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“Everything may be something, but being something is always on the 

way of becoming something else.”  
TIMOTHY INGOLD  

(2012: 435) 

 

 

Abstract: 
 

This dissertation explores the analytical status of “hybrid” material transformations 

that flourish in the indigenous communities of Vichada, Colombia, in relation to the 

concept of culture. It suggests that these indigenous people live in a culturally 

intermittent reality as a result of the appropriation of the concept of cultura 

imposed from the outside world. However, their approach to materiality as 

becoming rather than being reveals a strategy of creation and recreation of value 

and identity through the production of meaningful connections in a changing 

environment, achieved through action, and more specifically by means of the act 

of making.  
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I. Introduction: Culture and Encounter 

 

Material culture crafted by indigenous people in Vichada, Colombia is continually 

being modified in response to the changing environment. Women squeeze bitter 

cassava in artefacts made of natural fibres as well as plastic packaging tape; kids 

run around the communities playing with cars made from motor oil bottles; plastic 

chairs are sown together to keep them from falling apart; and a caiman skin 

merges with a metal structure in order to become a chair. These transformations 

bring new light to the concept of culture, challenging the understanding of tradition 

and continuity and valuing creativity and the production of meaningful connections.  

This dissertation will focus on a series of objects that I have encountered in my 

work with indigenous crafts in Vichada. These materializations are composed not 

only of natural resources, but also of industrial materials that have become 

accessible to the communities as a result of urban expansion. “New” materials 

acquire meaning through their interaction with the people, and specifically through 

the act of making and using by which they become a part of their daily communal 

lives.  

Making, as a traditional way of satisfying needs, constitutes not only a specific 

approach to the environment and a physical and symbolic practice, but also results 

in a materialization that presents itself as a snapshot of relations. The materiality 

of making represents a pause in the flow, an objectification that has the ability to 

speak in a unique way(Tilley2006:62), allowing the observer, or we may say the 

listener, to unravel the web behind it. By studying the traces of relations in the 

process of making, and the use of resources in a changing environment, one can 
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understand how these transformations come into being and how they are valued in 

their specific context.  

According to Simmel(1990), value is not inherent to the object—it comes from 

the distance that must be overcome for a subject to possess it. Therefore, value is 

the result of an individual desire, which unleashes an act of exchange. Gell(2006) 

has applied this theory to the realm of art, explaining that it is not only about how 

much one is willing to give up in order to obtain the object, but how the 

comprehension of the artwork, in an intellectual level, also allows for a different 

type of possession1. But what happens when objects are not economically or even 

intellectually transacted but owned through the act of making? 

In her description of sand drawings from Vanuatu as intangible cultural 

heritage, Geismar(2013:7) discloses an understanding of property as a medium 

rather than a bounded object, unveiling the importance of movement over static 

representation. The ephemerality of sand drawings shifts the attention from the 

finished object to the process of becoming, thus unlocking the importance of the 

dynamics of making in the case of other things that aren’t as ephemeral. This 

understanding suggests a more complex entanglement(SeeThomas1991) of 

materiality in the creation of value. The boundaries between the subject and the 

object, which promote the perception of a distance(Simmel1990) seem to 

dissipate, leading to a reconceptualization not only of the concept of value itself, 

but of the status of the subjects and the objects involved.  

In the indigenous communities of Vichada, it is not only objects or circulation 

that attract ideas of value and possession, but the capacity to make. Making 

appears as a way of overcoming the distance and, in some cases, to evidence the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Gell explains value in relation to Simmel’s idea of resistance: the difficulty of acquiring an object is 
what makes it valuable. However he makes a distinction between owning through exchange and 
possessing, where the resistance is related to the intellectual understanding of the coming into 
being of the artwork as a technical process. Therefore, what separates the subject from the object 
and causes admiration is the difficulty of understanding how it was made (Gell 2006:1676-170). 
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lack of a distance in the creation of value. When objects are not made to be 

transacted or even to interact in any sphere outside of communal life, the creation 

and destruction of value is independent from exchange, revealing an internal 

negotiation of significance. Things acquire value through an intimate relation with 

the people, both in the act of making and using. Materiality lingers in an eternal 

state of becoming and it is constantly re-valued through transformation.  

However, these transformations develop within a complex reality that goes 

beyond communal life. They coexist with traditional material culture, industrial 

objects and artefacts made for sale, bringing forth questions of identity and culture. 

Harrison (1999:249) states that identity is a scarce resource that may be 

threatened by similarity. This scarcity leads to an emphasis on cultural production 

in order to maintain and reaffirm the difference. The material culture present within 

the communities arises as evidence of a permeability that can be considered a 

threat to differentiation and therefore identity. Yet, through the creative process, 

the encounter with otherness is transformed into something 

familiar(Doris2010:273), bringing forth the importance of the intangibility of 

culture(Geismar2013:2) and in this case, of the dynamism of making as a cultural 

strategy towards identification.  

 

i. Colombia and the Concept of Culture 

According to Wagner(1981:4), culture is an idea created by us to rationalize and 

comprehend our differences. It is a concept that allows us to differentiate: to define 

the other while simultaneously redefining ourselves. Leach(2007:104) states that 

culture is not only a human creation, but it is also what causes people to create. 

Therefore it is within a cultural field that material transformations come into being 
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and are valued. At the same time, it is through their existence that culture can be 

understood. 

In Colombia, the importance of the concept of culture became manifest with 

the Constitution of 1991. It defined the country as multicultural, outlining a series of 

rights specific to the country’s indigenous population2, which were described as 

people who inhabit the country’s territory since colonial times and that preserve all 

or some of their social, economic, cultural and political 

institutions(Mincultura2013). According to Geismar(2013:47), being indigenous not 

only concerns the personal, domestic, social and cultural worlds of the specific 

communities, but also a position of subjectivity in relation to the state. The 

acquisition of valuable legal rights, such as the communal ownership of their 

territories and the establishment of autonomous authority acknowledged by the 

government, came with a major responsibility. The recognition of indigenous 

people implies a definition of who they are, and more specifically, a demarcation of 

how they must act(Geismar 2013:46). It asks of them to take on the conservation 

of their traditional past, at a time when the rest of the population seems to be 

moving in the opposite direction.  

The Constitution of 1991 set out to formally recognize indigenous cultures 

and in doing so, it kicked off a process of what Roy Wagner(1981) called the 

“invention of culture”. According to Wagner, culture—or the concept of a culture—

emerges in an attempt to understand and rationalize the actions and meanings of 

a group of people(Ibid:2). This is described as a process of invention3 that feeds 

on difference and can only take place through the experience of contrast from an 

external point of view(Ibid:4). Consequently, the “other,” and commonly the most 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2!The indigenous population of Colombia is composed of 87 ethnic groups and represents 3.36% of 
the country’s total population (Mincultura2013).!
3 !Wagner (1981:4-8) explains invention as the necessary objectification, which occurs 
simultaneously to the process of learning about a group of people. When inventing another culture, 
the anthropologist not only invents his own but also reinvents the notion of culture itself.!
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powerful “other,” seems to have an advantage when it comes to defining a culture, 

therefore promoting, in one way or another, the reproduction of his own 

perspective.  

According to Amselle(1998:30), it is through comparison that certain 

characteristics can be attributed to a group of people in a specific space and time. 

In fact, Thomas(1991:202) affirms that a culture can only be recognized in relation 

to the possibility of different practices 4 . Paradoxically, it is only against the 

background of comparison that culture comes into existence as a category of 

understanding. Consequently, any invention or objectification is supported by the 

counter-invention of its opposite in order for both to persist(Wagner1981:44). In 

that sense, the delineation of indigenous culture in Colombia, harnessed an 

opposing narrative of “modern” life: urban versus rural, industrial versus craft, 

white versus dark, science versus myth, artificial versus natural.  

Despite the conceptual separation between what is indigenous and what is 

modern—which theoretically supports the definition of both cultures—the 

indigenous people of Vichada have found themselves standing in a place where 

distinctions and boundaries are constantly created and destroyed(Clifford2002:16). 

The task of conservation of tradition that was supposed to reconnect them to their 

past while promoting the creation of a stable identity in the construction of a 

multicultural nation, became an abstract illusion that only materializes in the eyes 

of others. Reality proved to be more permeable, and from their point of view, 

indigenous people not only observe the relative progress of the urban world, but 

are also constantly interacting with it.  

This permeability is evident in the movement of material objects between 

these cultures. Industrial objects which are bought, gifted and found in the urban 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4!Thomas (1991:202) explains that arranged marriages in Fiji could only be recognized through the 
possibility of a different practice that can be understood as opposing the initial concept.!
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centres, are used and transformed in the communities, and traditional objects 

made in the communities are sold and used in the cities. Ironically the concept of 

tradition as “an authentic core of indigenous precedents which are necessarily 

distinguished from foreign or ‘modern’ ways of life”(Thomas1991:201) feeds on 

this lack of barriers for its definition. It is the inherent entanglement(Thomas1991), 

the experience of the “other” which allows for the projection of an image of purity.  

The disjuncture between the conceptual opposition concerning indigenous 

and modern cultures and their permeability in every day life, has produced a 

particular approach where what is called indigenous culture and what is in reality 

the day-to-day experience of indigenous people, seem to be contradicting notions. 

Friedman(1999:235) argues that this problem arises from the assumption that the 

properties of a group of people are fixed, instead of being understood as the result 

of practice. Indigenous people are tied to a set of characteristics, which they call 

cultura5, related to what makes them different from the rest of the population, 

which do not develop from their daily lives, but from a nostalgic view of a more 

valuable past imposed from the outside. This concept of culture is so embedded in 

the indigenous mind that they tend to differentiate between what is cultural and 

what is not within their communities and in their lives, resulting in the projection of 

an intermittent reality; one that oscillates between the presence and absence of 

what they call cultura. A wood and palm house is considered cultural, while the 

zinc houses inhabited by many are not; these houses are a contemporary solution 

influenced by the white man, and so, cannot fit into the anachronic concept of 

culture. 

