
Abstract >
Based on an ethnography of the First Jumara International In-
digenous Film Festival, which took place in an Emberá com-
munity in Panama, the aim of this article is to delve deeper into 
the connection between the processes of ethnicity derived 
from Indigenous cinema and the processes of ethnicity deri-
ved from the meaning given to that cinema at specific even-
ts. At Jumara, Indigenous cinema was the reason for affirming 
Emberá culture and for championing, in a markedly festive and 
performative way, the group’s main demands in a celebration 
in which the body and its ornamentation took on a special role. 
It is argued that the ethnographic focus on festivals organized 
in Indigenous communities makes it possible to fully analyze 
the committed and activist dimension of Indigenous cinema.
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Introduction

The objective of this article is to contribute to Latin American Indigenous Cinema and Indigenous Film Festivals Studies, through an analysis of 
a particular event that take place in an indigenous community. To this end, I present an ethnography of the First Jumara International Indigenous 
Film Festival held in Piriatí, an Emberá village in Panama, in July 2018. The information was gathered from a participant observation of the Festival, 
as well as from a series of interviews and informal conversations with the Festival’s organizer, Emberá filmmaker Iván Jaripio.

This study will allow us to delve into the connection between the processes of ethnicity derived from Indigenous cinema and the processes of 
ethnicity derived from the meaning given to that cinema in specific occasions. Because in Piriatí Emberá, the activist nature of Indigenous cinema, 
based on the defense of cultural specificity, of heritage based on ancestral traditions, and of collective rights that allow for this specificity and the 
inhabited territories to be protected, connected with the markedly activist dimension of the Emberá ethnicity. Thus, in Piriatí Emberá, Indigenous 
cinema was the reason for affirming Emberá culture and championing the group’s main demands. 

Hence it is argued that the ethnographic focus on festivals held in Indigenous communities allows for an in-depth analysis of the committed and 
activist dimension of Indigenous cinema, and enables the connection of a continental process, made up of the particular stories of various com-
munities of Native peoples, with the particular story of a specific festival.

The purpose here is to go beyond what I have studied in another paper (IZARD MARTÍNEZ, 2020), and focus on how this affirmation took place in 
a markedly festive and performative manner in which the body and its ornamentation (dances, clothing, body paintings) took on special presence.
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I will begin with an analytical approach to the relationship between Latin American Indigenous film and the internal discourse of identity based on 
the anthropological literature on Indigenous cinema (section 2). Then, I will turn to the relevance of the studies on Latin American Indigenous Film 
Festivals and their scope, also on the basis of the anthropological literature on the subject (section 3). Finally, I will focus on the example of Jumara 
and its performative and bodily dimension (sections 4 and 5). The final conclusions will emphasize the need for this perspective in order to better 
understand the meaning of Indigenous Cinema and Indigenous Film Festivals in relation to Indigenous ethnicity.

1 Latin American Indigenous Film and the Internal Discourse of Identity

Latin American Indigenous cinema must be understood as a means of communication characterized by the will of Indigenous communities to 
show their own identity to Indigenous groups and to the world. It goes beyond ethnographic cinema which, despite responding to a scientific in-
terest and a desire to disseminate knowledge of excluded minorities, arises from an external perspective. “Subject-generated films”, as defined by 
Ruby, are tools used by marginalized groups to negotiate a new cultural identity (RUBY, 2000, p. 196), to affirm their distinctiveness and the will to 
survive. This author also stresses the relationship of this type of film with anthropological ideas that for the past few decades have pondered over 
the value of subjectivity and understand culture, not as something permanent but as something under constant construction by the very actors 
who participate in social life. Therein lies the great ethnographic value of Indigenous film, in showing culture as an act of creation and recreation.

