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     Among the Andean ethnologists, the concepts of life, death, and ancestor have been considered as an example of “lo 

andino (things culturally Andean),” together with ecological complementarity, apocalyptic visions of Andean cultural history, 

moiety system, and mountain worship and personification. From an essentialist perspective, archaeologists have extracted an 

ideal-typical image of ancestors from ethnohistorical and ethnographic resources and applied to archaeological cases. 

     Compared to the abundant case studies about the late prehispanic ancestors in the southern highlands, however, the rest 

of the Andean World, particularly the North Coast, has been underrepresented. What has been treated as the “Andean” 

concept of ancestors is heavily based on those readily available information. It is dangerous to generalize a cultural trait 

documented in a certain area during a certain time period under the name of the “Andean.” Seemingly similar traits and 

practices may have carried different meanings in relation to different societal and environmental contexts. This will result in 

blindly ruling out the possibility that the ancestor concept may have varied in different areas and changed over time. The 

approach to implicitly or subconsciously search for pan-Andean characteristics across time and space and homogenize the 

entire Andean World is known as “Andean uniformitarianism.” 

     Uniformitarianism is an assumption initially proposed in geology that the natural laws and processes observed today 

have always operated in the past, and thus can be applied everywhere in the world. It would be possible in theory to suggest a 

single “Andean culture area” in terms of what has been known as “lo andino.” Although there is always a merit in 

generalizing the subject matter (a cultural trait in this case) to some extent and locating it in relation to other phenomena for a 

more comprehensive understanding of the subject, it should be clearly distinguished from the act of “rounding off factions” or 

specificities that best characterize the cultural trait in question. 

     Focusing on the northern half of the Andean World that has been underrepresented, this article aims to reassess the 

above uniformitarian image of ancestors, based on archaeological data from the excavations at Huacas de Sicán in the middle 

La Leche valley on the Peruvian North Coast and subsequent detailed analyses of excavated materials. The comparative study 

revealed a series of significant differences between the conventional image of ancestors and the archaeological case. 

Furthermore, a close look at the diachronic changes in rituals raised the possibility that the notion of ancestors might have 

been changed through time. By giving due consideration in the specificities of the time and region in question and historical 

contingencies and overlooking the subject matter from an archaeological long-term perspective, we archaeologists may be 

able to achieve a breakthrough to further develop the conventional arguments about “lo andino.” 

 


