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Chapter 1 – Introduction  

La educación no es la panacea de todos los males de nuestras comunidades. Pero 

ella puede promover y orientar a nuestros pueblos a tomar conciencia de sus 

realidades y encontrar senderos propios de su liberación. 

 

Education is not the panacea of all of the problems in our communities. But 

education can promote and orient our people to be conscious of their reality and 

find their own paths to liberation (Orán n.d.)1. 

 

As Kuna2 educator Reuter Orán reflects on bilingual education, he notes that 

education is not the ―panacea‖ of the problems that the Kuna community faces, but 

recognizes that education can help the community in some ways if they are conscious 

actors in the process of schooling. Audre Lorde‘s infamous essay of ―The Master's Tools 

Will Never Dismantle the Master's House‖ (1984) problematizes the dismantling of 

institutions using the same tools. Extending this metaphor, those educated in the school 

system will never be able to dismantle it with those same tools they learned in school. 

Indeed, schooling in indigenous communities is linked to an increased use of the 

dominant language and cultural practices in more social arenas, rather than the other way 

around (Meek and Messing 2007; G mez de Garc a, Axelrod, and Lachler 2009; Meek 

                                                 

1 All translations by Kayla Price unless otherwise noted. 
2 A decision was made by Kuna educators in 2010 to change the orthography of Kuna by eliminating the 

use of the letters p, t, and k. This change renders Kuna as ―Guna,‖ although certain uses of well-known 

words, such as Kuna and Kuna Yala, may still use the letter ―k‖ (A. M. López 2010). Because this change 

is new and the use and recognization of ―Kuna‖ is prolific, I still use the letter ―k‖ throughout this 

dissertation. This issue is discussed further in Chapter 3 in the section Kuna or Guna?: Writing Dulegaya.  
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2010). But indigenous leaders and educators such as Reuter Orán continue to search for 

ways to make school, an institution with a long history of colonizing practices, a place 

where Kuna language and culture can be taught despite the contested history of schooling 

for indigenous peoples. 

This research focuses on a Kuna-Spanish bilingual school in Panama City, 

founded for Kuna children by Kuna teachers. The key questions posed in this dissertation 

come from this Kuna school and the crux from which has emerged: a Kuna migration to 

Panama City turned permanent and the continued discrimination the Kuna people face as 

indigenous people. From here questions follow: What is the role of Kuna language 

education in negotiating what ―language‖ and ―culture‖ mean to the Kuna people? How 

is indigenous education in and around the home negotiated in the context of school? 

What internal debates and tensions exist around Kuna education?  How can indigenous 

communities exploit the potential of schooling as a place of knowledge production 

without reproducing the harmful and marginalizing aspects that schooling has had for 

indigenous peoples? If decolonization is possible, what does the decolonization of 

schooling look like for the Kuna? What significance might Kuna education have for 

contemporary debates about indigenous rights and indigenous schooling?  And finally, 

can Kuna schooling advance other counter-hegemonic transformations in society? 

 In regards to the title of this dissertation, I would like to elaborate on what it 

means to be ―of school‖ and not simply ―in it.‖ In her ethnography of a Navajo school, 

Teresa McCarty writes, ―Rough Rock has much to teach us about how to create more just 
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and democratic education systems in which children and their communities grow and 

thrive because of, not despite, who they are‖ (2002:17). This notion that indigenous 

students thrive in school despite their circumstances is very prevalent, and often arose in 

my work among the Kuna. Schools where children are ―of school‖ are those where 

children can thrive and feel a sense of social belonging. Schools where children are ―in 

school but not of it‖ are those where children attend school and perhaps succeed 

academically, but if they do, it is despite the fact that their institutional schooling system 

discriminates against their backgrounds, homes and communities. This dissertation is 

about a Kuna school that aimed to be a place where Kuna children could be in school, 

and also of it.    

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

Chapter 2 reviews the literature that grounds this dissertation in terms of 

scholarship from the fields of anthropology, linguistics and education. The literature is 

discussed in three main parts: the cultural politics of language, problematizing schools as 

political and cultural sites and indigenous strategies in a global context. This theoretical 

discussion structures and grounds the questions and arguments presented in this research 

and highlights why they are important.  

Chapter 3 details the sites of research, discussing how and why the migration to 

Panama City is important both to the sites of research and this dissertation. I begin with a 

history of Kuna Yala, including the Revolution of 1925 and the subsequent establishment 

of Kuna Yala as an independent territory.  I follow with a history of schooling and 
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education among the Kuna. A discussion of the migration to Panama City follows, 

introducing the three sites of research: the island-community of Dadnakwedupir (Tupile) 

in Kuna Yala, the urban barrio Koskuna in the town of Veracruz in the southwestern 

outskirts of Panama City, and finally the only Kuna school in the city: Fundación 

Trabajando por un Futuro Mejor in Juan Díaz, located in the northeastern outskirts of 

Panama City. Understanding how these sites are theoretically conceptualized as part of a 

larger continuum is key to comprehending how Kuna movement and migration affect 

Kuna education in Panama.  

Chapter 4 is a detailed overview of the fieldwork that was conducted for this 

dissertation, including preliminary project and master‘s thesis research that I conducted 

over a span of more than ten years. My own positioning as a researcher and ethical 

considerations are central, and help to define my role as an anthropologist working 

among the Kuna. The relationship between theory and methodology come together here 

and inform the various approaches to doing research in the classroom. Anthropological 

method, including participant-observation and multi-sited fieldwork are approached from 

a theoretical perspective. I conclude by detailing the specifics of data collection in the 

field. 

Chapter 5 explores the concept of ―traditionalized‖ learning as experienced and 

recalled by Kuna elders, particularly in the context of and in opposition to, what they 

perceive as ―outsider‖ or Western modes of learning. Through interviews with ―knowers‖ 

of curing chants and other types of Kuna medicine this chapter explores Kuna ways of 
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teaching and learning. This chapter underscores the importance of understanding the 

practices of teaching and learning among Kuna elders, which is crucial for understanding 

Kuna bilingual education, as the school‘s curriculum is based in part on Kuna teachings 

and must also be approved by the elders.  

Chapter 6 describes various aspects of life for Kuna children growing up in 

Panama City in order to explore the different ways that Kuna lived experience and 

expressive knowledge are fostered in the urban Kuna community.  In this chapter I 

examine medicine and food, language use in Koskuna, the use of Kuna centros as 

discothèques, the experience of gay youth in the city, women‘s dress and  Kuna music 

and dancing as a site of inter-generational teaching and learning. These examples of Kuna 

life help to complexify and deepen an understanding of the Kuna experience of growing 

up in Panama City. This life in and around the home informs what Kuna children bring 

into school as knowledge, and provides the context for the following chapters on 

schooling.   

Chapter 7 describes the elementary school in Koskuna, where Kuna children 

attend a Panamanian school that does not employ bilingual education. This chapter 

describes the disconnect between a government that supports multiculturalism and the 

actual experiences of Kuna students in a Panamanian-run school. The elementary school 

in Koskuna and the experiences of its students are compared to the Kuna-run school 

described in Chapters 8 and 9.   
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Chapter 8 describes the Kuna school Fundación Trabajando por un Futuro 

Mejor, in more detail, providing an in-depth look at the day-to-day functions of the 

school and the foundation that runs it. This chapter delves into some of the complex 

issues that school administrators are faced with, such as parent-teacher interaction, the 

training of new Kuna teachers to become bilingual teachers, and the complications in 

both the formation of the school and in its daily functions. An intimate look at the day-to-

day issues of running the school is crucial in understanding why this school, while similar 

to Panamanian schools in some ways, is very different in others. 

Chapter 9 continues an analysis of the same Kuna school, focusing in particular 

on classroom discourses and the coordination of school events such as Kuna Cultural 

Week. This chapter examines how certain aspects of Kuna culture and education are 

being incorporated in an urban Kuna school while incorporating the pedagogical 

techniques of Western-style schooling. This chapter ultimately highlights the creative 

ways that school administrators have navigated the difficult path between schooling and 

education for indigenous children in a poor urban area.  

Chapter 10 summarizes the main points of the dissertation, offering a conclusion 

that situates Kuna education in a complex and complicated process of negotiation on 

many fronts, including linguistic, cultural, political and economic ones. While this 

program of bilingual education is still in its infancy and its long-term effects cannot yet 

be surmised, however, the school has made headway in forging culturally-oriented 

schooling for Kuna children.   
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Chapter 2 – The Cultural Politics of Language, Schooling and 

Education for Indigenous Peoples 

 

  

PART 1: THE CULTURAL POLITICS OF LANGUAGE  

Language, the abstract notion in itself, is fascinating because of its complexity, 

variation and biological component unique to humans (Chomsky 1976). Language, 

however, would not exist if it were not practiced, and the use of language frames a host 

of other complex symbolic social meanings and implications (Bourdieu 1991). This 

dialectical relationship between the linguistic structure of a language and the social use of 

a language, which in turn influences the linguistic structure, is described by Bourdieu: 

Just as the opposition of language to speech as mere execution or even as a 

preconstructed object masks the opposition between the objective relations of the 

language and the dispositions making up linguistic competence, so the opposition 

between the structure and the individual against whom the structure has to be won 

and endlessly rewon stands in the way of construction of the dialectical 

relationship between the structure and the dispositions making up the habitus. 

(1977a:84) 

 

Language is also a marker of identity, both  in its abstract form and its social use, and is 

continually constituted and reconstituted as important for human social identity through 

its use. ―I am my language‖ writes Gloria Anzaldúa (1987:59). While heritage languages 

are not always seen as symbols of ethnicity (Reynolds 2009), increasingly language has 
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taken on important symbolic roles both as a cultural symbol for the community and as a 

national symbol of identity and ethnicity. Here I explore the cultural politics of language 

by theoretically unpacking language ideologies, discourses of language endangerment, 

linguistic implications of social and economic power and language socialization.   

Language Ideologies 

How speakers view their language in terms of their own identity is influenced by 

many factors, resulting in the formation of complex, overlapping, and often times 

incongruent language ideologies. It is important to underscore that individuals and 

communities can have many, often conflicting, language ideologies regarding the 

languages in their lives. The language of prestige in one social situation can easily 

become the minority language under certain circumstances, and the ideologies that people 

have concerning their language(s) under these changing conditions also adapt. 

In addition, language is but one marker which people use in practice to reference 

identity, and because of the variations in language use, the over-arching utilization of 

language as a means of identification can be problematic. In the Canadian province of 

Yukon, the government enacted a slogan "We are our language‖ with the purpose of 

inspiring social cohesion and solidarity with results to the contrary: 

…but it has become ideologically divisive, marking heritage speakers as core 

members and erasing those large numbers of First Nations people who cannot 

speak an indigenous language or who speak a "nonstandard" variety. 

Subsequently, these representations map onto or break down in relation to 

bureaucratic designations (linguistic or otherwise) and group allegiances within 

First Nations communities. Certainly a language can be a means for collectively 

identifying as a group. However, counter to such a monolithic representation is 
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the actual linguistic diversity pervasive across most, if not all, communities such 

that there is a mismatch between the actual ethnolinguistic identities that people 

enact locally and those imagined by governing agencies. (Meek 2010:xxii) 

 

On many levels, the heritage language is used as cultural capital (Bourdieu 1991; 

Bourdieu and Passerson 1977), which benefits the ethnic speakers of the language, but 

leaves those who are of the ethnic group but unable to speak the language bereft of this 

specific type of cultural capital. The framing of dominant-language discourse with a short 

introduction in the heritage language is one tool that non-speakers use to emphasize their 

indigenous identity:  

…the foregrounding of the metacommunicative/pragmatic function of such 

language use over referential function serves to highlight a broader Native 

American identity shared by speaker and audience and to create a discourse space 

in which a subsequent speech given in English is nevertheless understood by 

audience members to come from, and to be informed by, a Native identity. 

(Ahlers 2006:58) 

 

On the one hand, there is evidence that even in using the dominant language, or code-

switching between the dominant and heritage languages, communities of speakers borrow 

and adapt the language in unique ways, as in the case of Navajo (Field 2009). At the 

same time, the use of the dominant language is also specifically located within a history 

of colonialism:                                                                                                         

The use of the dominant language is fraught with complications in such identity 

performance — not least, the fact that the dominant language is associated with 

the group whose hegemony has, in many cases, led to the endangerment of the 

community’s heritage language. (Ahlers 2006:58) 

 

While the dominant language is also the language of prestige in certain situations, in 

Ahlers‘ context of an indigenous political meeting, the use of the dominant language to 
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frame the meeting would honor the language of the people that were responsible for the 

endangerment of the native language in the first place. In cases such as this where some 

of the speakers are not fluent in the heritage language, a “Native discourse space” is still 

created where language is used as an object to reference identity (Ahlers 2006:71). In 

addition to this, there are groups for which the dominant language is a ―dead‖ language: 

Among Native American populations with whom we have worked, an attitude 

that has become particularly widespread in recent years is that English lacks the 

descriptive and imagistic characteristics of their Native heritage language – that 

English is "dead" in both a spiritual and expressive sense. (G mez de Garc a et al. 

2009:100) 

 

The description of the dominant language as ―dead‖ serves to highlight the ways in which 

the heritage language cannot simply be substituted for the dominant language in every 

domain, especially not those domains that are spiritually or culturally important for a 

people.  

  Despite the fact that we can recognize the existence of multiple and contradicting 

ideologies, as have been discussed here, it is important to note that some of the 

contradictions cannot be reconciled: 

…Arapaho language ideologies negotiate but never resolve the contradictions 

between a utopian language renewal mission and the objective reality of shift as 

an irreversible process, between the utopian model of Euro-American education 

as the universalizable solution to all problems and the impoverished local political 

economy, and between idealized nostalgic purism within Arapaho ideologies and 

the proliferation of modern technologies and bureaucratic apparatuses of 

communication and governance. (J. Anderson 2009:51) 
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This process of negotiation is important, as it stresses that language ideologies are varied, 

shifting and constantly being renegotiated both inside and outside of the community 

lines. 

Language Loss and Discourses of Language Endangerment 

 Indigenous languages are both a vehicle for the manifestation of indigenous 

culture and the continued creation and recreation of a community of speakers. As such, if 

the use of the indigenous language decreases and children favor the dominant language, 

concern usually arises about reversing the language shift:   

In the context of this recent work we have observed an alarming shift in children's 

use of and proficiency in Navajo. More and more children come to school each 

year with only passive knowledge of the community language. Yet, even as their 

knowledge of English increases, they are still stigmatized as "limited English 

proficient," and they experience considerable difficulty in school. Language shift 

is a reservation-wide phenomenon and, indeed, is a crisis engulfing virtually all 

Native North American communities today. It is a topic raised poignantly and 

frequently in the oral history interviews. Perhaps more than any other single 

experience, language loss sums up the struggle to protect Indigenous identities, 

lifeways, and rights. (McCarty 2002:15) 

 

Especially in communities where a dominant culture seems to be encroaching on ways of 

life in myriad forms and appearances, language becomes an important tool of resistance. 

As McCarty points out, language is an important tool for indigenous struggles, and the 

use of the dominant language does not imply that there will be significant advantages for 

the children, who are often stigmatized even as they learn it. Therefore, as Hill argues,   

Since multilingualism has been amply shown to be cognitively unproblematic, 

there is no inherent reason that the acquisition of large-scale languages for 

instrumental reasons should threaten the maintenance of local languages, which 
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can be maintained as a resource for unique identities and as a link to history. (Hill 

2002:130) 

 

Even when the main language of communication is the dominant language, indigenous 

languages are still used in certain instances to reference identity and establish 

commonality with other indigenous people, even those from different indigenous groups 

(Ahlers 2006).  

 In trying to come to terms with language loss, linguists have developed a way of 

talking about what is now referred to as ―language endangerment.‖ Jane Hill has 

explained how discourses such as universal ownership of languages, valorizing languages 

through hyperbole ("Endangered languages are priceless treasures")  and using dwindling 

numbers to justify the endangered language crisis are used by linguists and can 

―inadvertently undermine its goals of advocacy‖ (Hill 2002:120). Adding to this list the 

term ―endangerment,‖ Nora England writes,  

Speakers of one such language have brought to my attention that they feel the 

term further marginalizes them, that it aggregates all languages that are suffering 

loss into a category of "other" in contrast to the stable and increasingly expanding 

world languages, especially of course English, spoken by most people who 

discuss language loss. Calling a language "endangered," they say, is often the 

coup de grace, the blow that ensures its disappearance. The fear that speakers of 

these languages have, I think, is that the name endangered language can convince 

people to give up speaking the language more readily because, after all, there is 

no real point to speaking a language that is doomed. (England 2002:141) 

 

The ―endangered‖ language discourse, which has replaced the pessimistic rhetoric of 

―dying languages,‖ generally arises out of a concern for languages which may soon lose 

all of its speakers. While ―death‖ is certainly a depressing outlook, language 

―endangerment‖ can similar produce a negative and opposite reaction among the 
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remaining speakers. It is important to recognize and address these discourses when 

working with an indigenous language, especially when ―revitalization‖ efforts are often 

couched in these terms.  

 One point of contention within discussions concerning indigenous languages is 

the seemingly universal interest in the preservation of all languages, especially those with 

few remaining speakers. While the importance of every language can be argued from the 

Sapirian standpoint that language is (loosely) encoded with culture, in discourses of 

language endangerment this argument is sometimes extended to encompass ideas of 

biological diversity: 

The biological analogy—that language diversity is like biological diversity and 

that the disappearance of languages is like the disappearance of species—is, first 

of all, wrong. Language diversity is not like biological diversity, because specific 

languages are learned behaviors rather than genetically endowed and biologically 

inherited characteristics, and therefore their means of transmission, and thus the 

conditions that result in their loss, are completely different. Language diversity 

may be important to the human condition (I hold that it is), but not in the same 

way nor for the same reasons as is biological diversity. Furthermore, this 

particular analogy can lead directly to the sense of marginalization and 

devaluation expressed in the statement "It's like we were plants or something." 

(England 2002:142) 

 

As England notes here, while the biological analogy of linguistic diversity is often 

repeated as a reason for preserving languages, the relationship between humans and their 

language is of a different nature. Because language is learned, and not biologically 

predetermined, it cannot be framed in the same metaphorical way as biological diversity. 

Additionally, people are sensitive to such comparisons and resent being compared to 

endangered plants and animals.  
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Language Socialization 

To complicate the understanding of language loss, Barbara Meek states that language loss 

may not always even be about ―language,‖ as it is simultaneously about more than 

language: 

To rephrase the concern for loss expressed through elders' narratives, what is at 

stake is a particular schematization of contrast, of likeness and difference, not 

necessarily a "language." It is not only or even most crucially the structure of a 

language that is shifting, but the salience of particular distinctions embedded 

within a particular sociolinguistic environment that is shifting…Thus, as language 

revitalization efforts attempt to halt some "gap" through the picking-out and re-

chaining of interdiscursive links, new "gaps" will emerge on the sociolinguistic 

horizon. (Meek 2010:161) 

 

Thinking about language in terms of contrast rather than in finite terms of ―language‖ is 

helpful in understanding how simply working on areas of language revitalization will not 

always be able to restore the contrasts that were once differentiated by the existence of 

several languages. In choosing to focus on certain ―gaps‖ of knowledge through 

revitalization, others ―gaps‖ are created. These ―gaps‖ on the ―sociolinguistic horizon‖ 

reveal not only differences in language, but differences in language use, or language 

socialization.   

One of the tools of language revitalization and also of language preservation is 

that of schooling in the native language, which often results in the formation of a 

bilingual education program, discussed more in detail later in this chapter. There is some 

irony in the use of schooling to address issues of language use in a community, as the 

―Responsibility for revitalizing languages is most commonly situated within the 
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institutions that are constructed to mirror dominant-culture values: the schools and the 

tribal bureaucracy‖ (G mez de Garc a et al. 2009:118). When language revitalization is 

situated within institutions it can result in restricted production of the language by those 

with institutional authority, ―in particular, university-trained linguists and bureaucrats - 

who are authorized to manufacture it‖ (Meek 2010:134). 

While language is the focus of most revitalization projects, especially in 

conjunction with schooling, the goals of indigenous groups may lie elsewhere: 

What many native groups say they really want to teach is identity, and language 

serves as part of that identity. This is language socialization, an area that cannot 

be addressed solely by curriculum design, particularly not a curriculum that 

stresses artificial but easily evaluated constructs such as colors and numbers. 

(G mez de Garc a et al. 2009:118) 

 

While they are not directly focusing on creating situations conducive to language 

socialization, some communities, like the Western Mono, have created classes that focus 

on teaching children terms and information linked to their cultural heritage in an effort to 

cultivate their understandings of their identity: 

These classes are not designed to restore fluency to the community but rather to 

familiarize Mono and other children with important cultural vocabulary (kin 

terms, food names, place-names) and linguistic routines (greetings and closings). 

These terms are explicitly linked to Mono culture and identity and represent 

curriculum innovations designed to improve the self-image of Indian students. 

(Reynolds 2009:195) 

 

Having children in the community take pride in themselves and their heritage sets the 

stage for an interest in the heritage language. Some groups have taken this a step further, 

declaring that English is a ―dead‖ language incapable of expressing cultural meanings 

that the heritage language can:  
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Pride in heritage, ethnicity, and identity is therefore positively correlated with 

successful language acquisition. Pride in language and awe at its richness 

encourage successful language revitalization efforts. Replacing the labels of 

"dying," "moribund," and "obsolescent" for Native languages with the perspective 

that it is English that is dead may well be a strong step forward in Native 

communities' work toward reestablishing the heritage language and culture as 

dominant. (G mez de Garc a et al. 2009:122) 

 

Echoing this sentiment Christopher Loether, based on his work with the Shoshoni, claims 

that in order to successfully reverse language shift, the youngest members of the 

community need to be invested in their own language socialization, becoming responsible 

for their ownership of the language (2009:254). Having pride in one‘s own language and 

heritage and working to maintain old spaces of language maintenance while 

simultaneously creating new ones is shown here to be an important part of language 

revitalization.  

 There can be problems, however, when school is the principal institution through 

which a community is trying to create more avenues of language socialization. Schooling 

in particular can be ill-equipped to deal with language socialization because the structure 

of the classes reinforce only certain kinds of conversation, especially the kind created in 

institutional classroom settings, which also hinders other conversations in the community.  

This has been the case with Kaska, where language practices within the institution of 

school have suffocated those that existed outside of school: 

Rather than enhancing children's acquisition and competence, such 

institutionalizing practices have begun to replace the diverse conversational and 

grammatical range of fluent speakers with simplified and topically constrained 

routines of the school environment. The regimentation of indigenous languages 

required of such institutional contexts is tacitly erasing the grammatical and 

interactional versatility of the Kaska language. This disjuncture not only 
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reinforces the generationally and socially defined sociolinguistic shift, rather than 

reducing or reversing it, but in doing so, works against institutional efforts 

intended to revitalize the language. These institutional practices interrupt 

noninstitutional opportunities to speak Kaska by replacing these nonregimented 

moments with institutionalized routines. (Meek 2010:107) 

 

The use of the Kaska language in school here has had an equal and opposite reaction on 

language practices outside of school. The institutionalization of languages in schools in 

this case was too successful – it inadvertently quashed the other spheres of language 

socialization, resulting in a use of Kaska that was overly regimented by institutionalized 

linguistic forms. Efforts to preserve languages have varying results in institutional 

settings, but to understand why this strategy is so widespread, one must take into the 

social and economic context of the speakers. 

Situating Language in Social and Economic Inequalities  

In Bourdieu‘s terms, language is both an opus operatum, an object in itself, and 

also a modus operandi, a mode of practice (1991). This dual nature of language as both 

object and practice is important, and in terms of discrimination, signifies that language is 

both a target of discrimination and a means by which people can be discriminated 

against. In Panama, and most other Latin American countries, indigenous languages are 

called ―dialects‖ by the general public and even sometimes by the indigenous people 

themselves. The term language idioma or lengua is usually reserved for Spanish and 

other prominent world languages. The term dialect, dialecto, is often used for all 

indigenous languages, and many nonindigenous people believe that all dialectos are 

similar and are inferior variations of Spanish. Another common assumption is that these 
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so-called dialects cannot be written and do not have bodies of literature, not because they 

simply have not been developed, but rather because the dialects are so inferior that they 

could not possibly lend themselves to being written:  

Indian languages are not usually acknowledged as ―real‖ languages with their 

own logic and lexical richness. In Brazilian Amazonia, for instance, regionals 

refer to Indian languages as gíria, slang, and seem utterly incredulous when told 

that those languages are as sophisticated as Portuguese. To learn an Indian 

language is to lose prestige among one‘s peers. (Ramos 1998:83) 

 

Here the relationship between indigenous people and their language is not unassuming; 

language and people are inextricably bound together in terms of ―ethnicity.‖ To be 

ethnically Indian is to be both poor and socially inferior, even though there is no direct 

correlation between the two, as noted by Jean and John Comaroff, ―ethnic groups 

continue to be predominantly associated with particular class positions. Nonetheless, 

class and sociocultural differences cease to be coterminous in any absolute or prescriptive 

sense‖ (1992:64). Ethnicity here is tricky, because ethnicity, like race, is a socially 

imagined construct, but one which nevertheless holds clout when it is perceived and 

enacted with real intentions:  

However, far from disappearing, or remaining a mere epiphenomenon of "real" 

antinomies, ethnic identity assumes an important role in the dynamics of many 

historical systems - sustaining yet masking, reinforcing yet refracting, their 

dominant lines of cleavage. For the contradictions inherent in structures and signs 

of inequality not only give ethnicity the appearance of an objectified "force"; they 

also motivate and rationalize the very social practices which assert, with baroque 

circularity, that ethnicity truly is a pervasive force in the social world. (Comaroff 

and Comaroff 1992:65) 
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The construct of ethnicity in conjunction with class has its disjunctures and 

contradictions. There is room for individuals to overcome class barriers and obtain 

economic wealth, but this can cause even more strife for ―ethnic‖ groups:  

On the other hand, at the individual level, the achievement of upward mobility 

effects a transformation in the relationship of ethnicity and class. For it leads both 

to the internal differentiation of ethnic groups and, with the emergence of 

bourgeois fractions, to the loss of a one-to-one correspondence between ethnic 

affiliation and class membership. (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992:63-64) 

However, despite the fact that there is no direct correlation between ethnicity and class, 

And as long as social practice continues to be pursued as if ethnicity did hold the 

key to the structures of inequality, the protectionism of the dominant and the 

responses of the dominated alike serve to perpetuate an ethnically ordered world. 

(Comaroff and Comaroff 1992:62) 

This explains why ethnicity, as enacted by both dominant and subaltern peoples, 

continues to be used as a tool of explanation and a focal point for understanding 

difference. This is also an issue in situations of language revitalization, where the use of 

the heritage language in institutionalized fashions, such as in school, are supposed to 

elevate the language when in fact it may  ―exacerbate issues of ethnicity and authenticity 

through the iconization of language and the erasure of linguistic diversity and 

complexity‖ (Meek 2010:134). 

In terms of the relationship between economic power and language, it has been 

noted that globalization and language loss among the Maya are ―surely not a 

coincidence‖ (England 2003:742). The effects of globalization can be felt throughout 

indigenous communities as the increase in the global flows of people, capital and 

information circulate in uneven ways (Appadurai 1996). The effects of these global flows 
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are multiple and complex, but one way in which they have come to affect indigenous 

language ideologies directly is through affecting the ideology of ―utilitarianism,‖  or 

thinking of ―language as a tool or a technology‖ (Reynolds 2009:193). In the case of 

Western Mono community of California, this meant teaching English over Mono when 

economic changes were making the knowledge of English a vehicle for better economic 

opportunities (Reynolds 2009:194). In order to increase ―utilitarianism‖ for indigenous 

languages, more economic opportunities in those languages are needed: 

Economic empowerment of speakers leads to symbolic empowerment of the 

language. Symbolic empowerment of the language leads to an increase in people 

learning the language, which increases economic opportunities for teachers and 

speakers of the language. (Loether 2009:251) 

Indigenous communities, however, are not simply waiting for economic empowerment to 

befall them. They are simultaneously working on multiple fronts to improve both their 

economic well-being while continuing to work on creating more social capital for their 

people. One of the ways that they are doing this is through strengthening identity, 

focusing especially on language as a tool for accomplishing this goal.  

PART 2: PROBLEMATIZING SCHOOLS AS POLITICAL AND CULTURAL SITES 

Can school really be ―a place to be Navajo,‖ a place to be Indigenous, a place 

where children learn, grow, and question from a position that values and builds 

upon who they are? … I proceed on the assumption that schooling constructed by 

and through Indigenous communities can be a counter-force to the myriad forces 

that seek to marginalize and erase Indigenous voices and identities. (McCarty 

2002:18) 

 

While there are many places and spaces for language socialization, school is a 

tool that many native communities are using and have used for many decades now to 
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foment linguistic and cultural revitalization from within a historically oppressive 

institution. Especially because of its oppressive past and present for many communities, 

and because in some cases it has erased language socialization opportunities instead of 

diversifying them (Meek 2010), schooling must be problematized and deconstructed.  

School is not a neutral system of social education, but is imbued with the same 

inequalities and points of contestation inherent in the community. Teachers and students 

come together not only to teach and learn the curriculum, the content and pedagogy of 

which must also be questioned, but come together to do so within a complicated web of 

unequal social relations that is then reproduced in the classroom: 

Radical educators have long argued that the academy and the classroom itself are 

not mere sites of instruction. They are also political and cultural sites that 

represent accommodations and contestations over knowledge by differently 

empowered social constituencies. Thus teachers and students produce, reinforce, 

recreate, resist, and transform ideas about race, gender, and difference in the 

classroom. (Mohanty 2003:194) 

 

While there are multiple ways to deconstruct and analyze school, here I will focus on the 

relationship between schooling and the state, the implications of multiculturalism and 

interculturalism, the meaning of bilingual education, the relationship between knowledge, 

epistemology and pedagogy, and the effects that books, materials and writing systems 

have on curriculum.  

Schooling, Education and the State 

Locally-based models of education can be difficult to implement, as diversity in 

schooling becomes less with an increase in globalization, where models of Western 
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education have become standard. Levinson and Holland note that ―Diversity is not only 

threatened by mass culture, but by models of schooling increasingly divorced from, 

indeed antagonistic to, a wealth of culture-specific moral discourses and styles of 

learning‖ (1996:17). As indigenous peoples continue to develop their own culturally-

specific models of schooling, there is a simultaneous force of globalization and 

capitalism that reinforce Western school systems and curriculum (Appadurai 1996). As 

part of the national system of education, schools and heritage language programs alike 

must prove their success in a quantifiable way in order to justify their existence:    

To maintain themselves, language renewal programs have also been forced to 

conform to the Euro-American formal pedagogical model that requires, 

increasingly during the conservative shift in national educational politics, a 

burden of proof of success in quantifiable decontextualized knowledge addressed 

to a distant, centralized authority. (J. Anderson 2009:66) 

 

This need for quantifiable results at the state level is one of the ways in which school as 

an institution is also a tool for making citizens of the nation. Schooling has historically 

been used in many indigenous communities as a ―civilizing‖ mechanism of the state 

(Gustafson 2009). In the case of Native Americans in schools in the United States, 

Lomawaima and McCarty explain that, 

The schools controlled a physical safety zone in their classrooms and playgrounds 

that could symbolically neutralize the Native languages, religions, economies, 

polities, family structures, emotions, and lives that seemed to threaten American 

uniformity and national identity. (2006:2)  

 

Schools have been criticized as a mechanism of the state to create future generations of 

loyal citizens. After years of being taught the government-approved rhetoric without 

learning critical thinking skills, students are trained to passively accept their place in 
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society. In order to create active and critical citizens, Freire, on the other hand, supports a 

student-directed pedagogical style in which the educator facilitates learning and students 

are trained to develop and ask provoking questions about their society and the world, 

aimed at leading them towards ―critical citizenship‖ (Freire 1997). However, other 

research has shown that the link between schooling and citizenship is not causal, as 

suggested by Freire, but rather ―that it is possible that hierarchical, even at times 

authoritarian, relationship between leaders-adults and followers-students in school or on 

the streets can enable an effective form of critical citizenship" (Lazar 2010:200). Even if 

the link between schooling and citizenship is not causal, the relationship between them is 

important. In analyzing school in a society, it is important to consider what stake the state 

has in the production of new citizens through the schooling system.  

Bilingual Education 

While education is addressed broadly in this research, in the context of education 

in indigenous languages, bilingual education is very salient as a method that can 

supposedly help children learn both their heritage language and the dominant language in 

school. Bilingual education exists in many forms and can be implemented in a myriad of 

ways. ―Bilingual‖ and ―bilingual education‖ are actually very broad terms, often used in 

very narrow ways. While some may consider bilingual speakers to possess the same 

degree of fluency in both languages, linguists tend to think of bilingualism more as a 

continuum or ―continua,‖ including literacy in two languages, which is termed biliteracy 

(Hornberger 2003). On this continuum, individual speakers may fall anywhere on the 
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scale of fluency and most, in fact, have different levels of fluency in each language. 

Those who possess equal levels of fluency in both languages are less common. Similarly, 

bilingual education programs can vary from those that principally usher children into the 

target language (ESL) to those in which both the child‘s dominant language (L1) and the 

second language (L2) are taught in a 50/50 percent ratio or more, which is called ―dual 

language education‖ and sometimes ―immersion‖ (Thomas and Collier 2002). Many dual 

language programs identify and place children according to their L1, which reveals a bias 

that reinforces beliefs that people are native speakers of only one language. This can 

confuse children in the classroom who are bilingual in the classroom because their L1 

may shift in different circumstances, being the language in which they have ―the most 

expertise or the one with which [they feel] the most ethnic affiliation‖ (Fitts 2006:348-

349). In addition, when bilingual education is not implemented properly, children may 

come out of school having learned very little except to devalue their native language: 

Guarani wryly joke in their ever-present humor masking intense bitterness that 

they came out of schools as ni-lingues ("nether-lingual," as opposed to bilingue 

"bilingual"). In other words, they did not learn good Spanish, and they lost or 

learned to despise and thus not speak well their own language. They had little to 

show for suffering through school. (Gustafson 2009:57) 

 

This is the case when children dominant in one language (L1) are then taught critical 

skills, such as math, in a second language (L2) that they are still learning. In such cases 

the children learn neither the target language nor the underlying critical skills. Had the 

children learned these critical thinking skills in their dominant language, they could have 

more easily translated this knowledge into a second language in the future.  As a recent 
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report on dual language education across the United States reveals, ―The strongest 

predictor of L2 student achievement is the amount of formal L1 schooling. The more L1 

grade-level schooling, the higher L2 achievement‖ (Thomas and Collier 2002:7). 

In countries where national education standards are key to state and federal 

funding, such as the United States, bilingual programs are also required to prove their 

effectiveness through their students‘ standardized test results. While standardized tests 

are problematic in many ways, especially for bilingual students who develop skills 

unevenly across languages but who are usually tested only in the dominant language, for 

indigenous communities, these same tests are even more troublesome: 

Standards and accountability are national obsessions that strike at the heart of 

Indigenous self-determination and minoritized community control. The very 

existence of Indigenous community schools depends on their compliance with 

standards that not only devalue Indigenous knowledge, but jeopardize children’s 

life chances by threatening to deny them a high school degree…. There is nothing 

neutral or impartial about this process. It reifies existing racialized and class-

based social structures, and ensures that the gap between those with and without 

access to opportunities, resources, and power will continue to grow. (McCarty 

2002:198) 

 

As McCarty points out, standardized tests, which are written in the discourse of the 

dominant language, serve only to reify existing economic and social divides. Especially 

because these test scores directly relate to funding in the United States, this process 

essentially creates bigger gaps instead of narrowing them, as those with the higher scores 

are rewarded monetarily.  

There are many different types of indigenous education programs implemented, 

which range in the ways that they are perceived by communities, from those who may 



 26 

cherish the programs as a way to reconnect with their culture (Hinton 1994) to those for 

whom the formal education for their children in their native language is believed to be 

preventing their upward mobility (García 2005). Here I present a few select cases of 

indigenous education from the Americas3 to highlight both the diversity among different 

programs and the similarities they share.   

In the United States, scholarship has pointed to the ways that Native groups have 

focused on schooling as a tool for supporting both their language and culture. This 

movement for native determination in schooling developed among North American 

Native peoples in the 1960s, which in turn helped to establish the Indian Self-

Determination and Educational Assistance Act in 1975 (Manuelito 2005). Community-

based schooling, however, was not a new concept, as it had been successfully 

implemented among at least five North American tribes in the early 1800s before The 

Indian Removal Act of 1830, the Dawes Act of 1887, and the Curtis Act of 1898 

destroyed them (Manuelito 2005:75).  

The Rough Rock Community School in Arizona, as formed in 1965 by Navajo 

leaders, has been documented as the first native community-led school where Navajo 

(Diné) language and culture were also taught (McCarty 2002). This school was 

noteworthy as the first case where a community obtained control of their local school, 

which had previously been run as an oppressive institution, and through community 

                                                 

3 For brevity, I have not addressed cases of indigenous language education outside of the Americas, such as 

the Maori of New Zealand and the Sámi‘ of Norway (see Hornberger 2008) among many others.  
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dialogue searched for ways to make the school a place for the children to be Navajo. The 

historical moment in which the school emerged and the project it set forth to undertake 

were important on a national scale: 

There was the school – not only not an Indigenous institution but a historically 

repressive one, now positioned as an agent of community empowerment. There 

were Native teachers, graduates of those repressive institutions and conventional 

teacher educations programs, now expected to enact radical pedagogical change. 

There were the parents, most of whom had little or no schooling or for whom it 

had been a punitive experience. And there were the students, for whom this was 

an induction into the culture of schooling. Pressed into all of this, deeply rubbed 

into every scene, was a long-established colonial educational system and a set of 

expectations firmly entrenched in paternalistic and assimilative aims. Finally, 

there was the fact that all of this was being worked out under the magnifying lens 

of a national experiment…(McCarty 2002:99) 

 

These characteristics of the Rough Rock school are echoed throughout many other cases 

of bilingual education. The pressure on native teachers to enact radical pedagogical 

change but without being given the tools to do has been seen among the Aymara in 

Bolivia (Luykx 1999). In the case of Mayan languages, native speakers have been trained 

in linguistics and assumed much of the work, but have to confront the rift between using 

standardized forms to unite Mayan dialects or separate them (England 1996). For the 

Hñähñö (Otomí) that have migrated to Mexico City, a bilingual program was newly 

implemented in 2004 for the largely Hñähñö-speaking student population. The Hñähñö 

encountered difficulties in finding and training teachers, especially because they were 

concerned about privileging certain varieties of the language over others in hiring 

teachers that spoke one variety (Robelledo Recendiz 2008). 
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Bilingual education can be about establishing schools in order to establish much 

more, as in the case of the Guarani of Bolivia: 

…not as the privileged site for indigenous epistemic agendas, but rather as a way 

of clearing space for such projects to unfold elsewhere, by virtue of EIB's slow 

dismantling of colonial ideologies institutionalized in the traditional school 

system. (Gustafson 2009:256) 

 

The political process involved in creating bilingual education, in an effort to address not 

only school, but also other institutions, is not simplistic or even straight forward. For the 

Arhuaco community in Colombia, there has been a century of negotiation of ―moving 

back and forth between expressions of identities that are more westernized and those that 

are more Indigenous‖ in order to arrive at their current situation (Murillo 2009:426). 

While some programs, such as Rough Rock, have specifically undertaken the goal 

of spoken fluency in the native language, other native language programs, such one 

implemented for the Western Mono of California, where students learn Mono terms and 

focus on other aspects of culture with a goal of strengthening students‘ identity as Mono 

rather than becoming fluent speakers of the language (Reynolds 2009). The Tolowa of 

California began a cultural and linguistic revitalization program in the mid 1970s, in 

which Tolowa identity was reinforced, not only through creating dictionaries, but by 

specifically recovering local place names, which feature prominently both linguistically 

and as a claim to identity through place (Collins 1998). For the Ojibwe, language classes 

have been simply added on to the dominant language curriculum, which does not 

encourage fluency in the language, but rather cultural appreciation (Hermes 2005). In 

certain cases, this can lead to the heritage language being framed as secondary by the 
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dominant language (Meek and Messing 2007). Even when the heritage language is not 

framed as secondary, the privileging of school discourse in the heritage language can 

eclipse other types of discourse outside of school, as in case of Kaska in Canada (Meek 

2010). Materials and personnel involved in the schooling effort are also crucial. Using a 

Native Hawaiian case study as an example, Julie Kaomea (2005) describes how an 

Indigenous studies curriculum implemented in Hawaii had counterproductive effects 

because it was employed without accompanying structural changes in school personnel 

and community power relations.  

In Peru, María García (2005) has concentrated on schooling as a site where 

indigenous activists could advance their political goals without invoking problems with 

the State. But in this case the efforts of many activists to implement bilingual 

intercultural education resulted in a negative reaction from rural indigenous communities 

who see education for their children in their native language as being far from 

―liberating.‖ In Peru, some Quechua speakers view the imposition of Quechua-language 

education as depriving them of access to Spanish and further relegating them to a life of 

marginalization and poverty. This is due in part to the role of outside activists, many from 

NGOs who ―mobilize around notions of valorization and preservation of Quechua 

culture, although most of them are not Quechuas themselves‖ (García 2005:159). A failed 

bilingual education for the Rarámuri in the state of Chihuahua in northern Mexico reveals 

that a similar lack of self-determination in the creation of the program. As Paciotto notes 

of the Rarámuri program and other bilingual programs, ―In many instances, literacy 
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programs involving endangered languages have not been grounded in the sociolinguistic 

and socioeconomic realities of the speakers and have not involved the community in 

program creation and implementation‖  (Paciotto 2010:161).  In cases such as the one in 

Peru described by García and the one in Mexico as described by Paciotto, indigenous 

mobilization for a concept like bilingual education, but championed and implemented by 

nonindigenous supporters of multiculturalism, is seen not as a liberating advancement, 

but rather as yet another way that the dominant society has organized to further 

discriminate against indigenous people. While many different indigenous groups have to 

confront unsupportive parents when implementing bilingual education programs, 

bilingual education programs imposed on communities using top-down approaches have 

limited success or completely fail altogether (Paciotto 2010).  

Multiculturalism, Interculturalism and Intraculturalism 

 While bilingual education in the United States is usually referred as simply that – 

―bilingual education,‖ albeit with many variations (dual-language, etc.), in Latin 

America, almost any and all bilingual education is referred to as educación bilingüe 

intercultural (EBI)4 or ―bilingual intercultural education.‖ The incorporation and 

recognition of cultural difference is a fundamental aspect of bilingual intercultural 

                                                 

4 While it is generally referred to as EBI in Panama (easily pronounced as ―ebi‖ in Spanish), it is often 

referred to as EIB, or educación intercultural bilingüe in other Latin American countries (Gustafson 2009; 

see L. E. López 2008). 
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education. While ―multicultural‖ is usually the preferred word in the United States, 

Garc a elaborates on how ―intercultural‖ is different from ―multicultural‖ in Peru: 

[M]ulticulturalism is the recognition of a reality (Peru is a country of a diverse 

cultural and linguistic makeup); interculturalidad is the practice of a 

multiculturalism in which citizens reach across cultural and linguistic differences 

to imagine a democratic community. In that vein, bilingual intercultural education 

is the mechanism par excellence used to foster intercultural unity out of 

multicultural difference. (García 2005:3) 

 

In García's explanation of bilingual intercultural education in Peru, we can see the 

underlying principles of multiculturalism at use. The support of multiculturalism by the 

state can, however, result in the state holding indigenous people up to a measuring stick 

of authenticity: 

The Australian example suggests that multicultural domination seems to work, in 

contrast, by inspiring subaltern and minority subjects to identify with the 

impossible object of an authentic self-identity; in the case of indigenous 

Australians, a domesticated nonconflictual "traditional" form of sociality and 

(inter)subjectivity. (Povenelli 2002:6) 

 

This sort of relationship, as documented among Australian indigenous peoples, is 

dangerous in that the state, in claiming to support multiculturalism, actually creates an 

unobtainable object which the indigenous person is supposed to strive to be in order to be 

considered indigenous.  

 Multiculturalism can also lead to a watered-down discourse of diversity, which 

muddles the political struggle that underlies the difference: 

Difference seen as benign variation (diversity), for instance, rather than as 

conflict, struggle, or the threat of disruption, bypasses power as well as history to 

suggest a harmonious, empty pluralism. (Mohanty 2003:193) 
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In the case of Guarani bilingual education in Bolivia, their goals coincided with those of 

the state up until a certain point, ―but it rapidly began to disarticulate when elites came to 

see it as a threat‖ (Gustafson 2009:25). While intercultural education has been seemingly 

hailed by both indigenous leaders and governments as a common goal, it seems doubtful 

that such a plan could be effectively put in place on the ground where indigenous 

knowledge is set on equal footing with Western knowledge: 

The question now is whether or not governments would be willing to construct 

different educational proposals that coexist with one another and allow schools to 

begin strengthening Indigenous issues, institutions and knowledge. I suspect that 

when the possibility of interculturalizing schools was rapidly and openly accepted 

by most Latin American governments, in many cases interculturalism was 

understood only as the need of generating a sense of tolerance towards diversity 

in society, from a multiculturalist perspective. It may have also been the case that 

the hegemonic sector saw in interculturalism a useful venue in which to update 

the waning colonial project of mestizaje and reinscribe this old political project 

under new, contemporary and 'politically correct' terminology. (L. E. López 

2008:61) 

 

The difference between interculturalism and intraculturalism here is an important 

distinction that arises in Latin American indigenous politics: 

Decolonization also goes beyond interculturalism with intraculturalism. 

Interculturalism in the liberal mode was construed as a call for dialogue between 

and across cultural differences, largely interpreted as an attempt to get the 

indigenous to open up to the outside and the supposedly universal…Furthermore, 

intraculturalism, the strengthening of indigenous identities, histories, and 

languages from within, argued that there was a need to remedy the violences 

produced by colonialism, which the Guarani referred to as "dispersal." Creating 

and sustaining spaces - geographic, geopolitical, and institutional - for 

constructing alternative knowledges constitutes a key prerequisite for this process. 

(Gustafson 2009:271) 

 

While Gustafson positions intraculturalism as moving beyond interculturalism in terms of 

decolonization, López (2008) sustains that indigenous leaders originally planned for their 
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communities to have a period of intracultural learning, to decolonize their thoughts away 

from the rest of society, but that they would eventually establish intercultural education, 

where indigenous knowledge would be imparted to indigenous and non-indigenous alike 

in order to combat discrimination and breed tolerance.  

 

Knowledge, Epistemology and Pedagogy 

The knowledge taught in bilingual education, especially the epistemology and the 

pedagogical technique employed, are essential tools in bilingual education. Indigenous 

knowledges are different in the ways they are produced:  

Thus indigenous knowledges, which are communally generated and shared among 

tribal and peasant women for domestic, local, and public use, are subject to the 

ideologies of a corporate Western scientific paradigm where intellectual property 

rights can only be understood in possessive or privatized form. (Mohanty 

2003:233) 

These knowledges, produced and derived in different ways, create categorically different 

knowledge, making the epistemologies important. But as Manuelito notes,  ―Indigenous 

epistemologies remain largely missing in the formal schooling of Indigenous youth, 

curtailing opportunities for youth to become capable, self-determined individuals and 

members of strong Indian nations‖ (2005:84). According to Deloria and Wildcat (2001), 

the decolonization of education begins with recognizing and understanding the 

epistemologies of each indigenous group, which grounds them by giving them place and 

direction. 
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It is important to note that indigenous knowledge and epistemologies are not 

static, but can change in both content and form over time: 

While traditional stories often organize a precise sense of local orientation, 

contemporary stories are less spatial, more historical: they are about loss of land 

and other resources. These tales of theft remind us of the Gramscian point: 

Subaltern strategies and resistances are often cast in dominant images, categories 

and assumptions. (Collins 1998:10) 

 

The production and reproduction of indigenous knowledge can be oriented to dominant 

discourses in order to be able to productively engage with them, while still doing so from 

an indigenous stance. Similarly, placing an emphasis on indigenous epistemologies in 

education may be more important than striving for indigenous pedagogical styles, and 

―can lead to a different schooling experience and produce a different kind of learner‖ 

(Tuhiwai Smith 2005:95). 

The teachers of indigenous language programs carry a heavy load, many times 

having to create new curricula for a language that has been relegated to the home for 

most of their lives. Indigenous teachers are sometimes alienated through the schooling 

process and can later as teachers continue these same patterns of teaching ―colonized‖ 

ways of thinking and behaving as indigenous subjects (Luykx 1999; Gustafson 2009). 

Many indigenous teachers find their identities in question after they complete schooling, 

and many have trouble learning how to be simultaneously indigenous and educated 

(Luykx 1999). This process of ―confrontation‖ that new bilingual teachers experience 

during their first years is crucial, as they learn to question they own schooling 

experiences as children and their current role in the community (L. E. López 2008:48). 
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Even during the teacher training, they may continue to confront dominant discourses, as 

Manuelito notes, ―Even as more Native people become teachers, Native epistemologies 

also continue to be absent from teacher preparation programs‖ (2005:84). In addition to a 

lack of pedagogical training in indigenous epistemologies for teachers, there is also the 

question of what teaching materials and student resources are available, and more 

importantly, what they contain.   

 

Writing systems, Books and Materials  

 Indigenous peoples of the Americas have educated their people principally 

through oral means. Orality as a pedagogical method of teaching and learning is complex. 

Perhaps to the liking of academics of decades past claiming that it was inferior (Goody 

1987; Goody and Watt 1963; Ong 1982), orality as a mode of communication is still 

socially less powerful than the written word (Collins and Blot 2003).  With the 

introduction of colonial languages and literacies, indigenous languages and their modes 

of communication have been devalued. The introduction of literacy as such created the 

illiterate, who were previously neither literate nor illiterate. The creation of the concept of 

illiteracy through the introduction of literacy has led to literacy being labeled as ―violent‖ 

(Stuckey 1991). There has, however, been a push in linguistic anthropology to value 

orality through verbal art (Sherzer and Woodbury 1987; Sherzer 2002; Sammons and 

Sherzer 2000; Bauman and Babcock 1978; Sherzer 1990) and a simultaneous push by 
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folklorists and cultural anthropologist to acknowledge oral histories as equally valid and 

more revealing in many cases than written histories (Perks and Thomson 2006).  

 The written word continues to command authority, and indigenous communities 

have developed writing systems to facilitate learning via Western pedagogical styles. 