Thus, Indigenous cinema is an important way of analyzing “selfhood” and the “rhetorics of self-making” (BATTAGLIA, 1995), the internal discour-
ses of identity and therefore of Indigenous ethnicity.  This cinema entails a great deal of reflectivity on what it means to be Indigenous and, more 
precisely, on what it means to be Indigenous at the present time, in modernity (KERAJ, 2014, p. 22)

Indigenous cinema and/or video emerged strongly in Latin America in the 1980s as a tool for self-expression and self-representation of Indigenous 
peoples, as a way to overcome historical invisibilization (“the absent, invisible Indian”) or stigmatization (“the backward, underdeveloped Indian”) 
and begin to narrate, through audiovisual media, their own culture and stories (CÓRDOVA, 2011).

In relation to the above, images have enormous potential as intercultural communication platforms because, in the era of “digital convergence,” the 
distance between producers and consumers of images has been reduced (ZIRIÓN PÉREZ, 2015, p. 46). In this sense, Indigenous film productions 
can not only be seen at festivals or occasionally on television; the new mechanisms for broadcasting audiovisual material (Vimeo, YouTube, etc.) 
as well as social networks (Facebook, Instagram, etc.) allow films to be shared with a much wider audience.  The Jumara Festival Facebook page, 
for example, contains several links to the works of Iván Jaripio, the filmmaker who organized the event and of whom I will speak later.
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The “poetic” character of this type of cinema lies in its communicative dimension, according to Salazar and Córdova. If the term “poetry” comes 
from the Greek poiesis, that is, “active making or the process of making,” in this case it is about the creative process of making Indigenous culture 
visible (SALAZAR, CÓRDOVA, 2008, p. 40).

In addition to its poetic character, Indigenous cinema also has a political character, defined by the desire to show culture in an activist way. Be-
cause of this committed dimension, we have to contextualize it in broader movements linked to demands for autonomy and self-determination 
(GINSBURG, 2002, p. 211), in an entire framework that Juan Francisco Salazar describes as “a sociotechnical assembly that involves and inter-
twines technologies, resources, social organizations, legal frameworks and bureaucracies, knowledge and images” (SALAZAR, 2016, p. 93). In the 
particular case we are concerned with, that of Panama and, more specifically, the Emberá group, Emberá filmmaker Iván Jaripio’s films deal with 
the defense of territorial rights as an indispensable way to ensure the survival of the habitat in which one’s own culture develops.  Whether explic-
itly filming demonstrations demanding collective land titling or protesting against the effects of deforestation, or through metaphors, in which the 
disappearance of female body paintings as a result of the rain tells us of the loss of culture caused by the destruction of nature, the main focus of 
Iván Jaripio’s films is the inseparable binomial land-culture.

Therefore, Indigenous cinema and its festivals must be framed in an activist context (IORDANOVA, TORCHIN, 2012). Against this backdrop, the 
narratives expressed in Indigenous cinema tend to revolve around several main themes: defense of the territory and the sustainable use of resourc-
es in the face of the threat from the state and capitalist companies; the need to preserve cultural specificities (language, religious beliefs, stories 
and legends preserved in the oral tradition, textiles, arts and crafts, gastronomy, traditional medicine); and the defense of human rights in the face 
of injustice and violence.

The films are mainly documentaries; fiction is scarce. This is possibly not only due to the fact that the production of the latter is more expensive, 
but mainly because there is a need to bring to light issues related to collective rights (CÓRDOVA, 2011, p. 90). In this sense, the decolonizing strat-
egy implied by Indigenous cinema is based on the consideration of the right to communication as one more of the Indigenous rights advocated 
for decades in the American continent in a generalized process of ethnic mobilization, together with the rights to political autonomy, the collective 
ownership of land, and the preservation of language and culture. The right of Indigenous peoples to their own communication, which allows them 
to manage their own voice and image, was one of the main points on the agenda of the Abya Yala Indigenous Communication Summits held in 
Colombia (2010), Mexico (2013) and Bolivia (2016).

