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Finding Sea Level: 
The concept of harmony in the culture 

of the Kággaba (Kogi) people of Colombia

Alan Ereira

This chapter explores the notions of balance and harmony expressed by 
the Colombian Kággaba people, generally known as Kogi. ‘Kággaba’, their word 
for themselves, means ‘people’; they are better known in Colombia and through-
out the world as ‘Kogi’, a lineage name that places them as descendants of the 
jaguar. They have become well known and respected in recent decades over much 
of the world through their representation of themselves as authorities on living 
in harmony with nature.1 

I became part of this process when, in 1990, I helped them make a fi lm for 
the BBC, From the Heart of the World, The Elder Brothers’ Warning, in which 
they appealed for viewers to pay careful attention to their advice.  The impact of 
their appearance and words was powerful; the fi lm was immediately repeated, a 
version was shown on PBS in the USA as the tenth anniversary presentation of 
the series Nature, and the book I wrote about the experience of working with 
them was given the Green Book Award. I remained in contact, with occasional 
visits, and in 2009 they asked me to help them repeat the appeal, with a fi lm 
called Aluna.2

The Kogi people of Colombia are profoundly and permanently alarmed by 
the capacity of human beings to throw the world dangerously out of balance, 
threatening its very survival. Today, their energy and efforts are very properly 
concentrated on the harm caused by the ruthless resource-hungry non-indigenous 
population that invaded their territory fi ve hundred years ago and is ever more 
busily plundering. But according to the epic myth of their own history, the story 
of Kabiúkúkwi, people were wrecking the balance of nature there long before 
Columbus. It is a form of primaeval fl ood story in which the earliest people them-
selves upset the balance of land and sea. They then had to restore the harmony of 
nature using the same processes which the Kogi use today. 

The Kogi sages who work to restore balance and harmony to the world to-
day are called Mamas. The word is a form of the word for the sun, so could be 
translated as ‘enlightened’.  In the early 1990s they gave me a printed version of 
Kabiúkúkwi’s tale as told by Mama Shibulata. 
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They had organised its translation into Spanish to provide their children with 
Spanish-language indigenous teaching material for new government-sponsored 
classrooms.3 It has not been written down in their own language because the 
Kogi do not trust literacy and do not use it. It is the nature of myth to be pre-
served by speaking rather than writing, and for the audience to be a knowledge-
able restraint on novelty and invention. The ancient myths that we know from 
Sumerian, Hebrew and Greek texts, such as those of Jason, Gilgamesh and Noah, 
were being told a thousand years or more before a script was invented for them. 
Unlike those heroes, Kabiúkúkwi is remembered for being a dangerous fool. Like 
them he belongs to pre-historical time; the fi nal section of his name appears to 

Image 1: Mama Shibulata.
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signify ‘ancient stone’, indicating that he is one of the early ancestors whose lives 
ended not in death but in turning to stone. 

The Kággaba are one of four indigenous communities of the Sierra Neva-
da de Santa Marta who self-identify as inheritors of the pre-conquest tradition 
there, known today as ‘Tairona’. The other three groups are the Wiwa (or Sanka), 
Kankuama (or Kagkui) and the Ika (or Arhuaco), each speaking their own lan-
guage but with a shared cosmology and sense of identity. The adult men all dress 
in loose garments of undyed cotton, use similar bags woven by women, and chew 
roasted coca leaves to which they add powdered lime carried in a small gourd or 
sugui, commonly referred to as a poporo. In the literature of the fi rst half of the 
twentieth century they were all spoken of as sub-groups of Arhuaco.4 They were 
described at the time as a diminishing society of perhaps 1,500 people, too sim-
ple and deferential to be authentic descendants of the indigenous urban culture 
encountered by early colonisers and subsequently apparently annihilated. 

The indigenous people of the Sierra regard it as the original Eden from which 
all life emanates, the core and controller of the planet (‘the heart of the world’). 
They understand themselves to be descended from the fi rst humans, and Euro-
peans to be descended from a second creation of humanity, which was expelled 
from the heart of the world to protect it. They call us their ‘Younger Brothers’. So 
the story of Kabiúkúkwi is a tale of what happened when the world was nothing 
more than the Sierra and the sea. 