Most indigenous peoples have writing systems based on Roman letters, while a few have 

other systems, such as the Mayan hieroglyphic system and the Cherokee syllabary 

(Bender 2002). In pursuing heritage language education, indigenous peoples have found 

it necessary to be able to write their language and standardize it for the purpose of having 

consistent texts and a consistent way of teaching the language. Many problems arise in 

this process, as some languages have many different dialects, and a standard orthography 

would privilege one of those of over the others, such as among Mayan languages 

(England 1996). In the case of the Kuna, many debates developed on how to write the 

underlying morphophonemic structure in the highly agglutinative language in order to 

preserve underlying meanings, which were deemed culturally important (Price 2005). 

While most language communities choose one writing system, the Shoshoni have two 

writing systems, and people are encouraged to learn both (Loether 2009:250).  

Even though the writing of indigenous languages is almost ubiquitous at this 

point, there is not always consensus within groups about what is culturally appropriate to 

be written. Among the Kaska, literacy is not being encouraged for young people because 

in the community’s opinion the heritage language cannot be properly expressed in written 

language and the process of learning has historically been through oral communication 
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(Meek 2010:89). A hesitancy to write is also apparent among the Shoshoni, as some 

speakers feel it is inappropriate to write their language, especially the words that are 

powerful (Loether 2009:250). These sorts of stances towards written language, especially 

certain genres of language, are not uncommon among indigenous peoples. 

This process, then, of creating consensus within a community of speakers, both on 

the orthography of the language and what is culturally-appropriate to share in writing, are 

but the first steps in preparing to create educational books and materials in the heritage 

language. In thinking about books for indigenous peoples there are three main points of 

contention that are salient in places where there have been no indigenous-written books 

or textbooks. First, the books available to the people were those written in the dominant 

language, reflecting the ideologies about language and culture as seen from the dominant 

perspective. This has been the case for example in Hawaii: 

…one can trace the sadism and violence in the children‘s presentations to long-

standing colonial discourses about Hawaiians, which continue to find voice in 

classroom textbooks and Hawaiian studies lessons…. However, even as we 

engage in this task of writing a new, Hawaiian-authored textbook (N¯a Mamo A 

Lililehua in press), I remain skeptical about the change it will bring. (Kaomea 

2005:34) 

 

Kaomea‘s skepticism regarding the potential for change reflects the embeddedness of 

dominant language and colonial discourse in the lives of native Hawaiians. The potential 

for social change is important in indigenous books. Early school books for bilingual 

education among the Guarani, for example, were multi-layered, and notably as much for 

the parents as they were the students, as ―Textbooks were thus simultaneously school 

lesson, social critique, and political manifesto‖ (Gustafson 2009:88). These texts also 
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open up new avenues for social change in the use of the language. In the case of the 

Guarani, they began elevating the use of the word arakuaa, which means wisdom, over 

the word yemboe, the word that missionaries had imbued with meaning ―school learning‖ 

(Gustafson 2009:88-89).  

Second, when books are produced in the heritage language, the ability to read 

these texts proficiently is not an inherent skill and necessitates practice. While some 

literacy skills may be used across languages, it is very difficult for an adult with oral 

knowledge of a language to read and understand a text in the same language without 

practice and exposure.  

Third, the production of books and other materials available for dominant 

language have not only had a head-start by many centuries in most cases, but also a great 

deal more financial support. Considering the fact that indigenous peoples, with the 

exception of certain tribes, are among the poorest in the Americas, it is not a surprise that 

producing literature is not always prioritized: 

Until the Shoshone-Bannock Tribes can find some way of increasing their bottom 

line and the overall affluence of their tribal members, the language will probably 

continue to rank below such issues as housing, health, and education on the tribal 

government's agenda. (Loether 2009:251) 

 

Among those whose greatest concerns are pressing needs such as food, water, shelter and 

clothing, books are indeed a luxury that the invention of the printing press was not able to 

conquer. While the digital age may bring greater opportunities for equality to tribes with 

access to technology, for others, the digital divide just makes the inequalities even 

greater.  
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 While writing and the production of reading materials are but complements to 

indigenous languages, they are, however, essential to the pedagogy employed in Western-

style schools. The fact that indigenous textbooks are preceded by dominant-language 

materials, that the speakers must work to establish their literacy in the language, and that 

there is limited financial support for books are challenges faced by all indigenous 

communities working to supply textbooks in order to be able to implement education in 

the heritage language. These economic realities are all the more present in communities 

experiencing a great deal of change through urbanization and migration, ushering issues 

of indigenism, identity and self-determination onto a global stage. 

 

PART 3: INDIGENOUS STRATEGIES IN AN GLOBAL CONTEXT  

To reject a single progressive or entropic metanarrative is not to deny the 

existence of pervasive global processes unevenly at work. The world is 

increasingly connected, though not unified, economically and culturally. Local 

particularism offers no escape from these involvements. Indeed, modern 

ethnographic histories are perhaps condemned to oscillate between two 

metanarratives: one of homogenization, the other of emergence; one of loss, the 

other of invention. (Clifford 1988:17) 

 

Indigenous people similarly participate in this oscillation between homogenization and 

invention, in trying to find a way to navigate a world which is ―increasingly connected, 

though not unified economically and culturally.‖ In situating the movement for Kuna 

education in a global context, I have chosen to highlight three areas in which it can be 

connected to processes throughout indigenous Latin America: movement and migration, 

identity and indigenism, and self-determination. Migration and urbanization have been 
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very influential processes in the lives of indigenous peoples, reflecting an even larger-

scale process of globalization. Understanding how migration plays a role in peoples’ lives 

and their formation of identities in relation to place especially important. Multiple and 

fragmented identities and attachments (Ehrkamp 2005) are central to indigenous politics 

and struggles for self-determination, especially in relation to education (Manuelito 2005). 

Here I analyze these larger strategies that play out in global context in order to broaden 

the theoretical scope in which indigenous education finds itself. 

On Movement and Migration  

Migration and urbanization are not new processes, but they have increased 

dramatically over the past century in Latin America.  The nature of urbanization and the 

types of social relations present in large cities is distinct:   

Urban form is a direct outcome of the ways in which different societies are 

organized. In an unequal world, therefore, it is not surprising that urban societies 

should also be unequal. Indeed, it has been argued that cities have served élite 

groups throughout history and that it is only in elitist societies that cities can 

actually develop. Wholly egalitarian societies based on what Polanyi calls 

'balanced reciprocity' cannot produce cities. Without a central power and a 

mechanism to generate a surplus over consumption and to concentrate it into 

urban areas, cities cannot grow. It is only in societies based on 'redistribution', 

where a surplus over consumption can be appropriated by a particular group, that 

urbanization is possible. (Gilbert and Gugler 1992:14) 

 

The city, therefore, is antithetical to egalitarianism and thrives on the basis that surplus be 

accumulated in unequal distribution. Immigrants, however, are drawn into the city, 

looking to acquire some of this unequally distributed wealth, and working at the bottom 

of the ranks, they often take home less than their fair share. The wealth that they do 
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accumulate, however, is often redistributed back to their rural areas in the form of 

remittances or other city-bought goods.   

 But while people have emigrated from impoverished rural areas in search of 

better economic opportunities, most find themselves still impoverished, now renting a life 

in the city while working low-wage jobs: 

Urbanization and democratization are deeply related transformations. Not only 

have their global scope and speed been extraordinary but their combined 

developments in particular places have also produced a remarkably similar 

condition worldwide: most city people live in impoverished urban peripheries in 

various conditions of illegal and irregular residence, around urban centers that 

benefit from their services and poverty. (Holston 2009:245) 

 

Many people who migrate to urban areas from rural areas do so with the intent of saving 

money and eventually returning home, and some even return home on a periodic basis.  

Circular migration, however, once more commonplace in Latin America, has become 

unsustainable and has given way to long-term residency in urban areas:  

Circular migration has become the exception throughout the Third World. 

Because of the appearance of substantial urban unemployment, circular migration 

is no longer a viable option. The search for a job may take months, and the 

outcome is aleatory. The migrant who has secured regular employment now has 

good reason to hold on to it. Long-term migration replaces circular migration. 

(Gilbert and Gugler 1992:83) 

 

The shift between circular and long-term migration is important in the short-term because 

it changes people‘s perceptions of where home is and where they can and should effect 

change for their community. Always thinking about returning to the rural area can easily 

lead to indifference about one‘s current situation, as it seems to be only temporary.  
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  Even when migration becomes permanent, migrants often negotiate their 

identities in relation to multiple place attachments: 

Immigrants‘ everyday lives are ongoing negotiations of both transnational 

belonging and local attachments as they construct their identities across national 

borders and across societies in their daily practices. A focus on place rather than 

on community does not gloss over existing differences and conflicts. Rather, 

conceptualizing immigrants‘ attachments through the production of place teases 

out the complexities of multiple and sometimes conflicting attachments of 

contemporary migrants, and of their engagement with the receiving society. 

(Ehrkamp 2005:362) 

 

This negotiation between the different places highlights the multiple and often conflicting 

ways in which people associate with place. The sense of self is not firmly entrenched in 

any one locale, but rather practiced and experienced in diverse ways in different places. 

For indigenous people, the movement to urban areas can be doubly taxing on identity, as 

―…the commonsense understanding of even many Indian people is that urban Indians are 

somehow less authentically Indian than reservation Indians‖  and ―…may appear as 

somehow less authentically urban citizens than other urban residents‖ (Biolsi 2005:248). 

As such, indigenous people moving to urban areas must negotiate both their indigenous 

identity as their authenticity can be called into question, and simultaneously combat 

discrimination they may face for not being truly metropolitan citizens. In thinking about 

migration and identity, it is important to underscore the constant and countless ways in 

which migrant identities are negotiated according to the social pressures they may feel in 

different places: 

Conceptualising migrants‘ identities as constantly negotiated in relation to 

multiple societies and places enables us to think beyond dichotomies and 

mutually exclusive notions of local and transnational ties, and to recognise 
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immigrants as agents who are able to forge their belonging and multiple 

attachments. (Ehrkamp 2005:348) 

 

This understanding grounds this research as it unpacks the varying ways in which identity 

is practiced and negotiated in multiple places.   

Indigenous Identity and Indigenism 

Complicated even more by movement and migration, indigenous identities are 

employed in a variety of ways in different places. In Guatemala, mestizo identity can be 

established by dressing mestizo and learning Spanish (C. R. Hale 2006) and in Peru, the 

term campesino, launched during the social revolution to help establish equality, was 

actually a tool to help make indigenous people part of mainstream society by neutralizing 

their differences (García 2005). In the case of Brazil, indigenous identity is 

instrumentalized: 

While Brazilians nationalize citizenship, the Indians instrumentalize it. What is 

natural to the Indians is their ethnic specificity: once a Shavante always a 

Shavante. This is the feature that until recently the Brazilian state insisted on 

formally treating as a temporary condition, and the attitude still persists 

unofficially. (Ramos 1998:98) 

 

When migration takes place, immigrants and subsequently their children begin to 

participate in education and the work force, who may also assume different identities to 

avoid discrimination. Guillermo Bonfil Batalla describes the process of mestizaje in 

Mexico: 

The absence of an Indian ethnic identity has much more profound significance 

because it reveals that a mechanism of identification has been broken, one that 

allowed the designation of an "us" related to a cultural patrimony that was ours 

alone. Indian culture persists, to a large degree, but the group that holds it and 
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uses it no longer identifies itself as an articulated whole in relation to which only 

members of the group have decision-making rights. Since that rupture, traits such 

as language itself and a distinctive form of clothing lose one of the important 

functions that made them necessary: they no longer serve as elements to identify 

"us," a group that corresponds to an ethnically differentiated group. (1996:45) 

 

Nancy Postero builds on the ideas put forth by Bonfil Batalla in relation to Mexico, 

describing the relationship between mestizo identities and a sense of modernity: 

As people migrate, go to school, and enter the urban labor force, they often 

assume mestizo identities.  For some, this is a way to avoid discrimination; for 

others, it reflects a desire to be part of the "modern" nation [Bonfil Batalla 1996]. 

(Postero 2005:25) 

 

Assuming a mestizo identity in Latin America, however, is not a uniform process among 

indigenous peoples and is often resisted in various ways. As Charles Hale notes of his 

experiences in Guatemala: 

In Chimaltenango, I found large numbers of people—mostly urban, poor, and 

young—who seemed to be refusing both the Ladino and the Maya identity 

categories. Members of the most popular youth gang in the city—which had taken 

on the name ―Cholos‖—fit this description; so do a surprising number of high 

school youth, who acknowledge indigenous descent of some sort and know they 

are not Ladinos, but ultimately prefer to position themselves in between. Still 

other ―new mestizos‖ are Ladinos who have affirmed this refurbished identity 

category as a gesture of solidarity with Mayas and as a critique of the persisting 

racial hierarchy. Neither fully formed nor clearly defined, these expressions of 

mestizaje from below are noteworthy for the way they cut against the grain of 

state-endorsed efforts to carefully define each cultural group and its associated 

rights. (2005:25)  
 

Here the youth especially are being creative in finding ways to define their own identity, 

resisting the categories imposed by the state. It is in these areas of  ―in between‖ that 

young indigenous people are looking to for a way to define themselves as both 

indigenous and urban, speaking two languages, understanding two cultures and knowing 
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that categories imposed on them from the outside only seek to further inscribe the 

discrimination and limit their possibilities.  

 The global movement of indigenism has given indigenous peoples a platform 

from which to make political claims, but at the same time positions them as objects of 

multiculturalism. There are both risks and benefits to indigenism, as globalization has 

both enabled the mass mobilization of indigenous peoples, but at the same time 

encouraged neoliberal social and economic policies. Indigenism is unique in that it also 

garners support from outside of the movement:  

It derives most of its energy from a wide audience, a nonindigenous public, and is 

therefore also an expression of popular misgivings about the impacts of 

technology and the pace of life, and the corresponding eclectic search for spiritual 

expression, in modern society. (Niezen 2003:52) 

 

The support from the nonindigenous public is part of what drives multicultural desires 

and expectations, and also part of the same force that maintains the status of indigenous 

peoples as culturally elevated but economically lower: 

Prized for their esoteric backgrounds and knowledge, they work in kitchens, cut 

cane, struggle to farm. This should lead us to ask an obvious but largely ignored 

question about the relationship between cultural distinctness and social 

subjugation. (Collins 1998:5) 

 

So while indigenous people can benefit from the movement‘s global proportions in order 

to obtain the legal rights to self-determination that they seek, they are simultaneously 

playing into the multicultural needs of the state and the indigenous fantasies of the 

nonindigenous public. In the 1977 trial of the Mashpee in Massachusetts, the Mashpee 

people had to prove they were the ―same people‖ in order to claim their land, forced to   
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―convince a white Boston jury of their authenticity‖ (Clifford 1988:8). In the case of 

Australian aborigines, the state refused to recognize indigenous people who do not fulfill 

their idea of multicultural difference because they do not dress, act or speak indigenous 

enough to qualify (Povenelli 2002). This refusal by the state has put the Australian 

aborigines in a precarious position; they must act out indigeneity according to the state‘s 

standards or risk all of their rights as indigenous people. Here, their right to claim their 

own indigenous identity, the most basic act of self-determination, is being manipulated 

by the state.  

In legal terms, indigenous collective rights contradict individual rights, as the 

desired recognition of collective cultural difference might then undermine individual 

rights. Niezen (2003) argues that this is a false dichotomy, and that solely protecting 

individual rights enables states to continue discrimination against groups while claiming 

to be upholding individual rights. While enforcing state compliance is another matter, 

indigenous peoples as collectives are not guaranteed their rights through the protection of 

individual rights, and must therefore seek their right to self-determination through 

collective rights.  

On Self-Determination 

Thus, from a Ramah Navajo perspective, self-determination is based on 

commitment to the community. It has a communal goal. This perspective appears 

incompatible with conventional Anglo-American notions of self-determination. 

Importantly, many elders said that ―self-determination‖ (a word they used in 

English while all the time speaking Navajo) creates chaos and consternation in 

Navajo communities. The English ―self-determination‖ was viewed as supporting 

unfair competition among Navajo communities and creating selfishness among 
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individuals. In contrast, the Ramah Navajo concept of self-determination is 

communal, positive, and integral to a Navajo philosophy of living. (Manuelito 

2005:80) 

 

Self-determination among indigenous peoples is understood as a collective ―self.‖  Self-

determination is both a starting point and an ending point in this research and is essential 

to many indigenous communities who want control over their lives, including their 

schooling. Establishing self-determination is an end in itself for some communities, while 

once in place, it also marks the beginning of a new era. It is indeed a challenge to 

transform a long-standing Western institution such as schooling into a liberating 

educational environment for indigenous students. As Lomawaima and McCarty ask,  

Can linguistic and cultural diversity be promoted and maintained without 

concomitant economic, political, and social marginalization of historically 

oppressed groups? Can the truly dangerous forces of standardization be resisted 

and transformed? Can Native and non-Native parents and communities be trusted 

with the powers of choice and self-determination in educating their children? Our 

answer to these questions is a resounding "yes!" - but as we suggest in the Coda, 

these goals require significant, even revolutionary, social change. (2006:Xxiv) 

 

There are major benefits to be had in the successful transformation of school, but the 

risks involved are also great, especially because as stated above, ―significant, even 

revolutionary, social change‖ is needed. Also, education done in such a fashion can in 

turn reinforce self-determination: ―According to Ramah Navajo epistemology, education 

is integral to selfdetermination‖ (Manuelito 2005:84).  

The use of the term ―self-determination‖ has also been over-applied in some 

cases, such as in Australia, where ―The self-determination era is seen by some as a false 

attempt at helping Indigenous people marred by the ongoing racism and colonizing 
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processes of both White people and the state‖ (Kowal 2008:346). Yet one must question 

how self-determination is truly self-determination when its goals are ―helping Indigenous 

people.‖ By definition, self-determination cannot be imposed on an indigenous group, as 

that very imposition precludes the self-defining nature of self-determination. As a case 

study in Hawaii has revealed, ―dependence upon non-Indigenous allies is a complicated 

and risky endeavor. Non-Indigenous people have a long history of speaking and deciding 

for Indigenous people in virtually every aspect of our lives‖ (Kaomea 2005:40). In the 

case of the Seminoles in Florida, the profits made from casinos have advanced some 

goals of self-determination while simultaneously forging relationships of interdependence 

between their tribe and the casinos they had built. This relationship calls into question the 

ways in which sovereignty has been assumed to be linked directly to autonomy (Cattelino 

2008). The work of Warner in Hawaii has proved self-determination to be important in 

cultural and linguistic revitalization, stating: 

There is no question that normative peoples can assist Hawaiians in their efforts, 

just as nonnatives can probably assist other indigenous and minority peoples as 

well. But the help should be determined and defined by the indigenous and 

minority peoples themselves. (Warner 1999:88) 

 

For the Kuna, self-determination has also been fundamental in all aspects of political life, 

including education. And so I present the case of the Kuna to analyze the complex 

relationship between language and education in the politically-charged context of urban 

indigenous education in Panama City.   
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Chapter 3 – The Sites: Understanding the Kuna Yala continuum 

 

A young girl is crossing a busy street in Panama City and grabs her 

grandmother’s hand. When she gets to the other side she looks up and realizes e 

muu suli! It’s not her grandmother! Muu baiddi! It’s a different grandmother!  

 

This joke is told and retold among Kunas in Panama City and Kuna Yala. The 

humor is unfortunately somewhat lost in translation, but those familiar with Kuna life in 

Panama City know that the joke involves implicit and unstated knowledge. The punch 

line revolves around the fact that older Kuna women wear Kuna dress and that the young 

child simply saw clothing similar to her grandmother’s and assumed she had grabbed the 

correct person’s hand. Especially around the Plaza Cinco de Mayo area in Panama City, 

where many people, including many Kunas, congregate and shop, it is easy to see how 

this scenario could take place, and most likely did.   

The Kuna school examined in this dissertation is a significant place to begin to 

understand the situation of the Kuna living in urban Panama City: it is layered, complex 

and contradictory, just as other aspects of life are for Kuna in the city. While the little girl 

in the story reaches for the security of her grandmother’s hand and is drawn to the Kuna 
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dress, she may later on become one of the many Kuna teenagers in Panama City who 

consciously walk many feet away from her mother or grandmother, pretending not to be 

associated with the Kuna. While many teens and young people are proud to be Kuna and 

actively support indigenous rights, they, just like those who prefer to deny it, know and 

feel the discrimination against indigenous peoples on all levels, ranging from institutional 

racism to daily interactions, as described in Chapter 6 in relation to Kuna women’s dress. 

These complex situations play out in the Kuna school as well, both inside and outside of 

the classroom, as children struggle to find a way to be Kuna in the city and 

simultaneously and strategically avoid discrimination. 

PANAMA: PEOPLE AND PLACE 

Panama is a country of approximately three and half million people. The Kuna are 

a well-recognized indigenous group, with over 80,000 people in Panama and Colombia. 

The Kuna language is classified as Chibchan, and is not closely related to any of the other 

six indigenous groups in Panama (Constenla Umaña 1991). In Panama, there are 80,526 

Kunas according to the 2010 census, with 30,458 living in Kuna Yala (Contraloría 

General 2010). This number is down from 34,044 in 1990 and 32,446 in 2000 (Panamá 

América - Digital 2010). 

 According to the census data, all of the other indigenous comarcas in Panama 

have grown in population over the past two decades, but Kuna Yala is the only one to 

have experienced a decrease in population. The total number of indigenous people living 

in the province of Panama was 75,725 in 2010, of which 40,620 were Kuna (Contraloría 
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General 2010). This means that out of the entire Kuna population in Panama, 50.4% of 

Kunas currently reside in the province of Panama, which includes Panama City and 

surrounding areas. Of the three largest indigenous groups in Panama, the Kuna have the 

highest percentage of Panama-city dwellers, although the Emberá-Wounaan are close 

behind at 41.1%.5 

The geographic layout of Panama is noteworthy, as the narrow breadth of isthmus 

was the best place between the North and South American continents for a canal. There is 

even a mountain from where you can see both the Atlantic and Pacific oceans on a clear 

day, and flying from Panama City to Kuna Yala equally yields spectacular views of both 

in less than thirty minutes.  

The size of Panama, in both population and geographical layout, is important. In 

terms of population, it means that social networks are very important and more visible 

and penetrable on a national level than those in the United States. Politics are conducted 

on the ground, literally, with local candidates doing caminatas or ―walks‖ through their 

neighborhoods, talking, walking and garnering votes. Candidates promise ―real‖ changes 

in their communities, such as a sidewalk here, a paved road there, or improved trash 

                                                 

5 According to numbers garnered from the 2010 census (Contraloría General 2010), the 

Comarca Ngöbe Buglé registered a population 149,983, but the population of Ngöbe-

Buglé in the entire country is 284,970. In the province of Panama there were 9,366 

Ngöbe and 3,555 Buglé, bringing the percentage of Ngöbe-Buglé in and around Panama 

City to 4.5%. The Comarca Emberá registered a population of 9,433, but a total Emberá-

Wounaan population of 38,563 in the entire country. In the province of Panama there 

were 12,924 Emberá and 2,925 Wounaan, bringing the percentage of Emberá-Wounaan 

in and around Panama City to 41.1%. 
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service. Those voters living on a dirt road are more likely to vote for the candidate that 

has promised to pave their road. Candidates on the national level visit many small towns 

around the country and are visible and accessible in ways an American president never 

could be because of the sheer number of constituents.  

This conflation of local and national political and social networks makes national 

matters accessible on the local level in Panama. In Kuna circles, it becomes even more 

concentrated, as those involved in Kuna culture, politics or legal matters are a rather 

small group of people. Circulating in Kuna groups in Panama City is not hard because 

there are a few central places where people meet to socialize, and people often rely 

simply upon entering into various locales to find acquaintances.   

The population size and geographical layout of Panama are an important piece of 

understanding the relationship between Panama City and Kuna Yala. There are no roads 

between them, or there haven‘t been until recently, and a soourgwagwaled is still the 

main mode of transportation to get you from Kuna Yala to Panama City. The 

soourgwagwaled or ―airplane‖ is a favorite Kuna neologism, which literally means 

―flying steam boat.‖ Soo means ―fire‖ and ur means ―canoe,‖ a combination which 

results in soour, a name used for the steam boats that chug up and down the Kuna Yala 

coast. Seeing as how there are no cars or buses in Kuna Yala, it makes little sense to call 

an airplane a ―flying bus‖ or ―flying car.‖ The main vehicle of transportation in Kuna 

Yala is undoubtedly the boat, and the airplane, hence, became the ―flying steam boat.‖  
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The second most popular mode of transit is to travel up the Kuna Yala coast by 

boat to the city of Colón and from there catch a bus to Panama City, a journey which 

could take days depending on what island one begins the journey from. High seas, bad 

weather or a failing motor can also impede the journey. A third mode of transportation is 

taking the road less traveled: walking through the jungle to the Pan-American Highway 

and catching a bus to the city. This journey requires an excellent guide, an overnight stay 

in the jungle or a mainland village and limits the number of possessions to those one can 

take with them. The newest mode of transportation is the 4 X 4 vehicle, which can 

traverse the often times muddy and extremely uneven unpaved road to the island of 

Cartisugdup. This road is currently the only road leading to Kuna Yala and still remains a 

point of contention between those that want to limit the access Kuna Yala has with the 

rest of Panama and others that see it as a cheaper and more efficient way to travel back 

and forth to their homeland.  

Understanding the importance of social networks and the physical closeness of 

Panama City and Kuna Yala is essential for understanding how the Kuna migration to 

and from Panama City works. The strategies that Kuna community has implemented 

throughout the migration have been very effective and have taken full advantage of both 

the geography and population size of Panama. But before delving into the details of the 

migration, it is first necessary to understand how Kuna Yala came into existence.  
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HISTORY OF KUNA YALA  

The history of Kuna Yala is nothing short of fascinating in terms of indigenous 

history in Latin America. Kuna Yala is a comarca, a term meaning ―region‖ in Spanish 

but which is not used in all Latin American countries. The way Kuna Yala came to be a 

comarca is a story that is told and retold, celebrated and enacted every year on the 

anniversary of the Revolution that led to its establishment. It has been researched in depth 

in A people who would not kneel (Howe 1998), and told in the first person by Inakeliginia 

and transcribed by Aiban Wagua (Wagua and Inakeliginia 1997). So where is Kuna Yala, 

what is it like and how did it come to be a comarca?  

The country of Panama runs east to west, while the canal itself runs north to 

south. As shown in Figure 1 in yellow stripes, Kuna Yala sits on the eastern side of the 

north coast. While not shown on this map, Kuna lands also extend into Colombia, where 

a small portion of the Kuna population also lives. The other two comarcas shown in 

yellow stripes are those of the Ngöbe-Buglé on the western side and the Emberá on the 

eastern side. The two other indigenous Kuna comarcas (Madungandí and Wargandí) are 

not provinces but rather municipalities, and are not depicted in Figure 1. Map of the 

country of Panama, with provincial comarcas (Cretella 2005)..  As shown in Figure 2, 

Panama is centrally located in the Americas and essentially divides Central America from 

South America. 
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Figure 1. Map of the country of Panama, with provincial comarcas (Cretella 2005). 

 

 

Figure 2. Location of Panama (The World Factbook 2011).  
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In the 1800s, all Kuna communities were mainland communities, located along 

the eastern coast of Panama and the northwestern coast of Colombia, although all of the 

land belonged to Colombia at the time. Not until the mid and late 1800s did the Kuna 

begin moving out to the barrier islands that dot the coast. While the Kuna had often used 

these islands, it is suspected that they moved their homes there in order to avoid 

encroaching Emberá groups from Colombia and escape disease, especially malaria, while 

also allowing them to trade more easily (Howe 1986:10). Some of the four-hundred 

barrier islands along the Kuna shores of Panama are far enough from the mainland that 

they are still virtually mosquito-free today. Of these hundreds of islands only forty are 

inhabited while the others are uninhabited. Some, however, are privately owned by 

families that have rights to the coconuts or sea turtle eggs on the island. The forty 

inhabited islands are packed with houses, and some islands may be largely built out of 

relleno, ―filling‖ extensions made from collected coral, sand, coconut husks and other 

items. This process can largely extend the land size of the original island, which only sits 

one to two feet above sea level.  

Some islands may have only a few hundred habitants, while other islands, such as 

Ustupu and Ogobsukun (two communities on one island), have thousands. The move to 

the islands in the 1800s created the need to constantly move back and forth to the 

mainland by canoe. This thirty-minute journey to the mouth of the river and the nearby 

plots of land became a daily routine for everyone living on the islands. There were also 

new economic and gastronomic changes that accompanied this move as the communities 
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turned towards the ocean for a large part of their diet, whereas Kuna communities on the 

mainland depend more on fresh-water fish. But the mainland has remained central in 

Kuna life for the communities living on the islands, as it is their source of fresh water that 

enriches the land on which they grow their staple crops: coconut, plantains and yucca. 

Kuna cemeteries also remain on the mainland, always close to the nearest river and on a 

hill of red clay. The communities that stayed on the mainland, however, have maintained 

a lifestyle suited to living near a river, and in many cases, have maintained other Kuna 

rituals that have seemed to disappear in the communities that moved to the islands. 

In 1904 the United States stepped in to build the canal where the French had left 

off, and Panama, by no coincidence, became an independent republic the same year. The 

new political boundaries divided the Kuna people, with the majority of the Kuna 

population now falling under Panamanian jurisdiction. The Kuna, however, were split as 

to whether they should abide by the new boundaries and become Panamanian citizens or 

declare that they would remain under the Colombian flag. There were people on both 

sides of the issue and after many long debates they remained unresolved (Howe 1998:27). 

Eventually the communities generally started to accept themselves as members of the 

countries according to their respective boundaries.  

As new citizens of Panama, the Kuna were in need of ―civilization‖ according to 

the new government. During the early 1900s, the Panamanian government began trying 

new assimilationist policies on their indigenous inhabitants. They stationed policemen in 

various island communities and championed the schools in order to ―civilize and conquer 
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the Indians‖ (Howe 2009:25). This consisted in teaching ―proper‖ manners, prohibiting 

their form of dress, especially shakiras and nose rings, and educating them in Spanish. 

There were also both Catholic and Protestant missionaries in some island communities 

who helped do more of the same while inculcating them with a new religion. By 1925, 

many Kuna leaders began to realize that these outside influences would not subside on 

their own and planned an attack on the policemen stationed on their islands. From 

February 22 to 25, 1925, men on Tupile and Ukupseni attacked the policemen as they 

were drunk, celebrating carnavales, the Catholic-based festival of Mardi Gras preceding 

Lent. They killed a number of policemen stationed on those two islands and the rest of 

the policemen along with other foreigners fled the Kuna territory as soon as word of the 

attack began to spread.  When word reached Panama City, the Panamanian government 

ordered more armed troops to march back to the territory to quell the Kuna. The Kuna, 

however, had established friendly relations with the Americans, especially one named 

Richard Marsh, who helped convince the Americans to intervene in the situation (Howe 

1998). The Americans had a boat anchored along the Caribbean shore, and the Kuna 

leaders were invited aboard under American protection where they were able to sign a 

treaty with the Panamanian government, guaranteeing them their land and their 

independence. 

And so in 1925 the Kuna were able to successfully defend their territory and their 

people in what has become the famed Kuna Revolution of 1925, celebrated yearly by the 

Kuna people and remembered often as a very important event in Kuna history. In doing 
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so the Kuna became one of the few indigenous groups in the world to be able to claim 

their land and their independence. In the case of Panama, ―Each etnia now has its own 

comarca, caciques, and carta organica, but everyone knows who demanded and got them 

first‖ (Howe 2009:247). 

 In 1938, the area known as San Blas at the time, was established as a comarca 

and in 1953, the Kuna territory was officially accepted by the Panamanian government as 

the comarca Kuna Yala, an independent and self-governed province-level member of the 

state (Howe 1998:296). Other indigenous comarcas were established later, including two 

other mainland Kuna comarcas, Madungandí in 1996 and Wargandí in 2000. While Kuna 

Yala is both a province and a comarca, the other two Kuna comarcas are located within 

other provinces. This difference in provincial status, coupled with the fact that the three 

smallest indigenous groups in Panama do not currently have a comarca at any level 

speaks to the fact that sovereignty for indigenous peoples in Panama is not systematic: 

The list of ways the state variegates its gaze—graduates or zones its 

sovereignty—so as to benefit some citizens systematically and, just as 

systematically, to disempower or otherwise harm other citizens, of course, goes 

on. (Biolsi 2005:241) 

 

There are still questions about the arrangements of indigenous land rights in Panama, 

concerning tierras collectivas ―collective lands‖ for the Emberá, which creates collective 

land holdings for Emberá communities that were not included in the original demarcation 

of the Emberá comarca. This creation of collective lands is not applauded by all Emberá, 

as some see it as limiting their potential for private land holdings, and it is very 

controversial for other Panamanians in the region, most of whom are poor and black, 
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whose lands were included in the demarcation of collective lands. As non-Emberá, 

however, they have no rights to it (Castro 2010). In addition to a complex history of 

political formation for the Kuna and other indigenous groups of Panama, the Kuna have 

had an interesting history of schooling and educational practices.  

A HISTORY OF KUNA SCHOOLS AND EDUCATIONAL PRACTICES 

Educational institutions, often seen as places of indoctrination for nationalist 

assimilation policies, have been sites for cultural and political contestation among Kuna 

communities. As such, it is important to understand the establishment of Kuna schools 

and their reception in Kuna Yala pre- and post-Revolution. This short history of Kuna 

schools seeks to ground the concept of ―schooling‖ and give it historical depth as an 

institution that is not new among the Kuna and as one that carries particular baggage as a 

―civilizing‖ institution.  

The first school in Kuna Yala was begun in Narganá and Nusatupu (also known 

as Corazón de Jesús) in 1913 by a British protestant missionary named Anna Coope who 

gathered a few local children whom she decided to educate not only in English and 

arithmetic, but also in protestant ethics (Howe 2009). The Panamanian State supported 

these schools as they helped to promote their efforts to ―civilize‖ the Kuna and other 

indigenous pueblos. After the Revolution of 1925, all foreigners were banished from 

Kuna Yala along with their schools. While schools were notably absent for many years 

after the revolution, even up until the 1960s and 1970s for some islands, they reappeared 

within a few years on Narganá and Nusatupu (Howe 2009:42). 
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Today there are many elementary schools throughout Kuna Yala, including at 

least two middle schools. With the exception of some island-communities, almost all 

children attend school for at least a few years, while many go on to middle school in 

other island-communities and some go on to high school in Panama City. There are 

indeed many Kuna with professional occupations, from doctors and lawyers to professors 

and politicians, although most of them practice their professions in Panama City. Schools 

in Kuna Yala, however, like most institutions in indigenous communities in Panama, are 

sorely lacking resources. The buildings are often in poor condition, lack electricity and 

cannot properly accommodate the number of students.  The students are not supplied with 

books and must copy everything down from the chalkboard, while the teachers are also 

lacking instructional materials and may have no access to computers or copy machines. 

They also lack resources for physical education and have no playgrounds, but they do 

manage to keep the children engaged in organized sports, such as volleyball, basketball 

and soccer, which are favorite Kuna pastimes for adults as well.  

As more and more Kunas have become teachers, there have been more Kuna 

teachers placed in Kuna schools. The presence of Kuna teachers in these schools is 

important for many reasons, not the least of which is their ability to communicate with 

the children in Kuna, as the youngest students have little or no knowledge of Spanish. 

Because the schools have both Kuna and Panamanian teachers, and there has until very 

recently been very little support for Kuna language education, even most Kuna teachers 

have principally taught their classes in Spanish. Until 2004, the island-community 
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Dadnakwedupir (San Ignacio de Tupile) was the only island to have some form of 

ongoing bilingual education in their school, which was only implemented by some of the 

Kuna teachers, and none of the Panamanian ones. This program was put in place by 

Reuter Orán, who taught in Tupile for many years, and later continued by his daughter, 

Kikadir Orán. Since 2004, when the Panamanian Ministry of Education provided support 

and funds for bilingual education, there has been a more coordinated effort by the Kuna 

government and teachers to organize and implement Kuna language education, although 

this effort is still in the beginning stages.  

Every Kuna community has an onmakednega, a local gathering house, where 

people gather in the evenings to discuss political and social matters and where the sagla6 

(also spelled sakla, sahila or saila) chants about Kuna history, religion and culture during 

their ritual meetings. There are usually two or three saglas in one community at any time, 

although one is generally designated as the main leader. In some island communities, the 

entire student body attends a one hour (or more) session with the sagla in the gathering 

house once a week.7 The sagla speaks to the children about issues they feel are important, 

from studying, to behaving well, to understanding aspects of Kuna culture. This practice 

                                                 

6 Sagla or saila is often translated as ―chief.‖ Sherzer has used this translation throughout his work but 

cautions that the chief is not ―a powerful authoritarian figure.‖ He notes that a sagla is rather, ―a specialist 

in tribal tradition who, by means of verbal artistry and rhetoric, convinces, advises, and offers guidance. 

Ideally the ‗chief‘ is the best speaker in the community.‖(Sherzer 2001:57). 
7 This was the practice Tupile when I was there, and I have heard that this happens in other Kuna 

communities, but do not have references to when this practice began or exactly which communities may or 

may not practice it.  
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combines aspects of ―learning to be Kuna‖ with the Western concept of ―schooling‖ in an 

interesting way. 

Outside of formal schooling, Kuna educational practices take on many forms, 

including the weekly talk given to students in the gathering house. One form of Kuna 

educational practice is the teaching and learning of chants. Knowers and teachers of 

chants are held in high regard, and their knowledge and skills may be used for many 

purposes, such as curing a snake bite, healing a sick person, singing a deceased person’s 

soul to the afterlife, or bringing out the medicinal properties of certain plants (Sherzer 

2001, 1990). For Kuna students of curing chants and sung histories, listening and 

memorization are key skills, and it may take months or even years to perfect their 

performance depending on the dedication of the student and the length of the chant 

(which may be minutes, hours, or even days long). Students may travel to different 

communities in order to spend weeks or months studying with a specific teacher. Some 

communities even sponsor students to go learn a chant that will be useful for their 

community (Sherzer 2001). People are called upon to chant for specific events, occasions 

or circumstances, and are often reimbursed for their services.   

Kuna Yala and Panama City are physically separate, but have become linked over 

the past decades due to immigration to Panama City.  As currently over half of the Kuna 

population is now living in Panama City, my research will concentrate on the Kuna 

students in urban schools, providing a better examination of how younger Kuna 

generations in Panama City are experiencing school, especially since many children from 
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Kuna Yala are also sent to school in Panama City for a few years of their life. Because 

most research on the Kuna has taken place in Kuna Yala, with the exception of Marta de 

Gerdes’ (1995) dissertation on verbal art in Panama City, this research will be able to 

expand on past research concerning Kuna Yala while simultaneously examining how 

migration and urbanization are being experienced by the Kuna population.  

Bilingual Education Policy 

Before 1972, the educational policy of Panama did not distinguish education for 

indigenous people. The law in place up until that point was the Law 47 of the 

Panamanian Constitution of 1946, which addresses the articles of incorporation of 

education, which ―reduced indigenous groups to marginalized classes, without their own 

cultures or languages‖8 (Ministerio de Educación, Panamá 2005:2). This changed, 

however, in 1972 with Article 102 of La Constitucional Política de la República de 

Panamá of 1972, which declares, ―The state will develop educational and promotional 

programs for indigenous groups since they have their own cultural patterns, with the goal 

of achieving their active participation in their role as citizens‖9 (Congreso General Kuna 

2007). This movement towards education for indigenous people, albeit as a way to 

                                                 

8 ―… los pueblos ind genas quedan reducidos a clases marginadas, sin culturas ni lenguas propias‖ 

(Ministerio de Educación, Panamá 2005:2) 
9 La Constitucional Política de la República de Panamá de 1972, en el artículo 102 ordena: "El estado 

desarrollará programas de educación y promoción para los grupos indígenas ya que poseen patrones 

culturales propios, a fin de lograr su participación activa en la función ciudadana" (Congreso General Kuna 

2007). 
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incorporate them into the state, corresponds to a general movement throughout Latin 

America for bilingual education since the late 1980s (L. E. López 2008).  

In 1995, however, a law was signed that reframed bilingual education as a right of 

the communities for their own benefit, rather than as a tool of the state to increase civic 

participation. In article 11 and 12 of Law 34 of July 16, 1995, which modifies law the 

original law 47 of 1946, it is stated that,  

The education for indigenous communities is based on the rights of these 

communities to preserve, develop and respect their identity and cultural heritage. 

The education of these communities is outlined in the principles and general 

objectives of national education and is developed according to the characteristics, 

objectives and methodologies of bilingual intercultural education.10 (Congreso 

General Kuna 2007) 

  

This shift in perspective and law is crucial, but even despite the new law and efforts made 

to coordinate bilingual education, actual progress was slow. It was not until the mid 

2000s that notable progress was made in coordinating bilingual education in terms of 

teacher training and publishing textbooks.  

In 2005 the Ministry of Education developed their definition of EBI with 

indigenous leaders and educators:         

We understand Bilingual Intercultural Education to be the following: a systematic 

and scientific educative process, oriented to the whole formation of the individual; 

a part of the study and knowledge of native cultures and (mother) languages, a 

                                                 

10 La ley 34 del 16 de julio de 1995, que modifica la ley 47 de 1946, en su artículo 11: ―La educación para 

las comunidades indígenas se fundamenta en el derecho de éstas de preservar, desarrollar y respetar su 

identidad y patrimonio cultural". En el artículo 12: continúa diciendo "La educación de las comunidades se 

enmarca dentro de los principios y objetivos generales de la educación nacional y se desarrolla conforme a 

las características, objetivos y metodología de la educaci n bilingüe intercultural‖ (Congreso General Kuna 

2007). 
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basis from which one can then be exposed to other languages and cultures; the 

pursuit of the strengthening and consolidation of the cultural identity of the 

indigenous peoples of this country, with a relevant curriculum that fosters 

creative, reflexive and dynamic participation of these same subjects; and an 

orientation towards the construction of a plurilingual and pluricultural society, 

mutual respect, and respect for the cultural, ethnic and linguistic diversity of this 

country.11 (Ministerio de Educación, Panamá 2005:6-7)  

 

This definition of intercultural education is multiculturalism formulated in a way that is 

distinct to Latin America, which defines intercultural as ―the practice of a 

multiculturalism in which citizens reach across cultural and linguistic differences to 

imagine a democratic community‖ (García 2005:3). This reaching across has generally 

resulted in indigenous peoples opening up to the outside and ―the supposedly universal,‖ 

rather than the other way around (Gustafson 2009:271). What is perhaps understated is 

the challenge of creating culturally-relative education for indigenous peoples in a state 

that purports to have multicultural educational policies, but where the ―intercultural‖ 

interaction in mostly one-way. 

Kuna or Guna: Writing Dulegaya 

Writing Kuna, like writing any language, is a very political act that summons 

ideas of literacy and nationalism, and is often submersed in controversy. Hindi and Urdu 

are made distinct by the use of different scripts, a distinction which goes far below the 

                                                 

11 Entendemos por Educación Bilingüe Intercultural, un proceso educativo sistemático y científico, 

orientado a la formación integral del individuo; parte del conocimiento y studio de la lengua y cultura 

maternas y con estos soportes se abre al conocimiento de otras lenguas y culturas; persigue el 

fortalecimiento y la consolidación de la identidad cultural de los pueblos indígenas del país, con base en un 

currículo pertinente que propicia una participación creativa, reflexiva y dinámica de los mismos sujetos; y 

se dirige hacia la construcción de una sociedad plurilingüe y pluricultural, el reconocimiento mutuo, y 

respeto de la diversidad cultural, étnica y lingüística del país. (Ministerio de Educación, Panamá 2005:6-7) 
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surface to encompass cultural, religious and political differences. Mandarin and 

Cantonese, on the other hand, are very different spoken languages which use identical 

symbols on a national level, which lends itself well to communist ideals of national unity. 

For indigenous languages that are based on orality, the development of a writing system 

is a distinctly political act.  

Writing systems can be tools for dividing or uniting peoples. For Mayan 

languages in Guatemala, those who represent Pan-Maya interests favor a writing system 

that can be applied to various languages and dialects so as not to divide communities 

(Reynolds 2009). For the Kuna language, the latest consensus dictates that spoken 

variations in Kuna from one region to another will simply be written as they are 

pronounced, albeit using the same alphabet (A. M. López 2010). The situation of Kuna is 

different from that of the Mayan languages because Kuna is one distinct language that is 

not closely related to any other existing language, and therefore has no cultural or 

political ties that can be severed through different writing systems, as do the Maya.   

In developing a writing system for Kuna, the phonetic system has lent itself to 

confusion in writing. Kuna has a short and long stops, which were taken up by various 

scholars to be represented by p, t, k and pp, tt, kk, for the short and long stops 

respectively (see Holmer 1947; Sherzer 2001). The most recent orthography endorsed by 

Kuna educators has used the letters b, d, g for the short stops and p, t, k for the long stops, 

although bb, dd, gg appeared as long stops when it was apparent that the two letters came 

from the agglutinative process of two morphemes coming together  (Price 2005). This 
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writing system has been in use by the EBI-Kuna project throughout the first half of 2010 

and was distributed to the community as such in the April 2010 Isgar bulletin for Kuna 

bilingual education (A. M. López 2010). In the summer of 2010, however, the Kuna 

educators decided to simplify the confusion between long stops, which were written as p, 

t, k on certain occasions and bb, dd, gg on others. They developed and elaborated the 

following rules: 

In word-initial position consonants are not duplicated even if the pronunciation is 

strong. Examples: guna [kuna]; gamdule [kamdule]; dule [tule]. There are 

exceptions for names and last names that have been written a certain way for a 

long time, such as: Kantule, Kuna, Kuna Yala and others, which will, however, 

slowly be adapted to the new writing system through their use. The ellision of 

letters and/or syllables is frequent. For example: doggus / dogagusa; soggu / 

sogegua.12 (A. M. López 2010:3)  

 

These changes, while simplifying writing in some ways, have opened up new avenues of 

ambiguity between ―Kuna‖ and ―Guna‖ for example. The decision to use ―k‖ or ―g‖ then 

becomes political, with the use of the ―g‖ in some ways challenging the centuries of ―k‖ 

in Kuna writing.  While this change has been significant to me in questioning when and if 

I should use ―g‖ in my own writing,13 for the Kuna, the use of the Spanish ―ch,‖ now 

replaced by the Kuna ―ss,‖ is a more difficult transition in the eyes of some: 

                                                 

12 Al inicio de las palabras no se duplican las consonantes, aunque la entonación sea enérgica. Ejemplos: 

guna [kuna]; gamdule [kamdule]; dule [tule]. Se dan excepciones en nombres y apellidos que han sido 

escritos, por mucho tiempo de una forma, casos como: Kantule, Kuna, Kuna Yala y otros, sin embargo, 

poco a poco, a fuerza de uso, se irán adaptando a la nueva escritura. La elisión de letras y/o sílabas es 

frecuente. Por ejemplo: doggus / dogagusa; soggu / sogegua. 
13 This orthographic change is negotiable in certain instances, rendering Kuna as ―Guna,‖ but still allowing 

certain well-known words, such as Kuna and Kuna Yala, to use the letter ―k‖ (A. M. López 2010). Because 

this change is new and the use and recognization of ―Kuna‖ is prolific, I still use the word ―Kuna‖ in the 

prose of this dissertation. In all my transcriptions in the Kuna language, however, I follow the new 

orthographic rules and replace ―k‖ with ―gg.‖ 
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The Guna language, like other languages in this world, is alive, and as such it is 

constantly evolving. It is natural that there may be doubts on behalf of those of us 

that have been educated in the Spanish language, which has a linguistic structure 

different from Dulegaya. It is especially hard for us for us to accept the 

elimination of the ―ch,‖ but the children in school are not as set in their ways and 

will not have great difficulty in writing and reading in their mother language and 

in Spanish. The elimination of these letters clarifies much of the confusion that 

existed in the use of p, t and k.14 (A. M. López 2010:3) 

As noted in the Isgar bulletin, the Kuna language is constantly changing, and only the 

future will tell how these changes are conceptualized by the community. While adults 

may have a harder time conceptualizing these changes that do not copy from Spanish 

over to Kuna, such as the use of the ―ss‖ for ―ch,‖ children will have an easier time 

learning and accepting these ways of Kuna writing in their own right.  

Linguistic Discrimination 

 Discrimination against the Kuna and the Kuna language reappears throughout this 

dissertation, as do the methods and successful ways in which the Kuna work to make a 

viable social space for the Kuna language. According to the social rules of major Latin 

American cities, schools are dominated by the major language, in this case, Spanish. 

Even the support that the Ministry of Education in Panama has given to bilingual 

education was not intended for urban indigenous schools, but rather indigenous schools 

                                                 

14 La lengua guna, al igual que otras lenguas del mundo, es viva, y como tal está en constante evolución. 

Es natural que existan dudas por parte de aquellos que hemos sido formados en el idioma castellano, que 

tiene una estructura lingüística diferente al dulegaya. Nos cuesta aceptar, especialmente, la eliminación de 

la Ch, pero los niños de edad escolar con una mente menos influenciada no tendrán mayor dificultad para 

escribir y leer en su lengua materna, al mismo tiempo en el castellano. La eliminación de estas letras 

aclara mucho las confusiones que existían el uso de P,T,K.  
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in comaracas. This becomes apparent in later chapters when the director of the Kuna 

school in Panama City reveals the ongoing struggles that he has had in gaining any sort of 

financial support from the Ministry of Education, which initially provided no support for 

the first years, claiming that Kuna students in the area could easily attend any of the other 

surrounding elementary schools.   

In everyday life, discrimination against the Kuna language and other indigenous 

languages plays out in many different ways. Over my years of working in Panama, I have 

heard many stories about people pretending not to speak Kuna even when another Kuna 

is in need of translation from Spanish to Kuna. While this may happen among adults, 

teenagers are quick to say that they do not speak Kuna if they are passive speakers. 

Although they understand almost everything, they do have difficulty in trying to speak 

the language. Instead of making an effort, however, they quickly declare that they simply 

do not speak it. These acts are products of discrimination against the Kuna language and 

reveal the high value placed on Spanish as the language of prestige. Such actions also 

continue to reproduce and reinforce the social norms surrounding both of these 

languages. It is not uncommon for Spanish speakers to make rude comments about Kuna 

speakers on buses and other public places when they think that the Kuna are speaking 

about them.  

The vibrance of the Kuna language is complex; at times it is generally thought of 

as socially secure and other times it is conceived of in terms of losing speakers. Due to 

the fact that there are still many young children being raised as monolingual Kuna 
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speakers, for many there is not an imminent feeling of inevitable language loss that some 

other indigenous groups may fear.15 However, a large portion of the population living in 

Panama City is very much aware of the language loss that has already occurred. Because 

of the fact that most young people today are at least passive speakers of Kuna, it is 

perhaps difficult for some people to realize that in a few generations there will be a large 

number of young Kuna who only speak Spanish. Many of these people grew up as part of 

the second generation of Kunas in the city, are very much bilingual in Spanish and Kuna, 

but now see the younger generation’s struggle to speak Kuna. Many Kuna urban 

intellectuals have pushed for bilingual education as a way to not only ease difficulties for 

Kunas emigrating to Panama City but also as a way for urban youth to gain the ability to 

speak Kuna instead of just passively understanding it.  