The Piaroa, Sikuani and Amorúa indigenous communities of Vichada that 

will be explored in this dissertation have maintained some of their traditional 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Cultura: Spanish for “culture.” 
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practices, especially in relation to the growing of crops for communal consumption 

and the crafting of the artefacts necessary for this activity. Yet, these practices 

have been complemented with the adoption of what they call “comida del blanco”6 

(rice, bread, coffee, sugar) and all types of industrial objects that they buy in the 

nearby urban centres. Because their local and communal production is not enough 

to satisfy all of their changing needs(Canclini1997:70), they have developed a 

partial dependency on the urban centres and the “wonders” of modernity.  

In order to interact with this reality, they have started to develop alternative 

forms of work that allow them to obtain money. Men sell fish and crops, they drive 

boats, and even work sporadically in construction7 . Women have started to 

produce traditional food and crafts to be sold in the cities. This reproduction of the 

traditional for exchange reaffirms the value of what they call cultura face to the 

other, and the possibilities that it can bring them to hold on to this identity and 

continue to enact it. Herzfeld(2004), in his ethnography of artisans in Greece, 

describes the relation between tradition and practice as a position of entrapment; a 

conceptual location characterized by what he calls a “strangely constricting 

glory”(Ibid:200). The people that he describes—much like the indigenous people of 

Vichada—had the privilege of being valued for who they were and therefore 

needed to strive to preserve their past in a context of change. 

Wagner(1981:29) argues that the invention of culture produces a static 

order that results in a negative approach to change. It is therefore easier to 

perceive the cultural practices that have been lost, rather than the emergence of 

new cultural manifestations(Clifford 2002:15). It is these new cultural 

manifestations that will be brought to light in this dissertation. When one looks at 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Comida del blanco: Spanish for “White man’s food.” This phrase evidences the position of 
contrast between the white and the indigenous people from the point of view of the latter.  
7!Mining has also become an important possibility of interaction and income for these communities, 
which, in most cases, reveals unbalanced power relations and ends up taking away from the 
people and their environments more than it is able to give.!
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culture through the lens of practice, one realizes that transformation is part of its 

definition and begins to notice the fluidity with which gaps arise and are filled.  

It is from this perceived struggle between tradition and modernity, that a 

latent creativity emerges, which materializes in hybrid transformations that slowly 

permeate the lives of the communities, ultimately becoming a part of their 

experience. The indigenous people interact with the material aspect of their reality, 

transforming it and thus generating a tangible result and witness to the encounter. 

These transformations carry in them the imprint of experience, the memory of a 

reality that has generated points of inflection for people to react to.   

 

ii. Literature Review 

This dissertation will examine the analytical status of material transformations in 

the everyday communal life of indigenous people in Vichada. Pivotal to this is the 

body of literature surrounding craft and creativity as essential elements in the 

processes of transformation of the material world. Additionally, it is important to 

take into account the discussions around the relation between people and things 

and to explore the literature on hybridity as a way of understanding what things 

(and people) are made of.  

 

a. Craft as Process 

The category of craft, as the traditional way of making, arises as an important 

element for the exploration of material transformations in indigenous communities. 

Craft can be understood from two different perspectives: as skilful labour and as a 

type of object, where the latter is a more restricted category that becomes valuable 

in relation to the former(Metcalf1997:67). The concept of craft arises in opposition 

to industrial production, and from this perspective it turns the attention from what 
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things are made to how they are made. It differs from industrial production not only 

because of the objects that it produces, but also because of the process that leads 

to the existence of this particular type of objects.8  

Herzfeld’s(2004) depiction of craft focuses on this opposition, describing 

how it becomes a marginal practice in relation to modernity and the effects that 

this position has on the lives of artisans. According to him, this position of 

entrapment within what he calls the global hierarchy of value, limits the 

craftsman’s endeavour leading to a reproduction of external values and so, to a 

process self-marginalization(Ibid:197-200). He ties craft to the concept of tradition, 

unravelling the tensions related to the task of conservation in a changing world.  

Adamson(2011), on the other hand, recognizes the importance of the 

industrial revolution as a moment of rupture that modified the way of production, 

however he values this change in the definition of the nature of craft. He explains 

the difference between the two modes of production in terms of risk and certainty, 

where craft is more flexible and less tied to the material result than industrial 

production(Ibidem). Although he also characterizes craft as being perceived as a 

second-class practice, he liberates it from the burden of tradition by recognizing its 

ability to take part in different disciplines.  

Senett(2008:20) goes further by criticizing the definition of craftsmanship in 

relation to pre-industrial processes and manual skill, and redefines it in terms of a 

human condition of being engaged. He challenges the intellectual and social 

distinction between the mind and the hand in an attempt to revalue skill as an 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Our definition of craft is fundamentally related to the Arts & Crafts movement that flourished at the 
end of the XIX century as a reaction to the growing phenomenon of industrial production (Dormer 
1997). In the book, The Culture of Craft, Greenhalgh explains that this international movement was 
comprised of three basic elements: “The vernacular was the model, unalienated work was the 
means and art was the goal” (Ibid 35). This conceptualisation reveals the significance of craft as an 
alternative, stressing the importance of the native (in opposition to the standard), the independent 
maker (in opposition to alienated labour) and expression (in opposition to mechanisation).  
!
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integral practice and the base for craftsmanship or good quality work(Ibid:45). 

According to Senett(2008), craft as process “provides insight into the techniques of 

experience that can shape our dealings with others”(Ibid:289) and accordingly, it is 

a process that can go beyond the material result to acquire value in itself. Craft 

then, becomes much more than a production process, as Tilley(1999) states, 

“Things create people as people make them”(76).  

 

b. People and Things 

Engaging with things from the perspective of making brings questions that go 

beyond materiality to discover their more intricate conformation, both material and 

immaterial. Ingold(2007,2012) advocates for the dematerialization of materiality, 

looking to move toward what he calls an ecology of materials, where the attention 

focuses on the flows of materials that give rise to the things themselves. Similarly, 

Holbraad(2011) proposes a pragmatological model that values material properties 

as generators of conceptual affordances that can set the terms for the 

understanding of things. Latour goes further to promote the flat ontology of the 

Actor Network, where there is no distinction between people and things, only 

mutually transformative relations(Holbraad2011:7). According to him, there are no 

subjects or objects but many types of motions and circulations in an endless 

complexity of fractal relations(Latour2000:10). 

 These perspectives move away from the ontological distinction between 

subjects and objects, which tends to place the human as the centre of the system 

of relations. Within this ontology, Miller’s(2005) approach is based on the 

dialectical process of objectification where things, through their interaction with 

people, contribute to the definition of the latter. However, in this specific 

relationship, things can be said to be already made physically and only 
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symbolically in the making. As Appadurai(1986) affirms, things have a social life 

and they can be modified as they move and interact with people, however, what is 

considered malleable is their meaning rather than their physical properties or 

material conformation.  

Thus, the status of things has been discussed both in terms of their 

wholeness and of their composition, resulting in different levels of understanding of 

their interaction. By looking at objects in the making while moving forward to 

understand their further relation to the users—who in this case are commonly the 

makers themselves—one can begin to unravel the multiple significances of things 

and make connections between these levels of understanding.   

 

c. Creativity 

The material and immaterial transformation of things is the result of a creative 

process. Therefore, creativity can be considered an important concept to examine 

as a strategy of engagement with things and materials. This concept has been 

analysed from two main standpoints: as a specific moment of connections that 

generates a tangible novel result(Liep2001), and as an on-going process of 

transformation related to being in the world(Ingold,Hallam). Leach(2004) however, 

accepts the existence of modes of creativity, and instead of valuing one over the 

other, he compares them in order to understand them. He explains that there are 

different ways in which creativity can operate and that they are shaped by the 

contexts in which they arise(Ibid:151). He divides the different approaches in two 

major types that resonate with the initial standpoints, calling them appropriative 

and distributive creativity.  
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Appropriative creativity is the materialization of an intellectual input, a transfer from 

the mind to the tangible world, which aims for an economic profit(Ibidem). This 

mode of creativity focuses on specific instantiations of novel results that can be 

owned. From this perspective, creativity is something that resides in the human 

being and that is materialized in things; one could therefore distinguish one 

creative act from another as “objectified instantiations”(Ibid:153) of the human 

intellect.9  

On the other hand, distributive creativity goes beyond the tangible result to 

value the making of connections and thus the parts that compose the whole. It 

places creativity within a larger field of action whereas it is not only about what 

people do, but also about what they undergo(Ibid:161). Hallam and Ingold(2007) 

explain the concept of creativity in terms of the on-going process of life. It is not 

just the specific moment of novel creation(seeLiep2001), but a process of 

adaptation that not only produces things, but also transforms the people involved. 

This definition of creativity does not discriminate between the transformation of the 

subject and that of the object, but relates them in a mutual constitution, involving 

the environment and the materials, in a process of constant regeneration.  

Hallam and Ingold challenge the difference established by Liep(2001:6) 

between what he calls “conventional” and “true” creativity, by explaining the 

concept as a process of improvisation that eliminates this conceptual separation. 

According to them, creativity is generative, relational and temporal: it gives rise to 

culture by creating and recreating it, it responds to the performance of other 

people within a social group instead of being an individual act, and it represents 

duration as opposed to precise instants(Hallam and Ingold2007:1). From this 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9!According to Leach, appropriative creativity is the result of a Euro-American concept of the world 
and therefore it must adapt to the economic and social relations that this context entails (Leach 
2004:152). 
!
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perspective, creativity is a cultural imperative that “lies in the dynamic potential of 

an entire field of relationships to bring forth the persons situated in it”(Ibid:7).  

Although the understanding of the concept varies from one perspective to 

another 10, they all posit change as the initial source, and value the connection of 

previously unconnected elements. As Liep (2001) writes, “Focusing on creativity 

makes us think of a cultured field characterized by discontinuities or discrepancies 

which may be bridged in a search for new meaningful connections” (7). This 

emphasis on the making of connections resonates with the concept of bricolage. In 

The science of the concrete, Levi-Strauss (1966) describes bricolage as the 

materialization of possible relations, as the discovery of a certain viewpoint from 

where things can be “seen as ‘going together’” (Ibid:9). Therefore, bricolage can 

be considered a mode of material creativity that takes existing or known elements 

and gives them meaning by making them interact.  