The Kogi are the least acculturated of the indigenous Sierra groups. In 1950 
Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff began producing better-informed descriptions of 
them and their cosmological understanding.5 He presented them as a people with 
a sophisticated ecological philosophy which demands, as a moral and practical 
imperative, that they take care of nature. He described the training of Mamas 
as being conducted in darkness for up to 18 years from infancy. They learn to 
become conscious participants in a life of dynamic exchange between all living 
beings, which they believe is driven and defi ned by a transcendental conscious-
ness, Haba (Mother) Aluna, that underlies material reality.6 The Kogi have no 
formal religious organisation and Mamas are not priests; they perform a role 
more like that which Roman sources ascribed to Druids – though without the 
human sacrifi ces. That is to say, they are trained to communicate with the world 
beyond, largely through divination, and act as authorities on law, as adjudicators, 
experts on lore, history and nature, medical practitioners, and political advisors 
whose authority transcends individual communities.7 In fact the similarities to 
Druids seem rather remarkable, extending from divining from clouds and birds 
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to Caesar’s statement that they are uncomfortable with literacy as damaging to 
the power of memory (a position explained to me by a Kogi Mama), and even to 
the Druids being reported early in the 1st century bce as educating chosen youths 
for up to twenty years in a cave.8

Their understanding of the world is fundamentally holistic, and all elements 
of it must be understood as not simply connected but as different ways of seeing 
the same totality. For example, Kogi women are constantly stitching bags for 
their men to wear, and these are understood to be a constant renewal of the work 
of Haba Aluna in conceiving the world. 

Performed constantly, even while traversing steep and rocky paths with a 
baby on their backs, stitching is understood to focus the mind in synchrony 
with the Mother’s rhythmic motions when she ‘wove’ the world, recreating 
Her ‘thought’. In fact, on another level the cosmos is also seen as a bag. It 
is equally knitted from an origin-centre, the position of the Cosmic Pillar, 
in a gradually expanding circle which at one point starts rising to form the 
container, i.e., the cosmic levels. A bag recreates the Mother’s life-giving cos-
mic ‘womb’ that carries the world in it, a force also contained in women 
(the word for bag also relates to one for the female reproductive organ).…
Following the Kogis’ analogical thinking, this weave imbues and connects 
all things (throughout the bag), and has one common origin in Sé9 (the bag’s 
centre). …Kogi bags are the cosmos itself.10

Image 2: A family moving with goods and cattle; she is making a bag.

Reichel-Dolmatoff interpreted Kogi culture through the philosophical pre-
sentation of its cosmology. This is based on their view that the cosmos consists of 
inherent dualities, including light/dark, male/female, above/below, interior/exteri-
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or, matter/spirit, sea/land. In fact these are all aspects of the same thing; the role 
of the Mamas is to understand the world in these terms and to actively work to 
maintain balance between complementary dualities where necessary. The Kogi 
word yuluka signifi es balance and more: it is ‘the capacity of an individual to 
be in harmony with what is around them’.11 It can signify a person’s capacity to 
live in equilibrium by rising above what appear to be grave obstacles (a natural 
disaster, sickness…) and transform them. When I fi rst went to the Kogi to discuss 
making a fi lm for the BBC, and they needed to understand what use I might be, I 
found my yukula being deliberately tested in various ways, including my capacity 
to rise above obstacles.

The Mamas place great emphasis on maintaining natural harmony through 
a dynamic of exchange which they see as essential to all life. This takes place 
at every level of physical existence. It includes the water cycle, with snow-melt 
descending through thirty river valleys to tropical lagoons and returning by evap-
oration and precipitation to the peaks. It also includes the constant movement of 
animals, birds and insects as they work through their life cycles; I was given an 
educational lecture by one informant on the roads made and used by leaf-cutter 
ants, which were compared directly to human movement in the Sierra. 