MIGRATION TO PANAMA CITY 

Over the past five decades the migration to Panama City has been a central part of 

the Kuna experience. It has changed everyday life for the Kuna, economically, politically, 

socially and educationally, and has redefined aspects of what are collectively considered 

to be central aspects of Kuna culture. The migration to Panama City is central to this 

dissertation as it is central to Kunas living in any area of Panama. It has created what I 

                                                 

15 With the exception of two Duleislands that had an exceptional amount of missionary influence, 

Dulechildren in DuleYala speak Duleas a first language. According to the latest census (Contraloría 

General 2010) of the numbers of Duleliving in the comarcas, this would be at a minimum 37% of the 

population. Dulechildren living in Panama City, which would amount to 50.4%, are for the most part 

learning Spanish as a first language, but have exposure to Duleand are generally passive speakers.  
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have dubbed the Kuna Yala continuum, a dynamic process of movement that 

encompasses Kunas living in Kuna Yala who have never set foot in Panama City and 

those living in Panama City that have never set foot in Kuna Yala, and, of course links 

the Kuna who have the experiences of living and traveling between both.  

The mass migration to urban Panama City had its start in the 1930s, when Kuna 

leader Nele Kantule arranged for Kuna men to work in the American Canal Zone for a 

year before returning to their community. This enabled some Kuna men to earn extra 

income for their families and assured families and community leaders that they would not 

soon lose all of their inhabitants to the temptations of the big city. This program was in 

effect for some years, but some Kuna men eventually decided to stay in Panama City and 

sent for their families. 

By the 1960s, there was a considerable number of Kunas living in Panama City 

who planned on living and working in Panama City for a long time. Workers from this 

time period, however, still had dreams of returning to Kuna Yala to retire, perhaps build a 

new home for themselves, and eventually rest in peace in the land where they had been 

born. A large wave of people moved to Panama City in this decade and as a result, they 

were able to establish themselves on whole blocks, creating new communities and setting 

up a new Kuna infrastructure in Panama City. Communities set up centros or capítulos 

for their island around the Cinco de mayo plaza and Central. These centros are area 

locales where the inhabitants from one community come together to exchange 

information, pay their dues to their home community, send letters or tapes home to Kuna 
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Yala, or simply socialize and share a meal with their friends. Many of the urban Kuna 

barrios have been set up in blocks, to ensure that one’s neighbors in these barrios are 

Kuna. However, the members of any given island community could be scattered around 

different barrios in Panama City, making the centros important places for people of the 

same community to meet and socialize.  

Prior to the 1980s, letter writing was the only form of communication between 

Panama City and Kuna Yala besides relaying verbal information through a messenger. As 

many were monolingual Kuna speakers and could not write either Kuna or Spanish, 

sending letters home was a complicated mode of communication. It entailed a Kuna 

scribe or sikwi (lit. bird) that was literate in Spanish on one end to translate and write the 

oral Kuna message into Spanish, which would be translated back into Kuna for the 

receiver upon arrival (Sherzer 1990). Once cassette tapes became widely available in the 

1980s they were immensely popular as people could now record their own message in 

Kuna to be heard in Kuna Yala, after which they would subsequently receive a recorded 

answer. The centros became instrumental in delivering these tapes, which would be sent 

with someone going back to Kuna Yala by plane. Due to the availability of landlines and 

cell phones on some islands, cassettes are no longer sent back and forth as they were in 

years past, but many other items continue to be sent. Clothes and manufactured goods are 

sent to the islands while seafood and other items bought with profits from coconuts, the 

main cash crop and also the official Kuna currency, are sent back to relatives in the city. 
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The small regional airport in Panama City is a common Kuna meeting place, bustling 

with Kunas coming, going, leaving packages, picking up packages and greeting family.     

Since the introduction of phone lines in Kuna Yala, most people communicate by 

pay phones and by cellular phones on a few islands where towers have been placed. The 

centros still exist, although their functions have changed. Some offer food and host Kuna 

dances while some sell beer and turn into dancing clubs for the younger generations after 

dark. They are still used as meeting places and people often drop in just to see who is 

there or in hopes of finding a friend who may be out and about. The ones that function as 

dancing clubs and drinking locales are generally unstable and appear and disappear 

periodically, but the older clubs founded long ago that only serve food are still in place as 

of the writing of this dissertation.  

 While the migration to Panama City was originally considered by the first Kuna 

immigrants to be a temporary migration, at least half of the Kuna population lives in 

Panama City and will spend a large portion of their lives there. There is still a lot of 

movement back and forth between Kuna Yala and Panama City, and this continued 

connection will be explored throughout this research. The Kuna Yala continuum, as I 

have called it, is a recognition of the long-term migration that has occurred and continues 

to occur, coupled with a large number of resources for Kunas living in Panama City and a 

relatively easy way of travel back and forth to both places. While the real physical 

migration of people to Panama City is what is addressed in this section, the idea behind 
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the Kuna Yala continuum approaches an understanding of the Kuna imaginary, creating a 

community that shares ties across space.  

In the case of Koskuna, the grandparents that originally came from Kuna Yala to 

work in Panama City are now retired. Many of them still own land and houses in Kuna 

Yala, which they have kept up over the years, in preparation for their eventual return to 

their home communities, where many have told me they had planned to retire and die. 

After so many years in Panama City, and a number of children and grandchildren who 

now call this place home, many grandparents have now acknowledged the fact that they 

will be staying in Panama City, only to return to their beloved islands for the occasional 

visit or at the time of their death. The younger generations growing up in Panama City, 

however, are more at home in the city than in Kuna Yala, although most still identify 

with the island that their parents or grandparents are from. 

 Life in the city has brought a number of changes to the lives of young Kunas. 

Growing up in Panama City they speak Spanish, watch Panamanian programming on 

television, go to school in Spanish and grow up preparing themselves to enter the job 

market in Panama City. They are now armed with knowledge of Spanish and more basic 

education then their parents or grandparents before them, but today’s youth still face a 

number of obstacles, especially discrimination and poverty. Many Kuna youth, however, 

have been active in many social areas. Today there are a number of young activists that 

are members of the Movimiento de la Juventud Kuna ―Kuna Youth Movement,‖ formed 

in 1972 from a previous union of Kuna students.  This group supported the creation of 
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Kuna political bodies and alliances in the 1970s, while focusing its efforts on the 

environment in later decades.  

 Since the migration of thousands of Kuna to Panama City, there have been many 

changes effected by the people. The Kuna have claimed spaces both in the central areas 

and in the peripheries of Panama City, they have earned reputations as honest and hard 

workers and have made the handcrafted mola a world-renowned art form that is visually 

present throughout the city. The Kuna community centers or centros that are scattered 

around the Cinco de Mayo Plaza are a testament to the determination and community-

oriented nature of the Kunas who immigrated to the city and founded the centers over 

four decades ago. The Kuna barrios that lie in the peripheries of the city, which have 

been built up little by little with the money and labor of the residents, are evidence of the 

will of the people to claim a space for themselves in a city that did not accommodate new 

immigrants. The founders of Koskuna, in fact, were ordered to abandon the small 

community of homes they had established because they had no rights to the land – three 

times – before they eventually settled in Koskuna where they still do not legally own the 

land, as it belonged to the former Canal Zone.  

Over the years they have been able to petition for various services, such as 

schooling, water, electricity and paved roads. Many of these services have been provided 

by incoming government officials who make promises to the community in order to 

garner votes. The small population of Panama, which has grown from 2.8 million in 2000 

to 3.4 million in 2010 (Contraloría General 2010), together with the nature of 
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Panamanian politics, has created a political system in which politicians are much more 

available and make repeated stops all over the small country. During 2008 presidential 

candidates made many trips to Veracruz, and those running for offices in Veracruz would 

schedule caminatas, in which they would literally walk around the streets with some of 

their supporters, talking to people and trying to garner more votes. The fact, however, 

that the Kuna have not only managed to obtain a representative at the national level, Kike 

Garrido, but also establish as many barrios with schools, roads, electricity, transportation 

and more, is indeed a different sort of citizenship. While the inhabitants of Koskuna are 

relatively few compared to the rest of Panama City, they have demanded and continue to 

demand rights and services available in other areas of the city.  

So why do people immigrate? In the case of the Kuna in Panama, the benefits 

outweigh the risks for many people to make the journey, while others seem to have no 

other alternative. Sometimes the benefits are very clear, such as a steady American-paid 

salary for the Kuna workers of the American Canal Zone, even when they face clear 

hardships, such as racial, cultural and linguistic discrimination. Many people also feel 

that their children will receive better quality education in the city, even if they struggle at 

first with the Spanish language or school system. There are also others who have 

immigrated through their chain of contacts, or because they no longer have any resources 

back home, such as fields or crops.  

  Holsten contends that it is in communities on the periphery where a different 

order of citizenship is being forged: 
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It is an insurgence that begins with the struggle for the right to have a daily life in 

the city worthy of a citizen‘s dignity. Accordingly, its demands for a new 

formulation of citizenship get conceived in terms of housing, property, plumbing, 

daycare, security, and other aspects of residential life. Its leaders are the ―barely 

citizens‖ of the entrenched regime: women, manual laborers, squatters, the 

functionally literate, and, above all, those in families with a precarious stake in 

residential property, with a legal or illegal toehold to a house lot somewhere far 

from elite centers. These are the citizens who, in the process of building and 

defending their residential spaces, not only construct a vast new city but, on that 

basis, also propose a city with a different order of citizenship. (2009:246) 

 

It is through this sort of ―insurgent citizenship‖ that the Kuna have been able to retain the 

land where Koskuna currently resides, although they have no legal rights to it.  

FIRST SITE OF RESEARCH: TUPILE IN KUNA YALA 

Dadnakwedupir, also known as San Ignacio de Tupile, or Tupile or Dupir for 

short, is an island community of approximately 900 people. It is located almost halfway 

between the city of Colón, Panama and the Colombian border, and shares more cultural 

similarities with its nearest neighbors, Ukupseni (Playón Chico) and Ailigandi, than it 

does with the islands closest to Colón such as Narganá, or closest to the Colombian 

border, such as Mulatuppu. The island is approximately twenty to thirty minutes away 

from the mainland by canoe, and has many uninhabited neighboring islands, such as 

Gwidup, ―Mosquito island,‖ used for soccer and other miscellaneous activities.  As seen 

in Figure 3, the entire island of Tupile is filled with homes, streets and public buildings.  
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Figure 3. Map of Tupile, 1996, courtesy of the Contraloría General de la República, 

Panamá  

This use of space reflects Kuna social organization, which places a high value on 

community, and which has been described as ―saturation‖ (Margiotti 2009). Although 

there is a lack of space on Tupile for new residences, people do not seek to live on any of 

the other uninhabited islands, but rather bring in rocks, sand and coral from other areas to 

rellenar or build up the peripheries of the island to make more space.  

I lived in Tupile from May until August of 2003 and did not return to do 

fieldwork here during my period of dissertation fieldwork. This short period of fieldwork, 

however, is still key to any and all research that I have conducted in the city heretofore. 

My time in Tupile was spent living with a school teacher, Kikadir Orán, now a prominent 

member of the bilingual education movement, and her family. While living in Tupile I 
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volunteered to teach English at the elementary school and gave English lessons a few 

times a week to the fifth and sixth-grade classes. Teaching at the school gave me a more 

defined role in the community and aided the school, which was lacking an English 

teacher for the basic English instruction that all Panamanians are supposed to receive.  

My time in Tupile was also spent trying to learn as much about the Kuna 

language and culture as possible. There were some people eager to teach me things and 

others who were wary of me as an outsider. I was also allowed to participate in some 

activities that women currently do not participate in, like going on an otherwise all-male 

fishing trip on  a motored boat where I hauled in the net with the other men or taking a 

few trips to the mainland forest by canoe with teenage boys from next door. Interestingly,  

I was prohibited from a women‘s activity, that of making molas, because the women of 

the community wanted to guard their craft from outsiders who could potentially profit 

from knowing how to make molas.  
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Figure 4. Hand-carved canoe behind a house. Outhouse over water in the background.16 

While living there I went to the gathering house whenever there were sessions and 

spent time walking around and talking with people. I was even called to the gathering 

house one evening to explain to the community why the canoe I had been on with my 

young neighbors had been tied off to a pole supporting the pipeline which brings 

freshwater to the island. Our laziness in not wanting to drag the canoe onto the mainland 

resulted in the loss of water to the community for a number of hours, which could have 

been days, had the pipe broken completely.   

                                                 

16 All photos are were taken by me unless otherwise noted.  
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In Tupile I examined how men hand-carved a canoe, I witnessed women create 

intricate molas, I watched children run wildly through the rain and I marveled at how 

quickly a Kuna house is built by the community. I ate dulemasi, the coconut-based Kuna 

soup, visited the cemetery built on red clay, played on a women‘s volleyball team and 

even paid a five-dollar fine for the canoe incident. All of these experiences, together with 

my travels to other islands and oral narratives about life in Kuna Yala, contribute to my 

understanding of everyday life in a Kuna community, the ways in which schools function 

and are maintained in Kuna Yala, how the youth learn to be Kuna, and what it means to 

migrate to Panama City.  

 

SECOND SITE OF RESEARCH: KOSKUNA IN PANAMA CITY 

 

Figure 5. Close-up map of areas surrounding Panama City (Cretella 2005). 
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In Panama City there are at least five Kuna barrios and numerous other areas that 

have a high concentration of Kuna residents, albeit somewhat more dispersed throughout 

the neighborhood. The biggest barrios are Booyala in Arraiján, Lomacobá and Abyayala 

also in the Arraiján district, Kunanega near Cerro Patacón and Koskuna in Veracruz 

where I conducted most of the fieldwork for this research. Arraiján and Veracruz are 

labeled in the map in Figure 5, and Cerro Patacón (not labeled) would be closest to San 

Miguelito. These areas are unique in that in every one of these barrios the Kuna have 

been able to build communities of 200 or more households in a block, providing them 

with a close-knit social network of support. While each of the different barrios is in a 

different location and was established under different circumstances, they all reflect the 

tendency to build unified blocks of Kuna residences. This is not an unusual pattern for 

internal migration, but is unusual in terms of indigenous migration patterns in Panama, as 

the Kuna are the only indigenous group to have so many well-established neighborhoods. 

While both the Emberá and the Ngöbe-Buglé also have areas where a number of people 

have taken up residence, including some in the area behind Koskuna, the areas are not as 

organized either politically or geographically as those of the Kuna.  

Figure 6 shows the Kuna homes that make up Koskuna outlined in yellow, which 

were totaled at 168 in 2008 with the help of my assistant. There are many other Kuna 

homes in the town of Veracruz  (not pictured), which lies further West along the main 

road that runs parallel to the coast line, but they are interspersed amongst other 
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Panamanian neighbors and do not have a similar community dynamic. For this reason, 

they often visit Koskuna as a place where they can gather with friends.  

 

Figure 6. Koskuna in Veracruz 

The land upon which Koskuna stands is actually part of the old American base 

named Howard, and continues to be untitled land, as the residents of the area do not own 

the rights to their land. The residents of Koskuna succeeded in building a community 

where even the Panamanians could not go, utilizing land pertaining to the Canal Zone. 

They were later on granted permission to use it legally by the American government due 
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to the strong ties that they had formed with the American soldiers on the base. While they 

had found a place to build their homes, their first years living on the land were difficult, 

as they had no running water, roads, schools and few other resources. With time, and the 

help of political monies and promises from candidates to their constituents, things 

gradually improved.  

While the community of Koskuna was founded by Kunas who worked in the 

American Canal Zone, all of those workers retired in 1999 and most were near the age of 

60. Their children, most of which were born and raised in Panama City, have now 

established their families in Koskuna and some still live in their parents’ home. Most men 

work in Panama City and many women do now as well, although there are still a number 

of women who remain in the home. While some women are in the home raising children, 

this second generation of Kuna women is also more prepared to join the workforce, and 

take jobs on and off, leaving their children in the care of grandmothers and extended 

family. While the people of Koskuna are not struggling in the depths of poverty, they are 

still in many ways impoverished. The older generation that lived off an American salary 

and is now on American social security has helped considerably to establish the families 

in decent houses while affording themselves a few luxuries, such as televisions, washing 

machines, and more recently, computers. However, today’s generation makes minimum 

wage and can only afford a decent living because they are living in their parents’ house 

rent-free. Those who have moved out and own their own homes are more likely to be 
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struggling, and while there are families that are seemingly well-off, there are others who 

merely eke by. 

While crime, drugs and disease are major problems in Koskuna and in the town of 

Veracruz, life in this small fishing community is unusually upbeat, perhaps due to its 

proximity to the beach, where locals love to spend their weekends. While Veracruz is the 

closest beach to Panama City, it has surprisingly few foreign tourists and garners most of 

its visitors from Panama City. It is perhaps the cheaper, middle-class alternative to 

Taboga, a small island close to Panama City where Panama’s wealthy have weekend 

homes. Those who can afford cars park them along the beach while others arrive by bus, 

blasting their music and enjoying the cheap seafood and beer that Veracruz has to offer. 

The ranchos, open air thatched-roof pavilions, are a weekend favorite, serving food 

during the day, while some turn into clubs at night. Locals from Veracruz also visit the 

beach for bathing or digging for mussels, and fishing is the local industry. Those who 

don’t work in Veracruz take the bus into Panama City every day, a thirty-five to forty-

five minute bus ride that can take up to an hour and a half when one takes the internal 

Veracruz bus to catch the bus going out to Panama City. But living in Veracruz is still 

worth the journey to many, who enjoy the long windy bus ride through the tropical forest, 

as opposed to the stop-and-go bus traffic of the city where it’s hard to catch a breeze.  
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Figure 7. The ―internal‖ Veracruz bus returning to the town center after making the loop 

to Koskuna (seen in the distance). This road was formerly gravel and was 

paved around 2003. 

 

 

Figure 8. Young people playing soccer on the Veracruz beach on the weekend. 
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The residents of Koskuna even built their own elementary school, Koskuna 

Elementary, after the Ministry of Education promised to provide teachers if there were 

facilities. This school has been mainly staffed with Panamanian teachers since its 

inception. In 2008 however, the school was appointed its first Kuna director, Ramón 

Melendez, who resides in Koskuna. Although the population of the school in Koskuna is 

overwhelmingly Kuna, it has not developed a bilingual program. This is not surprising, 

however, given the fact that bilingual education is a relatively new concept, especially in 

Panama City where most young people are Spanish-dominant. In comparison, this makes 

the next site of research, the school Fundación Trabajando Por un Futuro Mejor, an 

incredible accomplishment.  

THIRD SITE OF RESEARCH: FUNDACIÓN TRABAJANDO POR UN FUTURO MEJOR 

While living in Koskuna, I conducted research at the school Fundación 

Trabajando Por un Futuro Mejor (Working for a Brighter Future Foundation, hereafter to 

be referred to as FTPUFM) in Juan Diaz. The school opened at its current location in 

2003 in Las Acacias, but the foundation itself was started in 2000 by Nixon Hackin, who 

is the current director, and some other Kuna teachers. This school, named after the 

foundation, was founded to help the many Kuna children in the area who had immigrated 

with their parents to Panama City, but were not enrolled in school, mainly because of the 

financial burden of paying for transportation, food, clothing and supplies to send children 

to school. FTPUFM was founded by Kuna teachers who wanted to help poor urban Kuna 

children obtain an education.  
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The school, located in Las Acacias, a barriada of Juan Diaz near the Tocumen 

airport, has grown from 28 students in 2003 to slightly over 100 students in 2008. There 

are four small classrooms in the school and the school is hoping that the government will 

supply them with funds in order to be able to hire more teachers for the ever-increasing 

number of students. Some students only attend a few days out of the week because their 

families are unable to afford the public transportation to get them to school. The school 

also has a kitchen, where two women work daily to prepare enough food to feed the 

children lunch before they return home in the afternoons. According to the director, this 

is an essential part of the program, which ensures that the children are having at least one 

wholesome meal a day.  
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Figure 9. Parents, students and siblings gather outside FTPUFM to watch the crowning of 

the school‘s elected reina ―queen‖ in July 2008. 

 

This school was the only urban school at the time to practice intercultural 

bilingual education (EBI in Spanish) in Kuna and Spanish at the school. The children at 

this school include recent immigrants and children born in Panama City. Their language 

skills therefore vary from those that are dominant in the Kuna language, to those that are 

more balanced bilinguals, to those that are more dominant in Spanish.  

Despite the fact that the institution is located in an urban setting, it serves 

indigenous students, operates with little money or resources, and serves pupils with 

economic and social difficulties. The students who attend the school come from various 
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areas of Juan Diaz, where there is a large Kuna population, but no central community as 

there is in Koskuna. Students must travel long distances by bus, and neither parents nor 

students can count on having easy access to the school or social networks that typically 

form in local schools. Through the persistence of its directors and teachers, the numbers 

of pupils continue to grow. The school continues to look for outside resources, as it has 

had minimal support from the Ministry of Education, which did not even officially 

recognize the school until a few years after it started up. The Ministry of Education 

refused to recognize the school, citing that there was no reason the children needed a 

Kuna school when so many other schools existed in the area (Hackin 2008). Even at the 

writing of this dissertation, there were only a few teachers’ salaries supported by the 

Ministry of Education, the rest were provided for by outside funding from international 

charitable organizations, private donors, and at least one national bank. FTPUFM also 

wants to expand the project to areas such as Koskuna and other outlying Kuna barrios, so 

that they can attend school at an institution for Kuna children run by Kuna teachers.  

WHY THESE SITES  

It is important to note that the Kuna have been and continue to be in the vanguard 

on multiple fronts of indigenous politics, including battles for political autonomy, 

political organizing, cultural rights and linguistic rights. While the Kuna, and all 

indigenous peoples, continue in their fight against colonizing powers, the Kuna 

undoubtedly stand out as a relatively small community that has been able to effect big 

change, especially in securing land rights (Vinding 2003:96). While the largest 
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indigenous group in Panama is that of the Ngöbe Buglé, the Kuna are the second largest, 

but the most politically organized. The indigenous name for the Americas, Abya Yala,17 is 

notably the Kuna term, which was voted for by a congress of indigenous people in Latin 

America who wanted to create their own term for what was originally their land. It is also 

the name chosen by an important publishing company housed in Quito, Ecuador that 

specializes in publications from the Americas and appears in written sources such as 

Daughters of Abya Yala (Alderete et al. 1994). 

 The migration to Panama City and subsequent organizing of the urban Kuna 

community have played an influential role in the establishment and development of a 

successful Kuna approach to cultural politics. Education is at the forefront as the means 

toward a self-determining Kuna cultural and political agenda. Many more Kunas have 

obtained higher education with the migration to Panama City, inspiring some of them to 

bring about changes in the Panamanian school system while providing them with the 

necessary education and resources to do so. Migration has improved access to material 

resources, although the Kuna, along with other indigenous groups of Panama, remain as 

one of the poorest populations. The migration to Panama City has helped many Kunas 

                                                 

17 Abya Yala is a term often used in Panama by the Kuna to talk about the Americas. References to the 

original conference where this was proposed are scarce and I have not been able to encounter a published 

document containing this information. A web-based explanation is available at nativeweb.org, where it is 

explained that: 

"Abya Yala" means "Continent of Life" in the language of the Kuna peoples of Panama and 

Colombia. The Aymara leader Takir Mamani suggested the selection of this name (which the 

Kuna use to denominate the American continents in their entirety), and proposed that all 

Indigenous peoples in the Americas utilize it in their documents and oral declarations. "Placing 

foreign names on our cities, towns and continents," he argued, "is equal to subjecting our identity 

to the will of our invaders and to that of their heirs." The proposal of Takir Mamani has found a 

favorable reception in various sectors (Becker n.d.).  
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establish important social and political networks, both national and international. These 

effects of urban life have enabled many Kuna to pursue interests that have led to Kuna 

cultural movements.   

Bilingual education has the support of Kuna educators and a number of other 

Kuna intellectuals in Panama City and Kuna Yala. Among the Kuna there are many Kuna 

educators and they take a very active role in promoting and developing bilingual 

education and Kuna pedagogical materials. In addition to educators, there are also a 

number of people involved in various artistic and intellectual fields, including writers, 

painters, doctors, lawyers, professors, politicians and doctors. These individuals have 

been very successful in helping the Kuna community in various projects, including a 

number of educational endeavors.  

Whereas the Kuna bilingual education program does have affiliation with some 

non-Kuna professionals, this is very different from other places in the Americas where 

nonindigenous professionals have designed a program in conjunction with their 

indigenous affiliates (see Kaomea 2005; England 2003; Meek 2010). The Kuna bilingual 

education movement is truly run by the Kuna. The existence of such a large crowd of 

Kuna intellectuals has benefited the Kuna community in many ways, from politics to 

healthcare, including the establishment of a bilingual education program. These Kuna 

intellectuals can find themselves in an awkward middle ground, where they struggle in 

their professional lives because of their Kuna identity and simultaneously face occasional 

criticism from fellow Kunas for being too westernized.   Many of the urban intellectuals 
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have been part of this process and many of the younger participants are products of this 

process. They are the leaders in this movement to develop Kuna literature, but due to 

their urban lifestyles and their physical separation from Kuna Yala, they run the risk of 

having their authenticity as Kunas questioned. This question of authenticity is essentialist 

in nature, restricting the indigenous subject to a position of immobility, denouncing 

cultural change and favoring a frozen and hence ―authentic‖ identity. Such issues are very 

real for Kuna youth in the city, for example, who may not speak Kuna, and many other 

indigenous populations in similar positions. Povenelli has documented a similar case in 

regards to Australian aboriginals and notions of multiculturalism propagated by the 

Australian state, which has used authenticity as a yardstick to measure indigeneity 

(2002). 

 Distance does indeed separate Kunas living in urban areas from those in Kuna 

Yala, and this separation and distance can be an important one for some, but the distances 

and divides cannot be quantified in terms of identity. In a letter, a friend of mine, 

Iguaniginape Kungiler (2005) explains how Kuna identity is and is not related to living in 

urban areas: 

It does not matter how far they are from their land because they bear the 

sentiment of their pueblo, without losing the real essence, even though they have 

a Western academic formation. They are like those of the metaphoric message of 

the elder: "Take from the eagle its eyes, its wings, its claws and its tears, and uses 

them when it's necessary." This is the lesson that the elder has given to us, the 

ones that have had a Western formation.18 

                                                 

18 No importa lo lejos que estén de su tierra llevan en su sentimiento su pueblo. Sin perder su verdadera 

esencia y aunque tengan una formación académica occidental. Son como aquel mensaje metafórico del 
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As Kungiler eloquently states, although many people working on Kuna literature live 

outside of Kuna Yala, the important thing is that they are dule in their spirit. This point is 

key in understanding dule identity and the role of urban living and other ―non-traditional‖ 

influences and changes present in Kuna life. Kungiler challenges questions of 

authenticity by showing that the important issue here is how these people who have had 

different educational experiences are contributing to the Kuna battle for self-

determination in education. 

This school, FTPUFM, is remarkable for three main reasons: 1) it practices 

bilingual education, 2) it is a Kuna-run school, and 3) it was founded for urban Kuna 

children.  Here the case of the Kuna stands out as noteworthy, as it truly is run by 

educators and other Kuna intellectuals, and while lacking long-term evidence, it seems 

comparable in many ways to the community-run school in Rough Rock (McCarty 2002). 

There are other factors that contribute to their successful program, such as the daily use 

of the Kuna language in the home, the high value that Kunas place on the learning and 

maintaining the Kuna language and the high level of parental involvement at the school. 

Of all of these factors, the fact that the program was implemented by members of the 

Kuna community is the most important. The self-determination involved in this process, 

while not wholly unproblematic, has made all the difference.  

                                                                                                                                                 

anciano: Toma del águila sus ojos, sus alas, sus garras y sus lágrimas, para que la utilices cuando sea 

necesario. Esta es la lección que nos da el anciano para los que nos formamos a la occidental. 
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The following chapters will lay the groundwork for understanding this school 

more in-depth, by looking at forms of learning Kuna verbal art, Kuna education around 

the home in Panama City, and the experience of Kuna children in Panamanian schools. 

The last few chapters return to explore the FTPUFM in-depth, providing insight into its 

success and the struggles that it still faces.  
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Chapter 4 – Fieldwork and Methodology 

 

What I have labeled ―the Kuna Yala continuum,‖ is the relationship between all 

things Kuna in Panama that simultaneously incorporates geographic places and imaginary 

spaces, creating a tie that binds Kuna people both inside and outside the physical 

boundaries of Kuna Yala. As a geographic place, Kuna Yala only came into legal 

existence in the early 1900‘s, and for many years after that was divided between 

allegiance to the states of Panama and Colombia. As it is, there are currently a number of 

Kuna communities in Colombia and two other landlocked Kuna comarcas in Panama: 

Madungandí and Wargandí. However, Kuna Yala figures as the most socially prominent 

comarca in Panama. It is not the oldest location of Kuna settlements, as the islands of 

Kuna Yala were only inhabited in the early 1800s and all previous communities had been 

settled on mainland. Kuna Yala, however, was the first indigenous comarca in all of 

Panama to be established, and it was established with a bang. The Kuna Revolution of 

1925 led to the establishment of the Kuna Yala comarca and continues to carry historical 

significance for Kuna people everywhere. Through remembering the Revolution, Kuna 

Yala is both the geographic place where the Revolution occurred and the idea of Kuna 

independence which it ushered forth.  
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While most of my research has been conducted in Panama City, I did live in the 

community of Tupile in Kuna Yala and conducted research there for a period of four 

months in 2003. I have since been to Kuna Yala for short visits and have also made a 

number of trips to the mainland Kuna community of Ibedi and other nearby Kuna 

communities in the comarca of Madungandí. According to typical anthropological 

definitions of the field, these periods of fieldwork could be considered preliminary 

fieldwork, or perhaps even comparative research on some levels. Yet in analyzing my 

data and thinking about my hypotheses, it was difficult if not impossible to separate out 

these periods of fieldwork from my fieldwork in Panama City. My periods of fieldwork, 

while coming together in my analyses, were being separated, categorized and boxed by 

year and site of research. This sort of research, as described by George Marcus, is 

―controlled comparison‖:  

Conventional controlled comparison in anthropology is indeed multi-sited, but it 

operates on a linear spatial plane, whether the context is a region, a broader 

culture area, or the world system (see e.g., 31,85); comparisons are generated for 

homogenously conceived conceptual units (e.g., peoples, communities, locales), 

and such comparisons usually are developed from distinctly bounded periods or 

separate projects of fieldwork. (1998:86) 

 

While there are certainly comparisons that emerge from my different periods of 

fieldwork, in writing this dissertation a larger picture began to emerge that was not a 

reflection of any single period of research or geographic site. While I still seek to define 

and elaborate some of the specific sites where I did research, there is an understanding of 

Kunas living anywhere in the world that grasps the continuity and simultaneous 

disjuncture between people and place. While there is rupture between Kuna Yala and 
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Panama City, there is also continuity and flow. It is from this perspective that I suggest 

understanding the sites as the Kuna Yala continuum, which helps to blur the geographic 

divide in ways that reflect the blur already apparent in social interaction. Multi-sited 

ethnographic research, as described by George Marcus, allows for comparisons to 

develop, ―as a function of the fractured, discontinuous plane of movement and discovery 

among sites as one maps an object of study and needs to posit logics of relationship, 

translation, and association among the sites‖ (1998:86). 

In embracing the fractured nature of ethnography, phenomena can be analyzed 

that are seemingly elusive objects of study, such as globalization. People, places and 

events that heretofore had little in common can be reanalyzed in terms of the global in a 

process that can elicit the similarities and differences that lie beneath the surface although 

a developed descriptive model of this analysis has yet to be developed (Marcus 1998:86). 

While I argue that my research is multi-sited, it is not as fractured or disjunctured as 

some other projects which Marcus may have had in mind. On the contrary, the 

connection between Kuna Yala and Panama City here is not lacking a descriptive model 

– their connection through Kuna migration is very clear. There is a larger Kuna social 

imaginary that plays an important role in Kuna lives, both in Kuna Yala and Panama 

City. It is this fixation on being Kuna in multiple contexts that creates the ties that bind 

the Kuna social imaginary while simultaneously producing difference. 

 This understanding of my periods of fieldwork as multi-sited in a larger sense is 

more recent. When I first set out to live in Kuna Yala, I focused on life there. It was not 
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until I returned to live with a Kuna family in Panama City that I began to understand how 

much of that experience I actually carried with me. While in Kuna Yala, there was plenty 

of discussion about Panama City, from travels, to phone calls to imported goods. It was 

only when I returned to Panama City, however, that I started to understand the myriad of 

ways that life in Kuna Yala is referenced in daily life in Panama City. While the sites of 

research ultimately come together, there is still a need to separate them cognitively, 

pulling them apart where possible so that we can better understand how exactly they are 

entangled.   

AT HOME AND IN THE FIELD IN PANAMA   

My first trip to Panama was in 2001 as part of a study abroad program through 

Florida State University. I spent a spring semester in La Boca, Balboa, part of the former 

Canal Zone in Panama City, followed by a summer of terrestrial archaeology at Panamá 

La Vieja, the sixteenth-century colonial ruins of old Panama City. I returned to Panama 

later that year to do anthropological research on the historical influence of the US Canal 

Zone on Panamanian race relations for my undergraduate honors thesis. During this time 

I made a professional decision to pursue linguistic anthropology with the Kuna after 

making a trip to Kuna Yala. I returned to Panama in August of 2002 after completing my 

undergraduate education to study the Kuna language. I lived in Panama City for eight 

months, teaching English and studying with Kuna teacher Reuter Orán. I saved up money 

and then spent the remaining four months of the year in Tupile, an island-community in 

Kuna Yala.  
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The year spent in Panama before beginning my graduate studies was especially 

valuable, as I was able to learn about the Kuna language and culture in both Panama City 

and Kuna Yala without having a specific research agenda. I made many Kuna friends in 

Panama City and was able to participate in professional gatherings in Panama City, such 

as a Kuna teacher bilingual education training course, and spend my free time visiting the 

Kuna bars and clubs the Kuna youth frequent. In Kuna Yala I learned even more of the 

Kuna language, as the people of Tupile are principally monolingual Kuna speakers. There 

I was able to participate in social life on Tupile by helping the elementary school by 

assuming the role of English teacher. I was able to gain a deeper understanding of Kuna 

ways of life in Kuna Yala, from politics in the gathering house to cooking Kuna food.  

After spending one year in Panama I returned to the US to begin my graduate 

studies in linguistic anthropology under Joel Sherzer, a specialist on the Kuna. I spent 

every summer and winter break in Panama, this time living with a Kuna family in the 

Kuna suburb Koskuna in Veracruz, a small town on the outskirts of Panama City. I 

continued my visits during school holidays, using this time to conduct research for my 

Master’s thesis on the development of a standard Kuna writing system to be used for 

bilingual education, among other things (Price 2005). I have grown especially close to the 

people of Koskuna and have learned about the ways that the older generations have 

adapted their lives to urban living and the younger generations have learned about the 

importance of being Kuna, even when one has never laid eyes on Kuna Yala. 
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Figure 10. Neighborhood girls in Koskuna, Veracruz, 2004 

 

In 2007 I began preparing for upcoming fieldwork for my dissertation, which was 

conducted from January 2008 to November 2008. I was married in 2006 and had my first 

child in June 2007. I was able to arrange our lives so that we could spend the time in 

Panama together as a family while I completed my fieldwork. My husband ―Lalo‖ and 

our six month-old son, who came to be known as ―Lalito‖ in Panama, were happy to be 

part of my anthropological entourage, but perhaps unsure of what awaited us there.   

We arrived in Panama the first week of January 2008 without too many 

difficulties. We rented a car and I drove us down the toll way into downtown Panama 

City, through the streets that I remembered very well. We drove straight to Veracruz, 

crossing the Puente de las Americas, avoiding all the potholes on the long road that winds 
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through the forest. We were on our way to Koskuna, Veracruz, a small Kuna community 

nestled in this small Panamanian beach-front town, on our way to live in a house that was 

yet to be built among friends that my husband and son had never met.  

We made our first stop at the host family‘s home, which I had last visited over 

two years before. We greeted each other and marveled about how the kids had grown and 

I had come back with one of my own, plus a husband. My friend and host, Itza, was a few 

years older than me, and had also recently had a baby girl, only four months older than 

our Lalito. Whereas this was her fifth child, this was my first, and I looked forward to 

being able to share and learn about motherhood from her. I showed my husband around a 

bit, and after talking with Itza, we confirmed our plans to stay in their house, in a room I 

used to rent from them, while building a small room for ourselves in the backyard.  
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Figure 11. A view of the backyard in Koskuna. We built our room on this old slab which 

belonged to thatched-roof home the family first lived in. 

 

Every stay that I have had in Panama has always been exciting and informative. 

The year spent in Panama to conduct this research was meaningful in new and different 

ways, as having a family and learning to feel your way around as a new mother certainly 

added another layer to the mix. My host family did all they could to help us as they 

would their own and my son was given care and attention as they did with their new 

granddaughter. Even with their help and support, or perhaps because of it, I became 

acutely aware of how special multi-generational care of children can be. When we 

returned to the United States we did so with a newfound appreciation for grandparents 
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and extended family and a profound gratefulness to the family that had treated me, and 

now my husband and son, as their own extended family.  

 
 

Figure 12. My son Lalito, Muu (grandmother) and her granddaughter in a hammock 

before bedtime. 

 

My life in Panama over the past ten years has been fundamental in my research. I 

have learned a lot from my many trips to Panama, all of which inform my work. Over the 

years I have come to speak fluent Kuna and Spanish and made many Kuna friends. These 

many years of experience ground my research in many ways, making it more 

ethnographically rich and allowing me to add my own perception on a micro-level. I have 
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been very fortunate to participate in the Kuna processes of education in Kuna Yala and 

Panama City. This complements previous research that has been carved out on Kuna 

language, culture and society, but not education, as Kuna education has not been studied 

in-depth. 

POSITIONING  

As noted by Julie Bettie of her own research as a white woman among middle 

school girls of color (Bettie 2002:27), the colonizing aspect of ethnography is also 

present in my work. As a white female graduate student conducting research in Panama 

with the Kuna, it is necessary to render my own positionality clear throughout my work. I 

rely on feminist theory in saying that ―situated knowledges,‖ as elaborated by Haraway 

(1991), are key in the decolonization of anthropology, so that knowledge and its source 

are not easily separable. While Western science has long been obsessed with establishing 

objective ways of knowing, ―situated knowledges‖ is an attempt to prove that by showing 

our own subjectivity in academic research, we are in fact, as perhaps Weber would claim, 

even closer to obtaining ―objectivity‖ in research (Weber 1946). Here, a clear rendering 

of own positionality, informed by intersecting aspects of my identity, is not only crucial 

to the production of good scholarship, but absolutely necessary at all levels of interaction 

with people, especially in the relationships that arise during periods that anthropologists 

call fieldwork. Although this kind of candidness can sometimes be considered a tall 

order, working closely with the community helps to ensure that both research and theory 

remain grounded in community interests and practice.  
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My presence as a young white woman from Texas, even in the role of an 

observer, is an important factor on many levels. There have been other foreign 

researchers involved with the Kuna, some of whom have been women (most of whom 

have been men), but these social spaces are constantly being negotiated. My identity here 

forms an integral part of how I approach this research and how others approach me. In 

2003 I lived in the island-community of Tupile where I lived with a local school teacher 

and also taught English to fifth and sixth-graders, as well as to the teachers themselves 

once a week. This involvement with teachers and students, as both a teacher myself and a 

professional colleague, helped me establish an identity as a teacher from outside the 

community. This teacher role helped negotiate my being in the community as an 

unmarried, childless and educated woman. For my dissertation, however, I returned to 

Panama with my husband and son, who was 6 months old at the time. While I was still 

young white woman from Texas, I now had a new social role as wife and mother, which 

gave me a different perspective on children and home life, as well as changing the way 

that community members interacted with me. My desire to learn Kuna, in addition to 

being from the United States, is also important, in that it separates me from outside 

teachers from Panama who speak only Spanish. My years of involvement with the Kuna 

community and knowledge of both Kuna and Spanish have enabled me to establish 

rapport with many people from the community. While I am not Kuna myself, the length 

of time that I have been involved with the Kuna community has been an important factor 

in garnering support.  
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ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 There are two principal but complementary ways in which ethics enter into my 

work with the Kuna: (1) putting the interests of the community before the research itself 

and (2) making sure that participants are guaranteed their rights in the process of the 

research. While both of these aspects of an ethically sound approach to anthropology are 

ultimately in the hands of the anthropologist, within academia the first is kept in check by 

the larger anthropological community and the second by the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). I have therefore outlined the ways in which my research will integrate these and 

other aspects of ethics while attempting to allow for flexibility for new and changing 

community concerns. The Kuna community, in particular, has a very developed system 

of procedures which must be followed before insiders or outsiders, missionaries or 

academics, are given permission to carry out projects or fieldwork. This process will also 

be discussed in detail as part of the ethical system of checks and balances that shape and 

inform my work.  

I have found that communication and long-term commitment are important in 

keeping my research aligned with community interests. My work has emerged from my 

interaction with Kuna community members, writers, teachers and language scholars since 

2003 and my involvement in Panamanian language and ethnic politics since 2001. I take 

an active supportive role regarding issues involving Kuna language and literature and 

pursue dialogue with Kuna colleagues, so that academic work such as this can be 

developed collaboratively. I also take an active position in supporting Kuna language 
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rights, but a non-interventionist, non-prescriptivist stance regarding linguistic issues and 

internal Kuna language politics. In addition, my involvement in Kuna language politics as 

a non-Kuna is heavily restricted by the Kuna, and is constantly being negotiated. My 

participation is therefore appropriately restricted to observation, and my support is seen 

as manifesting itself in other ways, such as this work.   

 One of the principal issues that arises in doing academic work with populations 

that speak languages other than English is that of ensuring that the work is accessible to 

the community both in terms of language and content. I translated my Master‘s thesis 

from English to Spanish, and distributed it to community members involved in the 

project. Through providing a Spanish translation to interested members of the Kuna 

community and leaving copies at the offices of the Kuna Congreso, I hope to contribute 

to and continue a dialogue on these matters in the Kuna community while making sure 

that my work is easily accessible. Through stimulating such dialogue, and continually 

being aware of how representation functions in my work, I hope to produce a document 

that is both aligned with the community and scientifically informative. 

 In keeping with the second aspect of ethical anthropological research, I set out to 

ensure that participants were well-informed and active in the research process. My IRB 

application included both verbal and written consent. I used verbal consent for the 

interviews, so that those who desire to participate will be recorded giving their verbal 

consent after the details of the project have been explained in full and all questions have 

been answered. As most of the community members are native Kuna speakers and have 
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varying Spanish-language skills, I explained the study verbally in Kuna and then in 

Spanish when necessary. I also gave participants a Spanish-language information page 

for this study, along with a liberal translation into Kuna. I used written consent for the 

classroom recordings to ensure that all students and their respective parents had given 

their consent. After asking for the instructor‘s permission to record a specific class, the 

instructor recommended sending the permission sheets home with parents because of the 

difficulty that parents had in coming to the school due to distance. The instructor helped 

me explain to the children that I would be video recording the class. They were sent 

home with a parental consent form and child consent form, all of which were returned to 

me with signatures.   

 While the IRB process is a very necessary course of action for the scientific 

research involving humans from the Western academic point of view, that of the Kuna 

community is rigorous in many ways. This process for obtaining permission to conduct 

research is one that seeks to ensure that outside research, conducted by either Kuna or 

non-Kuna, is in the general interest of the community and abides by Kuna legal and 

ethical standards. One must first approach the leaders of the Congreso General Kuna 

(General Kuna Congress) in order to receive general approval for a research project, after 

which one must seek the approval of each specific community and then each individual. 

While some projects do not necessitate deliberation from the Congreso, others need 

approval that may take up to six months or more to receive, as the Congreso only meets 
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every six months and rarely approves projects during the meeting in which they are 

proposed.  

 In Kuna communities in Kuna Yala, every outsider, be they Kuna or Waga (non-

Kuna), must present themselves before the community leaders in the evening at the 

nightly community gathering in the Onmakednega. Their business must be stated in a 

long oratory, in which they are expected to explain where they‘ve come from and what 

their purpose is in visiting the community. While urban Kuna communities do not have 

the same community infrastructure, there are indeed individuals in the community who 

take it upon themselves to interrogate visitors, especially foreign researchers, as to their 

purposes. While their distrust of foreigners in general is related to the history of 

colonization, their distrust of young white people in particular stems in part from rumors 

surrounding the Peace Corp and their role in providing information on local communities 

to the United States. 

 I believe that this process, along with that of the IRB and the larger 

anthropological community, were helpful in ensuring that my research was grounded in 

an understanding of ethics which then depended upon established communities of people 

that will help monitor the process. 

THE DISCOURSE-CENTERED APPROACH TO CULTURE  

 In working with the Kuna, I have attempted to find academically sound theories 

and methods that are not only compatible with the community, but are also relevant to the 

ways in which their social world is constructed. Sherzer substantiates his approach to his 
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work with the Kuna through the ethnography of speaking, ―not just because the Kuna 

dedicate a vast amount of time to talk, which they do, but because their world is 

perceived, conceived, and especially organized and controlled by means of language and 

speech‖ (Sherzer 2001:3). My own experience in doing my Master‘s research on the 

development of a standardized writing system for Kuna revealed that the discourses 

surrounding the emerging writing system were just as important as the writing system 

itself (Price 2005).  

The ways that the Kuna talk about their own cultural goals and interests are not 

only important because the Kuna say so; they are also important because their discourses 

and cultural practices are constantly shaping each other. Yet the fact that the Kuna are 

highly aware of the importance of discourse in their culture is important for two reasons: 

first, any research with the Kuna community should respect the cultural importance they 

place on discourse, and second, discourse is such an organizational and performative tool 

among the Kuna that ignoring it in an investigational context would lead to poor research. 

This leads me to a discussion of the discourse-centered approach to culture, the approach 

that is both theory and methodology, enabling me to study language both as a means and 

as an end to getting at that which concerns anthropologists.19 

 Because of the importance of discourse for the Kuna, I utilize the discourse-

centered approach to culture, which emerged out of the ethnography of speaking. 

                                                 

19 Although there are some things not expressed though language, such as doxa, a term Bourdieu used to 

describe that which is taken for granted or undisputed (Bourdieu 1977a). 
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Sherzer, along with others, inspired by the work being done in the ethnography of 

speaking and communication, developed this approach as a way to access culture through 

discourse, because ―discourse and especially the process of discourse structuring is the 

locus of the language-culture relationship‖ (Sherzer 1987:305). Here discourse is not 

narrowly defined, but rather broadly defined as language - both as an object and a 

practice. In his work on native South-American rituals, Greg Urban took the discourse-

centered approach to culture to be ―founded on a single proposition: that culture is 

localized in concrete, publicly accessible signs, the most important of which are actually 

occurring instances of discourse‖ (Urban 1991:1).  

This approach, as it emerged from the ethnography of communication, placed an 

increasing amount of importance on a one of the classic questions of anthropology: the 

relationship between structure and agency. Social philosophers slide on the continuum of 

where they place the importance of structure on the one hand, and agency on the other, 

and how they determine their interconnectedness. The discourse-centered approach 

allows linguistic anthropologists to focus on one concrete nexus of structure and agency: 

language. Though this approach rarely addresses the issue using the terms ―structure and 

agency,‖ as in cultural anthropology, it is this very intersection between language as a 

code or form (structure) and the creative social use of language (agency, or more broadly 

as practice in terms laid out by Bourdieu (1977a)) that makes this approach innovative 

and useful.    
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This approach was also seminal in leading into the study of language as an artistic 

cultural practice, often referred to as verbal art. As Sherzer explains:  

Since discourse is an embodiment, a filter, a creator and recreator, and a 

transmitter of culture, then in order to study culture we must study the actual 

forms of discourse produced and performed by societies and individuals, the 

myths, legends, stories, verbal duels, and conversations that constitute a society‘s 

verbal life. (1987:306) 

 

This concentration on language practices as artistic productions resulted in Sherzer‘s 

Verbal art in San Blas: Kuna culture through its discourse (1990), which was able to 

demonstrate through creative textual representation of Kuna chants and myths how these 

pieces of verbal art are, together with their depth in meaning, simultaneously rich in 

poetic features and performative details. In addition to showing how oral discourse can be 

analyzed in ways only formerly thought to pertain to Western literature, this 

concentration on verbal art has been able to show that, contrary to formalist linguistics, 

which concentrates only on one underlying meaning, style in discourse does, in fact, alter 

meaning and is therefore not only worthy of study, but crucial to understanding meaning 

(Hanks 1996:185).  

LANGUAGE IN THE CLASSROOM 

The discourse-centered approach is often used in linguistic anthropological 

approaches to studying language in educational contexts (Rymes 2003; Wortham and 

Rymes 2003; Valentine 1995; Philips 1983; Heath 1983). Not only is this methodology 

relevant to the context of education, educational contexts are themselves lending new 

insights into how language and power function in the classroom, which are ―prime sites 
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for analyzing the construction of authority in relation to language and circulating 

(language) ideologies and discourses that support these constructions‖ (Meek 2010:108). 

In addition to the discourse-centered approach, there are many other methodologies used 

by linguistic anthropologists in the classroom, including the analysis of narratives, the 

examination of identity construction, the analysis of conversation (CA) and the study of 

code-switching. 

 Narratives in the classroom emerge from experience but also shape 

understandings of those same events in their retelling (Ochs and Capps 1996). The use of 

narratives is often framed as ―sharing time‖ in US schools, and as Courtney Cazden 

notes, ―Narratives are a universal meaning-making strategy, but there is no one way of 

transforming experience into a story‖ (2001:19). In Doctrina narratives, teachers have 

constructed collective class narratives that legitimize ―the experiences of the then and 

now – both the experiences narrated in the story and those which include the teacher’s 

and students’ present lives‖ (Baquedano-Lopez 2001:356). Rymes documents how a 

Spanish-speaking elementary student learning to construct oral narratives did not produce 

narratives when prompted, but only did so outside of the framework of organized 

activities and with the co-telling help of peers also from Spanish-speaking backgrounds 

(Rymes 2003). Here narratives are important both in terms of their content and context, 

as the context surrounding the production of the narrative and the actual content of the 

narratives are in a dialectal relationship. In Hawaii, students were more successful at 

participating in active reading when the format resembled the ―talk story‖ narrative 
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structure used in the community (Au 1980). Personal narratives are another type of 

narrative that also reveals the personal history. For adult second-language learners, 

personal histories have revealed that aspects of their identity emerge in their new cultural 

context ―only after structural and personal threads of identification overlap‖ (Coffey and 

Street 2008:454). 