In addition to the process of making, Miller (1987) has described 

consumption as a form of creative interaction. According to him, consumption is a 

creative expression that goes beyond the simple act of using, defining the subject 

instead. Creative consumption allows for similar things to be used and understood 

in very different ways, depending on the specific context. Creativity then, is a 

concept that links people and things, and can allow us to explore the connections 

between the elements that make up their interaction. 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10!Following these conceptualizations, creativity seems like a malleable concept that can be 
adapted to particular interests. Liep accepts the existence of what he calls conventional and true 
creativity but values the concept only in terms of the latter. Leach makes a distinction between 
appropriative and distributive creativity and values each within their specific contexts. Ingold and 
Hallam on the other hand, eliminate the distinctions altogether by proposing an underlying 
improvisational perspective that includes all transformations.  
!
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d. Hybridity 

By decomposing the whole into its constituent parts and the way that they are 

attached to each other through the creative process, one begins to understand 

both people and things in a different way. The relational make-up of events reveals 

an inherent hybridity behind every complete form (Canclini1997;Amselle1998; 

Baron2011;Clifford2002;Schneider2006). The combination of elements from what 

is considered “outside” and “inside” has been discussed in terms of hybridity. This 

concept, parallel to the concepts of creolization, transculturation and syncretism 

(among others), focuses on the mixture of different cultural practices in entire 

societies (Schneider2006:19).  Initially, it suggests the existence of separate 

entities, which come together to constitute a new form, however, as it has been 

discussed above, this depiction of purity, of an original state that is free of external 

contamination, is but an ideal conception; a staging of authenticity face to the 

other (Clifford2002:12).  

To go beyond the search for pure original forms, Amselle (1998) proposes 

to think in terms of an originary syncretism, which results from a constant practice 

of negotiation of identity. This process is conceptualized by Schneider (2006) in 

terms of appropriation. According to him, appropriation is a strategy for identity 

construction whereby a subject uses an external element and invests it with 

meaning in a new composition. Schneider states that appropriation is an essential 

process in most cultural practices (Ibid:22), and a basic strategy in moments of 

exchange between two different parts (Ibid:28). According to him, it is a way of 

constructing an identity from the “inside” while simultaneously comprehending the 

“outside” (Ibid:30). Therefore, appropriation is not only about making one’s own; it 

promotes a process of assimilation that reflects back onto the subject in the 

construction of his identity. He stresses the importance of the process of 
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renunciation that is implicit in any act of appropriating, presenting it as a dialogical 

understanding, involving not only a change in the external element but also an 

alteration of the self. It becomes a dynamic process where all of the elements 

involved are active in their mutual constitution, and so, their existence depends on 

this encounter.  

One can therefore affirm that culture is and has always been hybrid 

(Friedman1999:245)—a statement that ends up either degrading the validity of the 

concept in the first place, or transforming it into a cultural imperative and therefore 

making it an important basis for every cultural enquiry. By looking at the world 

through this lens, one begins to recognize the parts involved in every event, going 

past the illusion of wholeness (Hastrup2007:199), and discovering what makes it 

possible.  

One begins to see a web of connections where people and things interact, 

and in doing so, they reveal a dynamic composition that is always under 

construction. By moving between an analysis of what seem like more bounded 

structures or partial results, and their decomposition into on-going processes of 

exchange, one is able to bring together different levels of interaction that shed light 

on the understanding of the object-subject relation, promoting a re-evaluation of 

culture. 

 

iii. Methodology 

The data collected for this research comes from two years of fieldwork in 

indigenous communities in Vichada, Colombia with the NGO Fundación 

Etnollano.11 I have worked with the communities and their material culture, gaining 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11!The NGO, Fundación Etnollano, has been linked to these lands since it was founded in 1985, 
working towards the improvement of the quality of life of indigenous, rural and marginal 
communities through the development of projects related to health, environmental and ethno-
education, protection of cultural heritage and sustainable production. I joined the sustainable 
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an understanding of their approach to making and resources and allowing the 

observation of hybrid objects interacting within their specific context. Besides 

participant observation and informal conversations, I conducted interviews with 5 

artisans from 3 communities with different ethic backgrounds (Piaroa, Sikuani and 

Amorúa), regarding the alternative transformations in opposition to what they call 

traditional crafts. I used photo elicitation, with images of a collection of objects 

from the three communities (Cachicamo, Joval and Guáripa) in order to talk about 

the stories of how they came to be and the role that they play within the 

communities. 

 

II. Background: Indigenous Vichada 

 

i. Indigenous Communities 

Vichada is located on the eastern plains of Colombia, bordering Venezuela on the 

channel of the Orinoco River. Its geographical location makes it an important zone 

of influence of the Amazon and therefore a significant area for all types of 

research. However, this Colombian territory—scarcely populated in comparison to 

the rest of the country and with 44.4% of its inhabitants being indigenous 

(DANE2013)—had been partially secluded for many years due to the difficulty of 

access and the presence of the different parties taking part in the country’s internal 

armed conflict. Today, it is a territory that has become very appealing due to its 

natural resources and vast available lands, as well as because of the presence of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
production team as a design advisor, working with groups of indigenous artisans and helping them 
develop traditional and sustainable craft processes that not only point back to ancestral materials, 
techniques, uses and forms, but that can act as bridges that permit the artisans to gain an 
additional income for the welfare of their families and communities. It is a process of recovery that 
promotes the connection with their territories and the available resources, as well as the 
development of communal dynamics of transmission, communication, work and even exchange. 
For more information see www.etnollano.org 
 
!
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indigenous communities of various ethnicities that have survived—and one could 

say have been shaped by—these conditions. Multiple actors have occupied the 

lands, generating new flows of interaction that are constantly transforming what 

seemed to be a more stable reality.  

 

While many indigenous people have migrated to the urban centres, 

escaping from the armed conflict and searching for new means of survival, most of 

the indigenous population of Vichada still lives in rural communities. Indigenous 

communities are situated within different reservations or resguardos—vast areas 

of land collectively owned and governed by the people. The size of the 

communities varies from a large family composed of three or four households to 

over 100 inhabitants. The houses are constructed close to each other, allowing 

communication between their dwellers but also permitting family privacy. Houses 

were commonly made of wood and palm leaves found within the resguardos, yet, 

although some are still built this way, many have integrated industrial materials to 

the construction process. Dirt floors have been replaced by concrete, and palm 

roofs often mingle with laminated zinc.  

The vegetation within this space is selectively cleared, exposing the sandy 

earth and creating a place for human interaction. The difference between outside 

and inside is astonishingly perceptible although there is no specific material barrier 

that separates the territories. The communities are conformed by a more 

controlled nature that seems to offer itself to the people, generating a feeling of 

FIGURE 1:Map of Colombia and location of Vichada 
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abundance. These communities are defined by their physical location and 

because they are governed by a capitán12, who represents them vis à vis the rest 

of the resguardo.  Besides these two conditions, most of the communities share a 

common ethnicity, although in some cases people marry outside of their ethnic 

group generating mixed backgrounds that coexist within the same community. The 

different ethnicities present in Vichada share some basic characteristics, 

especially in what relates to everyday activities, which allow for a peaceful 

coexistence of different backgrounds in one community. However, each culture 

and each community has particular traits that make them unique, fostering 

identification. 

 

a. Cachicamo, a Piaroa Community 

The community of Cachicamo is located in the Resguardo Cachicamo in the lower 

Orinoco River, near the city of Puerto Ayacucho in Venezuela. According to the 

traditional doctors or shamans who are in charge of maintaining the Piaroa people 

in balance with nature, the Piaroa people originated in Venezuela, their ancestral 

territory. They tell the story of the Kuäwäi tree, which was hanging from a liana 

that came from the sky. One day, two squirrels climbed up the tree and cut the 

liana making it fall to the ground and giving rise to all of the food and things that 

they know today.13 The lives of the Piaroa revolve around these resources, which 

they have learned to work with and transform to their favour.  

However, the community itself evidences the change in resources that has 

shaped their contemporary lives. Traditionally, all of the families lived together in 

the churwata, a big round communal house made of a wooden structure and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12!Capitán: Spanish for captain!
13!This story was told by a group of Piaroa men and women participating in a workshop for 
indigenous artisans of Vichada and Vaupés, organized by the NGO Fundación Etnollano in 2012.!
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covered in palm leaves. Today, the big Piaroa family has been subdivided into 

family units, which, although sometimes composed by extended family members, 

tend to maintain smaller circles of dependence and responsibility. Nonetheless, 

the community still works as a support system that unites around shared activities 

and works together towards the general well-being of its members.  

 

The family households are mostly built with brick walls, concrete floors and 

zinc roofs, however there are still some houses made of natural resources which 

are generally related to communal activities rather than family dwelling. One 

particular example is what they call the laboratorio14, where they process bitter 

cassava for consumption and even manage to have a surplus for sale to the 

nearby communities and urban centres. The laboratory, as well as the temporal 

huts constructed near the gardens, seem to maintain traditional characteristics, 

shared with the objects that can be found within them. Inside the houses, on the 

other hand, some women cook over small fires while others use gas stoves to feed 

their families. The hammocks that many sleep in are now made of nylon instead of 

natural fibres and some homes have wooden beds with mattresses that are only 

used on cool nights. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Laboratorio: Spanish for laboratory. 

FIGURE 2: Piaroa Churwata. Drawing by community 
members of Cachicamo to explain their culture. 
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The Piaroa culture is characterized by its organisation —a trait that is 

evident in the way the houses are set up. They are perfectly aligned and organized 

in two rows facing each other and leaving a middle corridor for interaction. As one 

moves through this neutral space, it is common to find the community deserted. 

During the day, the men are out fishing or hunting, the women are working in their 

gardens or washing clothes in the river and the children are all at the local bilingual 

school.  