Constant human movement around the Sierra is a necessity, driven by the 
geographical facts of life on their mountain. The massif is the world’s highest 
coastal mountain. It is an equilateral triangular pyramid, each side measuring 
80km. The north face rises steeply from some 600m below the surface of the 
Caribbean to two permanently snow-capped summits 5,770m high just 42km 
inland. It is a ‘biogeographical island’ at a collision point between the Caribbean 
and South American tectonic plates, sharply bounded on the north by the sea, on 
the west by the plains of the Magdalena river valley and on the east by the nar-
row valley of the Cesar river and the Guajira desert. The variety of temperatures 
(tropical to arctic), precipitation (rainforest to desert) and saturation (mangrove 
swamp to sparse tundra) creates a dense variety of micro-climates, ecological 
niches that largely mirror the range of life-supporting land environments over 
the rest of the planet. 

The Kogi live in valleys associated with their lineages, where they grow crops 
on small family farms. Each household normally maintains a number of farms 
at different altitudes, growing crops appropriate to the elevation. Before coloni-
sation, the sea provided fi sh and the shore gave the shells needed for lime. That 
region now has to be visited rather than inhabited; the indigenous people have 
been largely forced away. The bottom of the valleys is the banana zone; further 
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up, cotton and sugar cane grow up to about 1000m, and above that are coca, 
coffee, fruit and beans. This way of life requires them to move constantly up and 
down the mountain, carrying goods and materials between their own farms and 
exchanging produce with their neighbours. 

Walking up and down the mountain is itself invested with moral signifi cance. 
It is obviously central to the act of exchanging objects around the Sierra, and 
exchange is a key part of maintaining the fl ow and balance of life. Objects and 
produce are moved around not simply for consumption, but also to manifest 
and maintain the fact of connection. Sustaining harmony here is not a passive 
contemplative duty (though Mamas do meditate deeply for days and nights at a 
time) but an active, dynamic exercise involving steadily striding up and down the 
steep valleys, carrying bags of stuff. Meeting a Kogi man on the path and enquir-
ing amiably how he is, one is often answered ‘I am well seated’. The reference is 
to being on a simple wooden bench, considering what needs to be done. In his 
mind that is what the Kogi is doing, in spirit.  But in reality he would be travelling 
around three times as fast as I can walk these paths. In my experience, the ability 
to keep moving is a requirement of any proper person; I know of one ex-gover-
nor of their political organisation, the son of a great Mama, who was relieved of 
his post partly because he was felt to have become too stout to do the requisite 
walking. A sedentary man is a defective man, unable to maintain harmony with 
the world effectively.

I fall far short on this measure of proper action. The Kogi actually seem to 
have been quite comfortable with having identifi ed my inadequacy; perhaps, if I 
am a typical ‘younger brother’, it helps to explain why we have failed so seriously 
to maintain harmony in the world. In my early days of involvement with them, 
as a TV producer 30 years ago, they called me ‘the BBC’ and would ask ‘Don’t 
you know how to walk? In your cars, in your aeroplanes, don’t you walk?’. The 
obvious answer was ‘no’, and as I stumbled on, the cry would go out ‘The BBC is 
dying!’ But at least I was carrying my goods to exchange. These were carefully 
chosen, with the advice of Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff; mostly sea shells for the 
men and stout needles for the women. The shells, which I brought from the UK 
but which came from the Pacifi c, were received with particular enthusiasm. I was 
told that these were forms of shell which had been brought to the Sierra in the 
past, but are now only found in burials, and were very welcome.

The constant exchange being carried on is not trade; there is no market and 
no currency. It may be considered a form of the ‘vertical archipelago’ posited by 
John Victor Murra to describe the Ayamaras’ pattern of exchange in the Andes 
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in sixteenth-century Peru.12 It depends on a shared understanding of reciprocity. 
The Kogi word for this is zhigoneshi, which expresses a symbiotic and balanced 
relationship of giving and receiving.

Zhigoneshi represents exchange in the form of information as well as physi-
cal material. In 1987 the Kogi established the Organisación Gonawindua Tayro-
na (OGT) to represent the Mamas’ opinions to the Colombian government13, and 
then established a documentation centre to hold all the material they could gather 
which showed how they had been represented. They named the centre Zhigoneshi. 
It was run by Arhuacos who could read and write in Spanish, and published an 
occasional journal with this title. The journal has gone, and the Zhigoneshi docu-
mentation centre now produces videos and photographic exhibitions.  