Aspects of identity are complex and complicated constructions that do not emerge 

in isolation: 

Because the social practices that construct gender are at the same time also 

constructing other aspects of identity - such as life stage, heterosexuality, 

ethnicity, or social class - illuminating generalizations involving gender are most 

likely to emerge when gender is examined not in isolation, but in interaction with 

other social variables. (Eckert and Mcconnell-Ginet 1999:190-191) 

 

This type of understanding of identity in discourse is in line with feminist theories of 

intersectionality that state that as identities are socially and culturally constructed, 

multiple axes of identity can interact on simultaneous levels (McCall 2005). In school, 

identity formation investigates how individual identities are formed in the social context 

of the classroom. As explored in one case by Stanton Wortham, this trajectory for social 

identification, can change and shift over time through specific instances of classroom 

discourse, essentially repositioning the identity of the student in this case from ―good‖ to 

―outcast‖ (Wortham 2004). In cases where students are not native speakers of the 

dominant language, the social identity of the student and the goal of learning in the 

classroom are not always in agreement. As in the study conducted by Rymes and Pash, 

students would maintain face instead of trying to understand the material. In this case, 
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―social identity concerns of a second-language learner coexist and sometimes conflict 

with the academic goals of classroom teaching‖ (Rymes and Pash 2001:277).  

Recorded interaction in the classroom is a complement to participant-observation, 

which focuses directly on interactions in micro detail (Drew and Heritage 1992:5). One 

way that social interaction has been studied is in terms of ―frames,‖ a term which 

Goffman developed to describe how interactions are organized according to the perceived 

frames of social life (Goffman 1974). Elaborating on the organization of talk at a micro 

level is the study of conversation analysis, which looks at elements in talk, such as code-

switching, repair, turn-taking, pauses, silences, gestures, and others, by recording 

interactions and closely evaluating transcripts. This approach to what Emmanuel 

Schegloff has termed ―talk-in-interaction,‖ is a way to understanding the underlying 

organizational patterns or sequences that occur in speech or signed language:  

The very root of the word ―interaction‖ underscores the centrality of action to the 

commerce between people dealing with each other, and this aspect of their 

conduct is a central preoccupation informing what people do in the turns in which 

they speak, and informing as well what they are heard to be doing. (2007:251)  

 

This interaction when studied closely can reveal many things that language ―is doing‖ in 

social life. In Pohnpei, for example, a close analysis of interaction through the study of 

honorifics reveals ―‗powersharing,‘ by which agents organize and incorporate power,‖ 

effectively mediating their social status in interaction (Keating 1998:12).  

The study of code-switching looks at how people with multiple shared codes, or 

languages, structure and negotiate their interaction. Code-switching reveals aspects of 

social power and differentiation because, ―The juxtaposition of codes is neither arbitrary 
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nor neutral, but concerns relations of power - different ways of seeing the world in 

struggle (or perhaps in cahoots) with each other‖ (Heller 1995:374). While code-

switching is influenced by macro influences of social differentiation, it is also 

autonomous in some ways of both grammar and society: 

There is a level of conversational structure in bilingual speech which is 

sufficiently autonomous both from grammar (syntax) and from the larger societal 

and ideological structures to which the languages in question and their choice 

for a given interactional episode are related. (Auer 1998:4) 

 

Code-switching can be done in many different ways, within sentences or at sentence 

boundaries. In some cases speakers negotiate the code of the dialogue to where they 

eventually move to speaking in one language, while in other cases they may maintain an 

entire conversation while using different codes, albeit ones that they both understand. A 

different kind of code-switching is that of ―code-crossing,‖ which in which the speakers 

uses a language that they do not own, which  ―involves a sense of movement across quite 

sharply felt social or ethnic boundaries‖ and questions the speaker’s legitimacy (Rampton 

1998:291).  

ETHNOGRAPHY AND PARTICIPANT-OBSERVATION 

Ethnography, the writing of culture, is the focus of cultural anthropology, which 

relies on the qualitative over the quantitative, bases its data on written fieldnotes and 

takes seriously participant-observation ―in the field.‖ Ethnography is an approach to 

understanding people and events as historically situated:  

Ethnography, in any case, does not speak for others, but about them. Neither 

imaginatively nor empirically can it ever "capture" their reality….Ethnography, to 
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extend the point, is not a vain attempt at literal translation, in which we take over 

the mantle of an-other's being, conceived of as somehow commensurate with our 

own. It is a historically situated mode of understanding historically situated 

contexts, each with its own, perhaps radically different, kinds of subjects and 

subjectivities, objects and objectivities. Also, it has hitherto been an inescapably 

Western discourse. (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992:9-10) 

 

Ethnography has come out of Western ideas about ―others,‖ and despite its history as 

such, anthropologists maintain that there are dialogical underpinnings that make 

ethnography ―emergent‖: 

Once culture is seen as arising from a dialogical ground, then ethnography itself is 

revealed as an emergent cultural (or intercultural) phenomenon, produced, 

reproduced, and revised in dialogues between field-workers and natives. (Tedlock 

and Mannheim 1995:2) 

 

This understanding of ethnography highlights the dialogical workings of anthropological 

fieldwork that are not simply about observing the other, but about dialogically-created 

meaning and interpretation that arise out of lived experience and speak to understanding 

of the human condition.  As such, from this grounded experience the main ambition of 

ethnography should be to understand ―the operation of the system itself rather than to 

demonstrate continually and habitually in the spirit of pluralism the power of local 

culture over global forces of apparent homogenization‖ (Marcus 1998:35). 

 As a method, ethnography has drawn criticism from the sciences as being 

unscientific due to its subjective gaze. Embracing this subjectivity, however, is what 

gives ethnography an edge over other scientific methods: 

Yet, it might be argued that the greatest weakness of ethnography is also its major 

strength, its paradox a productive tension. For it refuses to put its trust in 

techniques that give more scientific methods their illusory objectivity: their 

commitment to standardized, a priori units of analysis, for example, or their 
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reliance on a  depersonalizing gaze that separates subject from object. To be sure, 

the term ―participant observation‖ - an oxymoron to believers in value-free 

science – connotes the inseparability of knowledge from its knower. (Comaroff 

and Comaroff 1992:8) 

 

It is principally through participant observation, in which the ethnographer partakes of 

social life both as a participant and an observer that give ethnography an intimate and 

personal grounding. This grounding of knowledge through participant observation is 

what gives ethnography grounded analysis, rooted in the local and situated in the global. 

In addition, ethnography is not limited to a dichotomized relationship between the 

ethnographer and the other, but has become increasingly collaborative, resulting in 

projects centered on knowledge produced in collaboration (González, Moll, and Amanti 

2004). 

DATA COLLECTION 

In addition to extensive participant-observation, this research relied on semi-

structured interviews and in-class recordings at FTPUFM, enabling me to gather 

qualitatively-rich data from different sources. I conducted 25 semi-structured interviews 

and spent over 20 hours observing and recording in the classroom. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with teachers in the school systems, parents of the students 

and Kuna intellectuals, inquiring about different aspects of indigenous education. I 

completed twenty-five interviews, generally focusing on the ground-level implementation 

of education for indigenous students. I conducted semi-structured interviews with Kuna 

teachers, asking about how they switch between Kuna and Spanish in the classroom, how 
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they feel about teaching in Kuna, and what advantages and disadvantages present 

themselves for both teachers and students. For parents, these interviews focused on how 

they view the school that their child attends, how involved they feel with the school and 

what sort of advantages they feel that education at this school is providing their children. 

For the Kuna intellectuals, these semi-structured interviews focused on the historical 

process of developing bilingual education for the Kuna, the relation between education 

and other social and political objectives, the importance of bilingual education for the 

Kuna, and the political dilemmas that educators have faced in the past and are facing 

today. The interviews were conducted in both Kuna and Spanish, and with the exception 

of the monolingual Kuna speakers, most interviews contained code-switching between 

the two languages. I analyzed the interviews for this information, but specific attention 

was paid to the joint production of the interview between interviewer and interviewee 

(Briggs 1986), so that the social act of producing an interview in context is part and 

parcel of the analysis. 

The school recordings at FTPUFM were conducted over a 6-month period from 

May to October 2008. I only made class recordings in one class at the school, a second 

grade classroom taught by the vice principal of the school, Guillermina Ávila.  

Compensation for the research was provided to the school in the form of a donation that 

would benefit the entire body of students at the school. With the monetary donation the 

director was able to buy items that the school needed: a television and fans for each of the 

classrooms.  
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All of the recordings for my research were done with a Sony MiniDV camcorder 

and then stored them on DVDs and an external hard drive in .vob format. I also used a 

Zoom H2 audio recorder, which recorded high-quality .wav files on an SD card.  External 

Sony powered mics were used with both the camcorder and the audio recorder in most 

cases. While camcorders with solid-state drives had already overtaken both MiniDV and 

hard drive camcorders at the time of this research, I decided to work with my older 

MiniDV camera because solid-state drive camcorders were costly at the time of the 

research. Additionally, the physical MiniDV tapes are already digitized and can serve as 

an additional form of backup in the field, especially when the theft or accidental 

destruction of a computer and peripherals, such as an external hard drive, would mean a 

great loss of data. 

 

Figure 13. Itza Grimaldo de Pérez working on the transcription of an interview. 
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Transcription and translation to Spanish was done with the help of an assistant, 

Itza Grimaldo de Pérez. We worked together on the transcriptions, and she would often 

accompany me to the interviews in order to have first-person recollection of what was 

said. Interviews and fieldnotes were then organized and coded according to recurring 

themes. Classroom recordings were transcribed and linked with the video in ELAN, a 

computer program maintained by the Max Planck Institute for video and audio analysis, 

where the text and the video are linked. This program facilitates the detailed analysis of 

video data by integrating complex text analysis with video and audio. This equipment and 

software facilitated the research process, serving as the tools that aided in the collection 

of video and audio data for the following chapters. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          



 124 

Chapter 5 – Learning to be Kuna 

The bulletproof soldiers remind us that lived realities defy easy dualisms, 

that worlds everywhere are complex fusion of what we like to call 

modernity and magicality, rationality and ritual, history and the here and 

now. In fact, our studies of the Southern Tswana have long proved to us 

that none of these were opposed in the first place - except perhaps in the 

colonizing imagination and in ideologies, like apartheid, that have sprung 

from it. If we allow that historical consciousness and representation may 

take very different forms from those of the West, people everywhere turn 

out to have had history all along. (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992:5) 

 

ON “TRADITION”  

 

This chapter interrogates the term ―tradition‖ in considering Kuna education, 

looking for a way to explain how Kuna “lived realities defy easy dualisms.”  It is a word 

that carries an enormous amount of baggage, which I seek to unpack here. The word 

―tradition‖ has many connotations because it refers to cultural acts, which tend to be 

reified, while simultaneously referring to a period of history. This can dangerously lead 

to disjunctures in ―coevalness‖ and the fabrication of ―history‖ for some but not for 

others (Fabian 1983). Anthropology and ethnography in particular have been guilty of 

favoring ―tradition‖ and romanticizing the local: 

Even as we expose our ethnographic islands to the crosscurrents of history, we 

remain fainthearted. We still separate local communities from global systems, the 

thick description of particular cultures from the thin narrative of world events. 

(Comaroff and Comaroff 1992:5) 

 

For indigenous people in particular, the notion of ―tradition‖ is problematic, as it is a term 

often used by communities to talk about their ways of life and cultural knowledge passed 
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on through the generations, but these ―traditions‖ can also be dangerously linked to 

identity as markers of cultural difference specific to their indigenous identity. As such, 

when ―traditions‖ are no longer practiced as they were in the past (an impossibility in 

itself), indigenous people risk criticism both from the inside and the outside that their 

identity is also at risk.   

Language situated in the past can also pose problems of coevalness. In indigenous 

communities where there has been a focus on language revitalization, the ―traditional‖ 

use of language can be used as a measuring stick of authenticity:   

Language shift and renewal efforts have intensified reflexivity and metalinguistic 

discourse reflected against a genuine "pastness" tied to the identity of speakers 

and competitive claims for identity. Fluency as a tie to pastness has become an 

ideological contested ground for claims to authentic identity. As with culture, an 

authentic language existing outside of the present speech event is held up as an 

unchanging traditional standard at a distance from present social practices but one 

in practice that is fluid, contestable, and at times divisive. (J. Anderson 2009:72) 
 

 ―Tradition,‖ while not inherently static, is however, a concept that lends itself to 

reification, and thus confuses the continued and varying practice of social events with the 

idea that ―traditions‖ are fixed and static representations of the past. Never mind the fact 

that the past can never exist in the present, the word ―tradition‖ is still used to reference 

events that have taken place in the past and continue to be practiced in the present, albeit 

as new practices in themselves. There is no way to access history except through 

meaning-making acts of the present (Trouillot 1995). In other words: 

Traditions are neither genuine nor spurious, for if genuine tradition refers to the 

pristine and immutable heritage of the past, then all genuine traditions are 

spurious. But if, as we have argued, tradition is always defined in the present, then 

all spurious traditions are genuine. Genuine and spurious - terms that have been 
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used to distinguish objective reality from hocus-pocus are inappropriate when 

applied to social phenomena, which never exist apart from our interpretations of 

them. (Handler and Linnekin 1984:288) 

 

Despite the fact that our interpretations of ―traditions‖ are the only part tangible to us, 

communities everywhere use the notion ―tradition‖ to get at the social events that have 

been made in the past and are continuously remade in the present. Yet if we can move 

beyond the time-boundedness of the word ―tradition,‖ perhaps it is a concept worth 

salvaging:   

I think that the term is in fact a source of strength, and essential to a conception of 

folklore that is both general and distinctive. The key is to consider the usual 

enumerations of the traditional as only part of the notion's potential scope. Let us 

root the notion not in time, but in social life. Let us postulate that the traditional is 

a functional prerequisite of social life. Let us consider the notion, not simply as 

naming objects, traditions, but also, and more fundamentally, as naming a 

process. It seems in fact the case that every person, and group, makes some effort 

to "traditionalize" aspects of its experience. To "traditionalize" would seem to be 

a universal need. (Hymes 1975:353)  

 

Is the suffix ―-ize‖ so productive that is can successfully transform the static ideas rooted 

in ―tradition‖ into verb-like action that implies practice in the present? Perhaps this 

problem could be solved, as Hymes suggest, by making ―tradition‖ a verb: 

We should use the notion, "to traditionalize," then, in several complementary 

ways: (a) to universalize our realm of discourse, relating it to a generic human 

disposition and need; (b) as a way of entering sympathetically into the efforts and 

circumstances of people of whatever sort; (c) to analyze critically the 

consequences of traditionalization. (1975:354) 

 

In order to postulate the implications of ―traditionalize‖ in its functions as a verb, I 

present the case of the Arapaho, where there is a growing shortage of people who are 

communicatively competent in Arapaho religious performances: 
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Language ideologies relating to ritual speech performance thus encapsulate a 

larger contradiction for Arapaho religion. On one side is an Arapaho purism of 

pragmatic reproduction to do things in a good or correct way as they have always 

been done according to chartered pragmatic schemas. On the other is the growing 

participation of nonfluent speakers, many of whom have not been instructed about 

those pragmatic schemas. There is thus an increasing scarcity of ritual leaders 

with the communicative competence to perform all the necessary functions, while 

since the 1970s the number of participants has increased significantly. As in many 

other indigenous communities, ideologies revolve around the contradiction 

between linguacultural reproduction and adaptation necessitated by increasing 

participation and decreasing human, material and discursive resources. (J. 

Anderson 2009:65) 

 

For the Arapaho, religious practice has been ―traditionalized‖ in such a way that there is 

ideoligized purism to the pragmatic reproduction of speech in these contexts. This use 

reflects Hymes‘ notion that ―traditionalization‖ is a ―generic human disposition and 

need‖ (1975:354). In its second use according to Hymes, there is sympathy for the 

Arapaho, who are gaining participants and facing a scarcity of those that are competent in 

the discursive ―traditionalized‖ religious speech. Here especially, sympathy can be 

understood as the respect for Arapaho ―traditionalization‖ and the inability of the people 

to simply abandon their ―traditions‖ as ―spurious‖ (Handler and Linnekin 1984). In 

Hymes’ third way of critically approaching the consequences of ―traditionalization,‖ it is 

apparent in the Arapaho case that the ―traditionalization‖ of religious discourse, coupled 

with a lack of ritual leaders knowledgeable in this discourse, poses a real issue for the 

community. The community has realized that there have been social and cultural changes, 

but they also desire to maintain their ―traditionalized‖ religious practices.  

 In understanding Kuna ―traditions,‖ I have attempted to navigate the common 

pitfalls of ―traditions‖ being either ―genuine‖ or ―spurious‖ by underscoring the fact that 
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people and their practices are always performed in the present, while simultaneously 

maintaining a respect for ―traditionalized‖ practices of the past which are often remade in 

the present. This often times complex relationship is made salient here by following 

Hymes call to use ―tradition‖ as a verb. 

EDUCATION AND SCHOOLING IN KUNA YALA 

  Kuna knowledge encompasses a wide range of activities, from the making of 

molas, to the recitation of curing chants.  Kuna knowledge that is not as widely practiced 

as it was in the past is identified by Kunas as knowledge that their grandparents or elders 

possessed, often referred to as sergangad ―it belongs to the elders,‖ and for less obscure 

cultural knowledge as anmargad ―it belongs to us.‖ These terms are often used to 

traditionalize Kuna knowledge as Kuna communal knowledge. This knowledge, while 

also practiced, taught and learned in Panama City, is specifically tied to Kuna Yala as the 

place where Kuna knowledge comes from and where it is most widely practiced.  

This knowledge, then, centers on the lifestyles of those living in Kuna Yala, 

encompassing activities that are part of daily life. Activities are usually divided along 

gender lines, so that girls learn how to sweep, wash clothes, sew clothes, clean fish to eat, 

shred coconut, prepare and cook food, care for young children and generally run a 

household. Boys often follow their fathers to the forest, learning how to paddle a canoe, 

plant and harvest food, hunt for animals, fish in the rivers and ocean, retrieve firewood 

and building materials, and build homes.  
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Since elementary school exists in most Kuna communities in Kuna Yala, a large 

indicator of whether children are practicing these activities on a daily basis depends on 

whether or not they attend school and if they do so regularly. Because of the high costs 

associated with school, despite the fact that the actual classes are free, many families 

choose not to send all of their children to school. In many other cases, lack of interest in 

the classes and frustration with the Panamanian school system will lead to chronic 

skipping of classes. It is well-known around town which boys prefer to run off and fish 

during school hours rather than attend classes.  Because few islands have middle schools 

and few families have resources to send mediocre students off to school on other islands, 

schooling ends at sixth grade for most children. Anticipating that sixth grade will be their 

final year of schooling before returning to a life of fishing and farming, those not going 

on to middle school begin acting out in class or skipping class altogether as early as fifth 

grade. Students in these Panamanian schools on Kuna islands are spending time in the 

classroom when boys would otherwise be apprenticing with their male relatives in the 

fields and girls with their female relatives at home.  
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Figure 14. Canoe trip to mainland 

Figure 15. Family en route to cemetery 

There are also a number of activities that are shared by both men and women, 

some activities in which roles are shifting, and many activities that are not as widely 

practiced as before. Some activities that were in the past shared by all are now principally 

considered male-dominated, such as that of curing and medicine, although surveys 

conducted by the Kuna Cultural Congress have revealed that many women still share this 

knowledge (Sherzer 2010). While men still spend a great deal of time working on the 

mainland, women, who previously accompanied them to bathe and do their laundry in the 

rivers, now stay home on the island to do their chores due to the availability of running 

water in most communities. Women also used to labor in the fields with their husbands 
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and visit their dead relatives in the cemetery on the mainland once a week, but both of 

these activities are performed less often. 20 

Since activities are often divided along gendered lines, the gay Kuna population 

performs activities generally in accordance with their gender and not based on whether 

they are male or female. Gay Kuna men, labeled omegid, or ―like a woman,‖ perform 

tasks with the women, such as sewing molas and doing tasks around the home. Gay Kuna 

men do not hide their identity, but rather partake in daily life loudly and proudly, usually 

associating with a group of women their own age or with other gay men. Gay Kuna 

women, labeled massergid, or ―like a man,‖ do exist, but seem to be fewer and occupy 

less space within the social imaginary than gay Kuna men. As such, while there is a large 

amount of discussion about the role of gay men in Kuna society, there is less social 

commentary about gay Kuna women and less information about how they participate in 

the gendered Kuna activities. In any case, the lines of gender division are in Kuna society 

are clearly drawn, but they are often flexible and forgiving. Gender in Kuna society is 

                                                 

20 While there are arguably many factors that have contributed to the shift from a life centered around 

daily activities on the mainland to a life centered around daily activities on the island, it seems that the 

availability of resources on the mainland is perhaps more important than other economic and social changes 

that have taken place as a result of globalization, of which, ironically, running water is definitely an 

important one, as can be seen in the image of women gathering gourds full of water in Salvador‘s The Art 

of Being Kuna (1997:83). Capitalism and the commodification of resources have been linked to the 

oppression of women, first in their own labor in the home and outside of the home earning less money than 

men, and secondly as the support for men and children who struggle under the same system of capitalism 

(Leacock 1977:9). While commodification is apparent in Kuna Yala, and some people do earn wages in 

Kuna Yala, the process is complex and uneven. I argue that the lack of wage labor for the majority of both 

men and women, the existence of cooperative stores and societies, and the use of coconut as the official 

currency (although dollars are also widely used) keeps some of these processes at bay on a local level. 
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marked in certain arenas, but it is conceived of more liberally and unilaterally than in 

Panamanian society.  

LEARNING KUNA RITUALS 

The leadership positions, such as sagla, gantule, suaribed, nele, etc., in Kuna 

society also form part of the educational system. Only men that have studied bab igar or 

Father‘s way are eligible to become sagla, and knowing chants and studying with other 

leaders is part of both the intellectual and political journey (Sherzer 1990:49). The Kuna 

educational system is based on apprenticeship, and although there is a progression that 

some men make from spokesman to chief, they ―are always apprentices‖ and open to 

learning and sharing with others:  

The spokesman is often an apprentice; he learns by listening to the chief and by 

performing his version of what he has just listened to. In a certain sense, all Kuna 

chiefs and spokesmen are always apprentices, listening to others perform and 

translating and interpreting what they have heard within their own performances. 

This is why both chief and spokesman mention the chiefs before them who have 

chanted the myth of the White Prophet, the line of teachers, students, apprentices, 

and interpreters in which they locate themselves. (Sherzer 1990:49) 

 

In comparing the apprenticeship of learning chants with learning other trades or arts, 

there are many overlaps. Apprenticeship of a trade, such as tailoring, entails techniques 

that differ greatly from schooling:  

The teaching/learning techniques of apprenticeship and school contrast strongly, 

however. Apprenticeship training, whose major instructional mode is observation 

and practice according to tailors‘ reports and my observations, stands in sharp 

contrast to verbal instruction and context-free presentations of materials in 

schools. This suggests that a major contrast feature may be that schools 

emphasize deductive teaching/learning while inductive transmission of 
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knowledge is the most common mode of teaching/learning in apprenticeship. 

(Lave 1977:177) 

 

The apprenticeship of learning chants, however, while done in large part through 

observation, is also taught through explicit verbal instruction. I would also argue that 

many labor-based apprenticeships may also involve both deductive and inductive 

methods of teaching. In the United States, apprenticeships for trades, such as outdoor 

electric, require thousands of hours of on-the-job experience, but they also require class 

time, bookwork and standardized tests. Kuna apprenticeships in verbal art are both 

deductive and inductive in this sense, and their connection to relationships of inductive 

teaching is often emphasized by borrowing the Spanish word ―professor‖ to reference 

their teacher.    

As students learn chants, the teachers give them advice on how to continue 

sharing their knowledge with others. This passage from Sherzer (1990:155), as translated 

to English in lines 373-383, is from a Kuna man returning to his home community after 

learning how to cure snake bites in another community. He recounts to his home 

community in a speech how his teacher instructed him to proceed with his new 

knowledge: 

―As for people from other islands‖ he says.  

―The money you spent that money which, you will spend they will give you too‖ 

see he says. 

―Therefore friend don‘t raise the price‖ see he says. 

―There are those indeed who put the price very high‖ see he says. 

―As if their chief told them to do so see‖ the friend truly counseled me.  

―Well now indeed you must not turn around the elders. 

But only help the elders. 

You must‖ see he says. 
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―Indeed in order to strengthen the earth‖ see he says. 

―So that your island truly recognizes you‖ don‘t you hear he says. 

 

In this passage the young man recounts what his teacher told him, quoting him directly as 

he encouraged him not to capitalize on his new snake bite curing chant, but rather share 

with others for a reasonable sum of money, such as what he also paid. Hiking up the price 

for others would not be helping the elders, or the earth, and he was encouraged to 

maintain the same price. This advice does not encourage capitalistic gain, but helps to 

maintain a sort of egalitarian system of sharing involving small quantities of money.  

This sort of action is not uncommon among the Kuna, who have also succeeded in 

establishing a standard price for the buying and selling of coconuts, which are used as 

currency throughout Kuna Yala. This serves to protect the people from price competition, 

and simultaneously removes the benefits that could be had if one tried to create a 

capitalistic coconut business. Kuna communities have many practices that require 

community collaboration that benefit the entire society, such as the communal building of 

homes for individuals, the communal production of alcohol for festivals and smaller scale 

networks of food and resource distribution. While the Kuna are ―practicing collective 

consumption‖ in many ways, they do not altogether reject the unequal distribution of 

wealth as in some societies, such as that of the Hutterites (Hostetler 1977:226). 

While there have been many changes in Kuna Yala over the past decades, many 

of the practices of chanting and recitation are done in the same ways that they were in the 

1970s, 1980s and 1990s as documented Sherzer (Sherzer 1990, 2001, 2003). There have 

been some changes in learning technology, such as use of cassette recordings to help 
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learners remember their chant, which emerged in the late 1960s. Additionally, chiefs may 

change the subject matter of their chants in the onmakednega, and throughout Kuna Yala 

there are known variations and topic preferences for namagged, which also shift over 

time. There are some igar chants, however, which are passed verbatim from teacher to 

student, who will not graduate until he or she has learned it completely. Sherzer has 

recorded the same speaker reciting the same chant verbatim, even decades later (2010). 

Due to the highly complex classification of verbal practices among the Kuna and the 

numerous poetic devices used in the chants themselves, it is perhaps then not surprising 

that there exist certain genres of chants that held to high standards of replication, such as 

certain igar, and others that are more open to artistic interpretation, such as certain 

namagged. 

KUNA RITUAL LANGUAGE 

There are many ceremonies for social events and rituals associated with rites of 

passage that occur in Kuna social life, including curing rituals used for a number of 

illnesses and mental states. Language is a very important part of Kuna ritual life. In Kuna 

there is an ―everyday‖ variety of the Kuna language, and there are three ―ritual‖ language 

varieties identified by Sherzer as sagla gaya, suar nuchu gaya, and gantule gaya 

(2001:24). These varieties utilize special vocabulary varies greatly from the words in 

everyday Kuna and each language variety is only used in a special context, for which that 

variety is named. Sagla gaya, or language of the saglas, is the language variety that saglas 

use when they are chanting. Suar nuchu gaya, or language of the wooden dolls, is the 
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language used when performing curing rituals with the nuchu, or nussu, as they are 

spelled in the new orthography. Gantule gaya is the variety of Kuna used by gantules to 

communicate to the flute used during puberty rituals. Here I explain in more detail the 

ways in which these three varieties of ritual language are used within their respective 

domain of Kuna ritual life.  

Namagged 

Kuna chants or namagged are sung in sagla gaya by the sagla to the Kuna 

community. Chanting is used in the Onmakednega, the local gathering house¸ to share 

moral guidance with the listeners. These chants are learned by the saglas over the years, 

who then perform them for their community members as a form of guidance, repeating 

the words that wise Kuna leaders have used in the past to guide their community along a 

moral path.  

In every Kuna community there is an important communal institution established: 

the onmakednega or ―gathering house.‖ The onmakednega serves ritual, political and 

social functions in Kuna society. This large communal house is made of bamboo walls 

and a thatched-roof, and has a few hammocks strung up in the center, with benches 

encircling them on all four sides.  

While the onmakednega is also used for special occasions, it is where the 

community members gather to listen to the sagla chant almost every day and where 

people go at night to discuss political matters before the community and political leaders. 

When it is time for the sagla to chant, the suaribet walks around the town, announcing 
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loudly that men, women or both should go now to the gathering house. The suaribet is 

literally the ―owner of the stick,‖ whose responsibilities include making the rounds 

around the village to announce a meeting and making sure that the gathering runs 

smoothly, all while carrying a carved walking stick size pole, usually adorned with a 

carved-out figurine on top.  

In the onmakednega, the sagla will sit in one hammock while an abinsued, 

literally ―the responder,‖ sits in a hammock next to him. While the sagla chants, the 

abinsued responds with degi, roughly translated as ―so it is.‖ The chanting itself has been 

described as ―an esoteric language, phonologically, morphologically, syntactically, and 

semantically different from ordinary Kuna‖ (Sherzer 1990:36). The back and forth 

singing of the sagla‘s chanting and the abisued‘s response create a soothing rhythm.  

Another person, designated as the argar, is responsible for translating the chief‘s chanted 

message into everyday spoken Kuna, and usually speaks for at least half an hour to an 

hour after the chief is done chanting.  

Igargana 

Of the many important rituals that are performed in the lives of the Kuna, 

igargana, or ―ways,‖ are long verbal recitations, sometimes used in conjunction with 

medicinal plants or nussumar, special wooden figures, that communicate with the spirits. 

There are many different igar, which are used for curing illness, practicing preventative 

medicine, counseling others, communicating with the spirits and acquiring special 

capabilities.  Here again, language is central to the rituals, as noted by Sherzer, ―It is 
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through language and speech that medicine becomes effective, the spirits of good are put 

to work, and the spirits of evil are neutralized and disarmed‖ (2001:110). 

Most chants are learned though an apprenticeship with an Igar wisid, a teacher 

who is a ―knower‖ of a chant, or in the case of medicine from an Inaduled, a medicine 

man. In Kuna Yala it is common for the apprentice to accompany the teacher to his fields 

to help him work the earth or gather medicinal plants. During this time the teacher may 

talk or chant to the student and explain aspects of Kuna history or medicine. Patience and 

dedication are valued by the teachers, who will generally teach things at their own pace 

and only reveal the important secrets of chants when they feel the student is ready, which 

may be weeks, months or even years. 

There are many different igar, including naibe igar, ―the way of the snake,‖ which 

is performed to cure a snake bite; gurgin igar¸ ―the way of the hat,‖ which is used for 

headaches; damboed igar, ―the way of cooling off,‖ to take away the fever of a young 

baby; and nia igar, ―the way of the devil‖ which cures people who have mental ills. Igar 

among the Kuna are numerous and exist for many events in life, and especially in death, 

when masar igar, ―the way of the bamboo cane,‖ is chanted to help the deceased‘s soul 

cross the river to the spiritual world. The knowers of the igar are paid by the family of the 

person needing the igar and most of the serious igar require multiple days of treatment. 

Some igar are activated by a sekreto, or a ―secret‖ that informs the spirit being addressed 

that the igar knower understands its essence and can control it (Sherzer 2001:117).  



 139 

Igar are different from the namagged chants that are performed in the 

onmakednega in that they are learned line by line by students from their teachers. 

Namagged performed in the onmakednega are valued by their audience for the creative 

ways that sagla can combine their knowledge of Kuna verbal practices with social and 

political commentary relative to the community. Igar, on the other hand, are ―putatively 

fixed, and the ‗ikar knowers‘ make changes, really choices, in these fixed texts only 

according to the origin of the disease or the particular goal of the igar‖ (Sherzer 

2001:135). 

Inna  

Inna is the Kuna word for alcohol, and is often referred to in Spanish as chicha 

fuerte. Kuna alcohol is generally made by the community from sugarcane and flavored 

with cacao or coffee, although it can also be made from corn.  Inna is only made on 

certain special occasions where the community consumes large quantities together in the 

celebration. The rituals that involve the making of inna are those that celebrate rites of 

passage for women, including the first ear and nose piercing of a baby girl and the 

puberty rite for young girls. Occasionally other celebrations, such as the commemoration 

of the Kuna Revolution, also involve inna. Rituals involving inna are held in the Inna 

nega, the house of alcohol, a special communal house created especially for community 

inna rites.  

The making of inna for any of these rites is a special process and involves the 

work of the entire community and the special knowledge of the inna sobed, the inna 
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maker, whose inna sobed igar chant, the ―way of making inna,‖ is important for the 

proper fermentation of the inna. Whenever an inna rite is to be held, men in the 

community are instructed to collect a certain amount of sugar cane for their household. 

Then in small collective groups throughout the island, families take turns pressing the 

sugar cane to extract the juice, as shown here in Figure 16. The juice is then collected 

from each group and taken to the inna nega, where it is put into large containers where it 

is left to ferment for many days until the inna sobed tried the inna and determines that it 

is ready for consumption. Rituals are often delayed by a day or two if the inna sobed 

determines that the inna is not yet ready.  

 

 

Figure 16. Pressing sugar cane to make inna alcohol in Tupile in 2002. 
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The gantule, or flute player, is also an important figure in the inna process and the 

―ways‖ that are chanted to the flute are done using the gantule gaya language variety. 

The gantule is responsible for initiating the inna festivities and plays the flute continually 

while community members drink. Inna celebrations are loud and full of movement, as the 

gantule dances while playing the flute, he is accompanied by at least one other man 

playing a maraca. The people drinking the inna talk loudly, inciting each other to jump 

from side to side and whoop loudly before taking large drinks of the inna from the 

community gourds. Groups of men may form lines shoulder to shoulder, supporting each 

other while dancing back and forth across the floor. Social norms of everyday life are 

suspended, as both men and women hang and support themselves on others in more 

intimate ways, sometimes falling over and rolling on the floor, speaking within inches of 

each other‘s faces and occasionally vomiting due to excess alcohol, all without drawing 

the criticism and social repercussions that would ensue were it not happening within the 

inna celebration. These festivities are an important social release that can create and 

strengthen bonds between people, especially in small and tight-knit communities where 

there is little social privacy.     

TRAVELING KNOWLEDGE: DEMETRIO’S TRIP TO BAYANO 

The circulation of knowledge and discourse between Kuna Yala and Panama City 

helps to create what I labeled the ―Kuna Yala continuum‖: the flow of people, practices 

and ideas between places. In Panama City, there are notably fewer people learning and 

practicing Kuna rituals than there are in Kuna Yala. But at the same time, Kuna 
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―traditionalized‖ knowledge is still learned, utilized and respected by a large number of 

people in Panama City.  

Early on in my fieldwork I had the opportunity to record Demetrio Grimaldo, the 

grandfather of my host family in his sixties at the time, who had recently taken a trip to 

Bayano with his teacher to drink and celebrate in a mainland Kuna community that was 

having an inna celebration.  

 

Figure 17. Demetrio Grimaldo, ready to tell his story. 

When I asked to record Demetrio speaking about his experience, I asked him to 

tell me about his trip. The recounting of a recent journey is a recognized genre speech in 

Kuna culture. Sherzer writes that ―Anyone who has travelled, for politics, work, pleasure 

or education (traditional or modern) reports on his trip many times – privately to friends 

and family in many settings and in many ways‖ (2001:108). Demetrio was obviously 
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familiar with this genre and told his whole story in monologue form, with no 

interruptions from me. The following excerpt of his monologue illustrates the details of 

the interesting relationships that he has with his interlocutor, his teachers and the 

information he has learned and seeks to learn. He began his story with how he left on the 

bus with his teacher, recounting the experiences he had in the community that received 

them. In this excerpt he is retelling his interaction with the chief of that community:21  

56 An ai sagla mamsuggungined namarye, anga sogdo, emi dailegwa an ai,  

My friend, the chief of Mansukun started to chant. He told me, ―Friend, today, 

 

57 emi dailegwa, yar burbabi an bega namaggoye 

today, I am going to sing to you about the spirit of the earth‖ 

 

58 yar burba emigilemailesad, emi dailegua, bia inamar anbiggude, yar 

birlemaigine 
―I am going to sing about mother earth, where the medicine is, on this earth‖  

 

59 aa itogoye, ai anga soggar dagsa 

listen, this is what I am going to chant,‖ my friend told me. 

 

60 an ega sogye, emi daglegu, be namaid dibeye, be an oegosurye 

I told him, ―If you are going to sing this chant, don‘t think that I won‘t 

understand. 

 

61 an sagla Brenes nuggadi, we emi dailegu belagwable sadde, an ese emi daglegu 

igar aminabarye dagsa 

My chief whose name is Brenes, I am learning all of the chants about this from 

him, you see. 

 

62 ee babgad an igar aminaye, sagla Brenese be dagsa 

He is teaching me about the way of baba, the chief Brenes is.  

                                                 

21 The transcriptions of speech were done line by line when the analysis calls for it, and otherwise 

presented in paragraph form. Kuna is presented in italics and bold-face, Spanish is presented in italics only 

and the English translation appears in the normal font. In the discussion of the transcriptions Kuna is 

simply represented in italics. The Kuna transcription follows the latest orthographic rules as determined by 

the Kuna Congress (A. M. López 2010). 
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63 anga emi dailegwa baluwalagi namagdago 

Recently he has chanted to me about baluwala.” 

 

64 emi dailegwa nis bundor emi daglesadgi namagdago 

He chants to me about the stars, and the chant about the shooting stars 

 

65 Emi daglegua anga muumar emi daglegwa 

He also chants to me about the grandmothers 

 

66 ee sapibeneg an be iddosad, muugan warbaabag an gued 

About sapibenega, you understand, about the eight grandmothers,  

 

67 emi dailegwa goemar odemaid 

those are the ones who are midwives, 

 

68 aagi anmar namagdagoe, anga gudii daggenye 

He chants to me about these things, we do this together 

 

69 negsissid naggusadgi anga namadagoe, burwa anmar nosad anga namagda, 

bela we inmar anuisoggu,  

He sings to me about the sunset and the darkness, he sings to me about the 

tornados, since I know about all of these things already. 

 

70 an ai, saglamar angi namardibe, an iddodaggenye, e argar bule yeer, bar  

maggodibeye 

My friend, when the chiefs chant I listen to the intonation of the chant 

 

71 degsoggu an deyob igar amidi daggenye 

So I have been learning about this. 

 

72 an egisa egisa gusa abar abar daggen mellegus, anna sia igar itonabarye dagsa 

I have also been working on this, and I would like to learn the way of the cacao, 

 

73 sied bisebgad, itonabarye, dagsa 

and the chant of how to prepare the basil leaf, this is what I am doing, you see 

 

74 ise, ise wisggunabanlinye dagsa andi ambayoye 

This is what I want to learn but I have not learned it all yet. 

 

75 degsoggua, emisggwadina an emi daglegu an sobedga an nosye, an aiga we 

soge dagsa 
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And now I say, I know how to prepare these things, this is what I told my friend. 

 

76 an sobed emi dailegu, Brenes, sagla Brenes an profesorye 

I say that Brenes, the chief Brenes is my professor. 

 

77 Abilio amba aamoye, desoggu an dummagan warbo an innasobed an nosagu 

wisye 
Abilio is also my professor, and that is why I say that I have two teachers and I 

know how to prepare the inna. 

 

78 weyob an ai an soggarye, dagsa 

This is what I told my friend, you see. 

 

79 ai anga soge, deg bar soge, deg be gudii sogeye 

My friend told me, ―So it is, you are learning these things.‖ 

 

80 andi binsa bibbigwad gudimoye anbebie ai anga soiye 

―I thought you were only a novice in these matters‖ he told me.  

 

Demetrio begins this section of the narrative by addressing the chief of 

Mansukun, a Kuna village, who is preparing to chant. As the chief begins describing 

what he will chant about, our speaker tells him that he knows something of these matters 

and begins to describe his exact knowledge. He begins by naming his ―sagla‖ or chief, 

Brenes, and then delves into detail about exactly what Brenes had been teaching him. 

This passage is important because it demonstrates the importance of teacher-student 

lineage. The speaker also makes a detailed list of the chants that he knows, those that he 

understands and those that he is interested in learning. This short speech could be an oral 

résumé of the chants that the speaker knows. The speaker‘s intent in presenting 

information is apparent in the last line, when his friend recognizes his accomplishments 

and declares that the speaker is not a novice in these matters. 
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While I use the words teach and learn quite often in the English translation of this 

excerpt, it is notable that the more direct translation of teach and learn, odurdagge and 

durdagge are not found in this passage, or even a similar form, such as odurdagged 

―teacher.‖ What are the words being used in this passage and what meanings do they 

evoke? Table 1. Kuna words for ―teacher" is a list of vocabulary to explore in this 

passage:   

Table 1. Kuna words for ―teacher" 

 

 

Line # Kuna Word Kuna context English translation of the context 

Line 61 igar amie  an ese emi dailegu igar 

aminabarye dagsa 

I am learning all of the chants 

about this from him, you see. 

Line 63 anga 

namagge 

anga emidailegua baluwalagi 

namagdago 

Recently he has chanted to me 

about baluwala. 

Line 72 itoge an egisa egisa gusa abar abar 

daggen mellegus, anna sia igar 

itonabarye dagsa 

I have also been working on this, 

and I would like to learn the way of 

the cacao, 

Line 74 wisggubie  ise,ise wisggunabanlinye dagsa 

andi ambayoye 

This is what I want to learn but I 

have not learned it all yet. 

Line 75 noe  Degsoggua, emiskwadina an emi 

dailegu an sobedga an nosye, 

And now I say, I know how to 

prepare these things 

Line 76 profesor  sagla Brenes an profesorye the chief Brenes is my professor. 

Line 77 dummad desoggu an dummagan warbo an  

innasobed an nosagu wisye 

and that is why I say that I have two 

teachers and I know how to prepare 

the inna. 

Line 79 gudii ai anga soge, deg bar soge, deg 

be gudii sogeye 

My friend told me, ―So it is, you are 

learning these things.‖ 

Line 80 bibbigwad  andi binsa bibbigwad gudimoye 

anbebie ai anga soiye 

 ―I thought you were only a novice 

in these matters‖ he told me. 
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The following explanations will shed light on the original Kuna meaning of these terms 

related to teaching and learning. Because of the agglutinative nature of the Kuna 

language, in some cases I have simplified the example listed in the ―Kuna word‖ column. 

This simplification helps to isolate the morphemes related to aspects of teaching and 

learning. 

 In line 61 the speaker uses a common term, igar amie, related to learning ―ways‖ 

or chants. Translated differently, this can mean ―gathering ways (of knowing)‖ as igar 

can be translated as ―way‖ or ―path‖ and amie can be translated as ―to gather.‖ We also 

use forms similar to this in English, such ―gather information." 

 The next example in line 63, anga namagge, can be translated as ―he/she sings to 

me.‖ Here anga namagge also closely resembles ―he/she teaches this chant to me,‖ in that 

the pedagogical form that the teacher uses in this case, chanting, is both the form that the 

teacher uses and the form that is then later expected to be performed by the student. It is 

this relationship between teaching, learning and chanting that gives an understood 

meaning to the context of this sentence.  The teacher is not only chanting to him about 

baluwala; the actual act of chanting is also a pedagogical method of his teaching.    

  The following example in line 72, itoge, literally means ―to listen.‖ The second 

part of this sentence could be more literally translated as ―I have wanted to listen to the 

way of the cacao.‖ Because listening to a chant is also an active method of learning the 

chant, he is expressing not only a desire to listen to the chant, but effectively through this 

same act of listening to learn the chant. In line 74 an example of wisggubie appears, 
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which could more literally be translated into English as ―to want to know.‖ In this case, 

the speaker is talking about things he would like to learn, phrasing it, however, as things 

he would like to know. While people regularly use durdagge ―to learn,‖ it is notable here 

that when people know a chant they are referred to as people who ―know‖ the chants 

rather than people who ―have learned‖ the chants.  In line 75 an example of noe appears, 

a verb meaning to ―go out‖ and in this case almost carries a meaning similar to 

―graduate.‖ So in this context, the speaker is referring to the fact that he now knows how 

to do these things, and has finished or graduated in a sense from the training period when 

he was still learning.  

Of the remaining four examples, three pertain to nomenclature of status associated 

with those involved in the process of teaching and learning. The speaker uses a 

borrowing from Spanish, profesor ―professor,‖ and the Kuna dummad ―teacher, boss‖ 

but which also literally means ―big‖ to refer to his teachers. In this first example of 

profesor in line 76, the speaker is making a reference to the Western institution of 

schooling, noting that his training under the sagla Brenes is like that of sagla Brenes 

being his professor.22 The speaker then follows this reference in line 77 with one to this 

same teacher, together with another, being his dummad, or as stated in the plural, 

dummagan. Skipping ahead to the last example in line 80, his interlocutor uses the term 

bibbigwad to refer to the speaker as a ―novice,‖ but this word also literally means 

                                                 

22 While he may be using the term ―professor‖ for my benefit as well, I believe this use of the Spanish term 

is for raising the status of Kuna teachers to the likes of professors. This analogy is common among the 

Kuna and appears in the discourse of others in this dissertation.  
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―small.‖ This juxtaposition of dummad and bibbigwad, or their literal meanings of ―big‖ 

and ―small‖ gives a better idea of how these everyday words have come to take on the 

larger meanings of ―teacher‖ and ―novice‖ in the context of learning Kuna chants.  

The penultimate example in line 79, which I am analyzing last, is that of gudii, a 

verb that generally means ―to be present.‖ In this case where his interlocutor states, ―deg 

be gudii sogeye,‖ it means, ―so this is what you are (have been) doing,‖ which in this case 

refers to his endeavors to learn about the chants. This example is perhaps the most 

indirect reference to learning, as it could possibly refer to many other tasks that one had 

been doing. It is noteworthy because his interlocutor does not cite specifically that he has 

been learning chants, but rather ambiguously refers to the all of the activities over a 

period of time that are involved in learning chants, or alternatively stated, in becoming a 

knower of chants.  

These examples by no means exhaust the Kuna vocabulary for teaching and 

learning more ―traditionalized‖ forms of Kuna knowledge, on the contrary, they only 

begin to highlight how complex and multifaceted the learning process can be. Even the 

terms as they are described here could certainly be picked apart or elaborated upon by 

Kuna scholars. While some of these words and phrases can be understood in English as 

teaching and learning activities that may also take place in Western societies, or even 

within the institution of school itself, they also take on a meaning specific to the learning 

of Kuna chants in the context of Kuna society. It is this intersection between the learning 
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of Kuna knowledge and the context of doing so in Kuna society that I will continue to 

analyze.       

DREAMING AS A FORM OF LEARNING: BECOMING A NELE 

 While the passage above details Dada‘s account of what and how he has learned 

all that he knows, and his continued desire to learn more, this section is dedicated to 

another method of learning in Kuna society: entering the dream world. It is not unusual 

for knowers of Kuna chants to have gained some of their knowledge from the dream 

world, although this base of knowledge can and usually does coexist with other methods 

of learning. The fact that some people must learn their chants over a period of weeks, 

months or years with a knower of a chant and that others may simply wake up one day 

after a trip to the dream world can cause a certain amount of societal friction, especially 

because there is money and prestige involved in the performance of these chants (Sherzer 

2001:69).  

The following passage comes from an interview with a female nele, named 

Nerbuna. The word nele can be translated as ―seer‖ and is used to refer to people with 

special powers, often noted when they are born or when are they young children, in 

addition to its meaning of ―doctor.‖ When I approached Nerbuna for an interview that 

had been set up by an acquaintance, I gave her the IRB consent form as I was required to 

do and began explaining both my overall project and the subject of the interview. She 

glanced cursorily over the consent form and began to tell a story of foreigners who had 

come to her to seek her knowledge, had published a book, but had not paid her. As it is 
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rude to interrupt people, I had to let her continue her story off-camera, unable to record 

without permission and unable to assure her that she would indeed receive monetary 

compensation and that the interview was not concerned with the details of her sacred 

knowledge, but rather with how she had come to acquire her knowledge. She spoke for at 

least fifteen minutes straight, lamenting that her knowledge, which she had worked hard 

to gain and invested money in, was shared with others who did not compensate her as 

they should. To substantiate her claim she delved into the details of some of things she 

knew, some of the teachers she had learned from, and some of the people she had cured 

as a medicine woman. Here she argued that her knowledge was worth money, and as she 

had not been paid properly, the writers of the book had essentially stolen her knowledge. 

She also seemed to be lamenting the decreasing worth assigned to her knowledge. While 

Kuna verbal art holds prestige within Kuna society, in comparison and competition with 

other global forces and languages, it follows that ―a language is worth what those who 

speak it are worth‖ (Bourdieu 1977b:652). As I listened to her, wishing that I could have 

had her monologue recorded on tape, I wondered whether she was making a bid for me to 

pay her or whether she was distrustful of me as a foreigner who may also publish her 

knowledge without compensation, or both. 
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Figure 18. Nerbuna before the interview. 