Cachicamo has its own school, which promotes learning in their local 

language and includes traditional knowledge as part of the curriculum. This is a 

community that has been interested in recovering its traditional practices and 

making sure that they are passed on to future generations. As a part of this 

process of recovery, a group of artisans work with traditional techniques to make 

wooden artefacts that not only constitute a rediscovery of their resources and 

knowledge but that also become a potential economic activity to support their daily 

lives. 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 3: Community of Cachicamo 
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Before the sun sets, men, women and children can be seen walking back from 

the forest on the small paths created by continuous and repeated journeys. The 

women carry baskets on their backs and strapped around their foreheads, the 

youngest children dangling from their strong hips. Men bring back tools and 

hopefully some fresh fish for their wives to cook a spicy soup that they will eat as a 

family after bathing in the river.  

 

b. Joval, a Sikuani Community 

The community of Joval is located in the Resguardo la Hormiga, north of 

Cachicamo and closer to the urban centre of Puerto Carreño in Colombia. Small 

palm and wooden houses are scattered around the communal area that is defined 

by the presence of a shared kitchen. There is no roof over this social area, just the 

branches of the trees woven together to create the perfect shelter. The kitchen 

though, composed of two wooden tables and a ceramic stove that heats with fire, 

has a black plastic tensed over it to prevent the stove from getting wet. The 

wooden tables have all types of plastic, metal and ceramic mugs and plates on 

them, which are used by the members of the community at every meal. Children, 

chicks, ducks, dogs and even a small wild pig play around the space as the men 

lay in hammocks and sit on chairs, laughing, as they wait for breakfast to be ready. 

FIGURE 4: Wooden mortars made by the group of artisans of 
Cachicamo 
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This particular community is small and all of its members are closely 

related. Although some have married outside of their ethnic background, the warm 

and sociable atmosphere of the community shows the predominance of the 

Sikuani ethnicity. The Sikuani, also known as Guahibo, are the most numerous 

indigenous group in the zone of influence of the Orinoco River. Similarly to the 

Piaroa, the resources available to them came from the tree of life, Kaliawirinae. 

However, according to their story, there was only one animal that knew the 

location of the tree. After getting in a fight with the other animals over the access 

to the food, he understood that it was important to include the others in his 

discovery. Together, they named all of the seeds and plants making them part of 

their daily life. Some time later, the men decided to bring the tree to the ground, 

ending the cycle of abundance. And it was from that moment on that the Sikuani 

people have had to work hard to grow the food and craft the artefacts necessary 

for their survival.15  

The men and women of this community engage in fishing and growing crops 

for consumption. They also breed chicken, ducks and cows to eat and to sell.  

Because of their location near an indigenous boarding school, some women work 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
*%!This story was told by a group of Sikuani women participating in a workshop of indigenous 
artisans of Vichada and Vaupés, organized by the NGO Fundación Etnollano in 2012.!

FIGURE 5: Community of Joval 
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daily as cooks in exchange for food and money. Besides this, they have also 

started a process of reclaiming their traditional weaving techniques. They have 

conformed a group of artisans that are constantly exchanging their knowledge and 

working with the materials in their environment to make string bags and 

hammocks to sell for an additional form of income. 

 

c. Guáripa an Amorúa Community 

The community of Guáripa is located in the Resguardo Caño Guáripa, only a 

thirty-minute boat ride from the urban centre of Puerto Carreño. The Amorúa 

people were traditionally nomads; moving from one place to another has led them 

to become masters of adaptation. Guáripa’s location near the urban centre, 

promotes a close relationship with it, influencing their daily activities. 

This community is larger than the others and therefore, each household is 

more independent. Although women have small gardens to grow crops and men 

go out fishing, they depend on the urban centre to buy food and sell their produce. 

Men, and sometimes women, move to and from the city as they engage in 

economical activities such as construction work, driving boats and cooking. The 

youngest children are sent to the boarding school in Resguardo la Hormiga and 

come back to the community only during the holidays, while the oldest ones who 

can afford it, live and study in Puerto Carreño. This condition gives the women 

more free time, yet at the same time, a higher economical responsibility. The 

FIGURE 6: Traditional weaving technique from the 
community of Joval 
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family must pay for transportation, food and school materials in order to be able to 

educate its kids.  

 To sustain their children, the women of Guáripa make string bags and 

baskets, which are sold both in Puerto Carreño, and at the annual craft fair in 

Bogotá. Besides receiving an individual income for their work, the group of 

artisans has created a communal savings fund with which they can support the 

group itself and any major needs that they may encounter.  

 

Guáripa can be seen from the river; its houses are scattered across the 

warm rocks and a huge black mountain looks over them. As one gets closer, the 

personality of this village and its people becomes evident. A hodgepodge of palm, 

wood, zinc, stone and concrete make up odd-looking houses. Cows, pigs and 

dogs walk around the rocks and are chased by fierce boys if they dare to come 

near any sort of food meant for human consumption. As the sun comes down, one 

can hear the laughter coming from the surrounding houses, and occasionally a 

passionate argument that ends in silence. Behind the houses, electric generators 

begin to rumble in order to watch the telenovela16 and the evening news. Some 

have solar panels that afford them the light of a couple of light bulbs, while for 

others there is only the presence of candles and small fires that are constantly 

being blown out by the wind.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Telenovela: Spanish for soap opera 

FIGURE 7: String bag made in the community of Guáripa 
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The description of the three communities and their respective ethnic 

backgrounds is meant to serve as grounding, so that the reader can get a feeling 

of the space and rhythms wherein the material transformations develop. Besides 

the characteristics particular to each of the communities and their people, they, 

along with many of the indigenous people of Vichada, share daily routines and 

interactions.  

Communal life centers around shared activities, which are generally divided 

by gender and are mostly grounded in their basic needs for survival. Men get 

together to go fishing and hunting and occasionally engage in construction 

activities. Women, on the other hand, stay home with the children, engage in 

making crafts, or work on their conucos: family gardens for the growing of crops. 

The conuco is an essential space for every family and it is usually located on the 

fertile lands around the community. Men are in charge of clearing the land and 

planting the crops while women take care of the plants, harvest the crops and 

prepare the food for consumption. 

Bitter cassava is one of the basic plants cultivated by the indigenous people 

of Vichada17. This root is highly nutritious and hence, an important part of their 

daily diet. There is a rich material culture around bitter cassava, which responds to 

a particular way of cultivation, preparation and cooking. The preparation of this 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
*'!Besides bitter cassava, they plant plantain, pineapple, peach-palm, yam, cane and others.!

FIGURE 8: Community of Guáripa 
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plant for consumption is very important because the root itself, without the proper 

process, is poisonous to both human beings and animals.  

In looking around the communities, one notes the traces of the bitter cassava 

preparation process as materialized in the different objects that make it possible. 

Long palm baskets called catumares are used to bring the roots back from the 

conuco; a sebucán, a specially woven artefact which, along with a wooden 

structure that guarantees an adequate squeeze, is used to expel the poison out of 

the grated cassava; traditional sieves made from natural fibres to make fine flour 

that can be transformed either into casabe or mañoco, the most common ways to 

eat the cassava root18. As Guss (1990:31) has described in his account of the 

Yekuana people of Venezuela, the preparation of cassava represents a specific 

relation to the environment, the power of transformation through human endeavour 

of impure or toxic substances into potentially beneficial materialities. This and 

other transformations are the result of the human ability to craft the artefacts that 

enable the change. 

 

ii. Making Things 

Making is part of the indigenous tradition; it is a means to satisfy needs that has 

been practised for many generations. Guss (1990:69) has given a picture of all 

things made amongst the Yekuana, neighbours of the communities discussed in 

this dissertation, and according to his ethnography the making of things is parallel 

to the making of culture. Indigenous communities create and recreate their daily 

activities through material transformations that support their practice.  

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18!Casabe and mañoco!are a common denominator to all of the communities in Vichada and are 
even present in the households of the indigenous people living in the cities After sieving the 
cassava pulp, it is either toasted on round clay ovens to make crunchy flour (mañoco), which is 
sprinkled over all sorts of foods and mixed with water to quench the thirst, or made into huge flat 
round breads (casabe) that accompany any meal. 
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Guss describes crafts as involving an arrangement of symbolic elements 

that allows them to have a metaphorical significance that goes beyond any 

functional value (Ibid:69-70). He highlights the importance of these made objects 

by unveiling their different characteristics: the narratives concerning the objects, 

the graphic designs and their meanings, the technology of making, and finally their 

use (Ibid:91). In conclusion, basketry is understood as an expression of the 

people’s conceptualization of the universe and hence, as a portrait of their culture 

(Ibidem).  

In the community of Cachicamo, it is common to see a queue of women 

returning to their homes, carrying the load that will feed their families. The 

catumare is the traditional backpack, which is not strapped to the shoulders and 

back, but to the forehead, distributing the weight along the entire spine. Its shape 

and design prescribe a specific posture when walking with heavy loads: their 

heads tilted forward, arms free to the sides of their body and a steady and slow 

rhythmic walk that stops the basket from swinging from side to side. Catumares 

are made from the leaves of a palm tree known as cucurito, which is found in the 

forest surrounding the community19.  

  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
*)!!This palm tree has provided, for many generations, the raw material to make these baskets and 
other objects related to the cultivation and preparation of bitter cassava for consumption, as well as 
to build the roofs for their houses.  
!

FIGURE 9: Catumare in the community of Cachicamo 
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Women normally weave the catumare, although men have learned the 

technique and sometimes join them in the making. It is a quick process that 

concentrates not on perfection and beauty, but on strength and resistance. 

Artisans take advantage of the whole configuration of the leaves, including the 

stem, as an essential part of the structure, to make the object stronger. They also 

play with the process of drying the leaves themselves: crafting the basket when 

they are green and more malleable, and letting them dry into the shape of the 

object, thus generating a more rigid structure. They know the properties of the 

material and are able to use them to their favour.  