For the Kogi physical possession of a text or image also opens the possibility 
of engaging with it and affecting its place in the world. This was explained to me 
when they fi rst said they wanted copies of the images I made. I had assumed that 
this was the courtesy deposit that a fi lm-maker leaves, but the Kogi certainly be-
lieve that their intellectual property in the product extends to an on-going power 
over it, exercised through divination by Mamas. 

As with zhigoneshi, harmony and the balance of yulúka is achieved through 
dynamic effort. Kabiúkúkwi’s story, like most Kogi stories, begins at the begin-
ning, when the world emerged into the light as the realisation of a slowly con-
structed conception in the mind of Haba Aluna.14 Today there are freshwater 
lakes of snow-melt high in the tundra, and fresh water fl ows down to the sea and 
salt-water mangrove lagoons below. But in the Mama’s telling, at this time the 
level of the sea was undefi ned, and there were lagoons of salt water high in the 
tundra. ‘But we did not want them. We saw that these lakes would be bad.’ 

The sea, as in so many creation myths, is the amniotic fl uid from which the 
world emerged. There is a dichotomy between the feminine sea and the masculine 
physical reality of the created world. Haba Aluna conceived the world, Haba 
being Mother in the sense not just of a birth-mother, but also as the sustainer of 
what she has produced. It was given its actual physical form by Hate Seizhankua. 
Hate means Father in the same enlarged sense that Haba means Mother. Father 
Seizhankua was one of the fi rst ‘sons’ of the Mother, and the fi rst problem of 
harmonisation of the world was fi nding the correct balance between these newly 
invented categories, masculine and feminine.

In my experience, the Kogi understanding of the world’s complementary cos-
mic forces is one in which balance is extremely delicate, and imbalance is a con-
stant threat and a real danger to life. The whole world is structured on the basis 
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of the complementarities of up and down (the levels or worlds above the earth 
are mirrored below it), and the most basic dichotomies are between what exists 
in reality and what in spirit, and between masculine and feminine. 

A Mama once led me into the issues surrounding this by asking rhetorically 
‘Where does the idea of earth come from? Where do we get the idea of water? 
Why do we have a word for it?’ 15

The words he was using for ‘water’ and ‘earth’ also invoke ‘spirit’ and ‘mat-
ter’. In a dialogue that seemed to echo Socrates, he said that these were ideas that 
preceded the material existence of the world; they were formed in the cosmic 
mind, aluna. Other Mamas spoke to me of material forms being traces in reality 
of ideas that precede materiality. ‘These things were conceived in the beginning. 
Before the dawning, these were ideas – water and earth. We can only have ideas 
of things that have already been conceived in aluna.’ The need to achieve bal-
ance between land and sea and between masculine and feminine is the basis of 
Kabiúkúkwi’s story, which explains what went wrong in the earliest times and 
what had to be done to bring them back into harmony.

Image 3: The balance of masculine and feminine, Hate and Haba, 
and the future of the world.
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The complementarity of masculine and feminine extends even to commu-
nication. Kogi discursive practice, gwiabawashi, sets out the rules governing the 
correct use of speech (and, by extension, of still and moving images). According 
to local anthropologist Julio Marino Barragán, this mediates relationships be-
tween the community, their authorities and nature to achieve harmony (yuluka) 
and balance (zhigoneshi). It acts as a mechanism of social control and spiritual 
development. The object is for communication governed by these concepts to 
seek harmony in all areas of spiritual and material existence, in social relations 
and in all dealings between people.16 It also requires a balance between masculine 
and feminine elements of speech, and I have sat in on long discussions about the 
gender of specifi c syllables. The Kogi use complex compound expressions to refer 
to their world and Mamas need to understand the gender balance of their words. 
Men have to remain constantly aware of the way they relate to women both spe-
cifi cally and in principle. Kogi men will avoid looking a woman in the face, as she 
is the Mother manifest. The gourd each man carries, his sugui17 containing lime 
dust made from sea shells, represents a womb. 

Image 4: A Mama with his sugui.

He is given it at puberty as part of his education in manliness, which means 
preparation for starting a family. He is meant to think about his actions and ob-
ligations while dipping a stick into the sugui and lifting some of the lime to his 
mouth, so having his masculinity tempered. Complementarity is everything. Men 
are the weavers, women the spinners. 