 After I was able to clarify that she would be compensated with a small amount of 

money and a DVD copy of her interview, assuring her that I was not trying to steal her 

knowledge of the chants themselves, she eventually signed the consent form and we were 

able to record. While the recording that we did make was useful, I wished I had been able 

to capture and analyze her discussion of how her knowledge was valuable, especially in 

terms of money, and how her knowledge was being used by others for their own 

academic ends without compensating her.  
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When we did finally begin to record, I began by asking one question: ―Who 

taught you Kuna medicine?‖ and received an answer that I did not fully understand until I 

was able to analyze it with the help of an assistant. The following is an excerpt from the 

first lines of the recorded interview: 

3 an odurdagsa dule? gebe sagla unni 

who taught me? A long time ago 

 

4 an wegi yoo emi nergugua 

before I had become a nele 

 

5 an ina wissulid 

I didn‘t know about medicine 

 

6 geb an neg urba aidedgu geb an ina wisgusad dagsa 

and then I went under the earth [in a dream], and that is how I learned about 

medicine, you see 

 

7 an emi iba ocho bela iba baabak 

I spent eight days, all together eight days 

 

8 neg urba ani neg dagsad 

I saw what it is like under the earth 

 

9 an aidegua anga ibbaabak warusmalad 

when I went down they smoked tobacco for eight days 

 

10 geb an aagi bonigan an nasisad dagsa 

and that is when I learned about diseases, you see 

 

11 bela an nasissulid bonigan anna deggudi anna emi 

but I didn‘t learn about all of the diseases, and that‘s how I continue today 

 

12  ina unnila bonigan bes nonigua gwae gwae gwae ina sobed, dagsa 

I prepare the medicine quickly for the diseases that people have, you see 

 

13 geb an neg urba an aidedbali 

and then I went back under the earth 
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14  an urba aidedgua, geb anna ina wisgusa 

when I went under the earth, I learned about medicine 

 

15 daggargua sagba dule sagba dule an daggale 

and then it seems that I saw a sagba23  

 

16 an waliggguarsundo dagsa 

and I approached it, you see 

 

17 anna durdaggale anga inmar sogmoga, an aiga gussundo 

and I learned from it, it taught me things, and we became friends 

  

18 aa dule dule nuedid dagsa degsoggu, webali an durdagnonikid, anga inamar 

uileder 
She was a good person, and so I learned, and she gave me information about 

medicine 

 

19 ina dummagan uilessulid, ina burwigwad inse an odurdagsad 

she didn‘t teach me about difficult recipes, she taught me the easy ones first 

 

20 saadip ina, ageb ina 

medicine for diarrhea, medicine for vomiting  

  

21 ina burwigana sundo binsa bibbi goemar gegualili, aamarga inse 

easier forms of medicine, like for when babies get sick, I learned those things first 

 

22 geb an bar obagnonibali 

and then I came back to this side [waking up] 

 

23 irbogi amba degdo anga ogannosmarsundo dagsa 

I went a second time, and again they taught me more, you see 

 

24 ogannolemai igi wegi dagsa esgguelagi 

I was learning, as they do here in the schools 

 

25 naggwe nonbagwagwen, nonbagwabo degi degi degi an nadmosundo dagsa 

degi an durdagmosundo 

                                                 

23 A Sagba is a creature similar to a mermaid or siren.  
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in my head I memorized one, I memorized two, and so on, I continued to learn 

you see, and so I was learning 

 

26 neg urba ina an durdagsad 

under the earth I learned about medicine 

 

27 dule warbake an durdasad, ansu dulese an durdas, sagba dulese an durdas 

four people taught me, the ansu taught me, the sagba taught me 

 

28 geb an ai wargwen na an dakarbali daggargua an dummad sogedi 

and then I met with a friend of mine, and he became my teacher 

 

29 muu simuse, muu simugi mai anna daggale 

in the belly button of the grandmother, I saw him in the belly button of the 

grandmother 

 

30 an dummadga gusdo nugdo ologagwaliler 

and he became my teacher, his name is Ologagwaliler 

 

31 e ome nuga inaidirdirginya 

and his wife‘s name is Inaidirdirginya 

 

32 inairdidiliginya 

Inairdidilinginya 

 

33 e ome nuga aa ome an ai, daggargua, we ome we ologagwaliler ome 

 that is his wife‘s name, she is my friend, she is the wife of Olgagwaliler 

 

34 Carti sugdupu ginedi muugan ebbenne gadi yauk gaed 

from Carti Sugdup, and the grandmothers used to catch sea turtles, 

 

35 yaukba selesdo machered bogua carti sugdup dupmarba na itolesundo 

on a small island of Carti Sugdup, a sea turtle carried away the husband and the 

wife 

 

36 dubmarbaed ede yauk abdakdi, yauk egi nai daniye soge, macherddi baed 

siggunai 

I was on another island and saw the sea turtle coming, and the husband was on the 

other side 

 

37  geb ede gotendo yauk naidaniye ede gwae machered idu na dakgala 
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and I told her that the sea turtle was coming towards her, and she went to see it 

before her husband 

 

38 edi sorgi gasyesoged, geb sorgi gasde egi matanagusye soged 

and she grabbed it from behind, but when she grabbed it she got stuck to it 

 

39 geb selesdo yauk ninirbaba 

and the sea turtle carried them away on its sticky back 

 

40 geb selema selemaaa, an gundilesye 

and they were carried away, carried away, and they drowned 

 

41 deg burgwisundo, an atarye, yauk neggi gudi an atarye 

and they died, and then I woke up in the house of the sea turtle 

   

 The nele speaks about how she learned medicine using the words durdagge and 

odurdagge, but uses them together with other Kuna vocabulary, some of which are also 

found in Dada‘s excerpt and other which are not. The following table shows the Kuna 

words related to teaching and learning that appear in this excerpt from Nerbuna. 

Table 2. ―Learning‖ words in Nerbuna‘s discourse 

Line # Kuna Word Kuna context English translation of the context 

Line  3 odurdagge an odurdagsa dule?, gebe sagla 

unni 

who taught me?, a long time ago 

 

Line  4 nergue an wegi yoo emi nergugua 

 

before I had become a doctor 

 

Line 5 wisi an ina wissulid I didn’t know about medicine 

Line 6 wisi geb an neg urba aidedgu geb an 

ina wisgusad dagsa 

 

and then I went under the earth [in a 

dream], and that is how I learned 

about medicine, you see 

 

Line 17 inmar soge anna durdaggale anga inmar 

sogmoga, an aiga gussundo 

and I learned from it, it taught me 

things, and we became friends 
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The nele begins her explanation by telling of how she first learned about 

medicine, reframing the question I had asked about who had taught her medicine. She 

repeats the question I asked her using odurdagge, asking “an odurdagsa dule?” In this 

first example she is reiterating the question that I had asked (“Doa bega ina odurdagsa?” 

or ―Who taught you medicine?‖) and does not rattle off a simple list of names, but delves 

into her history of learning medicine that is much more complicating than a name or list 

of names of teachers, which is what I had perhaps expected.  

Line 18 durdagge; ina  

uke 

webali an durdagnonikid, anga 

inamar uileder 

and so I learned, and she gave me 

information about medicine 

Line19 ina uke; 

odurdagge 

ina dummagan uilessulid, ina 

burwigwad inse an odurdagsad 

she didn’t teach me about difficult 

recipes, she taught me the easy ones 

first 

 

Line23 ogannoe irbogi amba degdo anga 

ogannosmarsundo dagsa 

that was the second time, and again 

they taught me more, you see 

 

Line24 ogannoe ogannolemai igi wegi dagsa 

escuelagi 

I was learning, as they do here in the 

schools 

Line 25 naggwe 

nonba 

naggwe nonbagwagwen, 

nonbagwabo degi degi degi an 

nadmosundo dagsa degi an 

durdagmosundo 

 

in my head I memorized one, I 

memorized two, and so on, I 

continued to learn you see, and so I 

was learning 

 

Line26 durdagge neg urba ina an durdagsad under the earth I learned about 

medicine 

Line 27 durdagge dule warbake an durdasad, ansu 

dulese an durdas, sagba dulese an 

durdas 

 

four people taught me, the ansu 

taught me, the sagba taught me 

Line 30 dummad an dummadga gusdo nugdo 

ologagwaliler 

and he became my teacher, his name 

is ologagwaliler 
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 In Line 4, Nerbuna speaks about before she had become a nele, using the verb 

nergue ―to become a doctor or nele.‖ This verb is often used in contexts referring to 

education, so that in asking one if they had graduated from school would utilize the verb 

nergue. This verb nergue, is literally derived from nele, which is the same stem in 

Nerbuna‘s name where it is also shortened to ner and –gue, “to become,” which turns the 

stem into a verb.    

In lines 5 and 6, Nerbuna uses the verb wisi ―to know‖ to speak about learning 

medicine. In line 5 she refers to the fact that she previously did not know about medicine, 

followed closely in line 6 with an explanation of how and when she did in fact learn 

medicine. She went ―under the earth,‖ in what many would call a dream or vision, and 

that was how she came ―to know‖ about medicine.  

In line 17, Nerbuna talks about how she learned things from the sagba, stating 

anga inmar sogmoga, literally ―it also told me things.‖ This understanding of being told 

things as part of the learning process is a reflection of Kuna pedagogy that considers 

listening to a teacher to be one of the principal modes of learning. In line 18, Nerbuna 

uses the verb durdagnonikid, literally, ―came to learn,‖ followed by anga inamar uileder, 

which means ―[she] gave me medicine.‖ In line 19 there is a similar use of ina uke, 

followed by use of the work odurdagge ―to teach.‖ By the juxtaposition of durkdagge 

and odurdagge with the use of ina uke, Nerbuna is associating the act of ―giving 

medicine‖ with the act of teaching and learning.  
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In line 23 and 24 Nerbuna uses the word ogannoe, which in a more literal sense 

means to get stronger while here she is using it as a way of expressing how one‘s 

knowledge grows or gets stronger through learning. In the second example, she even 

compares the learning of medicine to the learning practices of schools.  

In line 25 Nerbuna used the term naggwe nonba followed by a number prefixed 

with the numeral classifier ―gwa-‖ to talk about how she memorized things. This follows 

her comment in line 24 that she was learning as they do in schools, which she elaborated 

by explaining how she was learning things, memorizing them in her head one by one. 

The verb naggwe literally means to ―get on‖ and would also be used to talk about getting 

on a bus, and in this context means that she stored things in her head (nonba).  

Line 26 and 27 demonstrate how the word durdagge can be used to mean both 

―learn‖ and ―teach‖ with the help of the particle –se. In line 26 Nerbuna states that she 

learned medicine under the earth. In line 27 Nerbuna uses the particle –se following ansu 

dule, and after sagba dule. These two mythical creatures, approximating Western ideas of 

sirens and mermaids, are creatures that exist in Kuna culture as powerful as wise, albeit 

sometimes dangerous, creatures. In one story, a group of sagba was responsible for the 

disappearance of a man who had wanted to speak to the beautiful women. When his 

community discovered this, they had a nele communicate with the spirits and eventually 

arranged for his return to the human community (Kungiler 1997). Nerbuna continues to 

mention the other teachers, as up to here she has only mentioned two, but deviates into 

explanation as she tells her story.  
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In line 30 Nerbuna speaks of her dummad, Ologagwaliler, using the same 

terminology as Dada referring to his teacher. This use of dummad refers to her teacher in 

one sense, but because dummad also literally means ―big,‖ it is easy to understand how 

her dummad is more like her ―big [person or leader].‖  

Learning neg urba 

While the first part of this analysis looked at teaching and learning in discourse, in 

this section I am returning to these same lines (3-41) to discuss the ways that she learned 

in the dream world. This method of learning will be compared to the ways that she 

learned on the earth in the next section. 

In line 6, Nerbuna states geb an neg urba aidedgu (and then I went under the 

earth), which is understood in Kuna culture as crossing over into the dream world, as 

nowhere does she mention the Kuna word for dreaming gabdagge . In line 22, she states, 

geb an bar obagnonibali (and then I came back to this side), which means that she woke 

up after having made a journey into the dream world. When I first recorded this 

interview, I understood bits and pieces of the interview, but did not understand that many 

elements were within the context of a dream for this very reason. While people talk about 

dreaming on a regular basis in Kuna culture, as Ibu be gabdagsa? (What did you dream 

about?), they use the verb gabdagge ―to dream.‖  Dreams are a hot topic in the morning 

in everyday conversation, but as mentioned before the verb ―to dream‖ is not used in the 

context of learning medicine in the underworld.  
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This method of learning medicine, by crossing into the dream world under the 

earth, is very common. As Nerbuna continues to speak about how she learned medicine, 

she describes a number of other medicine knowers who taught her along the way, making 

a number of trips over into the dream world as well. Her knowledge of medicine is 

formed through a combination of pedagogies which complement each other as described 

in the following section.  

Negotiating linguistic knowledge in the human world 

In addition to learning negurba or ―under the earth‖ in the dreamworld, Nerbuna 

has a host of earthly teachers who have taught her different medicinal chants through the 

years. The following section of the Nerbuna‘s speech is an explanation of her interactions 

with teachers that live on this level of the earth. I begin these lines here where she is in 

the middle of quoting what her teacher Ologagwaliler told her:  

60 girmar  inadurgan wismoye neg gunas ginye, mer neg urbarbi ina durdaggoye 

The medicine doctors know that here on the surface of the earth that you 

shouldn‘t learn medicine under the earth 

 

61  ibigarye, be ansig be durdagnasundibeye neg gunasginye, baed wis nigmoye, 

dagsa, baed nigmoye 
Why? If you come to learn with me here on earth, you‘ll learn different things, 

you see, other things. 

 

62 degsoggu be egisoye 

 This is why you ask 

 

63 nabiri an ega sogsundo, geb an oba irbogus an obaggedgine 

 Yes, I told him, and then I crossed over two times. 

 

64        geb anna amiarsundo, diwar obagge an bega soge, saglaganba an  

bibbirmaididaed, caciquemarba an bibbirmaididaed 
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and so I was searching [for a teacher], and crossed the river, and I visited with the 

saglas, and I visited with the caciques. 

 

65 wemarba inadurgan an dagdagoe 

And with them I got to know the inadurgan, the medicine men 

 

66 geb an absononisundo dule an daggale ustubginedmaid, dador, burgwisad, aa 

dadorse an egissaba 
And I spoke with a person from Ustuppu, a grandfather that has since died, I 

asked him 

 

67 geb ailigandigined mai an daggale an gilor an dadormosundo 

And then I met one who lived in Ailigandi, who is my uncle and my grandfather 

 

68 we an odurdasbali, weob, weob, weob, daggenye anga soge 

He also taught me, like this, like this, like this, you see he would tell me. 

 

69 nan ega ogwasmodo mussub dagsa 

 My mother also exchanged medicine with him, you see. 

 

70 neg urba an amismoga daggargu dador anga soge gwabibbi be sia be anga 

sedaniye 

And I learned under the earth, it seems that the grandfather told me that he 

brought everything new. 

 

71   anna bega wimogoye, an bab ina edi an babse ina durdasmoga ailigandigine 

And I will give them to you too, because my father learned medicine from the 

medicine men in Ailigandi 

 

72 geb an babse durdagsad, geb anga bela ogwasmosunna weob weob be ina 

durdaggoe daggenye dagsa 

And I learned from my father, and he gave me all of his wisdom, like this, like 

this, you will learn about medicine, you see 

 

73 wegi moye, daggenye, we bogwa do do do an imassundo, wis bibbi aggala wis 

bibbi akala anga nononikid dagsa 
And so it is, you see, I mixed the two, but when I mixed them it came out a little 

different, you see 

 

74 geb an deggudi an deggudi an dador wargwen an dakarbali maid, geb emi tigre 

gined 
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And so I was doing these things, and one day I met a grandfather from the island 

of Tigre.  

 

75 geb daggargu nermodo ina wismoga, degsokalina an bese ina wis durdagbie 

And it seems he was also a nele, and I told him that I wanted to learn medicine 

from him 

 

76 anga soge eyeye nabiri                 

 He said ―yes.‖  

    

77 anmar mussup anbogwa mogoye, abaggar be baedse wis mogarye 

And so we exchanged our knowledge, so that we would each learn something 

different 

 

78 eye eye daggargu dador ina wisi an dagmodo 

 Yes, and so I saw that this grandfather knew medicine 

 

79 anga wisamodo 

 And I also taught him what I knew 

 

80 mussub an ogwasba dagsa 

 And so we exchanged, you see 

 

81 deg bibbirmaidi an deg bibbirmaidigine an dakarbali uggubsenigined 

And so I traveled around and traveled around and I met someone from Ukupseni 

  

82 uggubsenigimai an daggarbardo 

 And so I also met someone from Ukupseni 

 

83 uggubseniginedga an soge an ina durdagbie 

 I told the grandfather from Ukupseni that I wanted to learn medicine 

 

84 be nabir ina wisdo, eyeye, an ina wisi, an durdagbi an soggu 

He asked me if I knew medicine, and I said yes and that I wanted to learn more 

 

85 degir nabirye, bega uggoye 

 Alright, he said, I will teach you 

 

86 dagdisuli, girmar anga soggardaed, bedi bunor soggu bunolo soggwa, nue 

addagdi nanaoye 
I didn‘t look at him, the elders have told me, you are a woman, and since you are 

a woman you need to be very conscious when you do things  
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87 galimbaba naddibe, girmar ina durgan an bese noniggo, duddu nuegan be 

nigga 

If you are outside of your home, and the medicine men come to you, since you a 

pretty woman 

 

88  be siggwi nuegan sedi bali, nue addagdi nanaoye, mimmiye, duddu be 

igwanarmalarye 

And because you have good children, you need to be careful that they don‘t take 

away one of your daughters. 

 

89 addaggoye dagsa, mer barsur binsaoye 

 Pay attention, and don‘t think that certain things aren‘t important 

 

90 girmar sergan nonikoe, nue daggoye, girmar sogoe mer an daggo, ina durdagg 

sigo 
The elders will come to you, so look closely, the elders will tell you not to look at 

them, but to just learn the medicine. 

 

91 bega sogoye, girmarbogwa an ina durdagge anna durdagge, anna sunmaidado 

dagsa 
They will tell you, and I have learned medicine from the elders and I do what they 

have told me, you see 

 

92 dule walabagge an amisa, geb an barnadbali, an bayanoba 

 I found four people, and then I left for Bayano 

 

93 yarbanade yarsigg an nade, yargan emi gudigusdo 

 I left for Bayano, and I stayed there 

 

94 geb yarba an nadgua an daggargu dador gandurmaid an dagge ina duledba 

And when I went there I met another elder, a gandur, and he also knew medicine 

 

95 an sade bad an girmarga sunmagnai, an gadi sunmagsoggwa, an ega 

sunmagbardo 
And so I continued on my journey and spoke with many elders, and since I am 

very talkative, I began to tell them  

 

96 aymarye be ina wissogeye ansoggu, eye daggensoge 

 Friends, do you know about medicine? I asked and they said yes 

 

97 mor giamar, ilemar an dagged, ina wis daile eyeye an egi binsanaed 
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Strips of cloth were hung up, and I thought that he knew about medicine  

 

98 bedinye, an ambamo an ega soggu 

 ―And you?‖ he asked me. ―I do too,‖ I told him. 

 

99 be ina sogbigwa be wisye, anga soggu, an nasismoye ina, degir geb mussub 

anna ogwamarmogoye 
―How many medicinal treatments do you know?‖ He asked me. And so I 

recounted them all, and then he said, ―Let‘s exchange our knowledge.‖ 

 

100 bega ugmogoye, galanuggi an ega ugsa 

 ―I will share with you too,‖ I said and so I gave him the one for bones. 

 

101 be bedi anga ugsa burwagad, burwagad an ega soggu, burwagad abaggarebo 

wis dalur an binsaed 
He told me the chant for the wind, and I told him the chant for the wind, to see if I 

had learned it right 

 

102 degsoggu mussub mussub mussub burwagad an egas uksa, edi, anga gala 

nugined susmogad 

Then we exchanged, exchanged, exchanged, and I gave him the one for the wind, 

and he gave me the one from bones. 

 

103 an nonisundo gannar aibirnonibali 

 I returned and then left again. 

 

104 an macheredga an soggu bega an amisbardaggenye, dagsa 

 I told my husband, ―I got some medicinal recipes for you,‖ you see 

  

105 amisbar eye, an machered ina wissurmogad 

 I got them, yes, because my husband didn‘t know about medicine 

 

106 geb binged an massered inagi arbasad, geb an odurdaggaled, we bonigad we 

bonigad we bonigad daggenye 
He was embarassed, and as he prepared the medicine I taught him, this is for this 

disease, this is for this disease, and this is for this disease, you see 

 

107 an bogwa soggwa doaga bar an sogoye, an bab burgwenoni, angad bela 

burgwenonimala, emisggindi be be an aggwediddeye 

I shared this with him because I didn‘t have anyone else to share with. ―My father 

has died, and all of my family has died and now you are like my family.‖ 
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108 degsoggu anbogwa na bibbirmaidi an ega sogdi sogdimo 

 And so he travelled with me and I share my knowledge with him 

 

109 geb nonisundo anse ina durdagmala, dagsa 

 And then there were others that came to me to learn, you see 

 

110 geb anse ina durdagnonimarmoga 

 And then they came to me so that I could teach them medicine 

 

111 ina durdagg anga danikid girmar, andi omesiid, bedi masseredi 

 Elders came to me to learn medicine, and I am a woman, you are a man 

  

112 mer addaggsigo, anga gaya iddosigo, iddos, banna be sigo dibe, 

 Don‘t look at me, just listen to me, you hear me, sit far away from me.  

 

113 an duddu nuegan buggidar, an biseb waa waa digged neg diggarba wis nanaye 

I have beautiful flowers [women], and the smell of the basil I have planted nearby 

wafts through the air 

 

114 unni be anse daniggid, ina durdagged be danido 

 You have only come to me to learn medicine 

 

115 ani an bega an sogbaloe wese ugaye 

 This is all I will say to you up until we finish. 

 

 

In line 60 and 61 she is told by a medicine man that she should not learn about 

medicine in the dream world, but rather here on earth, as there are different types of 

medicine to learn about on the earth. When he speaks to her of neg gunasginye, literally 

―on the [level] where the Kuna live‖ he is referring to this level of the earth, because 

there are seven among the Kuna, and the Kuna people live on the seventh. Understanding 

that the Kuna people (and all living things) exist on the seventh layer is important in 

understanding how neg urba, or ―under the earth‖ is actually a journey to another level of 

the earth, only accessible by dream. 
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Nerbuna has obtained knowledge both from her neg urba visions and from 

exchange with others who know medicine. In addition to these two methods of gaining 

knowledge, there is also a possibility of exchanging money for knowledge, which is how 

many apprenticeships are paid. When services are performed, whether it is for masar igar 

at a funeral or naibe igar for a snake bite, there is also an exchange of money. As 

Nerbuna wanted me to understand at the beginning of our interview, exchange or 

performance of verbal knowledge is a commodity in Kuna culture, meaning that such 

knowledge has ―exchange value‖ as opposed to only having ―use value‖ (Irvine 

1989:262). While Bourdieu has developed the concept of the ―linguistic marketplace,‖ 

this notion is used to talk about uneven distribution of verbal resources and power 

accorded to different varieties of speech, and not the commodification of such resources 

(Bourdieu 1977b). Among the Kuna, however, verbal resources are more than just a 

signifier of one‘s linguistic capital, they are resources that are themselves commodifiable, 

albeit with agreements to prevent price gouging, as has been described earlier in this 

chapter in the example from Sherzer (1990:155).  

After Nerbuna had learned her linguistic resources negurba, she was counseled in 

lines 60-61 to also learn on this earth from worldly teachers. In participating in exchanges 

with others who knew medicine, Nerbuna was diversifying her linguistic assets and in a 

sense, reinvesting in the human-based system of knowledge distribution. While Nerbuna 

describes exchanges in which only knowledge of verbal recitations may have been 

exchanged instead of money, these exchanges nonetheless serve to redistribute 
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knowledge as a commodity and enable both Nerbuna and her partners to gain both the 

opportunity to use their knowledge in the future for money and to gain prestige for 

possessing even more knowledge. In this sense, a larger repertoire of Kuna knowledge is 

also ―an instrument of power,‖ as people speak ―not only to be understood but also to be 

believed, obeyed, respected, distinguished‖ (Bourdieu 1977b:648).  

Women and Curing  

When the investigative team of the Kuna Cultural Congress traveled from one 

Kuna community to the next doing a survey of who knew which chants and curing 

rituals, they were surprised by the number of women who knew these things (Sherzer 

2010). Indeed, Nerbuna notes that ―omegandi, ebbenedi, omegan ina nabir 

durdagmoga,‖ ―women, a long time ago, women used to learn medicine too‖ (Martinez 

2008). Similarly among the Tolowa, Collins notes that "Men and women occupied 

separate social worlds; shamanism was the one social domain where women could seek 

and secure wealth independently of men" (1998:177). Are there really fewer women 

learning about medicine and other Kuna chants or is this a perpetuation of the same 

public discourse that points to men as the teachers and apprentices of Kuna verbal art? In 

general there are probably fewer people, both men and women, that are learning Kuna 

medicine and for many different reasons. However, Kuna verbal art has been framed in 

gender-biased terms in much of the literature as well: 

…every pursuit was open to any adult male with the interest and energy to 

apprentice himself with a teacher, and in the case of the more demanding 

practices, with the stamina to persevere over the years and decades required for 
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mastery. Many ambitious men acquired multiple roles, for instance as chief, 

medicinalist, and puberty chanter. (Howe 2009:27) 

 

These discourses, both written and oral, that continue to claim that men are the principle 

teachers and apprentices of Kuna verbal art, may be tied to the male domination of the 

Kuna political world, where men who are well-versed in Kuna verbal art are more likely 

to serve political roles as well.  

Nerbuna explains how she was counseled to learn and teach medicine different 

from men. In lines 89-115, Nerbuna describes how she was instructed both to learn and 

teach medicine at a distance from men that came to learn from her. She warns other men 

to simply listen to her teach, warning them of the smell of basil while speaking of her 

daughters as flowers. In Kuna, talking about smells, especially sweet ones like basil, is 

part of the cultural aesthetic, while flowers are used ―as a metaphor to describe the beauty 

and character of Kuna women‖ (Salvador 1997:45-46). While she never speaks of the 

particulars of why they shouldn‘t look at her, she tells them clearly that ―you have only 

come to me to learn medicine.‖ In other parts she talks about exchanging knowledge with 

other women, but does not mention any special instructions in dealing with women.   

 While women are instructed to keep men at a distance while learning medicine, 

they are treated as intellectual equals in the process of learning medicine. There are social 

arenas where women do not participate or where they fulfill different roles, such as that 

of sagla or chief and other roles within the Onmakednega, as described in the following 

section. While women participate in learning medicine and curing rituals, on a larger 

social level women are responsible for running the household and the oldest female is 
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considered the head of the household. Indeed, in Kuna the word for parents is nangan, 

formed from the plural of ―mother,‖ while in Spanish it is padres, formed from the plural 

of ―father.‖ Men, on the other hand, while responsible for hunting, fishing and farming 

for the household, are the leaders of the political and social arena that centers on the 

onmakednega. 

THE CITY LIMITS  

 In this chapter I have reviewed some of the ways that Kuna education is taught 

and learned. Indeed, the knowledge possessed by Kuna those who are nele, igarwisid and 

inaduled is much greater and more in-depth than could be presented here.24 This chapter 

presents a few examples of the ways that people participate in education, especially in 

matters of religion, politics and medicine. It also gives the reader a small taste of what 

forms education takes among the Kuna and hints at the complex system of apprenticeship 

that underlies the learning.  

The instances of discourse that appear in this chapter were recorded in Panama 

City among adult speakers of Kuna who had immigrated from Kuna Yala. While they are 

living in Panama City, it is important to note that due to the nature of Kuna immigration, 

their stay in Panama City or Kuna Yala may range from temporary to semi-permanent. 

Due to the fact that people often travel both to Panama City and Kuna Yala for short term 

arrangements and then decide to stay for longer periods of time, knowers of certain 

                                                 

24 Please see Sherzer (1978, 2001, 1974; Sherzer and Woodbury 1987; Sherzer 2003, 1990), who has 

published extensively on Kuna verbal art. 
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chants or rituals may be living in either place. This constant movement of people and 

ideas continues to provide a type of cultural refreshment for those traveling from Panama 

City to Kuna Yala, as they may reconnect with people and ideas, which they can then in 

turn bring back to Panama City. While there is a large Kuna community in Panama City 

and a number of cultural activities for Kunas to partake in, this flow of people back and 

forth helps maintain a cultural connection for Kunas in the city, even for those who do 

not make the journey themselves.  

At the same time, there are some limits to the ways that Kuna education can be 

experienced in the city. There is no onmakednega in the Kuna suburbs, although there 

have been in the past (see de Gerdes in Salvador 1997), and many of the medicines and 

physical materials used in Kuna daily life are not present or hard to find around Panama 

City. The children do not live on an island where they can take their canoe to go fishing 

or gather food from the mainland. In the city, Kuna take buses along with the rest of the 

Panamanian community to the main business centers of Panama City. They shop at the 

mini-super and buy white bread and soda, never worrying about items being out of stock 

as they do in the more remote Kuna island communities. Most homes in Panama City 

have indoor plumbing, a physical impossibility in Kuna Yala, and refrigerators, 

televisions and gas stoves are common amenities in Panama City that are hard to come by 

in Kuna Yala. Electricity runs fans and the occasional air conditioning unit in Panama 

City, while electricity, if had on a Kuna island from a generator, is usually limited to a 
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few hours per day. In Kuna Yala, however, people keep cool by sleeping in hammocks as 

the ocean breeze blows through the gaps in their bamboo walls.   

These differences in lifestyle affect the daily circumstances under which Kuna 

culture is practiced.  New doors open up for Kuna youth in Panama City to gather in 

―clubs,‖ for example. Other avenues, such as accompanying one‘s grandfather to look for 

medicine in the forest or attend a puberty ceremony are much less likely to occur.  These 

changes in how and where cultural practices are performed are limiting Kuna education 

in certain circumstances and opening it up to new avenues of practice in others. The next 

chapter explores Kuna culture as it is being practiced in Panama City.  
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Chapter 6 - Lived Experience and Expressive Knowledge in the City 

 

 Education encompasses many aspects of life, and for Kuna children growing up in 

Panama City, their lived experiences at home and around their community create a 

foundation for expressive knowledge, what I take to be the teaching and learning of a set 

of expressive cultural practices and informal Kuna-specific knowledge. As Kuna children 

growing up in households where they may be the first, second or third generation in their 

family to live in urban Panama City, migration from Kuna Yala is still a relevant factor in 

their lives. Whether or not they were born in Kuna Yala, or have been to visit their 

family‘s community, children today are learning to be Kuna in Panama City in countless 

ways. The Kuna ways in which they are being educated in Panama City, however, are 

both informed by Kuna elders and shaped by the resources available in Panama City. 

Fishing, carving a canoe, or harvesting food from the mainland are not options for 

children growing up in urban Panama City, just as going to a Kuna centro or club as a 

teenager in Panama City is not an option for teens in Kuna Yala.  

Nevertheless, Kuna children and teens are being educated in a broader sense on 

the intricacies of ―being Kuna‖ in Panama City. Here, I discuss a number of different 

portraits of urban life as sites of inter-generational teaching and learning for Kuna youth, 

including language use in Koskuna, the use of Kuna centros as discothèques, the 

experience of gay youth in the city, women‘s dress, and Kuna music and dance. These 
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descriptions of life in Panama City are more than just contextual background of urban 

life; they are the intimate and rich experiences that inform both formal and informal 

education of Kuna youth. As they enter school in kindergarten, they are not entering with 

standard Panamanian knowledge, but rather with a rich sense of Kuna expressive 

knowledge informed by their life experiences. Just as it is important to understand what 

information schools are inculcating in children, it is equally important to know what 

kinds of knowledge students bring into school (González et al. 2004). Furthermore, 

children are also subject to processes of linguistic socialization in the home:  

The process of linguistic socialization begins in childhood as adults transmit 

important cultural information to the next generation through a range of language 

behaviors. Among these are sayings and stories that are themselves passed down 

through generations to explain social expectations and consequences. Linguistic 

socialization is a crucial but often overlooked component of language 

stabilization. (G mez de Garc a et al. 2009:119) 

 

The ways in which children are socialized into using Kuna and Spanish in the home and 

later in school is fundamental not only for language practices but also for larger social 

processes. The ways in which the dominant and minority languages are juxtaposed in 

code-switching in daily interaction socialize children to interact in similar ways, teaching 

them not only about language, but also about the social rules that guide language use.  

 

PREPARING FOOD AND MEDICINE IN THE HOME 

Expressive knowledge in a Kuna home in Koskuna is a remarkable mix of things 

Kuna, things Panamanian, and even things American and other worldly ―things.‖ Like 

Panama and Kuna Yala, life in Koskuna and other parts of Panama City are affected by 
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globalization and the increasingly globalized nature of communication and everyday life 

(Appadurai 1996). Like many other communities around the world, these global 

influences are taken into Kuna society and made Kuna in various ways. 

Families in Koskuna begin their day with a small breakfast. This usually includes 

a piece of white bread with cheese, fried egg or ham. The white bread shaped as a short 

breadstick is favored over a packaged loaf of white bread, but the most popular bread is 

dulemadu, Kuna-made white bread in an oblong shape, preferably right out of the oven.  

Kuna bread is distinctive because the women who bake it have perfected their technique 

so that it always comes out light and fluffy, and the bread always looks and tastes the 

same no matter where you are or who made it. The shape of dulemadu is also distinct, 

although circular rolls are made as an alternative to the oblong ones, which unlike 

uniform breadsticks, are tapered at both ends. The less-consumed variety of Kuna bread 

is the madu dibialed, also known as hojaldre or hojaldra in Spanish, and in English as 

―fry bread‖ among North American Indian groups. This fried discs made of white flour 

are eaten alone or with cheese or egg in the mornings or evenings, and always sell out 

quickly. Madu dibialed is the less-consumed variety only because oil is expensive and the 

process of frying a batch of bread takes more time. 
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Figure 19. Cleaning and gutting a fish. 

 

Meals in the household of Koskuna usually alternate between Kuna and 

Panamanian dishes, depending on what is available that day. There are vegetable trucks 

that cruise up and down every street announcing their produce over a loud speaker. 

Fishermen haul their daily catch in wheelbarrows, shouting ―peh-cao,‖ a very coastal way 

of saying pescado or ―fish.‖ Then there are always the Chinese mini-supers25 that stock 

many items, but are usually low on produce. The meal of the day depends on what the 

cook of the household can gather together at a reasonable price, because if there is no fish 

to be found, there simply will not be dulemasi, the typical Kuna soup made from coconut 

                                                 

25 Almost all small minisuper stores throughout Panama are owned by Chinese families. For more 

information on the Chinese population of Panama see Lok Siu‘s Memories of a Future Home: Diasporic 

Citizenship of Chinese in Panama (2005).  



 177 

milk, green plantains, tubers such as ñame, and seafood that can be served in a multitude 

of ways.  

Expressive knowledge also manifests itself in the use of medicine in and around 

the home. Kuna medicine and Western medicine are used both together and separately, 

both as a prophylactic treatment and as a remedy. Kuna neles are responsible for the 

interpretation of affliction and diagnosis of the patient, and their input holds much more 

importance in the negotiation of treatment than those of Western doctors, as documented 

in the case of Magiryai, a very ill young girl who was treated with both Kuna and 

Western medicine (Chapin 1997). As a prophylactic, Kuna medicine is thought to work 

very well, and is taken for many reasons, including the promotion of easy childbirth. 

Kuna medicine is often touted as being effective over the long term, and is often used 

along with Western medicine, especially for chronic conditions. Kuna medicine and 

Western medicine are understood to work differently. Western medicine is thought to 

work faster than Kuna medicine, which takes a longer amount of time and consistent 

treatment. Kuna medicine, however, is often cited as working better for chronic or 

terminal illnesses that Western medicine cannot cure, such as some forms of cancer 

(Martinez 2008).   

While there is certainly still a market for Kuna medicine in Panama City, some 

illnesses may now be treated by Western medicine, and some medicinal chants may now 

have less demand, such as a cure for snake bites, as fewer people are likely to come 

across snakes in the city. Kuna medicine can also consist of chanting alone. Grandparents 
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in Koskuna may soothe their grandchildren to sleep in the evening with chants that can 

help to cure chronic conditions.  

Kuna medicine is often practiced in the home in Koskuna, sometimes by family 

members who know how to prepare certain medicines and sometimes by specialists 

called in to prepare and perform a certain medicine. Medicinal plants are often grown by 

at home, especially dagge and noni, pictured in Figure 20 and Figure 21.  Dagge is a type 

of nettle that stings when it makes contact with the skin. It is used in many different types 

of medicine, and is shown here being used for arthritis. In Figure 22, dagge is being used 

to treat a sprained ankle. While the barbs of the nettle were taken off in Figure 20 and 

Figure 21, their full potential for inflicting pain is shown in Figure 22 where an adult man 

braces himself for the stinging pain.  
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Figure 20. Preparing dagge, a nettle plant, used here for medicinal purposes. 

Figure 21. Using a mixture of dagge and noni to treat arthritis. 

 

Because of its ability to inflict powerful pain, dagge is also a favorite method of 

punishment. In Kuna Yala, town leaders will sometimes punish people by tapping them 

lightly with dagge on their backs. The punishment does not require brute force, which is 

looked down upon in Kuna society, yet it is still capable of painfully reminding 

wrongdoers of their transgressions. In Koskuna children are often threatened with dagge 

when they are misbehaving, although it is usually only used in extreme cases of 

disobedience.   
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Figure 22. Using dagge to treat a sprained ankle in 2004. 

There are many other types of medicine that are employed in Koskuna, including 

a number of special drinks made of dried herbs or even fruit, such as noni, used in Figure 

21 as a bath for arthritis. There are other types of medicine involving other elements, 

such as a smoke-filled tent where the patient is engulfed in smoke from the neck-down, 

or the use of leaf-cutter ants to treat arthritis, shown in Figure 23. The ants are placed one 

by one on the place of pain until they latch on. Once they begin cutting the skin, they 

must be left in place to complete the cutting action, which can take a few minutes. If they 

are removed before their pinchers have completed the cut, their pinchers can get stuck 

inside the skin.  
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Figure 23. Using leaf-cutter ants to treat arthritis in 2006. 

There are many other ways that children learn and live Kuna culture in the home 

in Koskuna. While they may be eating Kuna food or watching a neighbor perform Kuna 

medicine, they communicate as they do these tasks through language. Language is a very 

important element in the home in terms of establishing funds of expressive knowledge for 

children. Here language is not only a means to access this knowledge, but also an end to 

the goal of acquiring a repertoire of verbal skills. 

 

PASSIVELY SPEAKING KUNA  

As a linguistic anthropologist, language was always my primary concern while 

doing research in Panama. Language is also important for the entire community of 

Koskuna, as it is one of the most prominent markers of some of the cultural changes that 
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are taking place. Language is both a marker of identity and a creator of identity, 

simultaneously enabling speakers to convey different meanings simply by choosing to 

use one language or the other.  What is it like to be a child growing up in Koskuna, to be 

both urban and indigenous, to listen to your grandmother speak Kuna but respond to her 

only in Spanish?  

After spending a summer in urban Koskuna I returned to graduate school and took 

a class with Nora England, a linguist with decades of experience working on Mayan 

languages. In one class we touched upon the subject of passive speakers, and I ventured 

to ask her, ―Why is it difficult for passive speakers to become active speakers of a 

language, especially if they understand everything?‖ This was a question I had been 

struggling with, meeting many young people who understood the Kuna language, but 

claimed they were unable to speak. She responded without hesitation, ―Well first, they 

have to want to speak.‖ There are many complicated social and linguistic processes that 

intervene between comprehension and speaking, and it is clear that it is difficult for 

adults to acquire speaking skills if they did not speak the language as a child. Yet, there 

must indeed be a desire to speak the language and go against the social norms that dictate 

the language medium to be used in different situations. While children cannot decide not 

to understand a language they are routinely exposed to, even if they sometimes pretend 

that they cannot, they can decide not to speak it. Once this social trend has been 

established by a pioneering group of young people who begin to feel comfortable 

speaking another language, it becomes very difficult to stop its social spread.  
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Young people who are passive speakers of Kuna are often made fun of in 

situations where Kuna is used. Older speakers of Kuna do not hesitate to point out that 

outsiders who speak Kuna, such as me or any other Kuna-speaking foreigner speak Kuna 

better than the young person, although the young person may actually have better 

intuitions regarding grammar and meaning than the foreigner. This act of shaming 

usually brings the passive speaker some embarrassment and further alienation. There are 

indeed some people who become active speakers after being a passive speaker, some 

under the age of ten, and others later in life, even into their twenties. One woman told me 

that she went from being a passive speaker to active speaker of Kuna around the age of 

nine or ten. She had one aunt in particular who derided her for not speaking Kuna, telling 

her forcefully that she should speak Kuna because she was Kuna, and not accepting her 

responses in Spanish.  

Upon moving to Panama City, many Kuna parents tried to speak to their children 

in whatever Spanish they knew, perhaps assuming that the children would eventually 

speak Kuna. Many parents wanted their children to speak Spanish fluently without an 

accent so that they wouldn‘t be subjected to the same discrimination that they had been as 

Kuna-speaking adults. While their children grew up to be bilingual in Kuna and Spanish 

for the most part, their grandchildren now speak Spanish but understand Kuna, which is 

actually the expected transition to the dominant language that occurs among the third 

generation of immigrants (Fishman 1989). This change, however, has now caused the 
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first generation to worry about the future of the Kuna language, as they see their 

grandchildren speaking Spanish and only Spanish.  

KUNA CLUBS: THE CENTROS TAKE ON A NEW ROLE  

Young Kuna people in their late teens, twenties and early thirties love a great 

party; indeed Panamanians are known for their inclinations to enjoy festivities, music, 

dancing and drinking. Due to the size of Panama City and the number of people living on 

the outskirts of town, there are clubs, bars and entertainment venues all over the city. 

While the Kuna centros were formed in the 1960s and 1970s to help migrants from island 

communities stay in contact with each other and their home community, some of these 

centros have now been given a new life at night thanks to a younger generation that 

appreciates drinking and dancing to Panamanian music into the morning hours. While 

there are some centros that occasionally host a dance to raise money, such as the centro 

Carti-Sugdup, or others that are more like bars where people eat, drink and play pool like 

centro Kawigdi, there are others that serve mainly as nightclubs that appear and reappear 

in different locals, such as Usnega.  

All of the centros, however, are located near the Cinco de Mayo Plaza, making it 

easy to move from one to the other on weekend nights. When the nightclubs are up and 

running without problems, it is easy to meet up with acquaintances at different locales or 

even on the path to the next. The centros are in general only frequented by Kunas. Those 

visitors that are not Kuna are usually closely-associated with Kuna friends. The centros in 

this sense serve as a meeting place, where young Kuna people come together to drink, 
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dance and enjoy each other‘s company. While some do visit other Panamanian clubs or 

bars on occasion, their home base is usually a Kuna centro. Oftentimes people find 

themselves in the city running errands in the evening, and with their homes being located 

up to two hours away by bus, they can be assured they will at least know someone at one 

of the many centros if they decide to stay for a drink.    

In addition, regular night clubs in Panama have been notoriously elitist and racist, 

often claiming ―right to admission‖ to be able to turn away anyone they chose to, 

especially blacks. Only in the last few years have laws been enacted that force clubs to be 

more accepting of the guests, which are no longer allowed to deny entry at the door 

because of race. Other clubs can also turn dangerous, and while there are instances of 

violence at Kuna clubs too, people in general feel more secure because they know 

everyone.  

Only a handful of the Kuna centros ever try to provide a nightclub atmosphere at 

the same time, as new venues often emerge as old ones close down. There are many clubs 

that only serve food during the day and do not sell beer. There are also centros that are 

frequented by the older generations in Panama City, as well as some that see a more 

multi-generational mix, such as Carti-Sugdup. These centros still fulfill some of their 

original roles of helping members send packages home or sell airplane tickets, although 

the letter and cassette-tape mailings of the past have now been replaced by phone calls. 

They still serve as a meeting spot for friends coming from different parts of the city and 

always offer the chance of running into old acquaintances. In this sense especially, the 
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centros function in similar ways for both the older and younger generations, who use 

these centralized locales to maintain their connection to other Kuna friends and family. 

GAMMU BURWI: KUNA MUSIC AND DANCE  

 Gammu burwi is the name of the pan pipes made of seven different-sized reeds 

that men play, but is also used to refer to the music and dance made by a group of Kuna 

men and women. While the men play the pan pipes, women make music with maracas 

made out of gourds. As they play music, they dance in symmetrical formations that 

creatively use the evenly paired number of men and women as everyone keeps the 

rhythm with their own feet. Groups practice often and occasionally arrange an event 

where various groups will dance, while some are invited to participate in special 

occasions, such as in Figure 24, where a group was invited to dance for the festivities of 

the Kuna Revolution in Koskuna.    
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Figure 24. Gammu burwi at the celebration of the Kuna Revolution in Koskuna, February 

25, 2008. 

Gammu burwi is practiced in Kuna Yala and Panama City. In Panama City 

dancing groups have visited and practiced in Koskuna and other barrios, and often use the 

Kuna centros in Panama City for practice or performance. While Figure 24 shows a 

group that appears to be uniform in age, it is common for groups to have a few younger 

members, even some under the age of fifteen. In Koskuna the parents and grandparents 

also seek to educate their children in the ways of gammu burwi. Among very young 

children, however, the groups are very uniform in age, with all of the children being 

approximately the same age, but coached by an adult. The parents spend time making 

sure the children practice and prepare their clothes for the occasion. As shown in Figure 

25, a grandmother helps dress her young granddaughter in dulemor before they practice 
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gammu burwi, which she was going to practice the next day with a small group. While 

men‘s attire for gammu burwi is also preferably the hand-stitched shirts and pants that 

make for men‘s dulemor attire, they are more likely to be seen wearing Western clothes 

unless their entire group has made clothes for dancing. I have never, on the other hand, 

seen a woman dance gammu burwi publicly dressed in anything other than dulemor. 

Even in private, as shown in Figure 25 and  

Figure 26, the young girls are dressed in dulemor to practice gammu burwi in a 

private backyard in Koskuna. While the older generations may prefer to see their 

grandchildren in dulemor while dancing gammu burwi because it is more culturally 

appropriate, they also enjoy dressing the girls in dulemor because they look beautiful 

wearing it. Kuna women‘s clothing and its use in Panama City is discussed more in-depth 

later in this chapter. 

 

Figure 25. Getting dressed to practice gammu burwi while a younger cousin looks on. 
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Figure 26. A grandmother showing her granddaughter how to dance gammu burwi 

 

When teaching much younger children how to participate in gammu burwi, the 

adult teachers now use a recording of other gammu burwi music, especially because the 

playing of the panpipes is a complicated skill that young boys only master over time. In 

this way the children can concentrate on their dance formations without having to worry 

about producing music at the same time. Gammu burwi is also best performed barefoot, 

although depending on the terrain some participants now wear shoes, although they might 

be criticized for it. Figure 27 shows children performing gammu burwi for a school 

celebration. 
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Figure 27. Dancing gammu burwi during at the crowning of the elementary school‘s 

queen in Koskuna in 2004.  

This gammu burwi performance was their class‘s performance during the 

celebration. Other classes performed song, dance or poetry, so that the celebration was 

somewhat like a variety show. The integrated performance of gammu burwi at Koskuna 

elementary school‘s crowning of the queen, a remarkably Panamanian tradition, is 

interesting in that allows Kuna expressive arts a prominent space in the entire 

performance, but restricts this participation to a role already predefined by the event of 

crowning the queen. This sort of embracement of different traditionalized customs, yet 

within the predetermined confines of the dominant society‘s social boundaries, is a very 
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good example of both the advantages and disadvantages of employing multiculturalism, 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7.   

 

OMEGID: CHALLENGES OF GENDER IN HETERO-NORMATIVE PANAMANIAN SOCIETY 

 Omegid is one of the few words of which non-Kuna Panamanians are very aware. 

The word omegid, literally ―like a woman‖ is used in reference to gay men, while 

macheredgid, or ―like a man‖ is used in reference to gay women. Gayness in Kuna 

culture is treated very differently than it is in Panamanian society. While there are 

certainly macheredgid, there seem to be many more omegid, or at least much more social 

attention and discussion focuses on them. This section concentrates on omegid 

experiences in Panama City.  

 Kunas are notably more accepting of gayness than the broader Panamanian 

population, although gays are also likely to be harassed, usually in a joking manner. 

Panamanian gays from the nearby areas seem to be drawn to the circle of gay Kuna men, 

preferring to associate in the Koskuna area instead of their own Panamanian barrios to 

avoid further harassment. A young gay man explains how Kunas and Panamanians differ 

in their treatment of gays (Herrera, Segura, and Porras 2004): 

En la cultura kuna, mira que todos los kunas respetan los que somos, porque de 

la mayoría, la mayoría comprenden, nos comprenden a nosotros, y eso es lo que 

dicen los panameños, que ustedes los kunas más, más aceptan a los gays, y por 

eso que los kunas, la mayoría de todos los kunas, hasta la mayoría todos somos 

gays, y acá con los panameños no se ve mucho porque las mujeres de repente soy 

una latina y tengo un hijo y se me volvió, las mujeres latinas mas largan a sus 

hijos pa’ allá, y los largan no se pa’ donde y los hijos se le van, pero las paisanas 

no, las paisanas mucho lo comprenden y comprenden a sus hijos y lo dejan en su 
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casa, y tú ves que, les comienzan a enseñar sus hijos a coser molas para ganar, 

tan siquiera algo, tú ves a los gays por acá cosiendo mola, yo digo que en la 

cultura kuna no se ve mucho así di que, tanta discriminación.    

 

In Kuna culture, look, all the Kunas respect us, those of us that are [gay], because 

most of them, most of them understand, they understand us. And that‘s what the 

Panamanians say too, they say that the Kunas are more, more accepting of the 

gays, and that‘s why the Kunas, most of the Kunas, most of us are gay, and here 

with the Panamanians you don‘t see that much because, because women, for 

instance if I‘m a Latina and I have a son that turned out [gay], the Latina women 

kick their sons out of the house, they make them leave and go wherever, and the 

sons leave them. But not the Kuna women, no, most of them understand, they 

sympathize with their sons and they let them stay at home. And you see that they 

teach them to sew molas to earn money, even just a little extra. Here you see the 

gays sewing molas. I don‘t think that in Kuna culture you see that much 

discrimination.  

 

While Kuna culture is more open to gays and seems to have more flexible 

categories of gender, there are still cases of harassment and discrimination that do take 

place against omegid. The same young men interviewed here also described how one of 

them was constantly harassed by their older brothers when the young man began to 

associate with other gay men. So despite certain occasions of harassment, these young 

men feel that Kuna culture is more open to gayness, especially in comparison to 

Panamanians. Young gay Kuna men may also be aware of their omegid gender at a 

young age and identify with it publicly, even before they enter puberty. While some 

people identify as omegid, other men that engage with them sexually may not be 

considered omegid, and it is common for Kuna men to have semi-open relationships with 

other men before they get married.  
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As the AIDS epidemic continues to plague the world, the Kuna have especially 

been affected. Over my years of working in Panama I have met a number of people who 

are living with AIDS and lost both friends and acquaintances to the disease. The gay 

community in particular has suffered a disproportionate amount of losses, but now the 

disease has begun to affect many different sectors of the population. Especially because 

of the constant travel between Panama City and Kuna Yala, AIDS was able to make its 

way into the small island communities of Kuna Yala where it has easily spread due to 

lack of information about preventative care. While more people now know of AIDS, 

many people do not understand how immune deficiency works, or that it could possibly 

be spread from a mother to her nursing infant. In addition, AIDS is not talked about 

openly either in Koskuna or Kuna Yala, but is simply whispered about behind closed 

doors, usually as boni, or ―disease.‖ AIDS is also seen as a disease that has been inflicted 

on the Kuna by the wagas, or Panamanians.  

 The young man interviewed here placed a lot of importance on the mother, who is 

typically the head of the Kuna household, for the greater acceptance of gayness in the 

Kuna community. As the omegid literally means ―like a woman,‖ gay men are often 

viewed in familial roles more as a daughter, and as mentioned by Yimmy, they are taught 

to sew molas. There are even a few prominent omegid mola designers in Panama City 

who earn their living by designing molas for others to sew. The mola holds a special 

place in Kuna society, both physically and symbolically. The next section discusses the 
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unique place that the mola and other aspects of Kuna dress have among the Kuna in 

Panama City. 

