, and that power is also socially valorized. Irene Silverblatt (1987:443) has argued
that: "The Incas did not hold to the belief, a Western legacy, that sexuality and fecundity in women required
external control if they were not to become destructive."” In the mythic texts that I analyze and present here,
women are assigned the responsibility of impounding male sexuality, represented as rushing irrigation water. It
is male sexuality that is potentially destructive in the form of floods, whereby female desire and sexuality are
propiatiated ritually and represented as one of the 'prime-movers' of the ever-changing world. In these texts,
sexual reproduction is often a misbegotten affair that goes awry. For example, in chapter two of the Huarochira
Tales, the heroine, Caui Llaca, dissappears with a child (gender unspecified) who was begotten by a male
trickster, Cuni Raya, without sexual intercourse. He inseminated her by putting his semen in a lacuma fruit,
which she eats. When the child is a year old and crawling, she attempts to determine who had inseminated her
by directing the child to name the father and he/she crawls up into the lap of Cuni Raya, who is disguised as a
begger. Disgusted, she takes the child and walks into the all-encompassing female sea, never turning her face
back to Cuni Raya (chapt. 2, sec 18), even though he transforms himself from the filthy begger she despises into
a handsome resplendent youth dressed in gold. The unmarked feminine totality, the sea, reabsorbs Caui Llaca

and the ungendered child and a new world (new time/space) results whereby other feminine heroines also escape

My interpretation of Andean myths and cultural practices that express a Feminine Symbolic has been guided by a
reading of Luce Irigaray who argues in "The Bodily Encounter With the Mother" (Whitford 1991:34-46) that:
"The maternal function underpins the social order and the order of desire..." She also makes the important point
that Freud forgot a more archaic murder than the murder of the father in Totem and Taboo -- the murder of the
mother which was necessary for the patriarchial Rule of the Father to be established. In examining Andean
culture, we find a symbolic system in which the mother is not 'murdered,’ female desire is valued and the body of
the mother is wholistic and fluid (rather than 'holistic and bounded (see Irigaray's "Volume Without Contours” in
Whitford 1991). Feminist struggling with the masculine symbolic system of values of our own cultural heritage
would at least entertain new questions by reading investigations of other cultures' conceptualizations and values of
sex and gender. These new perspectives could provide a means of disputing the attributed universalism of
patriarchy, the oepidal complex etc.



Isbell: "From Unripe to Petrified"

from Cuni Raya, the trickster. Whether or not he succeeds in actually engaging in sexual intercourse with them
is unclear; it is certain, however, that the women flee from his efforts to entrap them.2 These episodes of the
myth demonstrate female power to control sexual desire. Even though the trickster successfully inseminates
Caui Llaca, she has the power to refuse to become his property, and to deny him rights over his child. Sex,
desire and reproduction are separated in the myths and directed by distinct forces and moreover, throughout the
myths, I find that female desire and sexuality are organizing principles for the definition of the social world. Let

me stress that it is female desire that is fundamental to the myths, not reproduction.

Many of the current feminist debates focus on alternatives to Lacanian explanations of phallic
dominance and femininity as the negative (or empty) term in sexual difference (Brennan 1989).3 Radical shifts
in perspectives are called for that allow an examination of sex and gender in other cultural and historical
contexts. And it is toward that end that I present a gender schema in which sexual difference is constructed out
of mythical origins whereby 'the feminine' is not conceived of as an empty category, nor are women considered
lesser males lacking phalluses. For example, the female figures in the Huarochira Tales exist sui generi as five
women in one, who through their actions, establish sexual as well as social differentiation and hierarchy. Female
sexuality and desire are highly valorized for ongoing differentiation whereas male sexuality must be controlled.

The feminine, as an abstraction, is unmarked and androgyny is central to the continuity of human life.

2Chapter 2 of Huarochir_, Salomon and Urioste 1991:46-50 and Taylor 1987: 53-73. In both of these translations,
there is no mention of the fact that the Quechua term,churi, which means 'child’ male speaking or child of a man is
used in the text and not wawa, which is the genderless term used by women. Churi is generally used with a
gender-specified term,gari churi, male child, orwarmi churi, female child to render son or daughter of a man. I
interpret this lack of gender specification as highly significant in that the child, the result of a trick insemination
of a virgin, is not claimed by its mother who returns it to the liquid source of all things, the sea. The child never
becomes social, gendered nor human and its mother, Caui Llaca, never looks back at Cuni Raya, the trickster, no
matter how much he pleads or displays his beauty, or his gold and finery. She has the power of refusal and
becomes reincorporated into her mother. If my interpretation has any merit at all,churi should at least be
translated as his child, not her son.