The Mother spun the thread of her thought on the spindle which is the Sierra, 
but she needed sons to make the world real, and men weave the threads spun by 
their wives. A thread spun with a left-hand twist, with the hand moving down-
wards over the thigh, is female: this is the warp thread, the thread which spans 
the four corners of the loom, the link between the cardinal points. This marks out 
the nature of the cloth, defi nes it. It is passive, productive, timeless; it spells out 
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shape and form. It is an aspect of the Mother.
A thread spun with a right-hand twist, with the hand brushing upwards 

across the thigh, is male. This is the weft, which travels between the cardinal 
points as the sun travels across the sky, moving in time, with a past and a future.18 
The threads of the warp open in a shape we call the ‘shed’, to receive the shuttle, 
which is made of black wood and carries the meaning of blackness, a state that 
precedes creation. The shuttle penetrates, the comb of the loom presses the white 
thread it carries down into its place. And thus a cloth dawns which harmonises 
male and female, ordering and binding together the world.

When men gather in the nuhue, their meeting house, they are inside a struc-
ture whose architecture is a trace of the structure of the cosmos. Its pressed earth 
fl oor is beneath the four worlds that are shown in circles around the conical 
thatched roof, and which are mirrored in the four subterranean worlds below. 
It is an exclusively male space, where men have their benches and hammocks 
around four fi res, quartering the world. But between the circles of men and each 
fi re is a ring of stones, which sit there in the place of women. 

The men's house conveys the sense of a council and education centre, devoted 
to lengthy speeches and occasional ritual drumming and, sometimes the playing 
out of ritual performances. There are no children there, except on special occa-
sions when an infant may be brought to dance. Dance is thought of as fundamen-
tal to life; they say that ‘we dance to keep us from dying’, and as soon as a tiny 
boy being raised to be a Mama is able to toddle, he makes his fi rst appearance 
in the men’s communal house, the nuhue, brought dancing by the Mama caring 
for him. Mamas are also trained in the use of masks for dancing, each Mama 
being associated with a specifi c character. According to Reichel-Dolmatoff, these 

Image 5: A man weaves, lifting the comb and passing the black shuttle through the 
opening in the female threads
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fi gurative masks transform the wearers and enable them to resolve struggles be-
tween complementary forces. ‘Each mask represents a particular supernatural 
force which ‘sees’ the other masks in another dimension during the dance. There 
is generally an underlying concept of opposition (sëlda, in Kogi), of a struggle 
between two large categories of opposing but complimentary forces represented 
by masks….and so there are a great number of dances in which masked fi gures 
fi ght together or appease each other and fi nally re-establish a balance (yulúka).’

There is an equivalent women's house, with a single fi re; it has more of the 
sense of a domestic space, with babies and small children, and much livelier mu-
sic and dancing which is regarded as recreational. Music, song and dance brings 
harmony and health, and is therefore good for children. When I fi rst fi lmed with 
the Kogi my British crew entertained themselves by setting up a music system 
in the large Kogi house where we kept camera equipment. Children naturally 
gravitated to it and I worried that the Kogi might fi nd it an annoyance or worse. 
Instead, the women clearly decided that our pleasure in music, dance and play-
fulness was a positive for the happiness, welfare and good health of children, and 
watched them taking part. Social harmony, the welfare of nature, the health of 
individuals and the community are all seen as aspects of the same condition, and 
damage to any part of this biological totality is expected to produce symptoms 
including disease, natural disaster and social breakdown. 

Which is not to say that everything in the Garden of Eden was understood to 
be paradise. Every aspect of harmony is constantly endangered. The Kogi see life 
ever teetering on the edge of chaos, birth always endangered by death, unchecked 
vitality risking the appearance of parasites, disease, chaos. Female sexual energy 
can be understood to be threatening as well as life-enhancing, and the salt sea 
which gives life to the world may also threaten intrusion. Then, it is seen as the 
source of disease, pollution and of course invasion. The Sierra offers a high de-
gree of stability between night and day (every day is an equinox, at least to within 
about 30 minutes) and the rise and fall of the sea (the maximum tidal range is 
less than 60 cm.) But the stabilization of sea level, a fundamental element in the 
harmony of the world, was quite a saga.