DULEMORYOID: KUNA WOMEN’S DRESS 

 The mola is known around the world as a unique Kuna craft. The appliqué and 

reverse-appliqué blouses feature colorful designs that are stitched by hand and can take 

many weeks to complete. Matching molas are worn on the front and back side of the 

torso, with the sleeves sewn on from a patterned material, decorated with trim. 

 

Figure 28. A Kuna mola featuring canoes and starfish. 
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 The mola is frequently worn with a saburredi or wrap skirt and a musue or red 

covering for the head. Women also wear wini or arm and leg beaded wraps and gold nose 

rings, earrings and decorative necklaces. Women are ushered into the mola wearing 

practice as babies when their noses and ears are pierced. These piercings signify that they 

will wear a mola for the rest of their life. The women who wear molas as a general rule 

only ever wear molas, and have molas for different occasions, such as for sleeping. 

Learning how to sew molas and then later sewing while interacting with other women is 

an important act of socialization among Kuna women, both young and old. The mola 

plays an especially significant role in gathering houses in Kuna Yala, as the women sew 

while they listen to the chiefs chant.  

The mola is symbolically important to the Kuna on many levels. Because the use 

of  mola and other Kuna dress was forbidden by Panamanian police, a right which was 

restored by the Revolution of 1925, the mola is also ―an important symbol of the Kuna 

people’s right to self-determination‖ (Tice 1995:62). This is similar to the Vietnamese 

community in the United States, where the ao dai, a long tailored dress uniquely 

Vietnamese, is both a symbol of nationhood and of protest against the communist 

government (Lieu 2000:131). In both of these cases, women’s bodies are where these 

symbolic meanings materialize, in the process of imagining nationhood. In the case of 

Vietnamese-Americans, women are ―expected to wear this cultural symbol‖ and a refusal 

to do so would be understood as a lack of allegiance (Lieu 2000:135). While Vietnamese-

American pageants also include competitions of evening gowns in addition to that of the 
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ao dai, Kuna women who wear molas generally wear nothing but molas and are 

commonly described as dulemoryoid ―one who wears molas.‖  

The practice of ushering young girls into a life of wearing molas is, however, a 

rare practice today. Most Kuna communities no longer practice this ritual and few girls 

are being brought up in the practice of wearing molas. In addition, there are some older 

women designated at birth to wear molas who have chosen to no longer wear molas. 

These women may opt for Western dress because of social embarrassment or because 

they no longer have the money to maintain their Kuna dress, as the materials to make 

Kuna clothing are now more expensive than the cheap imported clothing available in 

Panama City. If they have the resources but not the time to sew molas, women may 

contract out the sewing of their molas to other women in the community, which in 2008 

generally cost upwards of thirty dollars for one blouse.   

While very few women are now being ushered into a life of wearing Kuna dress, 

the mola itself has become important to many Kuna women who do not wear them daily. 

The production of molas for sale to tourists became a popular enterprise for women in 

Kuna Yala decades ago, as cooperatives were formed specifically for making molas for 

sale on the global market (Tice 1995). In Panama City this business has continued, albeit 

usually as a private business that contracts out the sewing of molas when there is more 

demand. In many families the mother‘s sales of molas has been an important source of 

income for the family, especially for financing extra expenses, such as those incurred by 

students in school. If a family is in dire circumstances, especially among the very poor, 
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the need for money that can be obtained from selling one‘s own molas can be greater than 

the social embarrassment of dressing in Western clothes, which also leads to fewer mola-

wearing women.   

 Many women and young Kuna girls have a mola blouse or two and a saburredi 

skirt that they wear for special occasions, such as the dress and jewelry shown here in 

Figure 28. As a foreign female anthropologist, I too was expected or encouraged to buy 

and wear dulemor on special occasions, such as for the celebration of the Kuna 

Revolution as shown in Figure 29. Kuna shirts were also handmade for my son and 

husband using red cloth, a symbolic color worn by the Kuna to remember the blood spilt 

during the Revolution of 1925. Dulemor is also donned by men and women on other 

occasions, such as for a celebration at the school, as shown in Figure 29 or for other 

ceremonial or political events where it is deemed appropriate.  



 198 

 

Figure 29. My son and I on February 25, 2008 celebrating the Kuna revolution in front of 

the Kuna flag. 

While the use of the mola holds certain meaning for the Kuna, it does not 

necessarily mean the same to the larger Panamanian community. On one occasion a 

mother told me a story that happened as she and her daughter, who was wearing Kuna 

clothing for the day, got on the local bus. A Panamanian friend of the mother commented 

to her, ―¡Ay qué bonita! Está disfrazada de kuna” (―Oh how pretty! She is wearing a 

Kuna costume‖).  The mother responded in horror that her daughter was not ―in costume‖ 

but rather wearing her own clothes. There are certainly other parents, however, who 
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would be inclined to let such a discriminatory comment slide by, especially if they were 

friends with the person or thought that they perhaps had good intentions. I also knew 

another woman who had started to work at a new resort that was built close to Koskuna. 

Because the woman wore molas, she was made to stay in the washroom washing and 

drying sheets. She could not enter into the rooms to change sheets or clean because she 

would not change her mola for the resort‘s uniform. Even as the first woman commented 

how pretty the girl looked in her mola, and the Panamanian resort had molas as 

decoration, their treatment of Kuna women and their molas bespeaks the true place of 

indigenous women in the national imaginary. 
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Figure 30. Young girl dressed in Kuna clothing, with foil-covered cardboard jewelry 

similar to the gold jewelry worn many decades ago. 

 At the same time, the mola is also held as one of the markers of cultural 

assimilation. Both men and women, Kunas and non-Kunas, often refer to the 

disappearance of the mola-wearing as a sign of cultural endangerment, while there are 

others who insist that Kunas will continue to be Kunas, wearing molas or not wearing 

them. Kuna women‘s dress holds a complex and contradictory place in the social 

imaginary: 

The dress is simultaneously a static icon of cultural identity and also a dynamic 

enactment of so-called transnational cultural flows. It is a physical impediment 

and restricts social movement; it is also a practical medium through which 

mobility and social connectedness are experienced; it is representative of dirtiness 
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and backwardness and also of strength and growth. The dress is a burdensome 

constraint and also a sensible source of agentive autonomy. (Durham 1999:390) 

 

Conceived as both static and dynamic, the role of the mola in Kuna society is a point of 

contention on multiple levels. In an interview with a grandmother (who wore molas) and 

her daughter (who wore Western clothes), the daughter confessed that after a difficult 

divorce around age seventeen with a Panamanian, she had wanted to start wearing 

dulemor and pierce her nose. Her mother, however, was against it and the daughter was 

not allowed to follow through with it. As the daughter told me the story, the mother did 

not say anything, or explain why she had not wanted her daughter to be like her in this 

respect, but simply grimaced and shook her head no, as if to say that she did not regret 

her decision. While others, or even mola-wearing grandmothers may sometimes criticize 

the lack of molas or women who change to Western clothes, and may even in part wish 

their own daughters wore molas, there has already been a larger social movement away 

from introducing young girls into the life of wearing molas.  

When asked what they would tell the next generation of Kuna children growing 

up in Panama City, in an interview two young adults, Andy and Jimmy (Herrera et al. 

2004), brought up how young people should love and accept their culture, especially their 

mothers or grandmothers who wear dulemor: 

Andy:  Yo le diría que de verdad, que venga creciendo con las costumbres, que 

no se pierda pues, porque es algo bonito, que indio, que vaya con su 

madre por la calle con su madre hablando el mismo idioma, y sin pena, 

que la abrace, porque hay mucha gente, a pesar sea un indio, no le gusta, 

le da pena, no les gusta tocarla   

Yimmy: No les gusta salir con la madre, y vienen como, van di que separado   

Andy: y si de repente viene un amigo con mama, como que le da pena, que ah mi  
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mamá es kuna, yo digo que no que no tenga pena que que   

Yimmy: O de repente vaya por la central y los amigos del colegio lo vean con la  

mola, y al día siguiente le dicen, di que esa es tu mama, di que no no no 

no no no esa no es mi mama, esa era una señora que iba al lado mío, y 

cosas así   

 

Andy: I would tell them that really, they should grow up with our customs, and 

not lose them, because it‘s something beautiful to see an Indian, walking 

through the streets with their mother, speaking the same language as their 

mother, without shame, and that they hug her, because a lot of people, 

even if they are Indian, they don‘t like it, it embarrasses them, they don‘t 

like to touch her.  

Yimmy: They don‘t like to go out with their mother, and they walk, they walk, 

like, apart from each other. 

Andy: And if suddenly a friend approaches and they‘re with their mother, it 

embarrasses them, like ah, my mother is Kuna, and I say that they 

shouldn‘t be embarrassed. 

Yimmy: Or if they happen to be walking through the Central (pedestrian zone) 

and the friends from school see them with the mola, the next day they ask 

him if that‘s his mother, and he says no no no no no no no, that‘s not my 

mom, she was just a lady that was walking next to me, and things like that. 

 

Even though the mola is highly-regarded on some levels, it serves as a marker of 

indigeneity that opens people up to discrimination. From the discourse used by Andy and 

Yimmy, such as indio ―Indian‖ and la mola to refer to a woman wearing dulemor, it is 

apparent that this type of language is often used in negative ways to discriminate, so 

much that even Andy and Yimmy appropriate some of the discourse to describe events 

that they have witnessed. It is, then, hardly surprising that women are shying away from a 

life of wearing molas every day. Instead they wear them when the Panamanian social 

norms dictate that they are acceptable, when wearing the mola is more likely to garner 

respect than disdain.  
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CONCLUSION 

Thus, these examples of expressive knowledge that are informally passed down 

should ultimately be intertwined with the more formal aspects of education that children 

in Koskuna receive:  

As discourses come to recognize the situated nature of knowledge and the 

partiality of all knowledge claims, the metaphor of borders and bordercrossers has 

been foregrounded. However, the ultimate border - the border between knowledge 

and power - can be crossed only when educational institutions no longer reify 

culture, when lived experiences become validated as a source of knowledge, and 

when the process of how knowledge is constructed and translated between groups 

located within nonsymmetrical relations of power is questioned. (González et al. 

2004:42)                                                                                                                                                       

 

From the perspective of those involved in the Funds of Knowledge school, this would 

occur when their ―lived experiences become validated as a source of knowledge.‖  How 

children in Koskuna learn how to gut a fish, or use leaf-cutter ants to cure arthritis, or 

dance gammu burwi are sources of expressive knowledges that are not acknowledged in 

the Panamanian school system. On the contrary, certain aspects of Kuna identity, such as 

the language, are overtly denigrated. However, in the spirit of multiculturalism, as 

explored in Chapters 7 and 9, a few select aspects are applauded only on certain 

occasions, such as the performance of gammu burwi in school celebrations.  

 By revealing bits and pieces of Kuna home life in Koskuna, this chapter addresses 

the theoretical points from Chapter 2. First, language is an important part of the home life 

of children and they are experiencing great social pressure not to speak the Kuna 

language. At the same time, Kuna is still being spoken in the multi-generational 

households and almost all children are therefore at least passive, if not active, speakers of 
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Kuna. Second, youth in the city have found different ways to adapt to the migration to 

Panama City. By establishing the Kuna centros as clubs where young Kuna go to 

socialize, albeit often in the Spanish language while listening to Spanish-language music, 

they have successfully defined an all-Kuna space where they can safely go and associate 

with their peers. Related to these urban adaptations are the ways that young gay youth 

form small social groups and stay close to Kuna areas where they feel more accepted and 

face less discrimination. Third, they are being exposed to ideas and ideals concerning 

multiculturalism from a number of sources. The mola especially is an important symbol 

of Kuna identity and one that draws both respect and discrimination, depending on the 

social situation. As such, the use of molas has decreased considerably and few if any girls 

are being brought up to wear only molas, but at the same time women in the city now 

wear their molas proudly on special occasions. In Panama the regular use of the mola 

lowers the status of women, while the selective special use of the mola in culturally-

appropriate situation is quickly becoming the norm.26  

All of these points signal back to the fact that children in Koskuna are being 

ushered away from the funds of expressive knowledge in their home and guided towards 

the ways of life of the Panamanian majority. While there are many social influences that 

contribute to the distancing of Kuna children from their Kuna heritage, Panamanian 

                                                 

26 This is perhaps also true of men, although the use of store-bought Western clothes versus Kuna hand-

sewn clothes is a distinction that does not figure into Kuna discourses of culture as does the mola. This is 

perhaps due in part to the notable similarities between Western clothing and Kuna men‘s clothing, which 

consists of a hand-sewn, long-sleeve, v-neck, solid-color collared shirt, long pants, and for distinguished 

men, a hat and tie.    
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schools especially take a formative role in taking the Kuna ways of life out of the 

classroom. This disconnect between home and school for children in Koskuna is the 

focus of the following chapter.   
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Chapter 7 - The Disconnect: Kuna children in Panamanian schools 

 

Koskuna Elementary is a school that adheres to the guidelines established by the 

Ministry of Education. The school – while physically built in 1996 by the residents of 

Koskuna (as shown in Figure 31) – was built with the intention of bringing teachers in 

from the Panama City to teach the children of Koskuna. Before the school was built, 

children attended the elementary school in Veracruz by taking a bus along the then 

unpaved streets of Koskuna. This sort of arrangement was common place throughout 

Latin America in the past century, when the main struggle of indigenous communities 

was simply to have access to education, for which they had to build their own schools in 

order to be provided with teachers by the government (L. E. López 2008:52). 

The establishment of the school, then, meant that Koskuna children could easily 

walk to and from school, as most of the children live within a few blocks radius. This 

made school more accessible to children in Koskuna. Teachers were brought in to teach 

as the Ministry of Education had promised, but they were mainly Panamanians from 

Panama City. The teachers at this school arrive by bus daily and then leave again, 

returning to their homes in other parts of the city and never truly spending enough time in 

Koskuna to understand how the children live at home. 
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Figure 31. Koskuna Elementary school showing the original buildings 

As Koskuna has been built up over the years, they have continued to ask for help and 

support from politicians and government officials to improve living conditions. Reliable 

water supply has been established, a few roads have been paved and there is a semi-

reliable trash collection service. In addition, Koskuna Elementary school was expanded 

to include two new buildings behind the school, which were constructed in 2006 and 

2007, as shown in Figure 32. 
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Figure 32. Koskuna Elementary school showing the new additions 

The school has also benefited from the installation of a computer room, shown in  

Figure 33. It is an impressive and air-conditioned computer lab sponsored by a computer 

company and replete with internet connection and printer. When I lived in Koskuna in 

2008, however, the computer lab remained unused because the school did not have a 

computer teacher. It sat empty for an entire year because the government was unable to 

provide a teacher trained in technology. It was not until 2009 that the children were 

actually able to take advantage of this resource.  
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Figure 33. My son Lalito and Julia touring the new computer lab at Koskuna Elementary 

UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENCES 

Some of the most influential research in both the fields of linguistic anthropology 

and education was that of Shirley Brice Heath, whose Ways with Words (1983) was able 

to trace through intense fieldwork and careful ethnography how children were bringing 

knowledge and discourse from their daily home lives into the classroom. Children that 

had been introduced to books and prompted with ―what‖ questions produced by parents 

were more prepared for similar questions posed to them by teachers when they entered 

school. These children were often prompted to supply information that the parent already 

knew, such as pointing to a flower and asking ―What is that?‖ The other group of 

children, who mainly acquired their knowledge by observing and later imitating the 

language and actions of adults around them, had more difficulty responding to the 
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teacher‘s questions in school, especially regarding books, which as inanimate objects, 

they were not typically interacted with in the home. The work done by Susan Philips in 

the Warm Springs Indian community shows that children were not talkative in their 

classrooms because the participant structure in the classroom was very teacher-oriented. 

Indian children in Warm Springs were much more talkative when they participated in 

peer groups without a designated leader – a participant structure mirrored in all 

community events (Philips 2001). The funds of knowledge approach (González et al. 

2004) has shown that the knowledge from home is key to understanding a child‘s 

perspective in school and essential in continuing to cultivate their interest in school by 

incorporating and validating aspects of their daily lives in the classroom.  

In the Kuna home, and throughout Kuna culture, verbal art is very important. 

Children listen to their grandfathers and grandmothers sing and chant, and hear them 

speak to their friends or teachers about things they do know or do not know. Speaking in 

public is also a very important skill, where quick speech and an even tone are punctuated 

with discourse markers such as dagsa ―you see‖ or iddosa ―you hear.‖ Written words, 

however, have less of a presence in the Kuna home. Books seldom make their way into 

the Kuna home, or even many Panamanian homes, simply because of the cost. In a small 

country where printed material is costly and there is little demand for literature, books 

and bookstores are seemingly hard to find. Add to that a damp tropical climate that can 

destroy paper in a matter of a few years, and it is not hard to believe that oral literature 

may be easier to conserve than the printed kind. As Heath emphasizes in her research, 
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―Strict dichotomization between oral and literate traditions is a construct of researchers, 

not an accurate portrayal of reality across cultures‖ (2001:339). As my own research has 

similarly pointed out, oral and written literature are not neatly separated, but there is a 

vast political difference between the two (Price 2005). But while the printed word carries 

more political weight, this importance does not translate into more personal respect for 

books or for reading in the home.  

At the school in Koskuna, children of all grades were given assignments in their 

notebooks which required them to cut and paste pictures from other documents into their 

notebook. While this exercise can be useful in moderation, especially for students lacking 

textbooks, it had some other important effects. First, children were rarely asked to 

produce their own drawings and when asked to do so they would look for images to cut 

or copy. Second, families would take scissors to the books in their household to cut out 

images just to complete the homework assignment. And third, parents, instead of 

children, would be responsible for finding these random images. They would have to 

find, for example, a picture of the crucifix for Easter, which was unlikely to appear in 

their collection of books and magazines. 

In describing mainstream literary practices, Heath notes that ―The only 

restrictions on bookreading concern taking good care of books: They should not be wet, 

torn, drawn on, or lost‖ (Heath 2001:322). Books in the typical Kuna household are not 

taken care of, and even the few book lovers with their small private collections have 

difficulty maintaining them because of the tropical weather and large shared household 
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with others who do not value books. Heath did not mention the cutting images out of 

books, probably because the idea seems so outrageous and preposterous to those brought 

up to care for books. The cutting out of images is a task reserved only for magazines in 

mainstream literary practices, and usually only for popular magazines, excluding 

informational magazines such as National Geographic. In Koskuna, however, books were 

not sacred sources of information, or an end unto itself, but rather a means to an end.      

The disconnect between home and school life is therefore two-fold: it is both 

embedded in everyday social interaction and also permeates the political atmosphere both 

locally and nationally. In addition to the difficulties in mapping social interaction from 

home life onto interaction styles in the classroom, Kuna children in Panamanian schools 

continue to be discriminated against and the knowledge that they bring to the classroom 

is not validated, but often refused altogether. The Kuna language itself is demoted from 

language to ―dialect‖ in daily conversation in Panama, especially by Panamanian 

teachers. Children are often faced with translating power-laden messages from their 

teacher to their mother or father, prefaced with a curt comment such as, ―Ay, tu mamá 

sólo habla dialecto‖ (―Oh your mother only speaks ―dialect‖). When Kuna culture or 

traditions are discussed at all, if they are even referenced as Kuna and not as indio 

―Indian,‖ they are often followed by seemingly-innocent but equally hurtful questions, 

such as whether it is true the Kunas do this or that barbaric practice.  

Even in Koskuna, where the elementary school was at least sixty percent Kuna 

and the school was nestled in an urban Kuna community and built by Kuna hands, there 
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was discrimination against Kuna students and parents. I personally watched the former 

director of the school, a Panamanian, not allow Kuna children into school after the bell 

rang while discreetly allowing Panamanian children, who happened to be in the class he 

was teaching, to enter minutes later. While meeting with teachers one day I conversed 

with a teacher who asked me about my studies, to which I replied that I was studying the 

Kuna language. She corrected me, stating that I must mean dialect, like what all of the 

indigenous people speak. Even after a lengthy discussion of linguistics, she was 

unconvinced that Kuna could be a language in itself.  

 Koskuna Elementary School seems both from the inside and the outside to be like 

any other school in Panama, where the children wear their school uniforms, have very 

little access to books or materials, and simply learn to memorize and repeat information. 

During my stays in Koskuna I was often asked to assist with English homework that 

consisted of a list of Spanish vocabulary words for which the children were assigned to 

look for English translations in dictionaries that they may or may not have. In 

Panamanian schools, education that the students brings to the classroom from home, 

whether they are Kuna, or from another indigenous group, or even from an Afro-

Panamanian household, is not recognized as such. While  the funds of knowledge 

approach (González et al. 2004) maintains that school should integrate other aspects of 

children‘s home life in order to incorporate and validate the other types of knowledge 

they have, most schools have been founded on teaching exactly that which is not taught 

in the home.  
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This disconnect between home and school is often supported by parents, who see 

little purpose in sending their children to school to learn things that have already learned 

at home. In the case of bilingual education, this is an often cited reason that parents give 

for not wanting their child‘s home language to be taught in school. School, taught in the 

dominant language, is often seen as the means to upward mobility. The parents 

themselves feel that being fluent in the minority language has not brought them upward 

mobility and feel that time spent learning how to read and write their minority language 

in school is wasted time. While other attitudes also exist among Kuna parents, this 

attitude regarding bilingual education is prevalent among Kuna parents living in both 

Kuna Yala and Panama City.  While wanting to offer their children the best opportunities 

for success in life, they can actually set them back even farther because the greatest 

predictor of school success in the second language (L2) is formal schooling in their first 

language (L1) (Thomas and Collier 2002:7).  

On the rare occasions when Kuna culture is celebrated in the classroom, the 

students can become the token representative of their culture, and are expected to know 

and embrace every Kuna cultural practice. Such is the case of the crowning of the school 

queen, a typical event for every school in Panama, which showcases a sort of variety 

show in celebration of the crowning of the queen. 

CELEBRATING THE “MELTING POT” 

Every year the elementary school in Koskuna holds a celebration that centers on 

the crowning of the school queen, a young girl chosen by her classmates to be crowned. 
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This celebration, often dubbed Reina de la escuela or ―Queen of the school‖ is a common 

event in schools throughout Panama. Crisol de razas ―Melting Pot‖ was painted on the 

decorations of crowning of the queen at the elementary school in Koskuna in 2004 as 

pictured in Figure 34.  

 

Figure 34. The banner reading crisol de razas ―melting pot‖ is seen behind the school‘s 

queen, held up by a figure of a Kuna woman.   



 216 

 

Figure 35. A wider shot of the sign reveals the caricatures of Panama‘s many ethnicities 

 

The term ―melting pot,‖ or crisol de razas in Spanish, is a term that is used often in 

Panama. This term is akin to Brazil‘s ―racial democracy‖ or even ―melting pot‖ as it has 

been used in the United States. Panama has been developing as a tourist destination and 

has continued to define its national identity as a country, boasting a wide variety of places 

and activities. The ATP (Authority of Tourism of Panama) has described the population 

of Panama under its culture sections as follows:  

Panama has always been a crossroads between cultures, thus earning us the 

nickname ―melting pot‖. With a population of almost 3 million people, 67% of it 

is made up of mestizos (Amerindian mixed with white) and mulattos (white 

mixed with black); 14% black; 10% white; and 6% Amerindian (indigenous or 

natives) and a 3% is made up of various ethnic backgrounds. This mix is 

particularly rich because of culture and traditions it helped establish, each one still 

respected by Panamanians and foreigners alike (Authority of Tourism of Panama 

2009). 
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The terms ―race‖ and ―ethnicity‖ are employed differently around the world, and in Latin 

America ethnicity was used to replace race, which was itself based on notions of culture, 

as in the case of Peru: 

These exculpations of racism are embedded in a definition of race theoretically 

silenced by the historical subordination of phenotype to culture as a marker of 

difference. In other words, Peruvians think their discriminatory practices are not 

racist because they do not connote innate biological differences, but cultural ones. 

(de la Cadena 2000:2) 

 

How do the goals of indigenism play out within the context of a society where 

multiracial, multiethnic and multicultural are mutually significant? At the event pictured 

here in these figures, there were many young girls and boys dressed in Kuna dulemor, but 

the queen, pictured in Figure 34 was the center of attention with her royal ball gown and 

tiara. In Figure 36, a young Kuna couple in dulemor act as the royal bearers of the crown 

and decree, preceding the queen on her procession to the throne.  
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Figure 36. The royal bearers of the crown and decree at the crowning of the queen. 

Kuna clothing took on a symbolic role of representing the Kuna as an ethnic 

group, but within the well-defined context of a Panamanian event crowning the school's 

queen. Here, the central role of the queen and her entourage, complicated in multiple 

layers of Western and Kuna dress, is fixated on Western notions of beauty while still 

framing her as Kuna through her entourage. This is similar to Vietnamese-American 

pageants, where ―[t]he queen is expected to exhibit a Western style of beauty but must 

remain "Vietnamese" enough to represent the traditions of the imagined nation‖ (Lieu 

2000:145). In this sense, the parents and children are negotiating beauty, memory and 

nostalgia in a way that privileges Western notions of beauty, yet positioned within a 

framework of Kuna nationhood.   
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On the other hand, the presentation is also influenced by Panamanian notions of 

multiculturalism, which encourage the participation of different cultures, but only within 

the domain that has been predefined, such as this school celebration. Because the school 

also encouraged the Kuna children and parents to present their children in Kuna clothing 

and showcase Kuna culture in certain ways, such as in the dance of gammu burwi, there 

are few people that would venture to complain that the school or community is not 

accepting of indigenous cultures.  

These conflicting messages teach children that the Kuna culture is acceptable in 

certain arenas, but not in others.  During a fundraiser for example, the school has various 

activities, including converting a classroom into a dancing club or ―discoteca‖ where 

students would pay ten cents or a quarter to enter the room, as shown in  Figure 37. 
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Figure 37. The ―discoteca‖ at a school fundraiser in a new classroom. 

The discoteca featured loud Latino music and popular Latino dances. Kuna clothing was 

particularly absent and those that drew the most attention were those familiar with dance 

moves associated with the songs. This discoteca space is still a Kuna space, just as the 

Kuna clubs or centros used by Kuna teenagers on the weekends. The performance of 

Kuna identity, however, stands in contrast to the crowning of the queen, where a number 

of children were dressed in Kuna clothes and asked to perform certain roles.  

 When molas are used and are not used, is a matter for the community to decide. 

At school functions, however, especially in a mixed environment with largely Latina 

teachers, Kuna children can be pressured into certain roles, such as using Kuna clothing 

for a performance because they are Kuna. While the children enjoy dressing in Kuna 
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clothes for the most part, they resent being pressured to do so when they had other plans, 

such as dancing a contemporary dance in the talent showcase, as was the case in among 

some of the girls that year.  

BRINGING THE KUNA BACK TO KOSKUNA ELEMENTARY 

 

Figure 38. Director of Koskuna Elementary, Ramón Meléndez, accompanying the 

students in a parade through Veracruz (Photo by Itza Grimaldo). 

 

The elementary school in Koskuna acquired a new school director in 2008, a 

Kuna teacher with many years experience and a resident of Veracruz, Ramón Meléndez. 

He replaced the former Latino director who worked at the school for many years.  Ramón 

Meléndez has worked as teacher in both Kuna Yala and other parts of Panama. These 

experiences in teaching in different parts of Panama as a Kuna teacher have provided him 
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with a strong understanding of the importance of recognizing one‘s cultural heritage 

(Meléndez 2008): 

Y eso, an gayadi geg an ieged, an bane bane an sunmagdi, geg an iege iddosa. 

Eye, pero durdagmarsunnad, wis durdagbali sergan igarsig iddobali.  Así y así 

tiene que aprender eso es lo que estoy haciendo así para  aprender iddoge an 

abimosunnad. Deyob burwiganaga saed, así mismo, para que ellos estén 

aprendiendo algo que se reconozca de una cultura kuna, porque lo que tienen que 

hacer, los niños que más nacidos aquí para que conozcan más o menos iddosa, 

bia be daniye, be dule, be duleddeye.  

 

And so, I cannot forget my language, I speak every day, I cannot forget it, you 

hear. Yes, but they [the students] should learn, they should learn at least some 

things and hear about the elder‘s ways. And that is how they need to learn it, this 

is what I am doing to learn, you hear, I want this as well. That is how the children 

should do it, just like that, so that they learn something and appreciate their Kuna 

culture. Because they need to do this, especially those that are born here in 

Panama City, so that they learn more or less, you hear. ―Where are you from?‖ 

You are Kuna. ―You are Kuna.‖ 

 

What Meléndez is supporting here is a sentiment echoed by Kunas throughout Panama 

City, who want to their children to understand and appreciate their cultural heritage while 

also receiving a Western education that will benefit them when they enter the workforce. 

As bilingual education has gained momentum, Koskuna elementary has been targeted as 

a school that would benefit from a bilingual education program.   The school‘s history 

and the student and teacher population play an important part in whether the bilingual 

education program would be effective, how it would be received by the community and 

exactly how it could be implemented successfully. 

According to Meléndez, in 2008 there were 438 children enrolled in the school, 

and approximately sixty-five percent of those students were Kuna. Koskuna Elementary, 

however, used to be a school only for Kunas, according to Meléndez: 
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Cuando Koskuna comenzó, era  prohibido, wagmar geg doged,  que no se puede 

entrar. Es prohibido porque, porque ellos prácticamente dicen los que empezaron 

lo que son viejos, que comenzaron ellos, que decían, no esa escuela es netamente 

kuna. Así que nadie puede asomar aquí porque nadie quiere a los latinos, 

entonces cuando comenzamos al año 96, 97 todavía no. Empezamos en el 98, 

anmar geg wagmar abingaled porque ya el ministra baed sigesgu, abesulid, 

soged, la educación es para todos sin distinción de raza, anmar aceptarsaded, 

aagi we uubode wagmar iddosa (Meléndez 2008). 

 

When Koskuna Elementary began, Latinos were not allowed to attend this school, 

they could not enroll. They were not allowed because those that started this 

school, the elders, the ones that founded the school, they said that the school was 

only for Kunas. So no one else could go to school because no one wanted the 

Latinos to enroll. That is how it was when the school was founded in 1996 and 

then in 1997. And then in 1998 we could not deny the Latinos entrance, because 

another official came to office that did not approve of that, saying that education 

is for everyone without regard to race. We accepted that, and that it how the 

Latinos came to enter into this school. You hear.  

 

Meléndez explained that the school began as a Kuna-only school, pointing to an ethnic 

separation between Kunas and others; they were later told by officials that ―education is 

for everyone without regard to race,‖ essentially changing the ethnic separation into a 

racial one.  

As bilingual education has gained momentum, however, especially among the 

Kunas with the success of the FTPUFM school on the other side of town, there has been 

talk of extending a similar program to other urban Kuna schools. This extension of 

bilingual education has an interesting effect on teachers and students, as it requires 

educators to be trained in bilingual education and to speak Kuna sufficiently. Ramón 

Meléndez (2008) explains: 

Nosotros nos sentamos allá en una reunión, porque ya pronto lo van a 

aprovechar aquí en esta escuela hablando, los maestros lo tienen que hacer 

hablando en kuna, latinos, sí, y ya el ministerio de educación está programando 
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eso, tienen que hablar. El maestro primero tiene que, si el maestro latino quiere 

trabajar aquí en Koskuna tiene que primero tiene que ir a capacitar en la 

universidad. Mmhmm, si no domina, no entra. Eye, así lo van a hacer ahora 

entonces. Después de mucho sale la crítica como el director es kuna ahora por 

eso quieren implementar de eso, no que yo no estoy diciendo sino que allá a nivel 

del ministerio porque mayoría son aquí puros indígenas así que tiene que adaptar 

así para que no pierde su costumbre tiene que aprender eso también, ambos lados  

y eso es lo que estamos haciendo ahorita mismo. Iddogena. 

 

We attended a meeting over there, because soon they are going to seize the 

opportunity here in our school, the teachers are going to have to teach in Kuna, 

the Latinos, yes. And the Ministry of Education has already planned this, they are 

going to have to speak Kuna. The teachers will first have to, if Latino teachers 

want to work here in Koskuna they will first have to complete training at the 

university. Mmhmm, if they don‘t speak it well then they won‘t be placed here. 

Yes, that is how they are going to do it now. After a while there has been criticism 

that since the school director is Kuna now they have decided to implement this 

program. This is not what I am saying but over there at the level of the Ministry of 

Education because most of the people here are indigenous. So indigenous peoples 

have to adapt like this so as to not lose traditions they have to learn this too, both 

sides, and this is what we are doing right now. You hear.  

 

This new program proposes a new twist to the old dilemma by keeping Latino teachers 

out of the school, not because of their race, because that would be discrimination, but 

because of their inability to speak Kuna. This seems to be the only reasonable and law-

abiding rule that Kuna schools can cite in order to provide the closest thing to an all-Kuna 

environment for their children. While speaking Kuna is generally only a necessity for the 

teachers, as Latino teachers leave, Latino students tend to follow. Latino students will 

never be overtly excluded from the school, but those attending would be required to 

participate in the Kuna lessons as well, something that only a handful of Latinos view as 

useful. While there are Latinos who believe that speaking languages such as Kuna is 

beneficial to them or their child, Kuna is still overwhelming considered a ―dialect‖ and 
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mandatory participation in Kuna lessons is not seen as beneficial by most Latino 

parents.27 

 When Koskuna Elementary school was first founded, those in charge had no 

problems excluding non-Kunas from attending, until this practice of exclusion was 

reprimanded from the state level as being discriminatory. Under multiculturalism, there is 

no race-based discrimination. Yet multiculturalism does promote bilingual education, and 

it is under the wing of bilingual education that the Kuna have found a way to bring the 

Kuna back into their education, because there truly are few non-Kuna teachers who can 

speak Kuna, much less teach in Kuna.  

 While language learning as an adult is hard no matter what the native language or 

the target language, the difficulty that Latinos face in learning Kuna in adulthood, or even 

childhood, is compounded by a few factors. First, the Kuna language is not a prestigious 

target language, such as English, and is not associated with upward mobility. On the 

contrary, it is openly discriminated against, so that anyone that speaks Kuna, be they 

Kuna or Latino, will open themselves up to comments and criticism from most Latinos 

who believe indigenous languages to be unintelligible dialects of Spanish. Secondly, the 

grammatical structure of the Kuna language is very different from Spanish and the only 

cognates are Kuna borrowings from Spanish or English. While the Kuna phonetic system 

is relatively easy to pronounce for a Spanish speaker, aspects of the grammar are similar 

                                                 

27 As discussed in the following chapters concerning FTPUFM, only one Latino student actually attends at 

present, although a few students have one Kuna parent and one non-Kuna parent. 
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to other indigenous languages in and around the Amazon basin.  Third, Kuna is not the 

majority language of Panama and has very few resources. The media, including 

newspapers and television, is Spanish-dominated, which means that there are even fewer 

resources for Kuna learners. Due to all of these reasons, especially the first, there are few, 

if any, Latino teachers who speak Kuna.  

 While Kuna bilingual education demands teachers who speak Kuna, most or all of 

whom should be Kuna, there is unfortunately a lack of teachers. As Ramón Meléndez 

explains in an interview, there are not enough Kuna teachers and he is doubtful that the 

Latinos will be properly trained (Meléndez 2008):   

RM: Van a comenzar [el programa de educación bilingüe] a partir del próximo 

año. Ellos están estudiando cómo están los maestros, los latinos aquí. Para mí lo 

que estoy viendo es problema también aquí no cuentan ni un educador kuna, son 

son puros latinos, los maestros latinos nada más la única que tengo es la maestra 

Virginia. Ella es kuna, habla perfectamente, ella es la única, la maestra pronto se 

va. La maestra Virginia, se va, la jubilación. Ella sale y entonces, y se va, 

mandan otro no van a mandar kunas, sino… no se lo van a mandar. No sé, estos 

maestros tienen que capacitar porque ya yo fui a sentar allá, iddosa. wemar así 

que, 

 

KP: Igi be binsae?  Este, odurdagge waga, wagmala 

 

RM: Eee, pero abelesundo 

 

KP: Nue dulegaya durdaggoe? 

 

RM: Es quiere decir si para aprender así en si directamente tiene que ser 

maestros netamente kunas netamente, así lo pueden aprender así. Si no es 

netamente kuna eso si no para ellos es difícil para hablar. Pero si los maestros 

cuando capacitan, pero no lo van a entrar de lleno nada más cosas más básicas y 

sencillas y ellos se quedan ahí, iddogena. Ar durdagmaloendo, pero es problema 

más para ellos   

 

KP: Dulemar bur abege. 
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RM: Maestromar dulemarbi dibe no hay problema. El maestro está hablando 

dulegayaba y está hablando en español también. Y como yo lo hacía antes yo lo 

hacía a lo esfuerzo hablando en kuna y hablando en español. Imagínate lo que 

más, lo que yo lo hice Ailigandi. Ailigandi dulemarbi wede kunas kunas kunas 

netamente, pero los niños no hablan español. Y a la vez, ar an abeged, an 

odurdagbied, an enseñarsaebied españolba, y así que tuve que hablar en 

español. Hablando en español y hablando en dialecto porque yo comienzo a 

hablar en español ellos se quedan a veces con la boca abierta. ¿Qué es lo que 

está diciendo? Entonces yo tuve que hacer un esfuerzo con los dos idiomas. Es 

esto lo que estoy diciendo ahí para que ellos sepan, aadi webali iddoge. 

 

RM: They are going to start [the bilingual education program] next year. They are 

thinking about how the teachers are doing, the Latinos here. For me, what I am 

seeing, is that it is a problem that we don‘t have a single Kuna educator, they are 

all Latinos, the Latino teachers, the only teacher that I have is Virginia. She is 

Kuna and speaks perfectly, she is the only one and she will be leaving us soon. 

The teacher, Virginia, will be leaving to retire. She will leave and then, once she 

leaves they will send another who won‘t be Kuna, but rather… they will not send 

[a Kuna]. I don‘t know, these teachers are going to have to train well because I 

went and met with them, you hear. With them. So anyways, 

 

KP: What do you think? Um, about teaching the Latinos? 

 

RM: Um, well that is what they want to do.  

 

KP: Will they learn Kuna well? 

 

RM: It means that to learn [Kuna] well they will have to be teachers that are 

clearly Kunas, without a doubt, so that they can learn it like that. If they are not 

Kuna, it will be difficult for them to speak. But even if the teachers are trained, 

they will not learn the language completely, only the most basic and simple 

things, and that is as far as they will go, you hear. They are attempting to learn, 

but it is a problem, it is a bigger problem for them.  

 

KP: Kuna [teachers] are needed instead. 

 

RM: If the teachers are Kuna, there is not a problem. The teacher is speaking in 

Kuna and in Spanish too. And as I used to do it, I used to make the effort to speak 

in Kuna and speak in Spanish. Imagine what I did, what I did in Ailigandi. In 

Ailigandi there are only Kunas, Kunas, Kunas, one hundred percent Kunas, but 

the children do not speak Spanish. And at the same time I want to teach, I want to 
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teach in Spanish, and so I had to speak in Spanish. Speaking in Spanish and 

speaking in dialect, because once I started to speak in Spanish their jaws would 

drop. What is it that he is saying? Then I would have to make an effort with both 

languages. That is what I am saying, so that they would understand, that is over 

there [in Kuna Yala]. 

 

Ramón Meléndez is reiterating an issue faced by school directors in both Panama City 

and Kuna Yala: a lack of Kuna teachers and the inability of Latino teachers, even those 

that have completed training, to fulfill the role of a Kuna teacher. With only one Kuna 

teacher on his staff, besides himself, he is concerned that the upcoming retirement of his 

only Kuna teacher will leave him with an all-Latino staff. With a student population that 

is sixty-five percent Kuna and a mandate to employ bilingual education the following 

year, the director feels that it is important to have more Kuna on staff. When asked 

directly whether a Latino teacher trained in bilingual education would be able to teach 

effectively in both languages, he states that they will not go beyond the basics in the 

Kuna language.  

 Curiously enough, there are three Kuna teachers who live in Veracruz but who 

spend three to four hours commuting back and forth daily to FTPUFM. While that school 

boasts an all-Kuna staff, and the teachers enjoy the bilingual education program there, the 

placement of teachers by the Ministry of Education is a puzzling and frustrating issue for 

schools both in Kuna Yala and in Panama City. One of the teachers who lives in Koskuna 

but teaches at FTPUFM, Guillermina Ávila, also spent a number of years teaching in 

Kuna Yala like Ramón Meléndez. She recounts the frustration she encountered teaching 
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in the schools over there, specifically citing a conversation she had with the regional 

director of education (Ávila 2008):  

Hay que poner entonces una maestra que tomó el seminario y tiene experiencia 

en eso. ¿Cómo va a poner una latina ahí? ¿Cómo me va a poner una latina ahí? 

No puede hacer eso director, yo le digo así. ¿Cómo me va a poner una latina que 

no ha tomado el seminario, que no habla el kuna, me la va a poner en el primer 

grado? Aa eso quiere decir que usted no manda ahí. Yo no estoy diciendo que 

usted no manda en todo, pero póngase a pensar. Si estamos trabajando en ese 

proyecto,  la primera persona que tiene que llegar, la maestra que tiene que 

llegar es la que tomó el seminario y las maestras kunas  que hablen en kuna. Si 

no, nos vamos a quedar como aquí, que llega el niño de kuna yala y viene la 

maestra aquí que le habla en español y el niño va a quedar perdido. Yo no estoy 

no estoy en contra de las latinas. Si una latina me dice, y no, hubo un caso así, me 

dice una morenita de bocas del toro, “Oye maestra yo si hablo el kuna.” 

Perfecto, no hemos dicho que las latinas no pueden, las latinas pueden dar clases. 

Si hablas el kuna, si lo entiendes y estas tomando el seminario, perfecto. Nadie 

dice que no. Pero  las latinas vienen y no saben pero nada. ¿Cómo me la va a 

poner en primer grado?  Hay que ver, y eso sucede, y eso está sucediendo todavía 

y eso es lo que pasa. No solamente con las latinas, sino con las mismas maestras 

que no han tomado el seminario y la nombraron, primer grado. No sigue el 

proyecto porque no ha tomado el seminario, no sabe ni que hacer, y entonces,  

¿Quién tiene la culpa? ¿El director regional, los supervisores, el ministerio de 

educación? Y eso es lo que hay que trabajar para que el proyecto entonces siga, 

pueda mantenerse y  de fruto. 

 

We need to put a teacher there that has taken the seminar [on bilingual 

education]28 and has experience in this. How are you going to put a Latina in that 

position? Tell me, how are you going to put a Latina there? You cannot do that, 

sir. This is what I told him. How are you going to put a Latina there, that has not 

taken the seminar, that does not speak Kuna, and place her as the first grade 

teacher? That means that you are not in control of that. I am not saying that you 

are not in control of anything, but think about it. If we are working on this project 

[bilingual education], the first person that needs to be there, the teacher that needs 

to be there is the one that participated in the seminar and the Kuna teachers that 

speak Kuna. If not, we are going to end up like [the schools] here, where a child 

                                                 

28 Seminars are conducted on bilingual education as a way of training teachers, which are specifically run 

by Kuna leaders and address education in Kuna. Certificates are given for the completion of seminars, and 

those teaching bilingual education are required to attend. I attended one seminar in 2003 as a visitor, which 

focused on reading and writing Kuna in a workshop atmosphere.  



 230 

comes from Kuna Yala and the teacher speaks to him in Spanish and the child is 

completely lost. I am not against the Latinas. If a Latina says to me, and yes, there 

was a case like this, a black woman from Bocas del Toro said, ―Listen, teacher, I 

do speak Kuna.‖ Perfect, we have not said that the Latinas cannot do it. The 

Latinas can teach. If you speak Kuna and you understand it and you have taken 

the seminar, perfect.   Nobody says that you can’t. But the Latinas come and they 

don’t know anything. How are you going to let her teach first grade? This needs 

to be addressed, and this happens, and it is still happening, and this is what is 

going on. Not only with the Latinas, but also with the teachers that haven’t taken 

the seminar and are teaching first grade. The [bilingual education] project does 

not move forward because they haven’t taken the seminar and they do not know 

what to do, and then, whose fault is it? The regional director’s fault? The 

supervisors? The Ministry of Education? And this is what we have to work on so 

that project can proceed forward, sustain itself and prosper. 

 

What Guillermina Ávila is complaining about is a very real problem in Kuna Yala and 

now in Panama City, especially as they look to expand the bilingual education program to 

schools like Koskuna Elementary. During my stay in Tupile, Kuna Yala, the school 

teacher that taught kindergarten was a Latina who spoke no Kuna. They had placed a 

Kuna teacher in first grade who employed bilingual education in the classroom, but the 

first year of school for the children was in Spanish, a language which the children did not 

speak. Bilingual education is founded on research that shows that children perform better 

when they taught about ideas in their native language, which they can then later translate 

to their secondary language, only after firmly grasping the concepts (Thomas and Collier 

2002). Trying to teach children abstract concepts, such as shapes, colors or numbers in an 

unknown foreign language results in them learning neither the concepts nor the language. 

This is the confusion that is unfortunately resulting from poor planning and internal 

politics at the Ministry of Education. Even though they are short teachers and lack 

resources, there is proof that sending a child to school in a foreign language is more than 
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just a confusing experience: it sets them back in establishing an educational foundation. 

The following section details the story of one young boy who came from Kuna Yala to 

live with his city-born cousins, and was ―completely lost‖ when he entered school, just as 

Guillermina stated. 

SUSU AND SCHOOL 

While I was living with my host family in Koskuna, cousins of theirs came to stay 

for a few months. Susu and his mother came to live with the family. They were cousins 

of the grandfather of my host family, and after the death of their uncle in Kuna Yala, they 

were left with few resources as Susu‘s father and grandfather had already passed away. 

My host family invited them to stay in their home in Panama City where they provided 

them with food and shelter while Susu‘s mother helped out around the house. Susu means 

―brother‖ in Kuna and is the term used by sisters in reference to their brother. While Susu 

had a Spanish name that he used in school, he was called Susu in the home.  

Susu had a somewhat difficult time getting adjusted to this phase in his life and 

his four female cousins. He spoke and understood very little Spanish, and while the girls 

could understand him in Kuna, they would always respond in Spanish and Susu would 

understand them perhaps in part. Susu was ten years old at the time, closest in age to 

Julia, and they were placed in the same class at school. While Julia was always more 

adept at turning out a few words in Kuna here or there, especially in comparison with her 

older sister, having Susu around prompted her to begin using Kuna more and more. Of 

the older girls, Julia, the second oldest sister, was much more open to practicing her Kuna 
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and would speak with me on occasion. She was fearless, trying to speak Kuna when she 

generally only produced a phrase before asking in Spanish, ―How do you say this?‖ 

Occasionally her older relatives would snicker, but she began to enjoy being bilingual. I 

really noticed an extra effort being put out on her part when Susu and his mother came to 

live at the house. I was surprised by both the quantity and quality of her Kuna speaking, 

which was quite an improvement, although she did not achieve native-like fluency.  

Susu was a welcome addition to the household from the perspective of the 

grandfather, as Susu was always eager to earn a dime or quarter in return for making a 

trip to the mini-super. My little family also called upon him multiple times a day to buy 

eggs, for example, in the morning or chicken for lunch. The girls especially were 

somewhat glad to be relieved of some of their errand-running duties, as it usually took a 

few minutes of prodding and groaning to get them to go buy breakfast for their family. 

Susu showed up in January, the beginning of the summer months in Panama. Susu and 

the girls enjoyed their free time and Susu was able to make friends with a few of the 

neighborhood boys, including one who was a more recent arrival and favored speaking 

Kuna.  

It wasn‘t until late March that the children returned to school and Susu began 

what was to be perhaps one of the worst experiences of his life. Before starting school, all 

of us pitched in to help buy the girls and Susu their new school uniforms and materials. 

The second-youngest daughter was also beginning school now at age five and would be 

entering kindergarten. The kids were all excited about the new clothes, backpacks and 
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notebooks, and Susu especially loved his new pressed white shirts and shiny black shoes. 

He also had to have a new PE uniform and was excited to have brand new white shoes as 

well. As a fatherless child in Kuna Yala, he had never had so many new things at once, 

nor had he ever set foot in the large stores in urban Panama. But his excitement was also 

stymied in part by a new and major development in his life: his mother returned to Kuna 

Yala. As one of her daughters in Kuna Yala had fallen very ill, she decided that she must 

return to help, leaving Susu in his cousins‘ home where he would be able to attend school 

and have at least his basic needs met. This decision was very hard on Susu who, as the 

baby of the family, was very attached to his mother, and the adjustment to his new living 

situation proved difficult.  

 

 

Figure 39. The first day of school for Susu and the girls, March 2008 
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Julia and Susu were assigned to the same class and attended during the morning 

session. Through being in the same class, Julia and Susu developed a sort of antagonistic 

relationship that hadn‘t existed during the summer. Although Susu had been excited and 

motivated when the school year began, it only took a few days before his enthusiasm 

waned, as the teacher and the class began to take note that he was far behind his urban 

peers in Spanish. Susu failed quiz after failed quiz, which only led to reprimands in the 

home. At school he was picked on by both the teacher and the students. Julia would try to 

tutor him at home, but her patience would run out as Susu simply copied letter by letter, 

understanding nothing and effectively failing his quizzes. 

There were moments when others would dedicate time to Susu, trying to help him 

through his homework and inspire him to do well in school. The older sister also had a 

new student in her class from Kuna Yala who didn‘t speak Spanish and their teacher had 

made many efforts to accommodate her in the classroom, even modifying assignments. 

Susu‘s teacher, also a Latina, was not as understanding and was steadfast in her belief 

that it was his individual duty to catch up to his classmates. My host family tried to 

switch him to the other class, but was unable to push it through. This was simply bad luck 

for Susu and it was thought that he would just have to learn how to overcome these 

obstacles in the class in which he was enrolled.  

As the grandfather had also made the difficult move from Kuna Yala to Panama 

City with little understanding of Spanish, albeit as an adult, he offered little sympathy and 

much negative reinforcement.  From his perspective he knew the task would not be easy, 



 235 

but thought that Susu would have to buckle down to make good grades and learn Spanish. 

Susu made several whole-hearted attempts to do well, but as soon as he returned with 

poor grades, he was rebuffed. Despite only minimally understanding Spanish and lagging 

perhaps two or three grades behind his peers due to the poor educational system in Kuna 

Yala, he was expected to be able to meet at least the minimal standards in his new school. 

He was obviously lacking the basic Spanish skills to succeed. Susu often got the lowest 

grade in the class and other children had made fun of him. He would return home 

afterwards, a glum look on his face, only to face reprimands from his elders and taunting 

from his peers.  