Watching the women weave a catumare is an amazing experience; they go 

through a series of steps that conform a well-developed strategy towards 

resistance. The most skilled women not only know the process and understand the 

structure of the leaves, but they have also embodied the experience of using the 

artefact in such a way that it all becomes intermingled in the creation of the object. 

Although the catumare can be mended to prolong its use, it is not a long lasting 

object, it must be remade every couple of months engendering a cycle of making 

and using that ties them together in a constant regeneration.   

Through the act of making, using the resources from the developing 

environment, the indigenous people are able to materialize their cosmological 

understanding. As Tilley states “The process of basket-making is one of a constant 

metamorphosis of reality into a comprehensible, coherent and legible order” (Tilley 

1999: 68). It is an embodied experience that places the subject as part of a larger 

system, allowing it to participate in its construction.  

The making and using of catumares responds not only to a practical need to 

carry heavy loads—in this sense, it is an object that could be easily replaced by 

many others. It also promotes family relations, where the husband prepares the 
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land and the woman works to brings the crops back home to feed their family; it 

leads the women to walk in line on the narrow paths and take turns singing as the 

best way of communication for their alignment. The catumare reveals their 

approach to their surroundings and their knowledge of the available resources, as 

well as what Sennet (2008:222) describes as the craftsmen’s resolution to work 

with their environment instead of fighting against it. 

As a result of the changing environment, objects made within the 

communities are divided into two main categories. The first category is that of 

cultural artefacts, which includes all of the objects made and used by the 

communities that have maintained some sort of technical and/or formal stability 

from generation to generation. Cultural or traditional20 artefacts, like the catumare, 

are those that can be tracked back in time, and that exist today either in daily 

practice or even just in the minds of the people. Parallel to this category, and in 

response to the contact with the urban centres, is what people call artesanía21, 

which is directly related to objects made for sale. According to the artisans, 

artesanía is a concept that was developed as a result of the indigenous contact 

with the white people22 and so, it implies a process of decontextualization, leading 

to objects that generally fulfil a decorative function rather than a practical or 

symbolic one. These objects, although made in the communities with traditional 

techniques and materials, have suffered formal variations that make them differ 

from cultural artefacts and are generally not used by the indigenous people except 

in an act of exchange.  

The category of artesanía then, demands a certain consistency that can 

materially confirm the opposition to the “modern” world. This characteristic arises 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Within the indigenous context, culture and tradition are treated as synonyms, both pointing back 
to the past.  
21 Artesanía: Spanish for crafts. It is interesting to note that there is no word to translate artesanía 
into the native languages, evidencing the provenance of the concept. 
!



! 34!

because the objects are made to be decontextualized and sold, acquiring 

responsibilities beyond their communal use. In developing traditional and 

sustainable craft processes in their communities, the groups of artisans are not 

only recovering knowledge and experimenting in and with their territories, but also 

constructing an image of their identity to represent them face to the other. Hoskins 

explains how “through ‘telling their lives’, people not only provide information about 

themselves but also fashion their identities in a particular way, constructing a ‘self’ 

for public consumption” (1998:1). And in the case of the artisans, this construction 

of the self is founded in their initial recognition as indigenous and their theoretically 

bounded culture, placing “tradition” in the spotlight and occluding the temporal 

processes of their daily practice (Herzfeld2004:198).  

Artesanía therefore represents and reproduces the concepts of craft, 

tradition and even culture. It is a process of interpretation materialized in objects 

that generate an image towards the outside (Tilley1999:245). They emerge as a 

new category of objects, resulting from the need for an economic profit whilst 

securing a place in the larger system.  

The development of objects for sale responds not only to the construction of 

an identity for consumption, but to the needs of the market, while the objects made 

for use evolve with the activities that support their internal relations. Making thus 

constitutes a cycle of negotiations: between the people and their activities, 

between materials and techniques, between knowledge and identity. It is a 

contextual activity and in this sense, craft becomes not only a way of satisfying 

needs, but also a way of thinking. It persists as long as it has the capacity to 

support and be supported, as long as it reproduces a liveable space that makes 

sense in the minds and practice of its bearers.  
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Consequently, this activity necessarily involves change. Although the 

knowledge to make many of the objects that compose the traditional material 

culture has been passed down from generation to generation, the movement 

through time involves a process of adaptation. Ingold discusses the way that the 

knowledge of making is passed on, concluding that it is not about a list of steps to 

follow, but rather an embodied experience which he defines as “practical 

knowledge and knowledgeable practice” (Ingold2001:20). It is in the engagement 

with the world, and the physical interaction with the materials that things can be 

made.  

The act of making implies a relationship to the environment and so to the 

specific context from where it emerges (Ingold2000:20). In this sense, the 

indigenous territories, and the resources available in them, are essential factors 

that influence the material transformations. But context goes past the physical, and 

as described by Tilley, it is a human space that both constrains and enables action 

(Tilley1994:10). The context not only creates a base for the activity to develop, but 

at the same time it is shaped by the activity itself. Making is therefore embedded in 

the dynamism of experience, and in the process, it creates and is created by a 

space that is forever changing.  

To make a basket, the artisans of the community of Guáripa go in groups to 

look for the moriche palm trees that will allow them to get the fibre necessary for 

their work. These women know their territory well; they move through it with ease 

and understand the risks and benefits of most plants, animals, and even spirits. As 

they walk, they look at the different species of plants growing along the path; they 

grab those that they know can be used for dyeing the fibre and test the ones they 

do not know to see if they may work. They press leaves and colourful fruits 

between their fingers to observe the reaction of the liquid that seeps from them. 
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Sometimes they immediately know that they have discovered another dye, other 

times, they must take a sample home to give it a try.  

As Sennet affirms, the craftsman’s domain, defined as the ability to do 

quality work, depends on his curiosity regarding the resources at his disposition 

(Sennett2008:120). Indigenous artisans have a special sensitivity towards 

materials and their qualities because of their experience with them and their body 

is trained to search for possibilities in their environment. However, environments, 

being made through practice, are continually under construction (Ingold2000:20).  

As mentioned before, this particular community is located near Puerto 

Carreño, promoting a constant contact and exchange with the urban area. Some 

artisans have relatives living there, specially children who go to school, others just 

go to buy food and diapers or even to sell a couple of string bags. On their trips to 

the city, the women pick up colourful papers on the street; they have experimented 

with this material and know that it can be used for dyeing. However, they rarely 

use it on its own; they know that the resulting colour is too vivid, too different from 

what they are accustomed to and from what others have come to expect from 

them23.  As a result, they mix bits of paper with certain fruits and leaves to 

strengthen the colour and make the fibre shine.  

The process of moving through the environment, recognizing the available 

resources and connecting them with specific techniques that can result in material 

transformations, is the way in which the indigenous people have worked with their 

surroundings to create their own unique material world. Their traditional strategy is 

resourcefulness, in as much as they use the resources at their disposal to satisfy 

their needs. The changes in the environment then, make the needs and the array 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23!In the market, indigenous crafts or artesanía are expected to use the traditional techniques of 
dyeing and therefore, a colour that is too bright may diminish the economical value of the object.!
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of materials available different, and so, expand the potential connections and in 

turn modify the resulting physical forms.  

Materiality begins to be affected by the permeability of the boundaries and the 

consequent change in the environment. There does not appear to be a conceptual 

difference (in relation to crafts), between picking fruit, leaves and flowers and 

picking coloured paper to dye the natural fibre. Things are judged for what they 

can become, rather than for what they are. In this specific case, the women have 

developed different ways to use this material and profit from its qualities within 

their aesthetic expectations. Through practice, coloured paper becomes a 

meaningful element in their environment; it acquires value in relation to its 

potential use and consequently becomes part of their context. As Tilley affirms, 

“Meaning and making are thus linked and through them culture is produced” 

(Tilley1999:69). Following this argument, these indigenous cultures are defined by 

their approach to a changing environment in order to construct a materiality that 

supports and shapes their relations. 

 

III. Data: Creative Transformations  

 

The two main categories of making recognized by the communities in their daily 

lives seem to respond to the invention of culture, highlighting what is considered 

indigenous. Therefore, initially, the process of making crafts seems to be tied to 

the concept of culture itself. It is valued for being a link to a desired past and so, 

for promoting distinctions that support the narrative of the indigenous. However, 

besides these materializations, the indigenous life is complemented with a series 

of objects that do not seem to fit within any of the established categories. The 

changes in the environment have brought with them new materials to explore and 
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experiment with, which have led to the creation of a more heterogeneous material 

world.  

Guss’s (1990:69) examination of all things made is based on an initial 

distinction between what the Yekuana call tidi’uma or made objects and mesoma 

or undifferentiated goods. According to him, the second category of objects 

“simply arrive without any cultural transformation or intent” (Ibidem). This assertion 

turns his analysis towards a reification of “tradition” and an exclusion of the 

subsequent transformations that industrial materials may undergo within the 

indigenous communities. This chapter will challenge this distinction, turning the 

gaze away from the purity of culture and bringing to light these more humble 

materialities and the way that they take part in the complexity of everyday life.  

 

i. Material Affordances: The Plastic Sebucán 

The sebucán is one of the most important elements to prepare bitter cassava. It is 

used for squeezing the poison out of the root, allowing it to be edible. It has a 

specific weaving pattern that tightens its contents as it is pulled in order to extract 

all of the liquid from the grated cassava.24  

The sebucán is an object that can be spotted hanging from a wooden beam 

either full of cassava pulp with liquid leaking into a plastic bucket underneath, or 

ready for use. In the laboratory of the community of Cachicamo, the traditional 

sebucán made from tirita, a natural fibre, is hanging next to one made from green 

plastic packaging tape. This object maintains its traditional shape and use but has 

undergone a material translation. Even though the plastic sebucán works well and 

lasts longer than the other, it does not necessarily replace the original object, 

which provides a tighter squeeze. However, the presence of the plastic sebucán in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24!Men normally make this artefact; it is one of the craft activities that any man must master in 
order to get a wife. He must provide her with the necessary baskets for their day-to-day life and 
she, on the other hand, is in charge of preparing the food using these artefacts.!
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a community like Cachicamo, shows that although it is a transformation that does 

not fit into any of the established categories of making, it can coexist with them 

and take part in daily practice.  