When, at the beginning of time, lagoons of salt sea-water existed in the high 
tundra of the Sierra, it was not a good sign. The Mother of these lagoons was the 
fi rst female child of the Great Mother, called Nabobá, and she was considered 
dangerous because she was in the wrong place. The tundra was meant to be black 
earth, not salt sea.

And so the Mama’s story unfolds. 19 
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We saw that these lakes would be bad. But who thought that? He who 
thought that was Kabiúkúkwi. 

The wonderfully modern arrogance of Kabiúkúkwi was immediately followed 
by practical action. 

People said ‘Take these lakes down, they must not stay in the high tundra 
because they will begin to eat up the land and cause problems. It would be 
very bad to keep them here’. And they also said: ‘We know everything, with 
the power we have we can obtain all that the lakes have to offer. It is better 
to send them down to the bottom’. Then the Mother, said ‘All right, since you 
say they are no use here, take them down below’. And so they began to lower 
the lakes, and they said, ‘Take them down further, because they are no use to 
us here. They have a very bad smell’.’ They insisted that they could fi nd shells 
to make lime and shrubs to grow cotton. ‘The Great Mother said, ‘So you 
think the lakes are of no use to you?’ And they replied, ‘Yes, that is what we 
think’. But the Mother thought, ‘that is what they say, but they are wrong’. 
But she allowed them to drain the salt lakes, and the trees and plants that 
depended on them moved down the mountain. 

And still not content, these human engineers of the world lowered the sea itself, 
drying up a great deal of the mountain. 

Everything, everything went down with the sea. They took it yet further and 
the Mother asked once again, ‘Have you done?’ ‘No, lower still’. 

The sea dropped to the lower reaches of the Sierra. They considered leaving the 

Image 6: Seeing the sea from the high tundra.
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sea there, but decided against that and lowered it farther still. 

In every place the sea rested, it left its traces. Still the Great Mother said, 
‘That is fi ne, lower it as far as you wish’.

‘The sea was fl ung as far as Jarxsuzaluaka, which today is on the far side 
of the sea. (This was probably one of the islands of the Caribbean, which 
exchanged materials with the Tairona). And the wisest of them inquired of 
those who were lowering the sea, ‘Is it a good thing that you have done this, 
that you have lowered mother sea this far?’ ‘Yes, it is a good thing!’ the an-
cients replied.

But the Mama says they now saw that the sea was very far away, and under-
stood that the sea was necessary to them.

So Kabiúkúkwi’s name became a byword for foolish arrogance, and they had to 
fi nd a way to bring back the sea, to re-balance the world. 

They recovered it by making offerings, because they saw that without the sea 
they could not obtain seashells or the many other objects only the sea can 
provide. And if the sea was not brought back closer again, they would soon 

Image 7: A Mama makes an offering in aluna.
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use up all the shells on the mountain. and they would be left without. That 
is why the sea was brought back to where it is today. The ancients had to 
struggle hard to bring it nearby once again.

The Mama says, all that I have said about the sea, about the Great Mother, I 
have heard with my ears, and I have learned.20

The point of the story is of course that the world needs to be kept in balance 
by fi rstly, understanding what they call ‘the original law’, behaviour required to 
sustain the healthy balance of life on earth, and secondly, knowing how to make 
pagamentos, payments at appropriate places to compensate for damage that has 
been done and to restore the harmony on which all life depends.

These pagamentos are made to the immaterial essences of things that exist 
in the material world. After centuries of exposure to Christian terminology, they 
have settled on using the term ‘spiritual’, though these essences are ideas with per-
sonalities, and the connotations of ‘spiritual’ seem inappropriate. They are also 
very different from Platonic essences, because they have the qualities of personal 
identity. For the Kogi, the ideas manifested in material forms have individual life. 
Haba Aluna, the original Mother, did not conceive lifeless abstractions. She gave 
birth to non-material beings, whose traces appeared in the world we inhabit at 
the dawn of time. These are the recipients of the pagamentos.