It took little imagination to foresee where this path would lead. Susu soon began 

to feel ill most mornings, missing so many classes that after a while he didn‘t even have 

to bother with the sick routine, as his host family had given up on making him go to 

school. Since some children have morning classes and others afternoon classes, he always 

found playmates to keep him occupied. Months had passed already since school had 

started, but his mother was still in Kuna Yala tending to his sister. The family then 

worried that Susu would find himself in trouble very soon, as there was no shortage of 

young dropouts in Koskuna, and most of them were involved in drugs.  

It wasn‘t until August that Susu was finally sent home to Kuna Yala to be with his 

mother. They had wanted to send him long before that, but Susu‘s mother protested that 

she had no money and wasn‘t eating herself most days. And while Susu‘s stomach was 

full during his stay in Panama City, his heart was empty. There was a visible change in 
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his persona from his arrival to his departure, from a timid and eager child to one that was 

obviously jaded. 

Susu is not alone in his experiences at Koskuna Elementary. In fact, there are so 

many children in Panama City with similar stories that the school Fundación Trabajando 

por un Futuro Mejor was created; a place where children receive an education with the 

confidence that they will not suffer for not knowing Spanish.  
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Chapter 8 – The Kuna school: Fundación Trabajando por un Futuro 

Mejor 

 

 The Fundación Trabajando por un Futuro Mejor, translated as Working Towards 

a Brighter Future Foundation, and referred to throughout the dissertation as FTPUFM, 

gives poor urban indigenous children an opportunity at an education in the Kuna and 

Spanish languages that is taught by Kuna instructors in a classroom of their Kuna peers. 

The director and teachers at the school strive to combine the knowledge of Spanish and 

other subjects typically taught in primary education in Panama with that of Kuna 

education, giving the children the tools they need to succeed in the workforce while 

encouraging them to embrace their Kuna identity. Their goal is to give the children better 

economic opportunities through schooling, while simultaneously maintaining respect for 

their cultural heritage.  

Schooling for indigenous people, however, did not begin with such goals in mind. 

The first four schools established by the government in Kuna Yala were implemented by 

Panamanian president Belisario Porras in 1915, which ―formed part of a broad effort to 

modernize and unify Panama through education‖ (Howe 2009:25). These schools, along 

with the introduction of Panamanian policemen and other assimilationist policies aimed 

at Kuna culture and dress, were part of way that the newly-formed Panamanian 
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government sought to conquer and control the Kuna people. These policies led the Kuna 

to successfully mount the 1925 Kuna revolution and eventually led to the establishment 

of Kuna Yala as an independent comarca of Panama. While the government was no 

longer forcing assimilationist policies upon the Kuna as they had pre-1925, the 

Panamanian state continued to exist as a powerful force that did not represent Kuna 

interests.  While schools were notably absent for many years after the revolution, even 

until the 1960s and 1970s for some islands, they were reestablished within a few short 

years on Narganá and Corazón de Jesús, the islands that had had a distinct missionary 

influence (Howe 2009:42). They were not conceived of as spaces to learn Kuna culture, 

but as spaces to learn Panamanian culture, so as to prepare the future generations to lead 

better lives in the state of Panama, armed with the knowledge of how to read, write and 

speak the Spanish language.  

The school Fundación Trabajando por un Futuro Mejor, however, was born in a 

different time, a different place, and in different circumstances. The task of creating an 

indigenous school is not an easy one, as there are few precedents (none of this scale in 

Panama) and few pedagogical materials. But creating an indigenous school also creates 

new opportunities for self-determination, as discussed by Teresa McCarty in relation to 

Native education in the United States:  

We approach the concept of self-determination with healthy skepticism. It has 

been, we believe, invoked more rhetorically than pragmatically, but we also 

believe that Native individuals, communities, schools, and nations are sincerely 

working to imagine new kinds of education based on Indigenous systems of 

knowledge and practice. Though burdened by centuries of repression, 

marginalization, and negation, they are working to reinvoke and reinvent 
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educational systems based on centuries-old wellsprings of experience and 

intellectual engagement. (McCarty 2005:4) 

 

As McCarty notes, there are people working to rework the educational system, bringing 

in their own indigenous knowledge and experience. This is true at the school Fundación 

Trabajando Por un Futuro Mejor, as well, where students and teachers are working for a 

brighter future for today‘s young Kuna people in Panama City. 

FUNDACIÓN TRABAJANDO POR UN FUTURO MEJOR 

Founded in 2000 by director Nixon Hackin together with other retired Kuna 

school teachers, the foundation‘s main goal was to help newly-immigrated Kuna children 

obtain an education in a supportive environment. While they wanted to help keep Kuna 

children off the streets and give them opportunities through education, they also wanted 

to empower the Kuna community and support bilingual education in Panama City. For 

most Kuna children in Panama, school is a Panamanian space. This Panamanian space is 

recreated daily as one that is specifically Panamanian and, even more specifically, not 

Kuna and not indigenous. 

 FTPUFM is currently located in a dilapidated house nestled in a row of homes in 

Villas las Acacias, in Juan Diaz. The two-story structure has had some renovations to 

make the bottom part of the building usable for classes, while the second story is not fit to 

be used for classes. The house sits on the back of a rather large piece of property, perhaps 

a quarter of an acre, giving the children a large front yard to play in for recess and other 

activities. The building, however, is not for sale and is currently being rented by the 
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foundation. The fact that the foundation does not own the building or the property has 

meant that it has missed out on funds that could have been used for additions or 

renovations (Hackin 2008). One of the foundation‘s goals for the future is to own their 

own facilities, thus enabling them to make changes as they see fit.    

 Despite the fact that this is a Kuna school, and the teachers and director are 

obviously working towards goals oriented towards the Kuna community, I was assured 

on many occasions that the school was indeed open to all children, not just Kuna 

children. This suggests that the school had received criticism for being a Kuna-only 

school, at which point the school leaders felt obligated to defend the school from would-

be claims of reverse racism. The school did indeed face many obstacles in becoming a 

school recognized by the Ministry of Education. The school was seen as unnecessary due 

to the number of other schools in the area and the prospect of Kuna bilingual education 

was not given importance (Hackin 2008). After years of trying to receive recognition and 

assistance, the school was finally recognized in 2003, but the Ministry of Education only 

gave them funds to cover a few teachers‘ salaries and other costs, leaving them still 

partially dependent on outside donor funding. As Hackin explains, ―In 2003, the Ministry 

of Education recognized our school with a decree for operation. They did not want to 

give it to us, which they did, but we had to prove to them that our education was worthy‖ 

(2008).29  In creating a Kuna school that is recognized by the Ministry of Education, the 

                                                 

29 Original text from interview: ―En el año 2003, el mismo ministerio de educación nos reconoce con un 

decreto de funcionamiento de nuestro centro educativo. No nos querían dar, lo hicieron, pero nosotros 

tuvimos que verle que nuestra educación vale.” 
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instructors feel obligated to mirror the cry for ethnic equality that they used to obtain 

funding for their school. According to Hackin‘s (2008), the teachers at the school must be 

able to speak Kuna: 

Sí, como te estoy diciendo, ahora los padres de familia vienen con confianza 

porque este, uno de los perfiles de la persona docente para que pueda trabajar 

aquí es ser indígena, y dominar su lengua kuna. También pueden venir maestros 

que no son indígenas después de que dominen  la lengua indígena, la lengua kuna 

pueden trabajar tranquilamente. Si viene un maestro, un docente kuna, pero si no 

habla la lengua kuna, yo no lo puedo aceptar. Quiere decir, que el docente tiene 

que ser bilingüe, español y kuna, primordialmente y el teacher que va a trabajar, 

el maestro de inglés que va a trabajar también tiene que dominar por lo menos 

tres idiomas: inglés, español y kuna. 

 

Yes, like I was telling you, parents can now come to us with confidence because 

one of the requirements for the teachers here is that they are indigenous, and that 

they speak the Kuna language. Others teachers that are not indigenous can come 

as well as long as they speak the indigenous language, the Kuna language, they 

can come work without a problem. If a teacher comes to us, a Kuna teacher that 

doesn‘t speak the Kuna language, I cannot let them work here. This means that 

the teacher has to be bilingual, Spanish and Kuna, basically, and the teacher that 

is going to work, the English instructor that is going to teach also has to know at 

least three languages: English, Spanish and Kuna.  

 

As there are few non-Kuna teachers that speak Kuna, and most of these teachers have 

limited knowledge of the language, a requirement that the teachers speak Kuna has 

essentially resulted in a staff of Kuna teachers. While this is the unstated preference, the 

director nonetheless does not want to appear ―radical,‖ as this does not fit well within the 

boundaries of multiculturalism. It was also repeatedly mentioned that non-Kuna children 

were welcome to participate in the school. Creating a Kuna school that was completely 

closed off to people of other ethnicities would be ―radical‖ and probably would have not 

aided the school in receiving the funding it needed from the Ministry of Education. This 
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―moderate‖ approach to Kuna cultural and linguistic rights is also common in the 

bilingual intercultural education (EBI) meetings and training. Charles Hale describes how 

this works in Guatemala, writing ―Moderate Mayas are fully deserving of the rewards of 

multiculturalism, while ‗radicals‘ display a lack of gratitude. Their intransigence is not 

only unfair but borders on racism itself‖ (2005:24). In this case, ―moderate‖ indigenous 

peoples are ―deserving‖ of the benefits of multiculturalism, but those that are ―radical‖ in 

their portrayal of identity are ungracious, and even racist themselves. I discuss the ways 

that multiculturalism influences activities, such as Kuna Cultural Week, in the next 

chapter.  

CONDITIONS AND DIFFICULTIES IN THE CLASSROOM 

At FTPUFM, I observed the first grade class where over 20 six and seven year-

olds came to learn. The class was taught by Guillermina Ávila, the vice principal of the 

school and one of the three teachers that commuted to FTPUFM from Koskuna. The 

students in her class were lively and energetic. Even though they had a recess to run off 

excess energy, the students were seldom seated quietly at their desks. The children‘s 

rambunctious behavior, which often included boys being rather physical with one 

another, was considered a sign of their good health.  Guillermina told me that she 

preferred to have lively children in the classroom over very calm ones, because at least 

she knew the children were healthy and vibrant. The children were often disciplined 

through words, and the teachers were accustomed to speaking loudly and with a strong 

voice to get their attention. The children were especially calm during their arts and crafts 
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period, but would often move and wander about the room during other periods, visiting 

with friends or moving closer to the whiteboard to be able to see.   

 

Figure 40. First grade classroom during Kuna cultural week 

The main entrance into all of the classrooms is through the brown wooden door 

seen in Figure 40 on the left. This layout meant that this part of the classroom was 

actually a walkway for everyone else and there were frequently students and teachers 

who would pass through the classroom during class. These disruptions, coupled with the 

Panamanian heat and chatter from the neighboring classes, none of which was completely 

enclosed, translated into a learning space that was busy and noisy.  
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Figure 41. Guillermina‘s class 

As Guillermina mentioned when I interviewed her, one of the most difficult 

aspects of teaching at the school is the lack of attendance by the students, who often went 

through periods when their parents could not afford to pay the bus fare and food costs for 

them to attend. While the Panamanian school system is touted as a free system, it actually 

generates many unexpected costs for students and their families, from uniforms to bus 

fares to supplies to food. The actual cost of ―free‖ schooling is cited by the director of 

FTPUFM as one of the main reasons that poor children drop out of school and is still one 



 245 

of the largest problems that their school faces, despite the extra funding they have 

acquired to help the children (Hackin 2008).   

 In addition to poverty, most of the students live far from the school and are less 

likely to attend if there are heavy rains, which occur all school-year long in Panama‘s 

tropical climate. As a teacher, this made her life difficult because the intermittent 

attendance meant that some students were performing on a substandard academic level. 

She lamented that it was difficult to teach the children if only ten or twelve of the twenty-

two had shown up, knowing that the next day she would have to repeat the lessons for the 

students that were absent and fight the boredom of those that had attended regularly. 

UNLEVEL PLAYING FIELD 

When I started visiting the school there were different children in the class, as 

some had dropped out, perhaps to go to another school or perhaps not, and others had 

joined the class. The first day I observed the class, before I began in-class recordings, I 

noticed one male student in particular who interacted in ways that reminded me of two 

deaf brothers I had known while living in the Kuna islands. In Kuna, these brothers had 

been labeled as wissur sunmagge, or ―can‘t speak,‖ although they did speak to others 

around town in a way that resembles those who have never been able to hear spoken 

language but have learned some speaking skills by lip-reading. Despite my repeated 

asking if it was possible that they could not hear, as opposed to not being able to speak, I 

was repeatedly told that they simply could not speak. I do not know for sure whether 
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those brothers or this young boy in the class was deaf, or otherwise hearing impaired, but 

similar to the brothers, this young boy was labeled as wissur sunmagge, or ―can‘t speak.‖  

The boy displayed obvious frustration in the class. He worked on different tasks 

from other students, only communicated with peers with unclear squeals, and seemed to 

pay attention only when the teacher stood directly in front of him talking slowly and 

loudly. One month later when I returned to begin recording in the class, the boy was no 

longer there. I asked the teacher what had happened and she explained that he was no 

longer coming to school and that his mother knew that he had difficulties in class. While 

I don‘t know what happened to the boy, and don‘t know what sort of education he has 

received or will receive in the future, I do know that obtaining an education on level with 

his peers will be difficult.  

Among children like this little boy – who may be hearing-impaired or completely 

deaf, and lack social networks with others who sign – language skills may be extremely 

underdeveloped. There are few resources for the deaf in Panama, and little or none for 

Kuna speakers. Because the school also has many other imminent issues to deal with, it is 

not equipped to handle students who have special educational needs. While there may be 

institutions in Panama where teachers are trained to teach students that are deaf or 

hearing-impaired, if regular Panamanian schools are any indicator, they will not be 

trained to deal with indigenous students or their parents.  

All of the children at the school face many hurdles in obtaining an education, not 

the least of which is poverty. They may have varying levels of language skills in Kuna 
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and Spanish and come from households where studying and schoolwork are not 

reinforced. While the parents at this school are more likely to be involved due to the 

ability to be able to communicate with instructors in Kuna, many of them are still hesitant 

or unable to assist their children with the homework. Judging from the number of 

children who marched up to the white board to copy down lessons and the fact that none 

of them wore glasses, it is easy to surmise that at least some of them had suffered from 

unaddressed eye problems. The long distance that most of the children had to travel by 

bus to arrive at the school also put them at a disadvantage compared to school in Koskuna 

where all of the children lived within a short walking distance. While students at this 

school are at a disadvantage, especially economically, the school has made great 

advances in providing schooling for children, some of whom were previously unable to 

attend school. Due to the heavy burden of poverty and a lack of resources, the school 

does not currently offer programs for students that need additional assistance, such as 

deaf Kuna students, who have essentially been overlooked.  

WILMER HAS A PROBLEM 

In contrast with Susu‘s experience in school, where a young indigenous boy in 

Panama City was ridiculed to the point of dropping out of school, Wilmer‘s problem is 

markedly different. Wilmer is one of the Panama City-born children at the Fundación 

Trabajando por un Futuro Mejor school. While some Kuna children born in Panama City 

possess some degree of bilingualism, Wilmer, it seems, has very little knowledge of the 

Kuna language. He shares the same class with other students who speak mainly Kuna and 
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a number of students who are bilingual in Kuna and Spanish. His lack of Kuna language 

skills poses a problem for him during the Kuna language class one day, and his peers take 

advantage of the situation and poke fun at him. The following data shows how the Kuna 

school provides an environment where the Kuna language, in particular moments, can 

become the language of prestige, although perhaps not of power, in the classroom.   

 In the following transcript the dialogue has been divided into turns, which are 

numbered beginning with 1, and the participants are labeled as follows: T=teacher, 

W=Wilmer, S2=student 2 and S3=student 3. The first line is the transcript in the original 

language, with Kuna highlighted in bold and Spanish in italics, although some words 

could be arguably one or the other. The second line is the English translation.30  

1 __________________  

 

T:        Wilmer          numero siete 

 Wilmer             number seven 

 

S3:                                            siete 

                                                   seven 

 

W:                                                  de 

                                                             de 

2  __________________ 

 

T:         [nodding] de             de de de 

             [nodding] de                      de de de 

 

W:  de                       de... mar 

                        de                               de... mar  

                                                 

30 Recording information: D102-2 August 19, 2008, minutes 7:46 - 10:00  
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S3:                                                          mar 

         ocean 

3 __________________ 

 

T:             demar demar, que es demar? que es demar?                              ah?  

                 demar, demar, what is demar?  what is demar?                            hmm? 

 

S2                     dii, ah,            tú no sabes 

                water, ah            you don't know 

4 __________________ 

 

S2:           dii 

                water 

 

S3:   dii 

                                   water  

5  __________________ 

 

T:        shh, estoy hablando con el oiga 

shh, I'm talking to him 

 

S3:    dii 

   water 

6 __________________ 

 

T:        que es demar? 

what is demar? 

7 __________________ 

 

T:        dime, ahora te estoy preguntado para que me digas en español 

tell me. I'm asking you to give me the answer in Spanish 

 

S2:                                                      agua 

     water 

8 __________________ 

 

T:        ¿Qué tú crees que es demar? 

What do you think demar is? 

 

S2:                     dii, playa 

    water, beach 
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S3:           dii, rio                         playa, rio 

   water, river  beach, river 

9 __________________ 

 

S2:       langosta 

lobster 

 

T:            [to S2] yo estoy preguntando a Wilmer 

                  [to S2] I'm asking Wilmer 

10 __________________ 

 

T:        mira Wilmer tiene un problema, el no sabe hablar kuna como ustedes 

 look, Wilmer has a problem, he doesn't know how to speak Kuna like you all 

11 __________________ 

 

T:        porque su mama nunca le enseño hablar kuna y ahora él quiere aprender hablar  

           kuna 

because his mother never taught him how to speak Kuna, and now he wants to 

learn Kuna 

12 __________________ 

 

T:        ustedes no sabían eso, porque crees que Wilmer no me entiende 

you all didn't know that. Why do you think that Wilmer doesn't understand me? 

13 __________________ 

 

T:        porque no sabe hablar kuna 

because he doesn't know how to speak Kuna 

 

W:      [shrugs] 

14 __________________ 

 

T:        pero él quiere aprender porque él es kuna también como ustedes 

but he wants to learn because he is Kuna too, just like you all 

15  __________________ 

 

T:        él quiere aprender el kuna, sí verdad? 

    he wants to learn Kuna, you do right? 

16  __________________ 

 

T:        ah? sí verdad? 

hmm? yes, right? 

17 __________________ 
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T:        inso, ah? 

right? hmm? 

 

W:    [nods] 

 

18 __________________ 

 

T:        así que lo tienen que ayudar 

so you all have to help him 

19 __________________ 

 

T:        porque si ustedes le hablan todo el tiempo en español no lo va a aprender nunca 

because if you all talk to him all the time in Spanish he is  never going to learn 

20 __________________ 

 

T:        porque todo el tiempo le hablan en español 

because you're speaking to him in Spanish all the time 

21 __________________ 

 

T:        degsoggu bemar bendaggergebdo  

so you should all help him 

22 __________________ 

 

T:        ah? Ebelardo               [to Wilmer] demar ibua? 

hmm?Ebelardo              [to Wilmer] what is demar? 

23 __________________ 

 

T:        demar es mar                     mar, iddosa 

demar means ocean      ocean, you understand?          

24 __________________ 

 

T:         iddosa?                      y diwar es rio   

do you understand?  and diwar is river 

 

S3:            es rio 

                    is river 

25 __________________ 

 

T:         es la diferencia   diwar y demar 

that's the difference                 diwar and demar 

26 __________________ 
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T:        numero once igi naid 

number eleven, what's there? 

 

S3:         [to Wilmer]  Assu mimmigan 

                   [to Wilmer] the puppies 

27 __________________ 

 

 S3:      dilidili? dilidili, ibwa dilidili? 

 seagull, what's seagull [in Spanish]? 

28 __________________ 

 

S2:  ??? [laughs] 

  ???[laughs] 

 

S3:   ??? dilidili ??? 

   ??? seagull ??? 

29 __________________ 

 

T: [to  S3] bedi, wesig be sige degidde mer ese assaega 

[to S3] you, go sit over there so that you're not bothering him 

30 __________________ 

 

T: ah, nued. Wesig be sige. 

  yes, good. Go sit over there 
 

 In turn 1, the teacher opens the dialogue by engaging Wilmer in the discussion, 

asking him to read number seven off of a list of Kuna words. In turn 2, the teacher 

continues to prompt Wilmer with syllables, showing her frustration as Wilmer struggles 

with the word, and eventually reads ―demar,‖ closely followed by student 3 who blurts 

out the Spanish translation. In turn 3, the teacher begins to reveal the source of her 

frustration, asking the student what ―demar‖ is in Spanish. In the same turn student 2 

answers the question and then pokes fun at Wilmer, saying ―you don‘t know, do you?‖  

In turn 4 both student 2 and 3 blurt out ―water‖ after the teacher repeated the question in 
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turn 3. In turn 5, the teacher reprimands them by telling them that she is speaking with 

Wilmer only, and is met with another blurted-out answer of ―water‖ from student 3.  

 In turn 6 the teacher once again repeats the question in Spanish, and then in turn 7 

clarifies that she is asking so that Wilmer will respond in Spanish, perhaps thinking that 

Wilmer was searching for a way to explain it in Kuna. In turn 7 she is once again 

interrupted by student 2, who blurts out ―water‖ but this time in Spanish, presumably 

responding to the teacher‘s bid for an answer in Spanish. In turn 8 the teacher repeats the 

question for the fourth time, while students 2 and 3 become even more unruly and seem 

to be vying for the position of most disruptive student as their answers are being 

repeatedly ignored and hushed. Student 2 shouts out ―dii, playa‖ which means ―water‖ in 

Kuna followed by ―beach‖ in Spanish. Student 3 copies his lead and shouts ―dii, r o‖ and 

―playa, r o‖ with río in this instance meaning river in Spanish. Student 2 continues with 

the disruptive game and goes off on the tangent of ―lobster,‖ prompting the teacher to 

make yet another plea for them to understand that she is speaking exclusively with 

Wilmer.  

 In turn 10, the teacher takes a different approach and begins to explain to the 

class, prompted by the two disruptive boys that were showing signs of boredom with the 

Kuna lesson below their level. She tells the class that Wilmer has a problem because he 

doesn‘t know Kuna. In turns 11, 12 and 13, the teacher continues to explain, notably 

uninterrupted by the students 2 and 3 that Wilmer‘s mother never taught him Kuna and 

that‘s why he doesn‘t understand. This prompts a shrug from Wilmer in turn 13, as if he 
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did not know why he does not speak Kuna. In turn 14 the teacher references his Kuna 

identity, saying that he wants to learn Kuna because he is Kuna, followed in turn 15 by a 

question asking him if this assumption is correct. She follows quickly in turn 16 with the 

same question in Kuna, which elicits a non-verbal nod from Wilmer. In turns 18, 19 and 

20 she returns to address the class on this issue, telling them that they should speak Kuna 

to him to help him. In turn 21 she repeats a variation of turn 18, but this time in Kuna. In 

turn 22 she singles out one student in particular, Ebelardo, who appears in the dialogue as 

student 2, and who is somewhat mischievous in class, probably due in large part to his 

developed language skills in both Spanish and Kuna. It seems that Ebelardo, although 

fluent in Kuna, is a close friend of Wilmer‘s who generally speaks to him in Spanish. 

Singling Ebelardo out seems to have some effect on his behavior, as he does not join in as 

he did before when student 3 resumes acting up in class. In turn 22 the teacher repeats her 

original question to Wilmer. In turn 23 she answers it herself and checks for 

comprehension. In turn 24 she asks again in Kuna if Wilmer had understood and 

continues to explain that diwar is river. In turn 24, student 3 begins to act up again by 

repeating the teacher‘s answer, but she ignores him. 

 In turn 25 the teacher sums up the lesson to the student and then directs her 

attention to another student in turn 26. In turn 26, while she is asking another student to 

read number eleven, student 3 approaches Wilmer‘s desk and looking at the Kuna text 

book open on his desk reads the words for ―puppies.‖ In turn 27 student 3 reads the word 

dilidili to Wilmer in Kuna and asks him in Kuna what that means. Here student 3 is 
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modeling the teacher‘s behavior, asking him to tell him what dilidili is, just as the teacher 

had asked him what demar was. This turn, however, notably occurs after Wilmer‘s failed 

attempt to read Kuna and answer the question, followed by the teacher‘s lecture on how 

the students should speak Kuna to him. Seen from a different angle, we could suppose 

that student 3 was not only mimicking the teacher‘s behavior, but also doing as she had 

told them to by speaking to Wilmer in Kuna so that he could learn. However, in turn 28, 

judging by the laughter of student 2 and student 3‘s continued efforts to elicit the 

meaning of dilidili from Wilmer, it seems that this teaching moment was more of a 

parody of the teacher and an opportunity to further embarrass Wilmer, who remains 

notably quiet throughout the teasing. In turn 29 the teacher also takes note of student 3‘s 

actions and addresses the situation as if student 3 were bothering or teasing Wilmer for 

his lack of understanding of Kuna. She orders him to go sit down in turn 29 and repeats 

the order in line 30, effectively separating the students and ending the interaction.  

 Wilmer‘s problem is not being able to speak Kuna in a classroom filled with his 

Kuna peers, most of whom do speak Kuna, and two of whom are meddlesome enough to 

pick on him for his lack of knowledge of Kuna. While it is commonplace for children of 

indigenous languages to be picked on for their lack of knowledge of Spanish, it is rare for 

young children in Panama City to be provided with an environment where it is socially 

acceptable to pick on another in the Kuna language for their lack of understanding. The 

teacher notably feels that it is her place to inform the class of ―Wilmer‘s problem‖ and 

encourages them to speak to him in Kuna instead of Spanish so that he can learn. When 
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student 2 then attempts to speak to Wilmer in Kuna, mimicking the teacher‘s question, it 

is apparent that he teasing rather than helping Wilmer.  

 While there are some Kunas who do get teased even as adults for not speaking 

Kuna very well, especially if they have spent a long time living in Panama City, this is 

not very common for peers who are growing up in Panama City. First, Spanish is still the 

language of power. In this transcript the teacher, who was teaching in Kuna, switches to 

Spanish not only to address Wilmer who did not understand the task, but to address the 

entire classroom. The use of Spanish here is not only for Wilmer‘s benefit, but because it 

is the dominant language for both the teacher and the students, used here for the purpose 

of reprimanding. As such, Wilmer‘s lack of understanding of Kuna becomes amusing for 

the class, especially because in almost any other Spanish-dominant environment in 

Panama, this attempt to poke fun at Wilmer would have only opened student 3 up to 

harassment by his peers. In most Spanish-dominant situations among Kuna youth, Kuna 

is not the language of the joke, but rather the butt of it, which adds even more amusement 

to this situation.  

BINGESURDO: FEAR-FREE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT FOR STUDENTS AND PARENTS 

Perhaps one of the most important aspects of the Kuna-run school is the increased 

parental access to the teachers and other educational resources. As the director Nixon 

Hackin explained to me, the parents are relieved to be able to communicate with their 

children‘s instructors without fear or embarrassment in the Kuna language. This has 

empowered the parents, who now feel no embarrassment, ―bingesurdo,” to increase their 
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level of participation in their child‘s school activities and homework.  The director of the 

school elaborates on this thought (Hackin 2008): 

Los padres vienen con confianza ahí, hablan tranquilamente con personas 

docentes en lengua kuna, dulegayaba sunmagbie, binge surdo, bardobsurdo pero 

van a otra escuela quiere decir una cosa pero no se atreve y no va a decir nada. 

 

The parents come with confidence then, they can speak without a problem to 

teachers in the Kuna language if they want to speak in Kuna, they aren‘t 

embarrassed, they won‘t be afraid anymore but if they go to another school and 

want to say something, they‘ll be too embarrassed and won‘t say anything. 

 

From the director‘s comments on the importance of Kuna teachers being able to 

communicate with parents in Kuna, it becomes clear how it may be more difficult for 

Kuna parents to participate in their children‘s education at other schools. Parental 

involvement is very important in education and the notable absence of Kuna parents in 

certain roles in other Panamanian-run schools is not a positive influence for the children. 

Dedicating part of the school‘s curriculum to Kuna studies also enables Kuna parents 

who do not have a high level of education to be able to participate in other areas and 

share their expertise.  

Students on the other hand, while benefitting from a Kuna environment in the 

classroom, can still be subjected to other fears and peer pressure that all young children 

may face in school. They face these fears and challenges, however, in a classroom of 

their Kuna peers, where criticism based on ethnicity or culture is perhaps not completely 

absent, but considerably less.  
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LEARNING IDENTITY THROUGH BILINGUAL EDUCATION 

 One of the most interesting interviews I conducted was with Guillermina, who 

was honest and open with me about her experiences as a person and a teacher in the field 

of bilingual education. During our interview she was recounting a conversation with the 

regional director of education, in which she told him: 

y más, yo le digo algo profesor, yo le digo al director regional, a mí me ha 

sorprendido, que el niño panameño, el niño panameño que no es kuna ha 

aceptado más el aprender el kuna que el mismo niño indígena. (Ávila 2008) 

 

and what‘s more, I told the professor, I told the regional director, I have been 

surprised to see that the Panamanian students, the Panamanian children who are 

not Kuna, have been more open to learning Kuna than the very students who are 

indigenous. 

 

She then asks why. Why is it that Panamanians in her school have been more open to 

learning Kuna than students of Kuna heritage? She follows with her answer: ―This means 

that we are sometimes at fault.‖ She doesn‘t elaborate any further on the subject, but I 

will venture to make a few conjectures as to where this may lead. When she claims fault 

here, I think she may be confessing that the educators are making mistakes. But she may 

also be leading into the adults‘ roles as parents and society members, who often, despite 

their professed support of the Kuna language, are likely to avoid speaking Kuna in many 

social situations.  

While it is true that parents and older community members help shape the use of 

language by the younger generations, even the youngest children realize that the language 

of power in their community and beyond is not Kuna, but Spanish. These signs and 

signals dominate everyday life, and should one forget, there is the constant reminder of 
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the peer group, whose influence is even farther-reaching than that of the parents (Labov 

1966). It is little wonder that the Kuna children are more reluctant to speak Kuna than 

their Panamanian peers. The Panamanian children have never identified with a culture 

and language that is daily proven to be inferior. They lose nothing in learning Kuna; on 

the contrary, they have everything to gain. The Kuna children, on the other hand, who 

have struggled to not identify with the language and culture, are now faced with learning 

this underprivileged language and forced to recognize that they own it.  

 In the interview Guillermina Ávila, who lived in Koskuna and made the daily trip 

to teach at the school on the other side of the city, identified acceptance as being one of 

the most important things that she had learned over the years from teaching Kuna 

children, and that this was also one of the most important characteristics that Kuna 

teachers should have: an acceptance of oneself as Kuna. Here she speaks about her 

experience teaching bilingual education: 

Bueno, primero que nada es la primera vez que trabajo con eso de lo que es la 

educación bilingüe, verdad ha sido una experiencia verdaderamente interesante. 

Porque hacer la comparación del español con el kuna, verdad es algo nuevo para 

mí también como docente. Aunque tenga ya diez años de experiencia mis otros 

cinco años han sido solamente en enseñar en español. Así que para mí ha sido 

una experiencia bien bien bien importante como persona, verdad, como indígena 

también porque a mí se me inculcó solamente el hablar español verdad, cuando 

fui estudiante a mí solamente se me enseño el español. En la universidad se me 

enseño el  español nada más y el principio de mis años como docente enseñando 

español así que para mí fue una, es una experiencia aún muy inolvidable. 

Importante, porque al comparar mi lengua con el español me ha traído muchos 

conocimientos que no tenía anteriormente de mi cultura. También me ha llevado 

a aceptar más mi cultura a enriquecerme más mi cultura y aprender más de ello y 

se me, al principio se me hizo un poquito difícil. Lo digo sinceramente se me hizo 

poquito difícil porque el escribir y el hablar no es igual uno lo puede hablar 

degidde anmar, igi be nuga, pero escribir igi be nuga imagínese utilizando los 
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mismos alfabetos en español pero con diferentes pronunciaciones con diferentes 

significados es algo nuevo para mí. Y entonces, esa experiencia me ha llevado a 

ser más como quien dice más sociable con mi propia etnia porque antes tal vez no 

lo era. Yo lo digo sinceramente, no, no lo era. Sentía un poquito de rechazo de 

repente porque no lo podía no lo podía comprender. Pero ahora con esto uno 

como que uno acepta más el ser indígena, el ser kuna y se siente como uno más 

orgulloso de ser indígena, porque como quien dice hay tanta riqueza en nuestra 

cultura, tantas cosas lindas en nuestra cultura...(Ávila 2008): 

 

 Well, first of all, this is the first time that I have worked with this, with 

bilingual education, and it has been a very interesting experience. Because 

comparing the Spanish language with Kuna, right, is something new for me as 

well as a teacher. Even though I have ten years of teaching experience, the other 

five years were spent teaching only in Spanish, so this has been a very very very 

important experience for me. For me personally, right, and as an indigenous 

person as well because I was only taught how to speak Spanish, right, when I was 

a student I was only taught about Spanish. At the university they only taught me 

Spanish. And my first years as a teacher were spent teaching Spanish. So for me it 

has been, it still is an experience that I can’t forget. It is important because 

comparing my language to Spanish, it has taught me many things that I didn’t use 

to know about my culture. It has helped me to accept my culture more. It has 

enriched me culturally and I have learned from it. And for me, at the beginning it 

was difficult for me. I can honestly tell you that it was difficult for me, because 

writing and speaking are not the same. You can say ―degidde anmar, igi be nuga‖ 

but to write ―igi be nuga,” imagine using the same alphabet like in Spanish but 

with different pronunciations and different meanings. It was something new for 

me. And so this experience has helped me to be more, how do you say, more 

sociable with my own ethnic group. Because perhaps before I wasn’t. I can tell 

you honestly that I wasn’t. I rejected it a little bit because perhaps I couldn’t, I 

couldn’t sympathize with it. But now with this [bilingual education] I feel like I 

accept it more, being indigenous, being Kuna, and one feels proud of being 

indigenous, because as they say our culture is very rich, there are so many 

beautiful things in our culture… 

 

 The school then, is not only serving as a place where students can learn about 

their Kuna culture in a classroom, it is also a place where the teachers can grow and learn 

as instructors in an environment that challenges them to rethink their past educational 
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experiences. Maestra Ávila‘s new-found acceptance in working in bilingual education is 

similar to Guarani experiences of ―awakening‖: 

EIB led Guarani scribes to construct new visions of themselves and their work. 

Most now narrate a past marked by points of "awakening" when they began to 

question the hispanicizing and violently anti-Guarani school. (Gustafson 2009:81) 

 

This process of ―awakening‖ is characterized by Luis Enrique López as being an almost 

universal experience for indigenous educators, due to their education in the mainstream 

school system: 

Precisely because all qualified teachers have gone through a minimum of 16 or 18 

years of schooling - including their professional training in pedagogy and 

teaching - those working with Indigenous children under the guidelines of EIB 

must necessarily experience internal conflict, at least during the first months or 

years of their bilingual and intercultural professional performance. The internal 

conflict accompanies a process of personal rediscovery, re-identification and 

autobiographic reconstruction triggered by the confrontation of these teachers 

with the Indigenous issues and concerns that they met in the course of their 

professional training and/or development.  

Such confrontation helps these teachers overcome the side effects of the 

invisibilization and denial they experiences in their own difficult transit, first 

through a school that ignores difference and diversity, and later as they learned to 

perform the role of government officer in a specific Indigenous community. In 

these two periods, these teachers also took on the homogenizing and assimilating 

ideology disseminated by mainstream society and learned to distance themselves 

from the cultural and political aspirations of the communities where they were 

born and raised. (L. E. López 2008:48) 

Maestra Ávila‘s story of her experiences in bilingual education very much reflect those 

of López, as she noted how she was not sociable with her own Kuna community prior to 

teaching bilingual education. She notes how the years of schooling in Spanish were 

fundamental to her understanding Spanish as the dominant language, both in her personal 

and professional life. As López notes, it is particularly because of their many years of 
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schooling that they must confront these ideologies of language and identity in order to be 

able to teach in their own indigenous communities.    

Framing this problem in terms of identity, the confrontation that indigenous 

teachers make in becoming educators is a very real predicament:  

The dilemma is thus quite real, especially for those whose identities are most 

restrictive. If they reject such identities, they become turncoats. If they turn them 

into badges of pride, they gain in self-respect but also confirm their classification 

in the Savage slot and further legitimize symbolic restrictions imposed on them. 

(Trouillot 2003:75) 

 

Indigenous identities are very restrictive, and as presented by Troulliot, rejection of the 

identity is the rejection of one‘s own people, while acceptance further ingrains the labels 

and restrictions of being a person of said affiliation. People of course, find ways to 

navigate between the two, although it is not an easy path. Maestra Ávila now identifies 

herself as being more accepting of being Kuna, although she had struggled in the past 

with a rejection of the Kuna culture. In her years of study to become a teacher, Maestra 

Ávila received a Spanish-only education. In becoming an educator who taught in Kuna, 

she found a way to solve the dilemma, which ―involves lifting off some of the rigid 

constraints imposed on the most restrictive identities‖ (Trouillot 2003:76). In the process 

of learning how to use some of the skills she acquired during her Spanish-only education 

to teach Kuna to students, she challenged the very ideas that had been instilled in her that 

Kuna was not a language of education. 

 The effects of having indigenous teachers teaching indigenous children then, are 

consequential, because ―awakened‖ indigenous teachers do not treat students as they 



 263 

were formerly treated. This identification and sympathizing attitude between teachers and 

students has been important in two ways, first because it reframed the relationship 

between them as opposed to what was formerly ―civilizers and indios,‖ and second, 

because the shared identity of teacher and student subverted ―the existing idea that 

schooling necessarily entailed castellanización and evolutionary transformation‖ 

(Gustafson 2009:82). 

 While the politics of indigenous schooling are complicated, the materials, books 

and other objects that are used in schooling are equally theoretically, politically and even 

economically complex. This next section explores how school books and other materials 

are created and circulated inside and outside of the school, focusing on both the content 

and the metacultural context in which they were created.  
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Chapter 9 -  The making of Kuna-language education 

 

This chapter focuses on circulation: the circulation of Kuna knowledge from 

political and spiritual Kuna leaders to those developing school materials and the 

circulation of Western pedagogical styles. The confluence of these patterns of circulation 

results in the production of a new discourse about Kuna language education, which 

becomes reified in school materials, activities and exercises, and in turn become part of 

cultural flows, ultimately, appropriated and disseminated in continued patterns of 

circulation. These circulations of discourse are both cultural on one level and 

metacultural on another, becoming ―culture that is about culture‖ (Urban 2001:3). In this 

sense, the circulations of and about Kuna education are both cultural productions and say 

something about these same cultural productions. As such, an aspect of culture, ―is not 

only its inherent dynamism, its built-in propensity for change, but also its ability to 

generate self-interpretations or self-understandings that help to define what change or 

sameness is‖ (Urban 2001:3).  

The production and circulation of texts in particular have been noted by Benedict 

Anderson (1991) to be important in imagining a community, as texts written in a 

common language can lead to nation-building. Texts that are shared by a community not 

only bind them in common language, but also unite them ―an awareness or consciousness 

of other people as co-participants in a single social reality‖ (Urban 2001:21). Texts that 
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are inclusive are also by nature exclusive, defining who part of the imagined community 

of readers is and who is not.  

CONTEXTUALIZING KUNA LITERATURE 

What follows is a trickster tale as told by Reuter Orán. It was one of the first 

recordings I did of the Kuna language. Research suggests that these trickster tales may 

not have originated in the Americas, but that does not mean they are not Kuna: 

In spite of their origins, these stories have, over time, become very Kuna in 

content, style, and performance. It is fascinating how borrowed characters, 

themes, and motifs become incorporated into Kuna modes of being, thinking, and 

talking. These stories describe the Kuna environment, Kuna behavior and 

philosophy, and Kuna morality. Their literary properties, in particular, the way in 

which they are told, are quintessentially Kuna. (Sherzer 2003:2)  

 

Among the Kuna, in fact, these trickster tales are usually told within a meaningful context 

in which the moral of the story, as we will see here, is molded to fit the context. The 

following story about Agouti and the rooster is one such tale.  

Ai us ai ganir bogwa 

 

Ingwen soge: ai us ai ganir bogwa. Ai usdena dule buledga na imagdaed. 

Ai us daggargu doderbad, nabbiragwadid. Nadsundo ibagwengine neg imbaba, 

ganir massi dadagua siid aa neg nagaba nadabbi, nuedagge (be), daggargu dule 

gabsii, mali nailigbali, nono saddebali, nuedagge a, igi iddi dule? Ganir yob 

dagle bali, miamaggwissursundo degi garnossurdo. Nade negse gannar, aaginbi 

binsa danido a, ganir dagsadba banegi nabaloe nue wisgubie ¿ibua? Ganir sur 

dagle bali.  

Deg nadbali ganir neg nagaba. Dagdabbi ganir macsseredi gunai. 

Daglegi dule gwen nollo iddosuli beda e wagar suilidigbali daggargu e dudu 

daggargu (gannar). Ginniddibibali. Nollosur iddoge. Ai us soge, ganirga an wegi 

sae nasgu an be dagsaye. Be nono sadde sii an be dagsaye.  Igi be saye? En an be 

daggedi guen nollo an be dagsurye. E, ganir soge ai usga, bane bane we an ome 

anga nono sigdaye. Diyaggine geb sida barye. Aaga an ban dagged deye an 

wagala bela maggar isedar suilidigye. An dulu be dag bela giniddibibarye. Dule 
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daggargu an nono idda dabar daggen. Be gaddi suli, bedi bule wagarsan sibbu 

iddoye. Ai us soge deg sogeye. Yeer iddoge. Deg negse arbar sundo.  

Deg neg nosgua omega soggwa: omeye muddiggus dibe be anga be an 

nono sigoye. Be an nono be sigsale diyaggine be sioye. Banegi na yobaloeddeye. 

An wagar nued daglegegarye. Nollo sur iddobaloeddeye. Degibi daggargua ganir 

imaggeddeye. Uebarye, ganir massered an dagsaye. E omega soge sun degguo 

sogeye. Be loco sogeye. Be burgoe iddoleye. Sur soge ai usu, ai ganir bane bane 

deg saeddeye. E omega soge sur daggen soge an geg be imaggeddeye.  

Ai us degi omese ulu da sunnodo, alamagnado, anga imagger gebye. 

Nabbisede usu uluali omese. Degirgine omegar gingussundo. Degi soge, nabir 

sundo deg muddig gabed noali e ome esnori dadadgua nug ibedi amissundo. E 

nono diggis sunna ilagwen. E [us] burgwis. Dule buled degi yardalessundo.  

Aaga sogledo anmar dulemar anmar gunas dule wagmar baruisona la 

soggudina. Aa gala wede anmala nono sadde abar gudimar daggenye. We 

gwendo de anmarga. Sogdo. Iddogwa. 

 

Agouti and the Rooster 

 

This story is called: Agouti and the Rooster. Agouti was always playing 

tricks on people. It seems that he was mischievous. One day he was walking along 

the street and passed by Rooster, who was sitting at home. But as he looked 

closer, he could see that the Rooster was asleep sitting down, but he didn‘t see 

any legs, and he didn‘t see his head. He looked even closer: what was this Rooster 

doing? He seemed very strange to him and he turned to leave. As he was walking 

home he thought to himself that he would return the next day to find out what that 

Rooster had been doing. It didn‘t even look like the Rooster.  

The next day he passed by the Rooster‘s house again and saw that the 

Rooster was there. He looked very strong and healthy, his face was clean and his 

crest was bright red. He looked very strong. Agouti asked the Rooster, ―I saw you 

yesterday as I passed by here. You were sitting there but I didn‘t see your head. 

What were you doing? I‘m looking at you now and you seem very healthy. The 

Rooster responded to Agouti saying, ―Everyday my wife cuts off my head and 

puts it in a bucket of water. That‘s why my face is always so clean and my crest is 

always so red. That‘s why my head and face always look so nice. But yours is not, 

your face is very dirty.‖ Agouti said, ―I see‖ and returned home very excited.  

When he returned home he told his wife, ―In the evening I want you to cut 

off my head and set it in a bucket of water. I will put it on again tomorrow. My 

face will look very clean and I will feel great. That‘s how the Rooster does it. I 

saw him over at his house.‖ His wife responded, ―You are crazy! You are going to 

die!‖ ―No I won‘t,‖ responded Agouti, ―the Rooster does it every day.‖ ―No, I 

can‘t,‖ said his wife, ―I can‘t do that to you.‖  



 267 

Agouti became angry with his wife and kept insisting that she should do it. 

He kept insisting and she finally gave in. And so, when night fell, she took a large 

knife and cut off his head in one chop. The Agouti died! The Rooster had played a 

trick on him. 

 That‘s why we say that we, the dulemar, us Kunas, shouldn‘t try to be like 

the Panamanians. Otherwise we will be left without our heads. This is one our 

stories. It is said. It is heard. 

 

In this trickster tale, Agouti finally meets his end, tricked into death as he so many 

times tricked the Jaguar. Agouti asks for his own head to be cut off, believing rooster‘s 

head-preservation technique to be superior to his own. His demise is an interesting one, 

as it is based on issues of inferiority and imitation, issues that Reuter Orán reconnects to 

the larger picture of Kuna education. He notes that imitation may be the most sincere 

form of flattery, but in this case, the Kuna are actively creating their own ways to be 

educated and literate in the Kuna language, based in part on Western systems of literacy. 

The telling of this trickster tale was not only an act of reproduction and dissemination, 

but also a metacultural discourse on Kuna culture that supports ―a metaculture of 

tradition (valuing the old over the new)‖ as opposed to ―a metaculture of modernity 

(valuing the new over the old)‖ (Urban 2001:58). 

KUNA TEXTBOOKS 

Over the past decades, as the indigenous bilingual education movement has grown 

in Panama and Latin America, indigenous educators have worked to create the content 

and materials for bilingual education programs. Especially for indigenous people in a 

poor Latin American country, producing and printing texts and materials is a costly 

endeavor. In addition to the high costs of the materials and difficulty in finding sponsors 
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for the publication, the people that develop the materials face questions that developers of 

first world languages do not: 1) how to develop a standard writing system and 2) what to 

include in the materials in a situation where there is little precedent to draw from. This 

first question is much more difficult and complex than simply devising an alphabet, and 

infinitely harder to implement among generations of speakers that believe that their 

language simply cannot be written (Price 2005). The second question is difficult to 

address, as people have very little original material in written form from which to draw, 

but does lend itself to the possibilities of creating materials tailored to the specific context 

of the community.  

Kuna textbooks and other forms of writing, however, do not exist in a void where 

only things that are Kuna exist. They exist and come into existence in a world dominated 

by other written languages, created by Kuna educators who were schooled in languages 

other than Kuna and educated in Kuna verbal art. The possibilities for Kuna textbooks are 

endless in some ways and sharply defined in others. They will, for example, contain 

written words on a page, using letters chosen from the Roman alphabet, and generally 

will be recognizable by most people as textbooks for children.  

The possibilities emerge when discussing the content of Kuna textbooks. 

Discourses of autonomy and self-determination in relation to the Revolution of 1925 

appear throughout the existing Kuna literature. Oran‘s book Ue an ai 2 ―This is my friend 

2‖ (1994), a primer for grade school children, is composed of short stories and  poems 

with illustrations by renowned artist Ologuagdi, all depicting aspects of Kuna culture 
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through discourse. One of the compositions addresses young readers and informs them 

that their land was not given to them, but was fought for by their ancestors in the 

Revolution of 1925, presented below and followed by my own translation: 

Ue yala, anmar gin gab bukuadi, nuga Guna Yala. Anmala Guna 

Dulemala. Ue yala nued anmarga guen ukles suli. Ue yar binale babgan 

ulusmala, babgan ablis eos gusmala. Ue anmar nue insamaloe.  

Uagmar ue yar sega ubo noni gusa. Anmar daedi, babgan anmarga na 

gusgu igarmar sedanikidi osulobi guarmalana. Anamr muugan ibe na mor yoid, 

or asu, uini, olua, uemar bela ei osulobi guarmalana. Uagmar dule ina sae dakde 

gusmar bali. Inna gobedi, bunamala surba ibguesi, bela uegimalad uagmar 

anmar ibe osulobi gualina.  

Degi neg gualid bali Nele Gandule, Golman bogua igar amiar gusa bila 

onogega, uagmar oniega, anmar daed bina uruega. Yauk nii iba duleguen gaka 

atar gine babgan ue yar bina ulusa. Dee dakale yola birga dula baakad gusa.  

Ue igala anmar nue durdakmala. Ue yar bina soge gala, ue yar irua 

guisgue gala, iti demar mata naid mega dake gala, maga yar nika itolege gala. 

(Orán 1994:6) 

 

This land, the one that we live on, is named Guna Yala. We are Guna 

Dulemala. This land was not given to us. For this land our grandfathers fought, 

our grandfathers shed blood. We will reflect on this well. 

The wagas came to this land. Our culture, the ways of living that our 

grandfathers had always carried with them, they came to do away with. The ways 

of living that we had always carried with us, they came to do away with. The 

things that belonged to our grandmothers, the molas they wear, the gold nose ring, 

the wini bracelets, the earrings, all of this they came to do away with. The wagas 

saw them using dule medicine as well. Drinking inna, putting girls in the surba, 

everything here that is ours the wagas wanted to do away with. 

 This is what was happening, and so Nele Gandule and Golman thought of 

ways to defeat the enemy, to get rid of the wagas, to fight for our culture. On the 

twenty fifth of May our grandfathers fought for this land. This was sixty years 

ago.  

This is why we should learn well. To speak about our land, to stand up and 

protect this land, to see what is in the ocean, to clearly understand all that our land 

has.   
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The inclusion of such compositions in a children‘s primer, especially this one 

about the Kuna Revolution of 1925, demonstrates how issues of self-determination and 

autonomy are central to the Kuna community, and hence, Kuna literature. The revolution 

is a recurring theme in Kuna literature and Kuna life; it is celebrated every year in both 

Kuna Yala and urban communities through dramatizations and celebrations with inna 

―chicha fuerte‖ or ―alcohol‖.  

As the Kuna Congress received money in recent years to develop more materials, 

Kuna educators have been working on new materials and making them available to all 

children. In fact, the only book that children had access to at Fundación Trabajando por 

un Futuro Mejor was their Kuna textbook. There was only one copy of all of the other 

books, intended as a guide for the teacher to teach from. When textbooks are scarce, the 

main method of teaching is by having the teacher or students copy information off of the 

board. 

What to include in the textbook is just as important as what not to include. While 

I was doing research, a version of a new textbook emerged, but was sent back for editing. 