 

Packaging tape is the remains from the packages of different products 

transported from the big cities, and consequently it is a material that can be found 

in the urban centres. This material is considered trash within the urban context, 

however, as Strassler (1999) affirms, “What counts as trash has always depended 

on who is counting”(289). Thompson (1979:7) explains that the way that we act 

towards an object depends on a categorization, which is necessarily social. 

According to him, objects are divided in three categories: durable, transient and 

rubbish. The first two conform what he calls the overt or visible part of the system, 

and they differ in terms of their lifespan and value. The durable category is 

characterized by the ability to acquire value in time and has an (ideally) infinite 

lifespan, while the objects within the transient category lose value in time and 

therefore have a finite lifespan (Ibid). Rubbish, on the other hand, conforms the 

covert or invisible part of the system being value-less. This third category becomes 

important for the dynamics of the whole system because it is located in a region of 

flexibility that is not subject to the same control mechanisms, and so, it has the 

possibility of being transferred into one of the overt categories. Rubbish then, 

FIGURE 10: Sebucán made of plastic and tirita in 
the community of Cachicamo 
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arises as a potentially temporary and mutable category that can acquire value and 

be re-categorized through an act of discovery (Ibid:10).  

The packaging tape falls into the transient category whilst in use in the 

urban context, as soon as the package is unpacked, the tape enters the rubbish 

category completely losing its value. However, once it is recognized by the 

indigenous people and used to weave a sebucán, it re-enters the transient 

category starting a new lifespan.  

The plastic sebucán represents a transfer between categories, changing the 

way that the people act around this specific material, and in doing so create value. 

In the eyes of the indigenous people of Cachicamo the packaging tape is never 

rubbish, for they recognize its characteristics and appreciate the material in 

relation to what it can become. The sensibility towards materials and their 

properties promotes a diminishment of the rubbish category and reveals a cyclical 

view of things fostered by continual transformations.  

These transformations are triggered by the affordances of things. The term 

affordance, coined by Gibson (1986), refers to what the material, in this case, has 

to offer to the person that engages with it (Ibid:127). Knappet (2004) explains the 

concept in terms of relationality, where the affordances come not from the object 

or from the person, but from the situation of encounter (Ibid:46).  

If one considers the packaging tape and its dissimilar categorization in the 

urban and indigenous contexts, one can begin to understand how the perception 

of affordances promotes action, and through action, value is created or destroyed. 

The packaging tape, by having similar characteristics to the natural fibre used to 

make a sebucán, affords weaving to those sensible to material properties, 

triggering a creative process that ends up changing its categorization and entering 

the realm of elements available for transformation. 
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ii. Making Connections: The Makibü Chair  

There is a remarkable diversity of chairs in the community of Joval; they have all 

been transformed and adapted. The Makibü chair is a particularly interesting 

example; it stands out for being aesthetically different although it is considered to 

be a chair like any other. It does not have a particular owner, it does not signify a 

hierarchical position, as Elvira25 explains, “I have it there and everyone sits on it”. 

However, it does cause an interesting reaction in visitors that come to the 

community, “Every time that somebody comes to visit us, they take pictures with 

the chair” Elvira says. Yet despite this sporadic flow of attention, the chair remains 

a humble member of the pack. Listening to the story of how it came to be, one 

realizes that it is just one option out of many, the result of a successful trial in the 

creative flow that has survived because of its efficiency within the specific context.  

 

Makibü is the Sikuani word for a particular type of caiman that lives in the 

nearby rivers which is eaten by the people.26 The story of the chair is quite simple; 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
"%!Elvira is the oldest women of the community, mother and grandmother to many of the 
community members and leader of the group of artisans of Joval.!
"&!Elvira explains that there are many Makibü in the nearby rivers, but the men do not kill them 
everyday. “They are forbidden animals”, she says, not traditionally but by the local authorities that 

FIGURE 11: Makibü chair in the community of Joval 
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the men went out fishing one day and caught a good Makibü. They took the meat 

and, as always, they left the skin to rot. But one of the fishermen saw the skin 

laying there and had an idea; he was not looking for a way to use the skin, he did 

not particularly need a chair, he just remembered the existence of the metal 

structure and realized that the shape of these two very different materialities could 

fit together in an interesting way. He decided to take the skin with him to the 

community and give his idea a try. It worked, and so, they began using this newly 

created chair. 

It was a good chair; made from available resources and comfortable. 

Seeing that there were several metal structures lying around the community27, the 

fisherman decided that he could make another chair. So the next time that he 

caught a Makibü, he carefully took the skin off and let it dry. However Elvira 

remembers that one of the dogs took the skin and destroyed it, so he gave up on 

his idea. Soon after, the fisherman had to leave the community to work in a nearby 

city, so he asked Elvira to take care of the chair while he returned; which is what 

she has been doing ever since. “There is only one problem with the chair”, she 

states, “It can’t get wet because the skin starts falling apart”. For this reason, she 

makes sure that the chair is under shelter every night, to make it last a little longer. 

The Makibü chair materializes a connection between natural resources and 

industrial materials. The fisherman acts as a bricoleur, who uses different 

elements found within his environment and relates them in a specific way (Lévi-

Strauss1966). As Levi-Strauss explains, “The decision as to what to put in each 

place also depends on the possibility of putting a different element there instead, 

so that each choice which is made will involve a complete reorganization of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
believe they must be protected. For this reason, the indigenous men hunt them once in a while and 
use them for communal consumption only.  
27!Probably remains from chairs received as donations or from the nearby school or even bought 
by one of the community members in Puerto Carreño.!
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structure, which will never be the same as one vaguely imagined nor as some 

other which might have been preferred to it”(Lévi-Strauss 1966: 19). The metal 

structure could have been connected to many different materials to make a chair 

(or even a different end), but the fisherman’s decision, in his relation to both the 

affordances of the materials and his environment, resulted in one possibility.  

This materialization therefore represents a relational potential that is 

realized in the world as an outcome of the creative flow. The interchangeability of 

elements depicted by Levi-Strauss in his description of bricolage generates 

material structures that have weaker physical bonds between their components. 

This in turn ends up promoting the understanding of objects, not as fixed 

materialities, but as constructions, valuing the parts as much as the whole, and 

allowing these to become instruments for further action (Leach2004:169).  

Following this conceptualization, the indigenous people’s approach to the 

environment and their daily practice is part of a creative flow that engenders their 

living conditions and allows them to move through time in a constant regeneration. 

Creativity appears as a way to cope with the encounter, promoting an inclusive 

approach towards the changing conditions of the environment. The appreciation of 

materials as becoming rather than being, and the inclusion of the new resources 

within their milieu as part of their field of action, allows them to interact within this 

particular context.  

This understanding of the material world overturns the hylomorphic model 

of creation criticized by Ingold (2009:91) whereby the people impose form on 

materials, and opens up into an inverted approach. From this perspective and in 

relation to making, creativity is not about the objects that it is able to produce, but 

about the way that the maker and the materials interact and are modified by the 

act of making. This shifts the perspective from the result to the process of making, 
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allowing to trace the transformations rather than to search for material and cultural 

stability (Ingold2010).  

The chair is a temporal object which is able to fulfil a function as a whole, 

however, it will always be a composition that cannot only be taken apart, but also 

be made again in the same and many different ways. According to Tilley 

(1999:256) the cultural essence of a group of people is not in the presence or 

absence of particular elements, but in the way that they are combined and 

reinvented through a continual creative process.  

 

iii. Revaluing Elements: The Toy Car 

The boys of Guáripa play with a very interesting toy: an empty motor oil bottle 

transformed into a car. Although many men either prefer, or have to, row on small 

wooden canoes to go out fishing, some have small engines to help them move 

around.28 With the introduction of engines to the community, these bottles have 

become part of their environment, available resources waiting to be used.  

 

In general, all of the components of this unique toy speak about the 

community and its relations, about the changes in their environment. The shape of 

the bottle resembles that of a car, which the children have seen either in Puerto 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
"(!Additionally the community acquired a larger motorboat to be able to take the kids to and from 
school and to go to Puerto Carreño to buy groceries.!

FIGURE 12: Motor oil bottle car in the community 
of Guáripa 
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Carreño or even just on television. The wheels are plastic bottle caps, of different 

shapes and sizes, collected either from visitors, home groceries or in the urban 

centres. They are attached to the bottle with lollipop sticks, which are the remains 

of gifts commonly brought by visitors to the children of Guáripa. The car is thus an 

ensemble of different plastic, disposable elements that only acquire value through 

action, when combined to create a coherent form. 

The process of making comes about through collaboration between the 

children and their fathers. The kids collect the different elements around the 

community and the men put the toys together. The territory where this little car 

must travel is rocky, bumpy and steep, so the children have adapted a string, from 

their mother’s fibres for weaving, tied to a stick, to be able to pull the car. As a 

result of their experience with the car in movement, they have decided to place 

small stones inside of it, giving it the necessary weight to prevent it from turning 

over.  

This toy relates internal objects and concepts with external objects and 

concepts resulting in an objectification of a hybrid reality. It takes us beyond the 

idea of an individual maker, to understand the way in which community members, 

through their family relations, are involved together in the creation of material 

culture. The toy car, as an ensemble, is the result of a series of characteristics and 

events that are part of the lives of the indigenous people: the act of moving on 

motorboats, groceries brought from the urban centres, sweets given by visitors to 

the children, women weaving string bags, kids climbing on trees to get sticks, a 

community constructed on the rocks. 

The use of elements considered as trash to make new compositions that 

serve a different purpose, has been categorized as recyclia or third-world recycling 

(Dziedzic2008:340). This understanding of the objects focuses on the elements 
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and their previous uses, making their new appreciation interesting for those who 

are familiar with the use and discard of their components (Kratz1995:12). Kratz 

(1995) criticizes this approach, proposing to rethink the transformations from the 

maker’s perspective instead of just admiring the irony of their existence. She 

affirms that people celebrate recyclia’s productivity and creativity, but few have 

analysed the conditions where these transformations arise (Ibid:8). Therefore, 

instead of grouping these objects in one external category, they can be used as a 

starting-point to analyse the culture where and for which they are produced 

(Coote2000:39).  

