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Pachamama

For other uses, see Pachamama (disambiguation).
Pachamama is a goddess revered by the indigenous peo-
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Representation of Pachamama in the cosmology, according to
Juan de Santa Cruz Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamayhua (1613), af-
ter a picture in the Sun Temple Qurikancha in Cusco.

ple of the Andes. She is also known as the earth/time
mother. " In Inca mythology, Pachamama is a fer-
tility goddess who presides over planting and harvest-
ing. She causes earthquakes and is typically in the form
of a dragon. She is also an ever present and indepen-
dent deity who has her own self-sufficient and creative
power to sustain life on this earth. [>! Pachamama is the
wife of Pacha Kamaq and her children are Inti, the sun
god, and Killa, the moon goddess.®! In Quechua cosmol-
ogy, these are the four organizing principles of nature
based on water, earth, sun, and moon.!* Llamas as well
as burned, elaborate miniature garments are sacrificed to
her.’! After the conquest by Spain, which forced conver-
sion to Roman Catholicism, the figure of the Virgin Mary
became united with that of the Pachamama for many
of the indigenous people. '® In pre-Hispanic literature,
Pachamama is seen as a cruel goddess eager to collect her
sacrifices. As Peru began to form into a nation, however,
Pachamama began to be—and to this day is—perceived as
being benevolent and giving. ! She is also seen as nature
itself. Thus, many who hold traditional beliefs in South
America believe that problems arise when people take too
much from nature because they are taking too much from

Pachamama.!®!

1 Etymology

Pachamama is usually translated as Mother Earth, but
a more literal translation would be “World Mother” (in
Aymara and Quechua. Since there is no equal diction
in modern Spanish or English, it was translated by the
first Spaniard Chronists!®! as mama = mother / pacha =
world or land; and later widened in a modern meaning
as the cosmos or the universe).!'” The Inca goddess can
be referred to in multiple ways; the primary way being
Pachamama. Other names for her are: Mama Pacha, La
Pachamama, and Mother Earth. La Pachamama differs
from Pachamama because the 'La’ signifies the interwo-
ven connection that the goddess has with nature, whereas
Pachamama--without the 'La'--refers to only the goddess.

2 Modern Day Rituals

Pachamama and Inti are believed to be the most benev-
olent deities; they are worshiped in parts of the Andean
mountain ranges, also known as Tawantinsuyu (the for-
mer Inca Empire) (stretching from present day Bolivia,
Ecuador, Chile and northern Argentina being present day
Peru the center of the empire with its capital city in
Cuzco). Pachamama is known to the people of the An-
dean region as a “good mother”. Therefore, people usu-
ally toast to her honor before every meeting or festivity, in
some regions by spilling a small amount of chicha on the
floor, before drinking the rest. This toast is called challa
and it is made almost every day. Pachamama has a spe-
cial worship day called Martes de challa (Challa’s Tues-
day), when people bury food, throw candies, and burn in-
cense. In some cases, celebrants assist traditional priests,
known as yatiris in Aymara, in performing ancient rites to
bring good luck or the good will of the goddess, such as
sacrificing guinea pigs or burning llama fetuses (although
this is no longer common). The festival coincides with
Shrove Tuesday, also celebrated as Carnevale or Mardi
Gras. The central ritual to Pachamama is the Challa or
Pago (Payment). It is carried out during all the month
of August, and in many places also on the first Friday of
each month. Other ceremonies are carried out in spe-
cial times, as upon leaving for a trip or upon passing an
apacheta. According to Mario Rabey and Rodolfo Mer-
lino, Argentine anthropologists who studied the Andean
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culture from the 1970s to the 1990s, “The most impor-
tant ritual is the challaco. Challaco is a deformation of
the Quechua words 'ch'allay' and 'ch'allakuy’, that refer
to the action to insistently sprinkle.!'”! In the current lan-
guage of the campesinos of the southern Central Andes,
the word challar is used in the sense of “to feed and to
give drink to the land'. The challaco covers a complex
series of ritual steps that begin in the family dwellings
the night before. They cook a special food, the tijtincha.
The ceremony culminates at a pond or stream, where the
people offer a series of tributes to Pachamama, including
“food, beverage, leaves of coca and cigars.!!!1[1?!

2.1 Household Rituals

Rituals to honor Pachamama take place all year, but are
especially abundant in August, right before the sowing
season. 131 Because August is the coldest month of the
winter season in the southern Andes, people feel more
vulnerable to illness at this time.!'3! August is therefore
regarded as a “tricky month.”!!3] During this time of mis-
chief, the Andean people believe that they must be on
very good terms with nature in order to keep themselves
and their crops and livestock healthy and protected.!!?!
In order to do this, families perform cleansing rituals by
burning plants wood and other items in order to scare
evil spirits who are thought to be more abundant at this
time.!'3 People also drink mate (a South American, hot
beverage), which is thought to give good luck. 3

On the night before August 1, families prepare to honor
Pachamama by cooking all night.'*! The host of the gath-
ering then makes a hole in the ground!!3! If the soil comes
out nicely, this means that it will be a good year. If it does
not than the year will not bountiful.!'3! Before any of the
guests are allowed to eat, the host must first give a plate of
food to Pachamama.!'3! Food that was left aside is poured
onto the ground and a prayer to Pachamama is recited.[!?!