This link with collective rights and the idea of activism and social commitment explain why it is a cinema which, despite usually having an in-
dividual author, is understood by its creators as a reflection of collective expressions. Thus, Indigenous filmmakers who have made a name for 
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themselves in the Latin American scene, such as the Mexican Huave Francisca Palafox and the Chilean Mapuche Jeannette Paillán, to name but 
two examples, are very clear about their role as transmitters of collective stories. In the case at hand, Iván Jaripio combines his dimension of indi-
viduality (he attends film festivals and wins awards) with a markedly ethnic, collective theme, related to the reality and the demands of his group.

From the very beginning, Indigenous cinema has enjoyed the fundamental collaboration of several organizations (NGOs, coordinating committees, 
universities and sometimes state agencies) in charge of the organization and dissemination of the various audiovisual initiatives through meetings 
and festivals, technical training (filming, editing, screenwriting and production workshops), as well as, on some occasions, through grant funding. 
All of this has gradually resulted in a network of support groups, made up of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, an allied field that, for ex-
ample, includes CLACPI (Latin American Council of Indigenous Peoples’ Cinema and Communication), an association created in 1985 in Mexico 
by Latin American anthropologists committed to Native people’s rights that has been incorporating since then Indigenous filmmakers (NAHMAD 
RODRÍGUEZ, 2007; BERMÚDEZ ROTHE, 2013), or the non-profit Canadian organization Wapikoni Mobile, created in the early 2000s by Quebec 
filmmaker Manon Barbeau and Indigenous leaders. Occasionally, external support networks have led to long-lasting and noteworthy Indigenous 
projects, such as the Ojo de Agua Comunicación collective in Oaxaca, Mexico, which emerged from an audiovisual technology transfer initiative of 
the National Indigenist Institute (INI) (BERMÚDEZ ROTHE, 2013). The collaborative role occasionally played by anthropologists such as Vincent 
Carelli in Brazil and his Vídeo nas Aldeias project, started in 1986 in Nambiquara and Xavante territories by the NGO Centro de Trabalho Indigenista, 
is also worth mentioning. The project, which began with the distribution of equipment, was gradually transformed into a video production center 
and an audiovisual training school in collaboration with Indigenous associations1. In Colombia, anthropologist Pablo Mora advised an Indigenous 
video project from the Sierra Nevada of Santa Marta called Zhigoneshi (“I help you, you help me” in the Kogi language) (OSPINA OBANDO, 2019). 
As Pablo Mora himself states, collaborative experiences not only “have offered the possibility of perceiving the Indigenous point of view more di-
rectly,” but also “have resituated the old roles of the production of ethnographies and anthropological documentaries,” at the same time that “they 
have become interesting tools to negotiate cultural identities and break the hegemony of those who have historically controlled audiovisual tech-
nologies” (MORA, 2015, p. 34).

In the specific case of Panama, in addition to the continental networks, we find entities such as Mente Pública, a non-profit organization created 
in 2010 by people linked to the world of film production and dedicated to promoting “community” film projects; that is to say, in the words of one 
of the organization’s coordinators, carried out by people from the capital’s popular districts and from rural localities in the country’s interior, both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous. There is also the Experimental Group of University Cinema (GECU, in its Spanish initials) of the University of Pan-

1  See: http://www.videonasaldeias.org.br (viewed on July 12, 2019).

http://www.videonasaldeias.org.br
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ama, or Acampadoc, a non-profit organization dedicated to training young people in documentary filmmaking about the national heritage, mainly 
immaterial, through film camps/gatherings.

2 Indigenous Film Festivals and the Analysis of Performed Indigeneity

Indigenous film festivals are a privileged setting for the analysis of communication and ethnicity processes referred to in the previous section. In 
this sense, they can be understood as “social gatherings that constitute particular communities, [and] create regimes of value” (GINSBURG, 2017, 
p. xv).