At first sight, the existence of these objects in the community of Guáripa, 

signals what Seriff (1996) describes as the “ubiquitous intrusion of material 

modernity in even the remotest corners of the world” (Ibid:12). However, when one 

realizes that this material modernity is selectively incorporated and transformed by 

the people of the community, intrusion does not seem like the appropriate term to 

characterize the interaction. It is a process of appropriation that transforms each of 

the elements giving them meaning in relation to the new composition. Seen in this 

light, the indigenous people of Guáripa are not passive observers of the ‘intrusion’ 

of modernity, but are engaged in an active transformation of their material 

environment. 

This process of appropriation allows the transfer from rubbish to transient, 

through giving the materialities the possibility of becoming something else. As with 

the colourful papers used for dyeing, the packaging tape and the metal structure, 

as soon as they acquire meaning within their specific context, the elements are re-

categorized, modifying the actions that take place around them. Plastic motor oil 

bottles cease to be just containers that hold the oil necessary for the movement of 

the people outside of the community, they become potential toy cars that can 
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promote the movement of the children within the community. Lollipop sticks afford 

the holding of candy as well as that of wheels, and plastic bottle caps are valued 

for their ability to roll on the rocks.  

 

iv. Artefacts of Attachment: The Reconstructed Chair 

In the community of Joval a chair that has been completely sewn up proudly 

shows the scars that evidence its story. This reconstructed chair reveals an 

amazingly different understanding of materials and their characteristics; the broken 

plastic has been ingeniously sewn together with nylon thread, giving the object a 

new life. It integrates fishing materials, plastic and traditional sewing techniques in 

a very unexpected way.  

 

As Strassler (1999) affirms, “repair ideas come more easily to people who 

make things” (10). Their tactile understanding of objects goes beyond wholeness, 

to the properties of materials and their possibilities of transformation. Therefore, a 

broken object does not necessarily lose its value, but it becomes available for 

revaluation through the creative process. Objects made and used by the 

indigenous people in their daily lives are normally repaired to extend their lifespan. 

A catumare is not replaced when it breaks, but mended as many times as possible 

until it can no longer be used for carrying heavy loads. This mending process is 

FIGURE 13: Reconstructed chair in the community of 
Joval 
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different from other processes of transformation in that it prolongs the life of the 

object and so its specific purpose, instead of the life of the materials, beyond their 

configuration as objects. In other words, certain objects resist being transformed 

into something different, maintaining their integrity as objects for a longer time.  

The story of this chair reveals a process of mending, stimulated not by its 

functionality, but by the emotional significance tied to the object. The original 

plastic blue chair had been brought to the community from Puerto Carreño as a 

present to one of the men. His uncle, who lived in the urban centre, had earned 

enough money to buy a gift for him. He proudly brought the chair to the 

community; a plastic chair which would last longer than others, a chair that could 

get wet, be easily cleaned and resist the exposure to outside conditions. Although 

this chair belonged to one specific man, it soon became used by all of the 

community members, like most of the objects present in Joval, which tend to move 

around from hand to hand. Some months later, the uncle died in an accident; this 

event modified the value of the chair completely. It changed from being just a chair 

to become the memory of a lost loved one; it acquired an emotional importance in 

the eyes of the nephew; a physical connection to an immaterial relation.   

But the physical does not last as long as the emotional. The durability of 

plastic is threatened by long exposure to the sun which crystalizes the material 

making it brittle. Elvira remembers that the children broke the chair into many 

pieces, while playing with it on a sunny day. The nephew could not stand the idea 

of having his uncle’s chair shattered into pieces, so he began to sew. He took all of 

the pieces and put them together like a puzzle. He began by making holes with a 

warm nail on the edges of the broken plastic. He used the nails left from the 

construction of houses and the fire from the communal kitchen. He then decided to 

put it all together by using a nylon thread, a material used for fishing that proved to 
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be more resistant than organic fibres. He spent a long time sewing the pieces 

together using the traditional cross pattern to make it stronger. “He was very 

patient”, recounts Elvira. 

The time invested in such a task, which clearly does not have a functional 

aim, shows a different appreciation of the creative process. As Sennett states, 

“The slowness of craft time serves as a source of satisfaction; practice beds in, 

making the skill one’s own”(Sennett2008:295). The craft process therefore 

acquires value in itself through the effect that it has on the people involved.  

The transformation of things not only responds to a material curiosity that 

allows for the practical use of their physical properties in a particular way, but also 

to the immaterial meanings attached to the physical world. The malleability of 

materiality is contextually defined, and so, as Ingold (2000) states “The temporal 

rhythms of life are gradually built into the structural properties of things” (345). 

What seemed like an external object, representative of the modern world was 

transformed through interaction, into a highly personalized metaphorical medium. 

The plastic chair, through its process of transformation (both of breaking and 

mending), objectifies the experience of a man living in the community of Joval. 

 

IV. Analysis: Making Culture 

 

The material culture of the indigenous communities of Vichada includes 

transformations that are the result of the encounter with the urban centres and the 

“modern” way of life. They evidence the effacement of barriers between these two 

worlds and a latent creativity that transforms the external into familiar compositions 

that adapt to a changing context. In this context, the act of making reasserts its 

position as the traditional way of transforming the properties of materials to favour 
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the people in their daily practice. It is through the physical creation of things that 

people are able to cope with the encounter, creating and recreating their identity. 

 

i. Craft as Engagement 

Making things by hand locates the artisans in the sphere of pre-industrial 

production, which generates value face to the modern world. This characteristic 

promotes the making of artesanía as a way of reinforcing the difference and 

establishing an identity from where the people can get an economic profit. Within 

this context of exchange, the indigenous artisans must succumb to what Herzfeld 

(2004) calls the global hierarchy of value, reproducing what others consider 

valuable in order to maintain their place within the grand design. This approach to 

craft can be seen as a limitation to their creative practice in relation to the 

constraints that an external concept of a “pure” tradition can bring in a changing 

environment. However, the fact that craft acquires value relative to industrial 

production, ends up promoting a process of experimentation and rediscovery of 

ancestral techniques and materials in the communities, which open up the array of 

possible connections for the material transformations in their daily lives.  

Craft as process surpasses the sphere of artesanía, revealing this category 

of making as a secondary activity that has a positive impact on the traditional 

practice of making artefacts for daily use. Even though the categories of making 

expressed by the artisans seem to replicate the invention of tradition as promoted 

by the Colombian Constitution, based on the differentiation from the modern world, 

the presence of alternative material transformations that feed on the encounter 

expose the vitality of the craft process as a less bounded strategy for the 

satisfaction of needs. 
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In light of this ethnography, craft arises as a particular way of production that 

not only engenders a conceptual differentiation, but that prescribes and at the 

same time reveals a distinct practical approach. Its flexible nature and partial 

liberation from the material result allows it to take part in multiple activities 

(Adamson2011), spreading through the daily lives of the indigenous people. Craft 

is not exclusive to artisans that make what they call artesanía and cultural 

artefacts; it is practiced by fishermen, fathers, women and children in the 

reproduction of their social relationships. Therefore, craft ascends as an integral 

practice of being engaged (Senett2008). 

 

ii. A Dynamic System of Interaction 

The possibility of craft arises through the encounter between the indigenous 

people and the material world, and therefore it cannot be attributed to any of the 

two on their own, but to the more complex result of their moments of interaction. 

The act of making responds to all of the elements involved and transforms them as 

they take part in the activity. The indigenous person is as much a part of the 

catumare as the cucurito palm tree and its malleable green leaves, as the heat 

that absorbs the moisture, dries the leaves, makes the catumare stronger, and so, 

lets the woman carry heavier loads that will feed her children. The loads of 

cassava roots in turn, exercise pressure on the catumare, which stretches the dry 

leaves and strengthens the woman’s back. It is a system of mutual construction 

that not only involves many different forces in its dynamics, but also prolongs its 

duration past the specific moment of physical conformation. In this sense, things 

are always in the making and so too are people.  

The woman is therefore not bridging a distance between herself and a 

desired object through the act of making a catumare, she is actually never allowing 
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that distance to exist. What is created is not a basket or a woman; it is a system of 

interaction where both of their capacities are mutually dependant (See 

Latour1991,1993,2000). Going back to the example of the Makibü chair, one 

realizes that the creation of this distance that makes the people recognize the 

object in opposition to themselves only arises from the perspective of an external 

person who points it out, and in this case, decides to take pictures.29 

Making things for use composes a system that is entangled prior to any 

instantiation, strengthening the inherent interdependence. The relation established 

between finished elements (subject and object) in the creation of value 

(Simmel1990:60), degrades into the mutual constitution of potentialities, modifying 

the pattern of action that takes place between them. From this perspective, value 

is created in action 30 ; it results from the input of energy that transforms 

affordances into movements. It is the encounter between an indigenous person 

and a piece of packaging tape that produces a possibility, which results in the 

action of weaving. Therefore, value is created not before or after action, but during 

the physical movement of transformation. 

The understanding of things not as complete objects but partial processes 

(Ingold2012:431), allows the indigenous people of Vichada to recognize potential 

in all of the materialities that they encounter while encouraging them to be part of 

the subsequent transformation towards the creation of a beneficial flow of 

materials. These processes occur at the level of using, concurring with Miller’s 

(1987) creative consumption and Appadurai’s (1986) social life of things, but also 

dig deeper, modifying the most basic physical structures, which in turn change all 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29!Or even when an anthropologist comes to the community and begins to ask questions about this 
or any other object. 
30 Munn’s work describes a similar perspective where value emerges in action, yet her 
conceptualization of value is directly related to the making visible of the human capacity to act 
through concrete forms (Graeber 2001:45), excluding the essential input of materiality as part of a 
mutually dependent system. 
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of the subsequent interactions. If a poisonous root, lethal to human beings and 

animals, can become the basic food source of the indigenous people of Vichada, 

anything and everything is possible.  