2.2 The Sunday Parade

A main attraction of the Pachamama festival is the Sun-
day parade. The organizational committee of the fes-
tival searches for the oldest woman in the community
and elects her the “Pachamama Queen of the Year.”!!3]
This election first occurred in 1949. Indigenous women,
in particular senior women, are seen as incarnations of
tradition and as living symbols of wisdom, life, fertil-
ity, and reproduction. The Pachamama queen who is
elected is escorted by the Gauchos who circle the plaza
on their horses and salute her during the Sunday parade.
The Sunday parade is considered to be the climax of the
festival.l!3]

4 POLITICAL USAGE

3 New Age Worship

See also: Goddess movement

There has been a recent rise in a New Age practice
amongst white and Andean mestizo peoples. There is
a weekly ritual worship which takes place on Sundays
and includes invocations to Pachamama in Quechua, al-
though there are some references in Spanish.!'* Inside
the temple, there is a large stone with a medallion on
it, symbolizing the New Age group and its beliefs. A
bowl of dirt on the right of the stone is there to rep-
resent Pachamama, because of her status as a Mother
Earth.!'>! Many rituals related to the Pachamama are
practiced in conjunction with those of Christianity, to
the point that many families are simultaneously Christian
and pachamamistas.!'?! Pachamama is sometimes syn-
cretized as the Virgin of Candelaria.'s! Certain travel
agencies have drawn upon the emerging New Age move-
ment in Andean communities (drawn from Quechua In-
dian ritual practices) to urge tourists to come to visit Inca
sites. Tourists visiting these sites, such as Machu Picchu
and Cusco, are offered the chance to participate in rit-
ual offerings to Pachamama.['”! The tourist market has
been using Pachamama to increase its draw to outsiders.
For instance, Peru’s former President, Alejandro Toledo,
held a symbolic inauguration atop Machu Picchu which
featured a Quechua religious elder giving an offering to
Pachamama.!'®! Many Quechua are worried about the
degradation of their religious culture by the tourist indus-
try.

4 Political Usage

Belief in benevolent Mother Earth has been tremendously
successful in achieving unity for the nation. A fundamen-
tal tenet within this belief is that the Ayllu worked to-
gether, united as they were in their devotion to the beloved
Earth Mother.['! It was never mentioned to the people
that the Pachamama of the new nation differed at all from
the devouring Pachamama of Andean mythology, and no
one who knew about the discrepancy wished to point it
out. If, though, an historically rigorous approach is taken
and the indigenous texts are studied exclusively, no such
“discrepancy” of belief ever arises. Conversely, employ-
ing the same methodological approach with respect to the
Bible reveals several interesting conceptual and historical
discrepancies. Indeed, while the veneration of Pachama
as Earth mother and the ancient Andean tradition exist in
a state of dynamic continuity, the God of the New Tes-
tament reveals a radically different personality from the
God of the Old Testament. The notion of the Trinity in-
troduced in the New Testament, in particular, has no con-
ceptual antecedent in the Old Testament.

Characterizing continuity within a particular belief sys-
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tem requires that the textual sources being compared
are authored by individuals belonging to the population
among whom the belief system is practiced. The primary
objective of early Christian missionaries in Peru was the
conversion of its indigenous people to Christianity. Their
account of indigenous religion in the New World is noto-
riously inaccurate and necessarily polemical. These pri-
mary historical sources are valuable for revealing the fa-
natical ambition and political machinations of their au-
thors but are definitively unable to provide the existing
body of knowledge of indigenous religious tradition with
any insight beyond this.

The “new” perception of Pachamama is so prevalent in
the Peruvian national narrative, that one would be hard-
pressed to find an instance where there isn’t at least a
reference to Mother Earth. Pachamama also serves as
a means for which the Andean intellectuals are more able
to stake a claim of autochthony, or of being indigenous to
the land.>! Since it is never brought about that the mod-
ern Pachamama differs from her pre-Hispanic incarna-
tion, the people have no reason to think that they (and
their ancestors) haven’t been worshiping a Mother Earth
for hundreds of years.

5 See also

e Gaia (mythology)

e Goddess movement

e Mother Nature

e Mother goddess

e Law of the Rights of Mother Earth
e Pachamama Raymi

e Willka Raymi
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