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Introduction
The openness to accept new churches or religious groups 

by Amerindian groups has given raise to an extensive amount of 
research. It’s not the openness displayed by these populations 
which draws the attention of the academia, but the devoted 
adherence interest that is easily forgotten later. Some call this trait: 
“The inconstancy of the indian souls” [1] and others: “indigenous 
infidelity” [2]. Apart from these and other exceptions [3], most 
of the studies reduce the complexities of this phenomenon by 
extrapolating the reality conditions typical of naturalistic ontology 
[4,5]. Notions such as the person [6], for example, are usually not 
included in those approaches. On an opposite pole, the notion of 
person, at least in the region under study, has guided numerous 
studies to mainly address the health-sickness-treatment 
process [7]. Others, in an attempt to know the continuities and 
discontinuities of the existing, show that the Tzotzil person does 
not exclude the animal (the chon) from the human, but that 
together form a unit, although they differentiate in the ways 
they relate: the first through depredation; the second, through 
alliances. That is, the chon operates similarly to the principles 
of the trophic chain: the upper level is the residence of the big 
predators, who, potentially, prey upon those in the lower level 
[8]; while the human side makes alliances with groups of power 
to counteract the former. Of course, there in an interdependence 
relationship between both sides: What happens to the chon will  
have repercussions on its human counterpart. Moreover, the social 
status of the latter depends on the trophic level of the former.  

 
This complexity in the integration of person makes it extremely 
vulnerable: Perils of the soul, some would say [9]. A transgression 
may lead to the release – opening the farmyard – of the “animal” 
counterparties and cause exposure to multiple dangers [10].

The Vulnerable Person
Generally, all people are considered a potential enemy; 

even the same blood relatives live in a state of alert. The tenel, 
for example, is a way to harm the chon of a young blood relative. 
Anyone afflicted with tenel is a “discarded” person, forgotten, 
even by higher ranking familiars. Mistrust and vulnerability 
are common conditions to the point that: “Most deaths, to the 
Chamula Tzotzils, are deemed homicides”[11]. Conflict prevention 
and mediation is reached by a series of negotiations between 
humans, and between humans and God and the saints mainly; 
only in cases of remediation or treatment, the intervention of 
a ritual specialists becomes necessary. If danger is a constant, 
then establishing alliances with people known to be powerful, 
whose animal counterparties thus are at the top of the trophic 
chain, becomes necessary. The priority is not necessarily gaining 
a privileged position to see others as potential prey or inferior 
beings; the main concern is to reduce the number of threats. That 
way, the alliance allows to relate with the higher trophic level 
beings as equals. That is, the main concern is to avoid maladies, 
prevent danger and not necessarily pretend to subjugate those 
at the bottom of the trophic chain, although in some cases this 
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apparent “advantage” is leveraged. Alliances, in short, is a quite 
effective form to prevent a malady, however, efforts are never 
enough: The risk to switch between ally and enemy is always 
latent.

Conversions or Mechanisms to Form Alliances and 
Gain Power?

Constant conversions to new religious organizations “depend 
on what each church offers to have a healthy and prosperous life 
and prevent evil and disease”[2]. For the Chamula case, I would 
include the summoning power and social recognition of the 
minister and the church itself. It’s not a coincidence that during 
nearly 30 years – since 1965, approximately – Chamula ranked 
near the top of the region in regard to prosecution and expulsions 
of the Evangelical population in their municipality, and that 
religious intolerance only waned after the Evangelical faith gained 
prominence in Chiapas and an important Evangelical leader 
was voted governor of the state from 2000-2006, to the point 
that, nowadays, the municipality is full of evangelic temples, and 
stewardship positions can be covered by Evangelical Chamulas.

The conversion of Manuel San Juan, who is said to be 
responsible of the expulsion over more than one thousand 
Evangelical families from Chamula, is one of the more notable 
cases. His actions in favor of tradition made him infamous among 
both Traditionalists and Evangelicals as someone dedicated to 
abuse and expel the converts [12]. However, the life of Manuel 
had a radical turn: currently he is an important Evangelical leader 
with a temple near his house. It is possible that, as it happens 
with other groups such as the Tzeltal or peoples of other farther 
regions, such as the Wari’, that conversion to Christianity, or any 
other religion, may be moderated by the opportunity of gaining 
new understanding: learning new insights and become something 
new [3]. It is clear that deeper study is required to address such a 
complex subject, however, it is possible to observe, in general, that 
religious conversion has to do with the possibility of becoming 
part of a powerful network and to try a different way of life in 
order to mitigate diverse dangers.

Conclusion
If potentially anyone can be preyed upon, the constitution 

of groups of power by way of alliances is a viable way to prevent 
“evil” and “disease”. To associate with someone with recognition 
and power is, by extension, to become powerful and recognized, 
and less vulnerable. This is how godfatherhood operates: Having 
more ritual relatives (allies) gains more recognition, and thus, 
less vulnerability. It’s not a coincidence that the word tsots (hair, 
wool), from which the gentilic Tzotzil originates, is related to 
tsatsal, power [13]. Tsatsal kuxlejal, for example, is the expression 
used to refer the way of life of an human with plenty of prestige 
and power, someone who knows to relate with humans and 
supernatural beings. In many prayers, God, and the saints as well, 
are referred to as tsatsal vinik, tsatsal kaxlan: powerful man or 
powerful ladino, respectively. The relationship between tsatsal, 

tsots, alliance and power, is evident through garments, which 
distinguishes them from other Tzotzil people: traditional clothes, 
for men and women, are manufactured from Chiapas lamb wool, 
which is a long-haired species. They are manufactured in such a 
way that the more wool texture is exposed, the longer and more 
abundant the hair locks are, and thus more valued in the social 
and economic sense. To dress “of sheep and like sheep” is not a 
fancy. These are the chon of Saint John the Baptist, considered one 
of the most powerful saints in the Tzotzil cosmos. Therefore, using 
those garments suggests a relationship with the saint; it’s even 
comparable to stating: “I am a son of Saint John”, which in the past 
was the reply when a ladino asked someone about their place of 
origin, as many Chamula assert. It is an ethnical model that denotes 
power by showing adherence to Saint John, considered one of the 
most powerful saints in the region. In general, the success of a 
human consists of becoming part of a powerful network, which 
manifests as social recognition, and thus mitigates vulnerability 
against predators. That is, gaining a higher social status that, in 
other words, equates to adopting a chon from a higher trophic 
level. It is said that a full and powerful human can possess up to 
thirteen chon [10].
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