Bitter cassava, like other materialities in this indigenous context, does not 

depend on its wholeness to be evaluated by the people; if it were so, it would have 

been discarded as dangerous and eliminated from the possibilities of everyday life. 

By decomposing it into its most basic parts, the people have found a way to 

benefit from it, unleashing a process of transformation composed of multiple 

artefacts, which depend on other transformations in order to exist. 

It is easy to understand this craft process from the perspective of men and 

women transforming their surroundings, yet with a little effort one is also able to 

picture bitter cassava as the main character, transforming men and women (and 

their activities) for many generations. This reversed ontology uncovers the impact 

of materialities and their properties on the people, challenging the supremacy of 

the subject and depicting a more balanced system of interaction. 

 

iii. Creative connections 

Within this system, creativity must necessarily be understood as an on-going 

process of transformation, which transcends the temporal material instantiations. 

Therefore, it becomes a concept, which cannot be easily pinned down as the 

action of a subject on an object, but that involves and demands a confluence of 

forces in movement. If people make things and things make people (if they can be 

distinguished in such a way), then neither of them has the required independence 

to be responsible for the creative act. Creativity does not arise from the person 

who weaves a plastic sebucán, it is the packaging tape discovered in the eyes of 

the indigenous, which affords the creative transformation, and such an act 
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consequently creates a new sebucán; yet also a changed person, and a different 

packaging tape.31  

Creativity flourishes in moments of change (Liep2001, Leach2004, 

Ingold2007) and simultaneously fosters change, producing transformations that 

spring in all directions, stimulating more creative acts. Seen in this light, the 

secluded bricoleur described by Levi-Strauss (1966) appears as a highly dynamic 

subject who connects more than materialities in and through his practice. This 

indigenous bricoleur “makes-do” in as much as he uses the resources available, 

yet his intention is not just getting along with what he can manage to collect, but 

transcends to a particular ordering of the elements; the making of connections 

beyond their imminent functionality.  

Creativity arises as a modality of possession that undercuts commodity 

forms of production and consumption, creating a space for the articulation of 

identity outside of and inaccessible by institutions of control (SeeGeismar2013). 

Like rubbish, these temporal processes of transformation compose a covert 

category that is free from the social mechanisms of control, allowing them to 

develop within an internal field of negotiation of significance, founded upon fleeting 

patterns of intention.  

The fisherman making the Makibü chair is not searching for a potential 

solution to a specific problem, he is free from the burden of execution and so, 

plunges into the domain of uncertainty and risk that encompasses any craft 

process (Adamson2011). What is accomplished then, is not the resulting chair, but 

the connection established and the possibilities that this connection may bring. As 

Levi-Strauss (1966) writes in his explanation of the relation between a woodpecker 

and a toothache, “The real question is not whether the touch of a woodpecker’s 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31!And one could go further to list the changes that these three modified forces bring about the 
people around them, their activities, the environment and therefore their culture.!
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beak does in fact aire toothache. It is rather whether there is a point of view from 

which a woodpecker’s beak and a man’s tooth can be seen as ‘going 

together’”(Ibid: 9).  

In this sense, the Makibü skin merges with the metal structure as a feasible 

possibility, reflecting the potential connection between natural and industrial 

resources within the indigenous context. The consequent social life of the resulting 

object in the community endorses the viability of the connection, and in some 

cases, may result in the reproduction of the same or similar objects. The failed 

reproduction of the Makibü chair due to the intervention of a dog shows the lack of 

attachment to the material instantiation and the input of different forces in the 

creative process. 

The toy car, on the other hand, exemplifies a successful process of 

reproduction of connections. The object is reproduced because of the availability 

of resources, which in the end, signal a reproduction of the social relations that 

bring these specific resources to the community. Therefore, the persistence of the 

toy car necessarily implies the movement of men on motorboats and a continual 

relation with the urban centres. The toy reveals the permeability between the rural 

and urban worlds on a material and immaterial level, becoming a metaphor for the 

indigenous reality.  

Furthermore, it is an object that evolves with use, going through additional 

transformations that result from its interaction. The toy car is never finished; it 

grows with the children and their activities. Therefore it is an object that not only 

evidences the presence of elements coming from outside the community, but also 

shows the way that they interact with internal elements, composing a hybrid 

assembly.  
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iv. Decomposing Hybridity 

If everything is made up of a combination of elements, what becomes interesting is 

not only recognizing hybridity, but being able to decompose things to understand 

how they come to be and the effect that each one of those elements has through 

the process of becoming part of the composition. The combination of elements in 

the making must go through a process of appropriation (Schneider2006). It is not 

only about the materials at hand and how the external elements are digested from 

the inside in order for them to be able to interact and become part of the creative 

compositions, but it is also about the way in which the subjects involved in this 

process suffer their own transformations, redefining their identities.  

The material transformations that flourish in the indigenous communities of 

Vichada are not only an ingenious way of transforming industrial objects and 

materials into new compositions with renewed meanings and uses, but a strategy 

towards the understanding of the other and the construction of their own identity. 

By accepting the presence of these materialities within their context and by 

transforming them in their daily lives, the indigenous people are deconstructing the 

imposed barriers that separate them from the modern world and then 

reconstructing them again, in a different way, through their practice. Industrial 

objects and materials are allowed to cross these barriers, yet the consequent 

process of appropriation maintains a distinction between both sides of the wall—a 

process that in turn reaffirms their identity. 

In Puerto Carreño, a broken plastic chair quickly enters the rubbish category, 

while in Joval, it is transformed into a composition that challenges the passing of 

time by maintaining together, through devious means, what was meant to be 

apart. The reconstruction of the chair not only reveals a unique understanding of 

materials and their properties, but also the specific significance, attributed to the 
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object through the process of appropriation.  Appropriation then, is a modification 

of the physical and semantic structure of materialities, which in turn, modify the 

system that supports them, including the subject involved in the process. It is 

through this process that value is created in the indigenous communities of 

Vichada. 

 

V. Conclusions: Making culture 

 

The concept of culture in the indigenous communities of Vichada is directly related 

to the communities’ differentiation from the modern world. The effacement of 

barriers has ironically promoted a more bounded definition of indigenous cultures 

and their characteristics through the possibility of a direct experience of difference, 

while simultaneously contributing to a change in their daily practices as a reaction 

to the encounter. Thus, as the indigenous people interact with the modern world, 

they recognize the differences that the characteristics of their cultura entail, 

reaffirming this invention.  

In a way, the invention of culture is the opposite of appropriation. According 

to Wagner (1981), culture is invented as the result of an externalized point of view, 

which looks to define a group of people; in this case, the modern world observes 

the indigenous groups and defines them in terms of how they are different. On the 

other hand, according to Schneider (2006), appropriation is the way in which a 

group of people takes something from the outside in order to understand it and 

redefine itself; in this case, the indigenous people take the concept of culture 

(invented on the outside) and strive to understand it, allowing it to modify their 

lives. It is from the encounter between these opposite forces that the need to live 

an intermittent cultural life arises. What the indigenous people call cultura is 
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therefore the result of a process of appropriation of the external concept, 

reinvented from within the communities, and so, forging their particular approach. 

Fortunately, like industrial objects and materials, this concept goes through 

a process of interpretation that invests it with new significance. Indigenous people 

have chosen to exclude change from their discourse of culture, but they have 

simultaneously embraced it in their lives, leading to a concept that has become 

devious in practical life; meanwhile remaining quite straightforward in the minds of 

its bearers. In order to maintain this conceptual difference, which lets them enact 

their role in a multicultural country, they have replicated the differentiation within 

their communities, allowing them to interact with modernity, meanwhile conserving 

the idea of cultura intact. They live in a culturally intermittent reality, separating 

what is cultura: mañoco, casabe, catumares, sebucanes, natural dyes, wooden 

houses, palm roofs, and what is not: motorboats, laminated zinc, plastic chairs, 

rice, coffee, colourful papers. 

However, this separation only arises face to the other, as Clifford (2002) 

states, “Such claims to purity are in any event always subverted by the need to 

stage authenticity in opposition to external, often dominating alternatives” (12). 

Although cultura is placed in the spotlight, the temporal processes of everyday life 

uncover a more complex reality. The conceptually separated materialities are 

woven together through practice and the creation of value, and coexist within the 

same context. It is therefore the creative process, which allows for the indigenous 

bricoleur not only to transform (and be transformed by) the material, but to shape 

(and be shaped by) the immaterial in such a way as to reproduce a liveable space 

that encompasses his internal relations as well his external interaction. The 

crafting techniques are extrapolated to the daily experience (Sennett2008:289) of 

the indigenous people, promoting the making of meaningful connections, and 
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building up a complex cultural strategy that can support their position in their 

specific context.  

The material transformations explored in this dissertation are not just 

precise examples of a creative reaction to the moments of encounter, but describe 

a general tendency of appropriation within the communities. When one goes 

beyond the purity of culture to understand it as a hybrid process, these 

transformations, including their condition of exclusion from the cultural discourse, 

appear as highly cultural elements. The appropriation of the concept of cultura 

then, is only one component of their culture, which goes far beyond what they are 

willing to expose to the other. Any attempt at revelation brings with it the need to 

conceal, and it is in the understanding of how these two components come about 

and interact that culture emanates.  

To vindicate culture, what is understood as cultural and detached from the flow 

of experience must be reconnected in interaction with the recent dynamics of 

reality, building a more complex structure that accepts the permeability of the 

encounter, and recognizes the value of change. It is in the response to changes 

that are brought about through the dynamism of daily life that lays the essence of 

culture. As Friedman (1999: 235) affirms, culture is the result of practice and not 

the other way around. It is what remains of our actions and decisions, of our 

movements and thoughts. It is not about a specific ritual or a beautiful basket; it is 

about all of the connections, all of the relations that have to be interwoven in order 

for that ritual to take place or for that basket to exist. And in this sense, culture is 

not intermittent; it is inclusive, all encompassing and dynamic.  
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