In the words of the Kogis’ unpublished explanatory text, Shikwakala, 

Pagamentos are based on the fact that everything that exists in nature had its 
origin in an invisible space that we call Sé. Everything that we see today was 
a person in essence: the trees were people, the water was woman, the hills 
men. These were the original people. At the materialization of the world they 
became the elements of the reality we see today, but on Sé’s level, they contin-
ue being invisible persons, owners and caretakers of the materialized struc-
ture. All the elements of nature are beings, all are Kággaba, they are people 
like us, with whom we must maintain communication so that there is balance 
and harmony in this world that we inhabit. Therefore, it is our duty to give 
back to the essence-beings, for everything we use, for permissions they give 
us: for example to the trees to cut beams, to make a house, a seat, a door. The 
trees in essence are people like us, and we must make pagamentos to them.21 

Those essence-beings are the Habas and Hatas, Mothers and Fathers, of the ma-
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terial forms of which they are essences. The pagamentos consist of precisely the 
objects which were so threatened by Kabiúkúkwi’s Cunning Plan: shells and frag-
ments of cotton thread, leaves and secretions which have to be brought from one 
part of the Sierra and offered in another, in a set of meaningful acts accompanied 
by serious thought about what has gone wrong, and why, and what restitution 
must be made. The work is performed at, or directed towards, what they speak 
of as ‘sacred spaces’, the places where they believe they can have direct access to 
the Fathers and Mothers of what they describe as ‘all the elements of nature that 
we use and of all human actions and thoughts from the beginning of humanity’. 

Since the pagamentos are necessary to maintain harmony and balance, the 
Mamas are desperately concerned to protect the ‘sacred spaces’ from physical 
damage wreaked by tourists, soldiers and commercial development. They believe 
that all life depends on what is done in these locations. When I have discussed 
with them what Sierra lands they want restored to their management, the Mamas 
speak only and always about ‘sacred spaces’, not about territory for crops or 
habitation. Where an offering-place has been damaged, they study how to clean 
and restore it, but say ‘This can only be done when the damage is curable, and not 
where there have been major interventions, such as megaprojects (dams, ports, 
mines), which cause irreversible damage. That permanently affects the health of 
the territory and the Kággaba.’.

The level to which the sea was restored after Kabiúkúkwi’s intervention, the 
correct place for sea level, is now represented by the Black Line with which the 
indigenous people of the Sierra have circumscribed their territory. In 1973, a 
group of Mamas walked this invisible path around the whole massif.  In 1999, 
OGT contributed to an offi cial declaration of the need for protection of the ter-
ritory because it is fi lled with ‘sacred spaces’.22 At the end of 2018 they achieved 
government recognition by decree of the territory within the Black Line as fi lled 
with interconnected living features which are essential to their lives, and connect 
‘the spiritual principles of the world and the source of life’.23 The sea has many 
meanings, and we are one of those meanings. The Younger Brothers, who began 
their invasion of the Sierra at the start of the sixteenth century, are themselves the 
destroyers and polluters of the land, who must be held off – not too far away, but 
not too close. Above all, we must be kept away from the delicate places that cover 
the Sierra, and which become more vulnerable the higher you go.

But government declarations and the Mamas’ offerings do not seem to be 
enough to hold the world in harmony, and ensure that sea level is in the right 
place. In January, 2019 it became clear that the geopolitical context has dete-
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riorated suddenly on the North side of the Sierra. In that month several social 
leaders and an employee of the Sierra Nevada National Park were assassinated in 
broad daylight. It seems that José de los Santos Sauna, the Kogi governor of the 
OGT, has been directly threatened. He had to withdraw to high-altitude villages 
for protection. The peace agreement with FARC has been repudiated by the new 
government; armed paramilitary bands have returned and the region is unsafe 
once again. People who act as intermediaries between NGOs and the Kogi have 
been directly threatened in the past months, and fi eld missions in Kogi territory 
(the north of the Sierra) have been suspended.

The Kogi remain committed to the belief that the world can be saved, and 
that their work to restore harmony is vital and remains purposeful. The Mayor 
of Santa Marta, deeply concerned by the situation, has appealed directly to the 
Ministry of Interior to try to cope with this worrying upsurge of violence. And 
since the Kogi view the world as a single living entity, they are quite clear that we 
and the Mother are as much as risk at themselves. That is the meaning of their 
concept of harmony.
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