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Wedges with  zigzag (winguyuj dispadilla) 

 

 

 

I wonder who bewitched us… 
All of us have left our land. 

 

 

 

The lament of eighty-year-old Juan Villogas Durán, 
now living in an improvised hut along Peru’s 
Central Highway in order to be close to some of his 
children, all of whom have abandoned their 
ancestral Panao Quechua lands. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

WITH ONE HEART: 
THE PANAO QUECHUA WAY OF LIFE 

 
River bend (mayu wingu) 

OVERVIEW  

The Panao Quechua way of life represents just one of the ancient Andean societies 
incorporated into the Inca Empire that was conquered by the Spanish in 1532. Like many 
societies that maintain their ancestral identity, the Panao Quechua people persist in a way of 
life which contrasts with the national culture of Peru, as well as my own North American 
heritage. 

Like working a puzzle, having the big picture helps us know where 
the individual pieces fit. Even though my family and I lived “in the 
picture” with Alfonso Jorge and his wife Jeronima Lino, I could not 
appreciate the whole panorama without a framework in which to join 
the pieces of the cultural puzzle. Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Basic Human Needs, however, provides a structure that allows us 
to organize the pieces in a way that reveals the worldview of the 
Panao Quechua people.1 This study explores the basic human 
needs of that Andean peasant society utilizing Maslow’s 
hierarchy of categories. 

                                                 
1 This study will frequently refer to the Quechua people, and specifically to the Panao Quechua (Ethnologue 
language code: QEM) who live in the Province of Pachitea, Region of Huánuco, in the east-central highlands of 
Peru. This convention is not intended to ignore the greater Quechua community who live throughout the Andes 
Mountains from southern Colombia, through Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia and into northern Argentina, but rather 
acknowledges that Quechua culture is not homogeneous; the focus here is on those who identify themselves as 
Panao runacuna, people of Panao. 

Need for 
Transcendence 

& Self-actualization 

Need for Air, Water, Food & Sex

Need to Know & Understand

Need for Safety 

Need for Love & Belonging

Need for Aesthetics 
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Psychologist Abraham Maslow (1908-1970) dedicated his life to researching mental 
health and human potential. In that process he developed a hierarchy of needs, shaped as a 
pyramid, proposing that people only realize their full potential after satisfying their basic 
needs. His belief was that in order for man to reach the pinnacle of his existence —to be self-
actualized and transcendent— each inferior level of need had to be satisfied. At the base-
level are those components required for minimal human survival: air, water, food, and sex —
without sex, society does not propagate itself. The second tier is comprised of elements which 
keep people safe from the dangers which surround them. The next tier are those needs which 
must be satisfied in order for people to sense that they are loved and belong to some social 
unit. Above these basic physiological and psychological needs are two levels of cognitive 
needs: the need to know and understand succeeded by aesthetic needs. The pinnacle is 
reached as people invest their energies on behalf of their fellow man. 

While the categories of Maslow’s hierarchy are ordered one above the other, I would like 
to suggest that there are five reoccurring themes that interlock the individual pieces of the 
cultural puzzle. Understanding these themes helps us see the big picture coherently. 
Characteristics of the Panao Quechua are:  

• They are peasants —they have a deep sense of belonging to the land they farm, and 
they also interact with a dominant society whose way of life is very different.  

• These peasants also live in an animate world in which their own view of reality is that 
just as people live, so do the mountains and components of the environment that 
surround them. To the Quechua, the imagery is not a comparison that symbolically 
illustrates life, it is reality. The concept of duality explains the relationship between 
Andean people and their animate world.  

• They believe that the interaction between man and his environment is governed by the 
Laws of Sympathy and Contact. These laws depend upon metaphysical relationships 
which modern science disallows since it can not substantiate them. In rejecting this 
view of how man and nature mirror and affect each other, modern man disparagingly 
labels it as magic.  

• Relationships within Quechua society itself are also governed by shame. There is little 
tolerance for individuality; community must exist in order to survive in the harsh 
Andean world and society publicly acts upon its members to enforce normative 
behavior.  

• Finally, Christianity was an integral component of the Spanish conquest; the sword 
and cross were allies. Over the past centuries elements of the Christian faith have 
become integrated into the Quechua way of life.  

As I explore and describe the lives of my Quechua family, friends, and the people of 
many communities in the high valleys and alpine country of the Province of Pachitea, I hope 
that my Andean friends accurately see themselves in the picture. I also know that they want 
others to respect and appreciate their way of life; it is the way to live! 
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Snail horns (churupa wajran) 

INTRODUCTION 

My first encounter with the Andean world came about as the result of an airplane crash 
in the jungles of Bolivia. I lived near Riberalta, in the eastern lowlands, but the orthopedist 
who put my spinal column back together practiced in La Paz. Six months later, when I could 
again walk, I repeatedly traveled between my home and the doctor’s office for check-ups. 
Those trips, each a week long due to flight schedules, took me through Cochabamba where I 
met a Quechua man named Samuel. While waiting for connecting flights I would accompany 
him around town on various errands and he fascinated me with accounts of Quechua life in 
the Andes —“Those who live,” he said, “where the devil lost his poncho and where you don’t 
pay rent.” A few years later, when invited to work in the central Andes of Peru, it was as 
though bells rang in my heart; I was ready to discover more about Samuel’s world. 

In 1984 my family and I began living in Huánuco, Peru as part of the efforts of the 
Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) to contribute to the well-being of Peru’s ethnic 
minorities. We were assigned to work in the Panao Quechua language program. Upon 
hearing of our desire to learn his language and culture, Alfonso Jorge Jara invited us to live in 
his home in the village of Huarichaca. He and his wife Jeronima Lino Yalico became our 
Quechua parents —“Grandpa Alfonso” and “Mamita Jeronima”— and we became their 
children, and our children their grandchildren. For the past twenty years we have lived in 
their home, eaten at their hearth, worked his fields and pastured her animals. In 1993 we 
mourned Mamita Jeronima’s death. We have also become godparents (padinu and madina) to 
a couple of their great-grandchildren. We have not become Quechua, of course, but we do 
have a much greater appreciation for their way of life in the harsh mountain environment, and 
have learned how to live in culturally appropriate ways.  

We have used the insights of anthropology to help us study and understand the Quechua 
people. To gain an understanding of their reality we have dedicated ourselves to becoming 
one of them —insiders. We have observed their social behaviors, examined artifacts, and 
analyzed data that reveal their patterns of belief, values and worldview. But the question, 
“From whose perspective do we understand?” needs to be considered. Do we distort reality in 
the process of understanding? We see that when someone uses an invective like “Stinky 
mountain Indian!” it may reflect his own cultural prejudice —that of an outsider— rather 
than an objective description of someone of another culture. There is much written about the 
peasants of the Andes, but little of it reflects the Quechua or Aymara world as they 
themselves understand it.2 That perhaps is to be expected since peasant cultures are not 
characteristically reflective and have little use for formal education. On numerous occasions 
Quechua people have said to me regarding books and reading, “We can’t eat it, so what good 
is it?” However, the Andean peasants want to be understood and respected for who they are.  

                                                 
2 The Aymara people predominantly live in the Lake Titicaca region located on the Peru-Bolivia border.  




