The Araucanian Polity And Ritual Narratives:
Exploring the Historical and Cultural
Landscape of Pre-Columbian Chile

Abstract

This article delves into the rich tapestry of the Araucanian polity and its
intriguing ritual narratives, offering a comprehensive analysis of their
significance within the broader context of pre-Columbian Chile. Drawing
upon archaeological and ethnographic sources, we explore the intricate
political, social, and religious dimensions of Araucanian society, unraveling
the profound influence of ritual narratives on shaping their cultural identity
and social cohesion.

Nestled amidst the rugged landscapes of southern Chile, the Araucanians
emerged as a formidable society, renowned for their fierce resistance to
Spanish colonial rule. Their enduring legacy extends beyond their
battlefield prowess, encompassing a sophisticated political system and an
elaborate corpus of ritual narratives that played a pivotal role in shaping
their cultural fabric. This article embarks on an exploration of the
Araucanian polity and its ritual narratives, shedding light on their historical
and cultural significance.
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The Araucanian Polity

The Araucanian polity, a confederation of independent tribes, flourished in
the fertile valleys and coastal regions of present-day Chile. Governed by a
council of chieftains, each tribe maintained its autonomy while
acknowledging the authority of a paramount chief, the Toqui. This
decentralized political structure fostered a strong sense of community and
resilience, enabling the Araucanians to effectively resist Spanish
incursions.

Social Organization

Araucanian society was highly stratified, with a ruling elite comprising
nobles, priests, and warriors. The majority of the population consisted of
commoners, who engaged in agriculture, fishing, and hunting. Kinship ties
formed the bedrock of Araucanian society, with extended families residing
in communal longhouses. Women played a significant role in domestic
affairs, while men held positions of leadership and authority.

Economic Base

Agriculture formed the economic backbone of Araucanian society. They
cultivated a variety of crops, including maize, potatoes, and beans. Animal
husbandry also played a vital role, with the Araucanians raising llamas,
alpacas, and guanacos for food and transportation. Trade flourished within
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the confederation and with neighboring communities, facilitating the
exchange of goods and ideas.

Ritual Narratives

Ritual narratives permeated every aspect of Araucanian life, serving as a
repository of cultural knowledge, moral values, and historical events. These
narratives were performed by skilled storytellers known as machi during
ceremonies, rituals, and social gatherings. Through these performances,
the Araucanians reforged their connection to the past, celebrated their
heritage, and instilled a sense of unity and purpose within the community.

Creation Myth

The Araucanian creation myth recounts the emergence of the world from a
primordial void. According to this narrative, the creator god, Ngtiinemapun,
descended from the heavens and gave birth to the earth, sky, and waters.
He then created humans and animals, establishing the natural order and
the laws that govern the universe.

Historical Narratives

Ritual narratives also preserved historical events, recounting the exploits of
legendary warriors, the formation of alliances, and the struggles against
foreign invaders. These narratives served as a collective memory,
reinforcing the Araucanians' sense of identity and their connection to their
ancestors.

Religious Beliefs

The Araucanian belief system centered around a pantheon of gods and
spirits. Nginemapun, the supreme creator, was revered as the protector of



the people. Other deities included Antu, the sun god, and Kuyen, the moon
goddess. The Araucanians practiced a form of animism, believing that
spirits dwelled in natural objects, such as mountains, rivers, and trees.

Ritual Practices

Rituals played a crucial role in Araucanian society, providing a sacred
space for communal gatherings, the performance of ritual narratives, and
the invocation of divine power. These rituals included:

Nguillatun

The Nguillatin was the most important Araucanian ritual, held annually to
celebrate the harvest and to pray for the well-being of the community. The
ceremony involved prayers, sacrifices, and the consumption of chicha, a
fermented corn beverage.

Machitunes

Machitunes were healing rituals performed by female shamans known as
machi. These ceremonies invoked the aid of spirits to heal the sick, dispel
evil influences, and ensure the balance of the community.

Death Rituals

Death rituals in Araucanian society were elaborate affairs, honoring the
deceased and ensuring their safe passage to the afterlife. The body was
buried with personal belongings, and the family held a period of mourning
to commemorate the loss.

The Impact of Ritual Narratives



Ritual narratives exerted a profound influence on Araucanian society,
shaping their cultural identity, social cohesion, and political organization.
These narratives:

Preserved Cultural Knowledge

Ritual narratives served as a repository of cultural knowledge and wisdom,
transmitting values, beliefs, and historical events from one generation to
the next. They provided a framework for understanding the world,
explaining the origins of the Araucanians and their place within the natural
order.

Forged Social Cohesion

Rituals and the performance of ritual narratives fostered a sense of
community and unity among the Araucanians. By participating in these
collective gatherings, individuals reaffirmed their shared cultural heritage
and strengthened their bonds with one another.

Legitimized Political Authority

Ritual narratives played a crucial role in legitimizing the authority of the
Araucanian chieftains. By invoking the support of deities and ancestors,
these narratives reinforced the social hierarchy and provided a
supernatural foundation for the political order.

The Araucanian polity and its ritual narratives offer a fascinating glimpse
into the cultural landscape of pre-Columbian Chile. Through an intricate
interplay of political organization, social structure, and religious beliefs, the
Araucanians forged a resilient society that fiercely resisted foreign
domination. Their ritual narratives, performed by skilled storytellers, served
as a vital force in shaping their cultural identity, preserving their history, and



fostering social cohesion. By uncovering the rich tapestry of the Araucanian
polity and its ritual practices, we gain a deeper understanding of the
complexities of pre-Columbian societies and the enduring legacy of
indigenous cultures.
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