3Brennan's edited volume has an excellent collection of articles from different perspectives and her introduction
serves as a bibliographical guide to many of the debates. For my argument, Part Four,"Towards Another
Symbolic: Beyound the Phallus" is important. Also relevant is Butler's Gender Trouble 1990 and Luce Irigaray's
This Sex Which is Not One 1985. For discussions of how psychoanalytic perspectives have framed the
relationship between mother and child from Freud to Klein and Winnicott see The M(other) Tongue: Essays in
Feminist Psychoanalytic Interpretation, edited by Nelson Garner, Kahane and Sprengnether, 1985. Wright's essay,
"Throughly Postmodern Feminst Criticism" 1989 is an excellent introduction to three distinct positions: 1) that of
American and British fiminists who fight patriarchy on a day to day bases or refute it; 2) the French school which
is developing a new metaphysic' and 3) the position she takes, which is amenable to my anthropological point of
view, namely that gender identity is a cultural construct and equally problematic for both sexes. Chodorow’s work
(1978) on object-relations and the difficulty that women have of separating from their mothers has become
familiar to anthropologists interested in identity. For astute criticism of Chodorow see Whitford (1989) who
compares Chodorow with the more radical position of Irigaray. For an astute analysis of Freud's treatment of the
figure of the mother, see Sprengnether's important volume, The Spectral Mother, 1990.
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I am convinced by Duviols' (1976) argument that because the Spanish encountered sets of beliefs and
practices extrémely foreign to them, their descriptions were often faulty; therefore, many ethnohistorical
accounts misinterpret key concepts. Gender constructions appear to have been especially difficult for the
Spanish to understand. For example, Duviols argues that at death, an elite Andean person was transformed into a
double: the mummified flesh of the living person, the mallqui, the feminine half representing the germinating
seed for future generations, and the masculine half, a phallic stone representing the inseminating force, the
huaca. This androgynous"double" represent perfect gender closure at death and is a perfect example of how
gender is an abstract construct that is culturally assigned with value regardless of biological sex. Both sexes
were transformed into this androgenous double, the link between the living, the dead and the future. Both the

mummy bundle, the mallqui and the huaca were dressed in fine cloth and venerated. The term mallqui, which

means ancestor or descendant of either sex, as well as new growth of a tree or plant,* embodies to a greater
degree continuity through time and space and therefore, I would argue, represents a strong form of female

unmarkedness because semantically it implies its counterpart, the male huaca.

The abstract Andean "double" (mallqui/huaca) which forms the androgynous whole of a living person
after death as she or he moves toward divinity appears to be similar to Mesoamerican concepts of divinity.
According to Sylvia Marcos (1991:62): "Many ancient Mesoamerican deities were goddess-god pairs beginning
with the supreme creator, Ometeotl, whose name means two-god or 'double god." Marcos goes on to explain that
gender permeated every aspect of life as an ever-changing inentity. Duality in the Mesoamerican cosmovision
was not fixed and static, but fluid and constantly changing. Moreover, other similarities with the Andean
conceptualizations of gender and divinity exist. For example,the Aztecs generally used the word Teotl, which
Marcos translates literally as stony but figuratively means powerful or permanent. They also believed that sexual
pleasure was positive for both sexes, but whether female desire plays a similar role as it does in precolonial
Andean conceptualizations is unclear. In these symbolic systems where divine androgyny is dynamic and
permeates every aspect of life, patriarchy is not evident. In the Andean case, if either gender is predominant, it is
'the feminine'. In both regions, Christianity, through the Spanish conquest, imposed patriarchy and sin which
instituted a gender system with ‘the feminine' of Mediterranean culture of that time. In the Andes, female desire,

manifest by striking sets of sexual beliefs and practices, was considered dangerous®; women were lesser beings

“4In her study of the ethnobotny of Chinchero, Peru, C. Franquemont (1988) has pointed out that the vast majority
of plants are considered androgynous.

SHarrison (1992) documents the imposition of the concept of sin in the Andes and Marcos (1991:61) cites a
lecture by Burkhart as evidence that the Nahua had no concept of punishment for sins after death.

6See Margaret R. Miles' Carnal Knowing (1989) for a fascinating study of female nakedness in Christian art. For
an historical analysis of violence against women, see Miles (1987). Central to Spanish persecution of women was
the obvious eroticism, desire and sexual pleasure that women in Mesoamerica and the Andes enjoyed. Marcos
(1991) cites the following researches in Mesoameric as relevant: Marcos 1976, 1989, Nash 1978, Nash and
Leacock 1982, and Lopez-Austin 1988.