Kuna elders in the Kuna Congress disapproved of its inclusion of a section on nussumar, 

wooden dolls used for medicinal purposes, stating that this information was too sacred to 

be included in a textbook. This attempt by educators to include cultural information 

regarding nussumar in the textbook is an example of how the community has set up a 

system of checks and balances in their system. Kuna Congreso leaders, most of whom 

have only been educated in Kuna ways outside of the Panamanian school system, have 
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been called to evaluate whether the Kuna textbooks intended for school use are culturally 

appropriate. 

TEACHING KUNA IN THE CLASSROOM 

 Classes at the Fundación Trabajando por un Futuro Mejor are conducted in both 

Spanish and Kuna, and the children have class time devoted to both Spanish reading and 

writing skills and Kuna reading and writing skills during different periods. While all of 

the teachers have had instruction and been taught in Spanish, they now teach the Kuna 

classes in Kuna using materials developed by the Kuna Congress. They also attend 

seminars a few times a year aimed at developing the skills they need to implement 

bilingual education in the classroom. The skills taught are in large part dedicated to 

understanding the Kuna writing system, since it has varied greatly up until 2005, when an 

official orthography began to emerge (Price 2005). Epistemology, addressing how 

knowledge itself was created, is also a significant part of the meetings, as the educational 

content and its origin are of great importance to Kuna leaders who seek to use bilingual 

education as a way to educate children in Kuna culture and history as well. Pedagogy, 

however, is not discussed as often, and pedagogical techniques used in the classroom are 

very similar to those found in Western schools. This results in a classroom that looks and 

feels somewhat similar to Panamanian classrooms, but where the content and the delivery 

are in the Kuna language and about the Kuna culture in a classroom of Kuna teachers and 

students.   
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 The following example of teaching in a Kuna classroom comes from 

Guillermina‘s class as they review vocabulary on the board. As she writes on the board, 

she asks the students to read the words and they discuss the meaning. She then sounds out 

the word slowly and talks about the letters that she uses to spell the word. This example31 

is the first one that she writes on the whiteboard, and she begins by explaining that she is 

going to write the words in a cloud. In the following transcript ―T‖ represents the teacher 

and ―S‖ the different students. Note that this lesson is taught entirely in Kuna, shown in 

bold italics, while Spanish borrowings are written in italics and the English translation 

appears as regular text. 

1 __________________ 

 

T       mogir yabba an nasiggoe, mogir yabba. Ibu mogir? 

 I am going to write in a cloud, inside of a cloud. What is a ―mogir‖?  

S1                                                                                    nube 

        cloud 

2 __________________ 

 

T        ahha. mogir. Mogir yabba an nasiggoe.  Anga sogmalo 

 Yes. Cloud. I am going to write in a cloud. You will say the word. 

3 __________________ 

 

T        doa anga inse absogodibe?  Soge. [unintelligible]  igi naid?         aa aa 

 Who is going to read it first? Say it.    What does it say? No. 

S2                                                              mogir 

                cloud 

4 __________________ 

 

T        Soge. Doa anga sogoe?       soge.                    abe. nued. dagsa. 

                                                 

31 D100_12aug08_vob1_2.eaf 
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 Say it. Who is going to tell me? Say it.      blood. Good. You see. 

S2                                   ani                 abe. abe. 

    me   blood. blood.    

S3                                       ani. yo. 

     Me. Me. 

 

5 __________________ 

 

T        abe. sogmalana.        gannarba        abe. Ibu letrasdi nasigde?  

 Blood. Say it.   again.  blood. What letters do we write? 

All S                            abe.                  abe.    

   blood   blood. 

6 __________________ 

 

T        aaaaaaaaa beeeeeeeeeeee  ibua abe?  ibua? waggayabadi sangre.  

aaaaaaaaaa beeeeeeeeeeee  what is ―abe‖?  What it is? In Spanish it’s ―sangre.‖  

7 __________________ 

 

T       Bia abe? bia bemar dagsamala?  bia abe bemar dagmala?          ah? 

Where is blood? Where have you seen it? Where have you seen blood?   Huh? 

S2                                              cuerpo      cuerpo 

      body  body 

8 __________________ 

 

T        Abgan. abgan yabba.          dule amuggsdibe,  dule siglesdibe esdingi 

Body. Inside the body.           If someone falls, or if someone cuts themselves with  

a knife 

S3                           diwargi [pointing to picture on book]. 

    In the river. 

9 __________________ 

 

T         ibu noardaed?       Abe noardaed! deg narmagledo, “aaa, beee.” 

 What comes out? Blood comes out! That’s how we spell it, ―aaa, beee.‖  

All S                        abe! 

       blood!  

10 __________________ 

 

T        doa sogsa? doa inse sogsa?                 un punto gus, Gebibbiler 

 Who said it? Who said it first? You got one point, Gebibbiler 

S2                                        ani! 

     me! 

All S                                              Gebibbiler 
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      Gebibbiler 

  __________________ 

 

 In this segment, the teacher is writing a word on the board in a cloud. As she 

proceeds to write the word, she engages students to think about what a ―cloud‖ is in 

Turns 1 and 2. While clouds have nothing to do with the lesson, they are visually 

attractive and help to draw the attention of the students and create a feeling of newness if 

they have done a similar exercise before. As she writes the first word in the cloud in Turn 

3, she begins to challenge the students to speak up before their classmates. In Turn 4 she 

has a volunteer who reads the word abe ―blood.‖ She rewards the students with verbal 

praise. In Turns 5 and 6 she returns to engaging the entire class, urging the students to 

read the word aloud twice. She then begins to break down the letters and sounds of the 

word, enunciating slowly and clearly, ―aaaa, beeee.‖ She then asks the students what abe 

is and gives them the Spanish translation. In Turn 7 she searches for a deeper 

understanding of what ―blood‖ is and asks the students where they have seen blood 

before. This questioning seeks to engage the students in thinking about this word and 

opens the up space for them to offer their own answers. To this questioning one student 

responds ―body‖ in Spanish. In Turn 8 the teacher uses ―body‖ but gives the students the 

Kuna translation and begins to describe a situation in which you might see a person’s 

blood. As she speaks a student approaches a class mischief-maker approaches and points 

to the book she is holding, noting the river on the front. The teacher continues without 

acknowledging the student and asks the children in Turn 9 what comes out of the body if 
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it has been cut. The students all yell ―blood‖ together and the teacher responds 

affirmatively and then repeats the letters used to spell it. In Turn 10 she returns to the 

challenge that she set up in the first turn of seeing who could read the word first, giving a 

point to the first boy that read the word.  

 The pedagogical techniques used here of eliciting answers, asking for group 

repetition, stimulating conversation and inspiring competition are common techniques 

used in Western education, especially among younger children. The word the children 

were learning, abe, is used because the children have been practicing the letter ―b‖ and 

this word has ―b‖ in an intervocalic location. Since everyone in the world has blood, 

although they may or may not conceive of it in different way, the inclusion of the world 

―blood‖ is not one that is overly indicative of Kuna culture. In American culture, ―blood‖ 

does not enter elementary school primers as often, perhaps, as ―dog,‖ ―cat,‖ or ―sun.‖ 

―Blood‖ in English is significantly more difficult for children because the vowel is 

different from that used in ―book,‖ for example, although they have the same spelling. 

Besides this, in American culture ―blood‖ seems to be a more appropriate topic in science 

class rather than a subject for reading and writing among first-graders. Blood, however, 

does arise often in Kuna discourse surrounding the Kuna Revolution, as it appears in the 

example of the primer: ―For this land our grandfathers fought, our grandfathers shed 

blood‖ (Orán 1994:6). 

 After writing a few more words on the board, including niba ―up or above,‖ and 

baba ―father,‖ the teacher writes the word ogob ―coconut.‖ This word is chosen in part 
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because it ends with a ―b,‖ the letter the children are currently focusing on. ―T‖ and ―S‖ 

represent the teacher and students, respectively, while ―C‖ is the cook who walks through 

the classroom during the lesson. 

 

1 __________________ 

 

[teacher writing word on the board] 

 

2 __________________ 

 

S1       ogob 

 coconut 

T             ogob. ogob. Eusebio. Eusebio inse sogsad. 

   Coconut. Coconut. Eusebio. Eusebio said it first.  

All S     ogob 

  coconut 

 

3 __________________ 

 

S2      maestra!  maestra! mira [unintelligible]. 

 Teacher! Teacher! Look [unintelligible]. 

T                                       urwede? urwebiamardo urwebie? 

Is he mad? You want to be mad at each other? You 

want to be mad? 

4 __________________ 

 

T        ogob. Ibu ogob?              nabir gullege ogob? 

 Coconut. What is ―ogob‖  Does coconut taste good? 

S2                                                          ayye. 

       Yes. 

S3                                                                siiii 

        Yes. 

All S                     coco. coco. 

   coconut. coconut. 

5 __________________ 

 

 

T        nabir gullege          ibu abudaed? [Student’s name] Ibu abudaed? 

 It’s tasty.           What is it used for? [Student’s name] What is it used for? 
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S1                                                                    [unintelligible] 

          [unintelligible] 

S2                    nabir gullege 

  It‘s tasty. 

6 __________________ 

 

T        ibu saeledaed aagi? dulemasi  doa  nabir dulemas gunne?  

 What do you do with it? Who likes to eat dulemasi? 

 

7 __________________ 

 

T        an be dagge                        be wissur dulemas gunnde? 

 Show me.     You don’t eat dulemasi? 

All S     ani. [raising hands] 

  me. [raising hands] 

 

8 __________________ 

 

T         nabir gunne. nabir gunne.   [laughs]                            

 We like to eat it. We like to eat it.   

C                                  nabir gunne. [laughs] 

   We like to eat it. 

9 __________________ 

 

T         Nued. ahha. Igi naid?         ogob, ogob 

 Good. Yes. What is written here?  Coconut, coconut 

All S         ogob 

      coconut 

 

 In this segment, a student calls out the word as the teacher finishes writing it on 

the board, followed by a number of others who copy his answer. In Turn 2 she rewards 

Eusebio with knowing the answer and writes his name on the board below the others that 

have also given answers. In Turn 3 another student attempts to tattletale on another and 

the teacher acknowledges their squabble but continues on with her class. In Turn 4 she 

returns to the subject of ogob, asking the children what it is. They respond eagerly, 

shouting ―coconut, coconut.‖ She looks for further understanding and asks them if 
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coconuts are tasty, receiving a number of ―yeses.‖ In Turn 5 she repeats that coconut is 

indeed tasty and then asks a specific student what it is used for. She receives an answer 

not intelligible in the video. In Turn 6 she asks again, looking for a different answer and 

answers her own question. Coconut is used in dulemasi, the main Kuna dish that can be 

served many ways but which is always made from coconut milk, plantains, tubers, and 

usually some type of seafood. She then asks the students who likes to eat dulemasi. In 

Turn 7 she asks for a show of hands and then singles out a student who doesn’t raise his 

hand, jokingly asking him if he does not like dulemasi. In Turn 8 she counters this by 

saying that we like to eat dulemasi. At this moment the cook (―C‖), is passing by and 

makes eye contact with the teacher as she repeats ―we like to eat it.‖ They both laugh at 

this joke that emerged as the teacher discussed dulemasi, a food often prepared by the 

cook at the school, just as she happens to be walking by. In Turn 9 the teacher returns to 

the board and again asks the students to read the word on the board, to which they all 

resound ―ogob.‖ The teacher again repeats their response and then moves on to another 

topic.  

This segment of classroom dynamics demonstrates how a simple lesson in Kuna 

about learning to spell ogob can become a moment in which Kuna home life is indexed. 

Dulemasi is included in the class discussion in a positive manner. Drawing on references 

such as dulemasi is a way that the teacher is drawing on their ―funds of knowledge,‖ the 

knowledge that they have of things that they experience in their home lives but which is 

not referenced in Panamanian schools, similar to the expressive knowledge discussed in 
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chapter 6. ―Funds of knowledge‖ is a concept used by educators to reference drawing on 

the everyday knowledge of students:  

Our concept of funds of knowledge is innovative in its special relevance to 

teaching, we believe, and contrasts with the more general term culture, or with the 

concept of a culture-sensitive curriculum, and with the latter's reliance on 

folkloric displays such as storytelling, arts, crafts, and dance performance. 

Although the term funds of knowledge is not meant to replace the cause of its 

emphasis on strategic knowledge and related activities essential in households' 

functioning, development and well-being. It is specific funds of knowledge 

pertaining to the social, economic, and productive activities of people in a local 

region, not "culture" in its broader, anthropological sense that we seek to 

incorporate strategically into classrooms. (González et al. 2004:85) 

 

While ―funds of knowledge‖ is a specifically North American undertaking in educational 

theory, we can see its basic principles being reflected here. Guillermina is drawing on the 

activities that the children experience, especially that of coconut being used to make 

dulemasi. Using this sort of knowledge in the classroom benefits students by helping 

them not only draw and build on concepts with which they are already familiar, but by 

reaffirming their social identity at the same time. The joke that emerges as the cook 

passes through the classroom adds another layer to this segment, as it brings in another 

party to confirm how dulemasi as a food is both delicious and socially binding.  

PEDAGOGICAL SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 

The actual methods of learning used at the school are in many ways similar to 

those used in Panamanian public schools. As the teacher in the Chapter 7 section 

―Wilmer has a problem‖ reveals, the methods for asking children to practice Kuna are 

book-based and test for comprehension along the way. While there are certainly oral 
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components to asking a child to read a word in Kuna, it differs greatly from learning 

Kuna chants.  I quote part of a passage from Nerbuna (Martinez 2008) again to show how 

she understood her learning methods in relation to Western schooling:  

24 ogannolemai igi wegi dagsa escuelagi 

I was learning, as they do here in the schools 

 

25 nague nonbagwagwen, nonbagwabo degi degi degi an nadmosundo dagsa degi 

an durdagmosundo 
in my head I memorized one, I memorized two, and so on, I continued to learn 

you see, and so I was learning 

 

26 neg urba ina an durdagsad 

under the earth I learned about medicine 

 

The meaning of this quote is ambiguous. Either Nerbuna is comparing her memorization 

techniques to those used in school, or she is justifying the effort and time she spent into 

learning medicine as an endeavor on par with Western schooling. Perhaps she meant both 

of these interpretations, although I lean towards the latter, especially considering the 

lengthy prelude (see Chapter 5) she gave me concerning the validity and value of her 

knowledge. In line 26, however, Nerbuna references neg urba, the dream world where 

many medicine knowers learn about plants and their healing powers. Neg urba, however, 

was never recognized as a method of learning during my period of school observation, 

and I would have been surprised to have heard about it in the context of school. This 

pedagogy, together with the oral repetition characteristic of learning from medicine 

knowers on this level of the planet, were not used in the school.  
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Kuna culture, history and language, including discussions of medicine and other 

chants and rituals, are certainly present in the school and incorporated into the 

curriculum, albeit in ways that resemble Western schooling. The one Kuna textbook that 

the children do have, which was recently developed by the Kuna Cultural Congress, is an 

obvious production of Kuna material for Kuna children in the Kuna language. There are 

attempts to explain Kuna cultural knowledge and history, which children in Kuna Yala 

may learn about in the onmakednega, but which the children in Panama City are reading 

about in books written in Kuna and accompanied by illustrations.  

 This exchange, however, of the oral history as told within the bamboo walls of the 

Onmakednega, and the learning of some of the materials via books and class time, is not 

a neutral change for the older generations. Nerbuna talks with fervor about how some 

Kuna ways of life are changing in Panama City (Martinez 2008): 

 

danimala wagmar daniki 

the wagas (Panamanians) that are coming 

 

unnilagwa be sue ibia gwaibin, e gwabi dukubi 

you will only use their tongue, their language 

 

be daed geg be wagmarba dagye 

but you cannot take up their culture 

 

dagsa, sibgan geg be dagye 

you see, you cannot be like the white people 

 

ibigarye sibgan akar e daeddi danimogye 

because the whites are different and have their own culture 

 

ar dule aggar an nan odurdaglenaimoga 

and we the Kunas are taught differently 
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emiskin anmar onmakednegse geg nanabali 

now we don‘t go to the onmakednega anymore 

 

anmar ingwen a, ber budar sige,  inmar baid dakbie, ibu dakbie, emiskwa 

novela 

Sometimes we don‘t feel like sitting [in the onmakednega], we want to watch 

something else, What do we want to see? Soap operas [on television] 

 

bunamala inmar nued yob, be odurdagnaid inmar iskana 

the girls act like it‘s good for them, but they are being taught bad things 

 

an mimmi goemar inmar dakoe gingidar mmmmmm, we odurdaglenai 

my young children, they watch [television] and they see guns, mmm, that is what 

they teach 

 

bab igargi be odurdagnasuli 

they don‘t teach them bab igar (the way of the father) 

 

bab igar ibidar nuedi, aa inmar idued babigar 

bab igar is something good, bab igar is what lies ahead  

 

bab igargan binge suli an sunmagbie 

I would like to talk about bab igar without shame 

 

Nerbuna lives in an urban Kuna community where bilingual education has yet to 

be implemented, and she compares learning bab igar in the onmakednega ―gathering 

house‖ (see Chapter 5) to what she perceives is the young people‘s most influential 

source of learning: the television. Television is constantly berated by the older 

generations as a bad influence on Kuna society, especially in rural Kuna communities 

where people have electricity in the evenings and watch soap operas, despite the terrible 

reception, or even pirated movies they buy from the passing Colombian ships. Television 
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has even more influence on the children growing up in Panama City, who have electricity 

all the time and access to more programs, none of which are in Kuna.32 

The children at FTPUFM may not be learning bab igar ―father‘s way‖ (Kuna 

chant performed by chiefs) per se, but may be learning of bab igar through their 

textbooks and lessons in Kuna. This reflects what Tuhiwai Smith has noted in her 

research: 

The difference from my perspective hints at a possibility, slight as it may be, that 

Indigenous epistemologies rather than, say, pedagogical styles, can lead to a 

different schooling experience and produce a different kind of learner. 

Possibilities such as this open up new vistas in educational research that relate to 

Indigenous epistemologies and schooling, but we have to recognize them amidst 

the usual concerns raised by educational research and evaluation. (Tuhiwai Smith 

1999:95) 

 

Similar to the teacher‘s address of ―Wilmer‘s problem‖ in school, Kuna learning methods 

may hold prestige, but they don‘t hold power. Even with the prestige, they need a certain 

form of power to be able to compete with Western schools that offer Western-style 

education and future access to jobs in the capitalist economy. Kuna ways of learning and 

the communal system of teaching and learning cannot offer today‘s students the same 

guarantees that Western schools can.   

 The Kuna classroom usually uses Kuna as the scaffolding language for directing 

the class during Kuna-language class time. Spanish is used on occasion, as in the example 

of Wilmer, who did not understand the question in Kuna and was then spoken to in 

                                                 

32 While there are no Kuna television programs at this time, there is a Kuna radio program that is still 

broadcasted on Saturdays  (see de Gerdes 1995). It is often listened to by older men and women. 
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Spanish. This is also a reflection of the fact that most of the children in the classroom are 

spoken to in the Kuna language at home and have multiple contexts for language 

socialization in Kuna, albeit most children in Panama City outside of FTPUFM do so as 

passive speakers. The fact that they have other contexts and arenas where Kuna is 

employed affords the children language socialization skills outside of the classroom. This 

stands in contrast with the Kaska program described by Meek (2010), where the 

classroom has been the principal context for language revitalization. Although this has 

generated new intergenerational interactions between teachers and students, because of 

its implementation and use of English to frame interactions in school, speakers are now 

reproducing Kaska framed in English outside of the classroom:  

…the grammatical form of the regimentation provided minimal scaffolding for 

children's or learners' growing linguistic knowledge. Thus, the institutional 

regimentation of speech may result in increasing the discontinuity between 

speakers and learners rather than resolving this sociolinguistic disjuncture. (Meek 

2010:105) 

 

Because the Kuna language in Panama City still has many more contexts and situations in 

which language socialization occurs, it is easier for teachers to teach Kuna in the 

classroom in the Kuna language. This use of the target language in the classroom in turn 

facilitates student learning of Kuna and utilizes school as a new context in which to use 

their knowledge of Kuna. School in the target indigenous language coupled with external 

language socialization creates a new context and perhaps genre for speaking Kuna. For 

the Kaska, however, school in English instead of the target language coupled with a lack 

of other contexts for language socialization for new learners has resulted in the speakers 
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using Kaska-language prompting as the main mode of interaction between proficient and 

nonproficient speakers. 

 

  

KUNA CULTURAL WEEK 

One of the ways that the school at FTPUFM incorporates Kuna culture into the 

curriculum is by dedicating one week in August as Semana de la cultura kuna or ―Kuna 

cultural week.‖ The students and teachers spent a lot of time preparing activities, artwork 

and decorations for the entire week, which ended with a performance to which parents 

and siblings were invited. The chiefs of the Kuna Congress were also in attendance on the 

final day and the sagla dummad, the head chief, gave a speech addressed to the children 

and their parents. In addition to the festivities, there were bulletin boards decorated for 

the occasion in each classroom. There was food for sale and a small museum was set up 

in one room of the school where Kuna clothing, pictures, dioramas and objects were on 

display, a more folkloric approach to representation in comparison with the tenets of 

―funds of knowledge.‖    

While ―culture‖ is abstract, through the bulletin board it is ―replicated,‖ in 

discourses made evident through texts, pictures and objects, because as Urban notes, 

―What moves is abstract, but the process of movement is this-worldly" (2001:271). On 

another level, the bulletin boards are metacultural, they are cultural objects about culture. 

Their metacultural positionality varies as some of them indexically encourage audience 

identification while others represent text and objectify ―Kuna culture.‖  
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There are many representational choices involved in the development of Kuna 

Cultural Week that are affected by a range of factors, including the teacher‘s 

idiosyncratic preferences and past schooling experiences, the availability or limitations of 

materials, and the topics presented to children in the classroom setting. A visual analysis 

of the bulletin boards is an excellent segue into the crux of these representational issues. 

 

 

Figure 42. Semana de la Cultura Kuna 
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 In Figure 42, the bulletin board was decorated with the words in ―Semana de la 

Cultura Kuna‖ at the top and two central pictures depicting parents in a hammock with 

children and a drawing of a mola that were colored by students. Around these two larger 

pictures there are six images that have been taken from magazines or books revealing 

certain aspects of Kuna life, together with three short essays that seem to be copied from 

the same source as the pictures, including one entitled, ―Los kunas y sus artesanías,‖ or 

―the Kuna and their crafts.‖   

 

Figure 43. Valoremos nuestra identidad 
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  The next bulletin board, ―Valoremos nuestra identidad,” ―We valorize our 

identity,‖ features six documents and pictures over a backdrop of the Kuna flag. The two 

maps of the left are both of Kuna Yala, while the four images on the right seem to come 

from a magazine article or book, although it is unclear if the central picture of the woman 

is also from the same document. The documents describe the ―Vestido y ornamentación,” 

(costume and jewelry) and the “organización política” (political organization) and the 

history of the Kuna. Figure 42 and Figure 43 relied heavily on pre-printed sources that 

were not written by Kunas or for Kunas, as evidenced by their language that references 

the Kuna in third person.  

There was certainly a time in the not too distant past when very few people would 

venture to write in Kuna, because Kuna was not considered a written language (Howe 

2009; Price 2005). This has changed over the years, especially as the bilingual 

intercultural education movement has sought to bring reading and writing to the children 

in their own language. Despite the efforts that have been made, Spanish continues to 

dominate all forms of media and will continue to do so. While teachers make a valiant 

effort to introduce Kuna into a curriculum that has only ever existed in Spanish, they may 

end up reinforcing the power that Spanish has as the dominant language (Meek and 

Messing 2007). In looking at the bulletin boards in Figure 42 and Figure 43, the 

possibilities for reinforcing not only the Spanish language, but its perspective on 

indigenous people as ―other‖ are very clear. For indigenous peoples there is a dilemma in 

representing themselves without appropriating the broader colonialist discourses, which 
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underpin most available written resources. In the case of a Mexican-American museum, 

―the visual narrative of a Mexican American museum might also recirculate stereotypes 

about Mexicana/os or Chicanas/os‖ while simultaneously ―promoting pride, self-

determination, and positive cultural identity‖ (Davalos 2001:26). 
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Figure 44. Anmar Iba 

 

  In Figure 44, the bulletin board Anmar Iba is distinct from the previous two in 

that it uses a Kuna title for the display and indexes the audience through the use of anmar 

or ―we‖. The board only displays two words, meaning ―Our days (festivities).‖ The 

bulletin board centers around a Kuna woman whose musue and saburred are actually 

attached pieces of fabric that add another dimension to the board. On either side she has a 

set of maracas, which are played by women in the gammu burwi performance. Besides 

small decorations on the side, there is no written information, photographs or 

illustrations, as the other bulletin boards displayed. Here Anmar Iba is a loose translation 

of the Spanish Semana Cultural Kuna or ―Kuna Cultural Week,‖ and the woman in the 
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center in some ways represents the anmar, or ―we.‖ This bulletin boards highlights the 

central role of women in symbolizing ethnic solidarity or ―nation,‖ as is seen in the 

Vietnamese-American community where the women‘s use of the ao dai dress is held as 

symbol of the nation, while men‘s use of the ao dai is not (Lieu 2000). 

 

Figure 45. Anmar dulemar iba 

  In Figure 45 there are a few illustrations that are labeled in Kuna. A picture of 

Kuna Yala and both the Panamanian flag and Kuna flag is designated as yala or ―land.‖ 

A head shot of a man and a woman are labeled as nana and baba, ―mother‖ and ―father.‖ 

There are also illustrations of a nega ―house,‖ nussu, a wooden medicine doll, bigbi, a fan 
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for fanning fires and a mola. None of these illustrations are translated or explained, which 

differs greatly from Figure 42 and Figure 43 where Kuna people are talked about in the 

third person, instead of first person as in Figure 44 and Figure 45. 

The title of Figure 45, Anmar Dulemar Iba, offers a similar translation of Kuna 

Cultural Week as in Figure 44. Anmar Iba, but in this case dulemar was added in to 

clarify exactly who this ―we‖ is. Dulemar means ―people‖ in Kuna and dule more 

generally means anything ―alive.‖ When put into a Panamanian context, however, 

dulemar has come to mean Kunas specifically, even though it is possible to construct 

sentences where dulemar simply means ―people.‖ Because of this confusion, sometimes 

people will clarify a sentence that begins as either anmar ―we‖ or dulemar ―people‖, with 

either anmar dulemar or anmar kunas dule, which specifies that the speaker is not talking 

about an inclusive ―we‖ or ―people‖ in general, but about the Kuna people. The ―we‖ that 

appears here distinctly refers to the Kuna because it is modified by dulemar, a move 

which recognizes ethic identity as a category, although this is not always the case: 

Understanding the noumenal world as consisting of societies or cultures or 

ethnicities is so firmly embedded in Western discourse practices that it is difficult 

to comprehend the secondary character of the group-bounding, ethnic ‗we.‘ Not 

every discourse tradition produces a consciousness of itself as a ‗culture.‘‖(Urban 

1996:64) 

 

This distinction between ―we‖ as an ethnic group and a collective ―we‖ that does not 

reference ethnicity may very well be present at some levels in Kuna speech as in seen in 

the difference between Figure 44. Anmar Iba and Figure 45, Anmar Dulemar Iba, where 

dulemar in the second case is an explicit reference to ―we the Kuna.‖ However, there is 
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perhaps an understanding of any and all Kuna speech in Panama City, obviously 

juxtaposed against Spanish as the dominant language, which necessarily frames any and 

all Kuna-language discourse as ethnically Kuna. Anyone capable of comprehending the 

language being spoken is generally either Kuna or has spent a large amount of time 

among the Kuna and understands the inclusive and exclusive properties of ―we.‖ 

Figure 46. Anmar Burba daed igar is similar to Figure 44 and Figure 45 in that it 

begins by identifying with the audience as anmar, the first person plural. Burba is a word 

that is often translated as ―spirit‖ but could easily mean the ―essence‖ of something, and 

that something in this case is daed. Daed is often translated as ―culture,‖ but more 

literally means ―way of doing things.‖ Taken together with igar, or ―way,‖ a possible 

translation of this title could be ―The way of the spirit of our culture.‖  This bulletin board 

is decorated with cloth from the musue and saburred in the form of drapes, and 

showcases a mola in the center, two hand drawn illustrations, one of a mola and one of 

gammu burwi, while a handwritten text about a nele ―seer‖ is hung in the center.  
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Figure 46. Anmar Burba daed igar 

 

Figure 47 was displayed on the bulletin board in the main hallway of the school, 

and was not located in any particular classroom. Nan garburba oduloged igar is the Kuna 

name for the Kuna bilingual education project, and literally means ―the way of translating 

our mother tongue.‖ The fact that a Kuna name has been chosen and used in practice 

instead of the Spanish name for the project (Proyecto de Implementación de Educación 

Bilingüe Intercultural en los Territorios Kunas de Panamá) is a message within a 

message. Trying to implement a bilingual education project through the ―matrix 
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language,‖ which in this case is Spanish, only serves to reinforce the power that Spanish 

has in everyday life (Meek and Messing 2007). Reframing the topic in the native 

language allows for the participants to approach the topic, whether it is bilingual 

education or Native Americans‘ stake in the Americas, from their own point-of-view. 

This shift is critical in establishing the orientation, which in the case of Nan garburba 

oduloged igar means that bilingual education is being propagated by Kuna teachers for 

Kuna children.  

 

 

Figure 47.  Nan garburba oduloged igar 

 

 Across all of these bulletin boards a number of representational strategies are 

evident, but the conventional format is probably familiar to readers who may have 
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encountered bulletin boards in their own schooling experiences. To begin with, these are 

bulletin board displays, and bulletin boards, together with chalk board and white boards, 

are common methods of representing visual ideas to students in schools across the globe. 

Some of the characteristics of these displays, in fact, can be compared to the museum that 

was set up in the school for Kuna cultural week. Following a description of the museum, 

I will return to these bulletin boards to analyze them in the larger context of 

representational issues: what they are meant to signify, what rhetorical and visual 

strategies are employed, and who the audience is imagined to be.  

THE SCHOOL MUSEUM: A TEMPORARY CONTEXTUAL DISPLAY 

In addition to preparing for Kuna Cultural Week by memorizing songs and 

poetry, each class was also responsible for bringing in items related to a certain theme for 

the small museum that was created. First, I will discuss the displays and the objects that 

were chosen to be displayed. Then I will discuss how this small ―museum‖ creates a 

local, subjective display that simultaneously incorporates and challenges some of the 

typical aspects of Western museums, including the decontextualization of objects and 

using parts to represent the whole (Kreps 2003).   

In all of the following displays, the objects are set upon fabric used to make the 

saburred skirts worn by Kuna women. This technique not only creates visual interest, but 

also brings the background saburred to the foreground as another object of focus. Some 

of the objects, such as those in Figure 48 are labeled in Kuna like the fans leaning on the 

wall as bigbi ―fan‖ used for fanning fires and the gourds speckled with holes at the front 
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of the table as bugbu ―colanders.‖ Labels, or lack of them, are an interesting 

representational choice. As Pauline Strong explains,  ―labels situate displayed objects in a 

wide range of social, cultural, historical, and material contexts, only some of which are 

physically present in the display case or exhibit hall‖ (1997:42). In addition to the few 

masking tape labels in Kuna, the only other labels are those that identify the broader 

themes, colorful and glittery handmade Kuna labels that appear in a banner form above 

each display. The conscious choice of excluding labels for each of the items reveals the 

assumption and expectation that the viewers would be familiar with these objects and 

would need no translation as to their function in daily Kuna life. 
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Figure 48. Mas dued neg: items from ―the kitchen‖ 

 

In this display of Mas dued neg, ―the kitchen,‖ the items shown are used in many 

urban Kuna homes, although perhaps not with the same frequency as in Kuna Yala. Gas 

cooking has been another important change in the Kuna kitchen, changing the tools 

necessary for cooking, although open fire cooking is still used in Panama City to cook 

extremely large quantities of food in a huge pot.  
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Figure 49. Kammu burwi: instruments from dancing and music making 

 

 The Kammu burwi display (also written in as gammu burwi) shows pan pipes and 

maracas used in the music-making dance. The majority of the instruments are laid out so 

that one maraca lies between a set of pan pipes. While maracas are often conceived of in 

pairs, and even appear in Figure 44 and Figure 47 as decoration, only one maraca 

accompanies a set of pan pipes in the Kuna gammu burwi dance, representing the role of 

one woman and one man. Maracas are also used in lullabies, along with singing. 

 The next display of Anmar Immar Saed in Figure 50 shows a multitude of Kuna 

crafts, from molas to woven baskets to gourds. There is even an ulu or small carved 

canoe that is a favorite play toy for children, often attached to a string and pulled by the 

child. 
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Figure 50. Anmar immar saed ―Our crafts‖ (We make things), Part 1 

 

The left half of the display is a mix of different crafts, including, a mola 

displaying the Panamanian seal33 against a yellow background, and gourds used for 

drinking. The seashells here do not necessarily represent Kuna crafts, but were brought in 

by students who had been asked to bring in Kuna items and fit best in this category. On 

the lower right corner there is a small nussu ―medicine doll‖ that is used in Kuna 

medicine. While the text on nussumar was removed from the Kuna textbook because 

                                                 

33 Some mola designs are derived from visual surroundings that the artist found interesting such as signs, 

labels and symbols. While this one is political in nature, there are others that are less so, such as a Frosted 

Flakes‘ Tony the Tiger mola. See Salvador (1997) for more on the diversity of molas. 
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revealed sacred knowledge, nussu dolls themselves are kept in the home and are given 

their strength through chanting, but are not necessarily empowered as they lay on a 

display table.  

 The second half of the table is devoted to different types of molas, from those 

that are colorful on black backgrounds, typically made for tourist consumption, as are the 

small bags on the upper right hand corner, to the geometric molas, such as the ones on the 

bottom left side.  

 

Figure 51. Anmar immar saed : ―Our crafts‖ (We make things), Part 2 

 

In the negmar display in Figure 52, the fact that the central house is the largest is 

probably no coincidence, as it seems to be a representation of the Onmakednega or 
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―gathering house,‖ which is the largest structure in a Kuna community and is always 

centrally located. On the left side we also see that the last structure looks somewhat 

different from the rest. The structure lacking walls is a representation of a Kuna grave 

site, which is always covered with thatched-roof shelters on the mainland, and where the 

living go to visit, weekly if they can.   

 

 

Figure 52. Negmar: a presentation of ― homes‖ 

In Figure 53 Anmar mor, we see a Kuna woman‘s dress hung beside a men‘s 

embroidered shirt. On the table are molas with morsan, or the sleeves and bust, and 
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others without. There is also a men‘s hat on the table and cardboard tubes with women‘s 

wini or bracelets wrapped around them.  

 

 

Figure 53. Anmar mor: A representation of ―our clothing‖ 

This small museum created for Kuna cultural week is remarkable not only as an 

informative event and display, but as a unique and meaningful space for community 

representation, for teachers, children and parents at the school. Unlike conventional 

museum practice, the construction of this ephemeral display was an activity for the 
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children to actively search out items representing Kuna cultural heritage in their own 

homes, perhaps inspiring conversations with their family members about this material 

culture in the process. The displays themselves were designed with a specific audience in 

mind: the Kuna children and their parents. While this was a school project, one could 

imagine the differences that would have been required or omitted for a non-Kuna 

audience in an institutionalized museum--more elaborate labels, dates and places of 

provenance, long text labels explaining the significance of items in everyday life, none of 

which were needed for this audience.  

Many of the attributes of this small museum, including its temporary display, lack 

of labels and provenance, inclusion of everyday and ritual objects that belong to 

community members and the purpose of the installation as an educational activity for 

students and parents to foster more cultural awareness, all reflect a different type of 

museum that is less troubled by the decontextualization of material culture. Christina 

Kreps elaborates on the ways in which unconventional museum practices are embraced in 

what she calls a ―new museology‖: 

The new museology is fundamentally concerned with the democratization of 

museum practices and bottom-up, participatory approaches. It stresses the 

importance of community or public participation in museums, not only as visitors, 

but also as participants in all aspects of museum work. The idea of museum 

democratization also suggests that the knowledge, skills, and experiences of the 

people for whom museums exist hold as much value as those of museum experts 

or professionals. (2003:10) 

 

This community-produced Kuna museum embodies some of these bottom-up approaches, 

and manages to do so precisely because it is local and temporary and not concerned with 
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making its knowledge understandable to outsiders. In making the displays understandable 

to outsiders, the displays would have to necessarily explain these decontextualized 

objects. The local audience, however, does not suffer from the same degree of 

decontextualization because they have previous knowledge of these objects in their 

appropriate context. The young children growing up in Panama City may have fewer of 

these experiences on which to draw, but they were also active in gathering objects for the 

display, and this educational process itself actively contextualizes the display and the 

objects.   

Comparing this exhibit to the bulletin boards, we see some divergence. Some of 

the bulletin boards, such as Figure 42 and Figure 43, presented documents written for 

non-Kunas that objectified Kuna culture. They also more notably had Spanish titles, 

although one used the term ―nuestra identidad,‖ which includes the community in terms 

of ―we.‖ Some of the other bulletin boards, however, such as Figure 45, (Anmar dulemar 

iba) and Figure 46, (Anmar Burba daed igar) use Kuna titles and labels, and would not 

be intelligible to a non-Kuna speaking audience. The difference between the bulletin 

titled in Spanish and the one in Kuna is significant, as one is written from an outsider‘s 

perspective and the other from an insider‘s perspective. The fact that these bulletin boards 

and museum display coexisted in the same time and place is perhaps even more 

significant. These bulletin boards coexist because these same perspectives continue to 

coexist among both Panamanians and Kunas in Panama. While parts of the display seem 

to lean towards practices of ―new museology,‖ (which can and does employ elements of 
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objectification, but is nevertheless community-based) there are others that are reminiscent 

of now-defunct museum practices that reify and objectify subjects for a Western 

audience. Despite its ability to engender solidarity and collaboration, the Kuna museum is 

evidence that the representational process is uneven, incongruent and fragmented in many 

ways.34  

CONCLUDING KUNA CULTURAL WEEK 

 As part of Kuna Cultural Week, a final presentation was planned to which parents 

and siblings were invited. The saglas were invited as well as some other friends of the 

school, and food was sold in order to raise funds. The children had classes for the first 

half of the day, and the second half of the day was devoted to the clausura of Kuna 

Cultural Week. Both students and teachers wore dulemor on this day and a few other 

days during Kuna Cultural Week, although not all of the students had dulemor to wear. 

The entire presentation lasted about thirty minutes, after which there was some 

socialization among parents and students.   

 Their participation in the event was limited to songs, poetry readings and a mola 

fashion show, because this is what children do at school functions. In other Kuna ritual 

circumstances, Kuna children do not participate in any prominent roles as they did here 

outside of a school context. At this event the school production celebrating Kuna Cultural 

Week was planned and performed as a Western-style event, albeit with Kuna content.  

                                                 

34 See Linda Ho (2005) for more information on issues of representation and collaboration in museums. 
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 The assistant director of the school began the presentation by introducing the 

director Nixon Hackin and acknowledging the presence of the guests. The director spoke 

a few words about Kuna Cultural Week and then the assistant director began the 

presentation. The first part of the presentation consisted of having the children dressed in 

dulemor file out one by one in front of the audience to showcase their clothes, similar to a 

fashion show. The kindergarten class sung a song in Kuna and then in Spanish, followed 

by two students performing poetry both in Kuna and in Spanish.  

Because of the importance of the event they invited the current Sagla Dummad, 

the most important figure concerning Kuna cultural heritage to give a speech. The school 

has garnered support from the Kuna Cultural Congress, which believes in the goals of the 

school and participates and supports its events.  

The second half of the presentation was a speech by the Sagla Dummad, who 

spoke for 13 minutes. His speech was not long by any standards, especially not Kuna 

standards, where monologues can easily last for an hour. His short speech did not 

command great silence, and the children continued to chatter amongst themselves as they 

had been doing since the presentation began. There were two young boys, in fact, who 

circled around the sagla as they chased each other, but who did not seem to distract either 

the sagla or the audience. Throughout this speech, the children continued to laugh and 

play, seemingly unaware of the somber statements being made.  

In his speech, the Sagla Dummad is obviously displeased with certain attitudes 

and actions in the Kuna community, some of which are also present in the school, such as 
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a lack of molas outside of Kuna cultural week, although he simultaneously supports the 

work they have done to bring Kuna culture into the schools. In his speech the sagla spoke 

of the importance of Kuna culture. At one point he asked the audience ―Babgan binsa 

ulusamala? Suli,” (―Did our forefathers fight in vain? No.‖), referencing the Kuna 

Revolution of 1925 in which Kuna men fought and killed Panamanian policemen to 

obtain their independence. The sagla also spoke about how women were not wearing the 

mola and how children were embarrassed by their female relatives who did. He continued 

on about how things have changed in Kuna culture and commented “Anmar daed 

berguodo” (―Our culture will die out‖).   

The Sagla Dummad was not the first person to say this, as this phrase is produced 

and reproduced with great frequency. But what is the true meaning behind this statement 

and what does he want to convey? Does it mean that the objects, such as molas, will no 

longer be imbued with cultural meaning? What are the relationships of molas and other 

Kuna cultural objects to the continuation of Kuna culture? While culture is not contained 

in things, objects do play an important role in the circulation of culture: 

Culture rarefies, and then, suddenly, as if riding some great electrical arc into the 

heavens, ascends from object to reflection, and then back again. In the process, 

matter gets converted into meaning, meaning back into matter. (Urban 2001:270) 

 

In this sense, molas as objects are imbued with cultural meaning through this process of 

reflection. Should the process of reflection no longer happen however, the mola would 

simply exist as a relative object in the world, and the meanings that Kuna people 

associate with it would be lost. The Sagla Dummad was also concerned that the history of 
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Kuna Yala would no longer be remembered and wanted to stress that Kuna forefathers 

did not fight in vain. Similarly here, a remembrance of the Kuna Revolution that does not 

circulate or have a place in the Kuna imaginary is also a loss. Interestingly, however, this 

discourse of loss is a metaculture in itself, which speaks of cultural loss as a way of both 

framing the existing cultural boundaries and inspiring consciousness to think about 

culture in a ―meta‖ sort of way. While harking back to ―traditional‖ Kuna ways may seem 

to be a bid for a metaculture of tradition, in reframing the discourse in a new way, it is 

simultaneously a metaculture of modernity, which ―enables or facilitates the motion of 

the new disseminated cultural element into previously uncharted territory. Dissemination 

and modernity (as metaculture) are two sides of the same coin‖ (Urban 2001:58). The 

mola is simply caught up in being a common object in reference in the metaculture of 

tradition, which is being reframed by a metaculture of modernity, which disseminates 

discourse of the Kuna present and future in terms of cultural loss. 
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Chapter 10 – Conclusion 

This research has investigated the process of negotiating linguistic and cultural 

meanings in Kuna-language education. In particular, this dissertation has addressed some 

of the ways in which it is a ―contradictory resource,‖ (Levinson et al. 1996:1). This 

realization, however, is not an end-all by any means. Formal education continues to be 

one of the few resources available for upward mobilization in an increasingly globalized 

economy from which the Kuna continue to be marginalized. Although schooling is often 

thought of as a remnant of colonial practices, schools can also open up spaces for change 

and innovation. Kuna-led education, in all its varied constructions, is necessarily a 

continually-emergent and multifaceted process of finding ways to negotiate linguistic, 

cultural, political and economic factors. 

For example, in Chapters 5 and 6, traditionalized Kuna forms of learning offer a 

rich and complex backdrop from which Kuna-language education is expected to draw, as 

regulated in part by Kuna elders and the Kuna Congress. Curing chants and other types of 

Kuna verbal art figure prominently in Kuna ways of teaching and learning. Kuna 

bilingual education must necessarily take traditionalized Kuna verbal art into account – in 

both its curriculum and extracurricular activities, albeit not in an attempt to reproduce 

more knowers of chants but rather because it is important for Kuna identity. Language, 

then, is central to Kuna-language education in many respects. Language is a strong 
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marker of identity, and strengthening the use of the native language is a goal that many 

indigenous groups, including the Kuna, pursue as a way to strengthen indigenous identity 

within their communities.  

The informal knowledge that children obtain from their everyday lives in and 

around their homes is central to understanding what students are contributing to the 

classroom. I broadly conceive of this ―lived and expressive knowledge‖ as constituting 

various aspects of everyday life for Kuna children growing up in Panama City, from 

making food in the home to learning how to dance gammu burwi. These aspects of 

informal learning are central to Kuna education in the community.  Language-use by 

peers is especially important in shaping students‘ linguistic ideologies, as are conceptions 

of gender and choices of dress. In addition, there are certain places and spaces that Kuna 

youth inhabit, such as the Kuna centros, where these ideas and ideologies are reproduced 

in a social setting. These aspects of life in the city inform everyday knowledge of Kuna 

children and often contradict the types of privileged knowledge set forth by teachers in 

the Panamanian classroom. 

One school of thought, construed as the ―funds of knowledge‖ approach, 

encourages educators to visit the homes and communities of their students in order to 

familiarize themselves with students‘ home lives, aspects of which they can then 

incorporate into their classrooms (González, Moll, and Amanti 2004). This approach is 

especially useful in schools where the teacher and students may have very different life 

experiences. However, in the context of Panamanian schooling, such as Koskuna 
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elementary where almost all of the teachers are non-Kunas, Kuna knowledge is not 

validated and teachers do not try to incorporate Kuna expressive knowledge into the 

classroom. The elementary school in Koskuna does not employ bilingual education and 

in many instances actively breaks the connection between home and school for Kuna 

children. State-supported notions of multiculturalism implemented by the school are 

contradictory to the actual experiences of the students in this Panamanian-run school. In 

addition, the lack of connection between the home and school, coupled with various 

forms of discrimination, hinders the success of indigenous students, especially those who 

speak an indigenous language as their first language. 

In Chapter 8, I investigated the potential of schooling as a place of knowledge 

production for indigenous peoples through a case study of the school Fundación 

Trabajando por un Futuro Mejor. As a Kuna school, it seeks to be culturally inclusive 

instead of marginalizing; a place for Kuna children to receive an education in things both 

Kuna and Western, and as such, is often a place where culturally-inclusive and 

marginalizing practices co-exist in complicated ways. As a Kuna school, educators must 

answer to Kuna authorities and simultaneously be accountable to the Ministry of 

Education. School administrators are faced with complex issues, such as developing new 

curriculum, being able to interact with parents in Kuna and their corporate sponsors in 

Spanish, and counseling their Kuna teachers on how to navigate these contradictions. 

While schooling can perhaps never be completely decolonized given the discriminatory 
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history of educational institutions, there are still many ways that the Kuna school 

incorporates a Kuna-focused agenda into the classroom.  

FTPUFM, while similar to Panamanian schools, is fundamentally different in the 

ways that it privileges Kuna language and culture. Kunaness, in a symbolic and practical 

sense, is indexed at FTPUFM in many ways, from referencing Kuna home life in the 

classroom to creating Kuna language textbooks. Students and teachers at FTPUFM 

participate in Kuna-language classes in ways that privilege expressive knowledge from 

their home and community. Because all of the teachers and almost all of the students at 

FTPUFM are Kuna, Kuna lived experience is indexed prominently in the classroom and 

during school functions. In sharing a Kuna identity, parents have found more ways to 

engage with the school and its staff. The teachers have found the transition from Spanish-

language schooling to Kuna bilingual education to be life-changing, in that it forces them 

to ask and answer difficult questions about themselves. As some have noted, this process 

brings them to question the Panamanian school system and formulate new understandings 

in their role as educators in the Kuna classroom and community. This life-changing 

experience is one of the ways that Kuna-run schooling can begin the decolonizing 

process, albeit in a fractured and uneven manner. In this way, Kuna-language education is 

a tool that serves both students and teachers in negotiating the role of education in the 

Kuna community.   

 For example, in Chapter 8 I describe the week-long event dedicated to Kuna 

language and culture. This event is performed within recognized boundaries of 
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multicultural events, in some instances even reflecting and reproducing ―othering‖ 

hegemonic discourses. Simultaneously, these same discourses are contested by framing 

bulletin boards, displays of material objects, and speeches that employ the local and the 

first-person plural. These complex and multilayered practices reveal the complexities of  

cultural representation in a school setting, which may reference Kuna lived experience on 

the one hand but contribute to existing patterns of Spanish-dominant discourses on the 

other.  

In terms of indigenous rights and indigenous schooling, this case study is 

noteworthy. In many ways, the Kuna stand out as a relatively small community that has 

been able to effect big change. With a large number of professional and educated 

community members, the Kuna have been able to advance the bilingual education 

movement without outside leaders. In the country of Panama, this school is the only one 

of its kind and is unique due to its urban location and the fact that its student body is 

widely dispersed. This school is similar to other indigenous community-run schools, such 

as that of Rough Rock, in that it is indigenous-run and makes teaching the indigenous 

language a priority. While most indigenous language programs in the United States focus 

on language revitalization, however, the situation at FTPUFM is different in that some 

students are dominant in the Kuna language and others are dominant in Spanish, or both. 

The fact that there are native Kuna speakers at the school coupled with a large Kuna-

speaking population in the city means that this school also bears some resemblance to 

other indigenous-language education initiatives in other parts of Latin America. 
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The research reflected here was conducted 2008, and like everything else in the 

world, the circumstances, people and ways of doing things change with time. This 

research does not rely on quantitative data, but rather offers an understanding of the role 

of education and educational struggles among the Kuna at the time, especially in relation 

to other social factors in Panama. Bilingual education in Panama is still firmly established 

as of the writing of this dissertation. However, this grassroots approach introduced by 

Kuna bilingual educators (very different from the movement which emerged in the 

1970s), has only been in place for less than ten years. The long-term effects of this 

emerging Kuna bilingual education cannot yet be evaluated. Even so, the impact of 

bilingual education in future years may prove to be subtle, because as scholars are quick 

to point out,  ―a few decades of grass-roots and official interculturalism do not so easily 

turn back five centuries of colonialism‖ (Gustafson 2009, 282). FTPUFM, however, has 

made headway in forging culturally-oriented schooling for Kuna children, intended to be 

a place where Kuna children can be in school, and also of it.    

As the Kuna bilingual education movement continues to move forward, there is 

much research that needs to be done on the specific effects it may have on students, 

teachers and the community as a whole in both Kuna Yala and Panama City. Kuna Yala 

especially, is often conceived of as the Kuna homeland by Kunas and Panamanians alike. 

At the same time, it is rapidly undergoing changes that may usher forth simultaneous 

thrusts towards Western-style development and the reification of Kuna practices. 

Hopefully, the continuation of Kuna-run schooling will be part and parcel of this 
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dynamic, giving children the tools to succeed in future careers within Panamanian society 

while also teaching children about Kuna language and identity through bilingual 

education.  
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