These events have been taking place for years throughout the Americas, from north to south, and in other places. For instance, in Australia, where 
there is also an important production of Indigenous film, video and television linked to the aspirations for self-determination of the Aboriginal 
people (GINSBURG, 1995 and 2002). There are the Winda Film Festival and Birrarangga Film Festival, as well as the Central Victorian Indigenous 
Film Festival and the Nintila Aboriginal Film Festival. In New Zealand, where there is a long history of Maori ethnic empowerment, Maoriland Film 
Festival and Wairoa Maori Film Festival ought to be outlined.

In Europe, there are two Scandinavian festivals dedicated to the Sámi people, Sámi Film Festival in Norway and Skábmagovat Film Festival in 
Finland (CÓRDOVA, 2012, p. 79). In London, NGO Native Spirit Foundation organizes its own festival, as does NGO Indigenous Alternative in Bar-
celona. In Asia, the Nepal International Indigenous Film Festival stands out. 

Several of these festivals are held in Canada and the United States, such as the ImagineNATIVE + Media Art Festival in Toronto, the Vancouver 
Indigenous Media Arts Festival, the First Peoples Festival in Montreal, the American Indian Film Festival in San Francisco, and the Mother Tongue 
Film Festival and the Native Cinema Showcase in Washington, D.C. The last two are organized by the Smithsonian Institution, which also hosted a 
single edition of the First Nations/First Features Showcase of World Indigenous Film and Media in New York and Washington, D.C. in 2005

As for Latin American festivals, there is a long list of examples, among which the following ones should be highlighted: 

In Mexico, one of the most important countries where these events are held, we can highpoint the Community Radio and Film Festival “The World 
We Live In”, organized by aforementioned Ojo de Agua Comunicación, an Indigenous-led association founded in 1998 in the state of Oaxaca that 
arose from the government-sponsored Centre of Indigenous Video (CVI). The latter was created in 1994 by Guillermo Monteforte, a trainer in the 
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Program for the Transfer of Audiovisual Media to Indigenous Communities launched by the National Indigenist Institute (INI) in 1989 (GLEGHORN, 
2017, p. 173). Other events are the Puebla’s Indigenous Film and Video Festival, the Smooth Geographies Film and Video Festival, held in Oaxaca 
and Yucatan, and the Kayche’ Visual Fabrics Film and Video Festival, which also takes place in Yucatán.

In Colombia we find the Daupará Indigenous Film and Video Showcase, organized by a group of communicators, activists and documentary film-
makers linked to indigenous organizations and CLACPI, which annually alternates its stage between Bogota and an indigenous territory in the 
country2. In 2018, for example, it was held in a multi-site itinerant format in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. 

In Venezuela, the leading role is played by the transnational Wayúu group, which is also present in neighboring Colombia. The Wayuu People’s Put-
chimaajana Communications Network organizes the Venezuelan International Indigenous Showcase (MICIV)3, a traveling exhibition of films made 
by the Wayúu and other indigenous groups of the continent, as well as the Wayuu Film and Video Showcase (MUCIW), which screens Wayúu films 
in communities in the cross-border peninsula of La Guajira4.

Ecuador stands out as one of the first Latin American countries where an indigenous organization launched a film festival, as in the case of the First 
Continental Festival of Indigenous Cinema and Video from the Nations of Abya Yala5 hosted by the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of 
Ecuador (CONAIE), in Quito, 1994 (GLEGHORN, 2017, p. 172). More recently, the role of indigenous organizations such as the Association of Kichwa 
Audiovisual Producers (APAK) from Otavalo, which has its own television channel6, and academic institutions such as the Latin American Faculty 
of Social Sciences (FLACSO), should be highlighted. FLACSO organizes since 2015 the Ethnographic Film Festival of Ecuador in collaboration with 
indigenous associations from all over the country7.

Brazil, where it even exists a production company dedicated to Indigenous cinema (Pajé Films), stands out for its large number of Indigenous film 
festivals:  Brazil Indigenous Cinema Showcase (Rio de Janeiro), the oldest in the country; Indigenous Film Biennial (São Paulo); Paraguaçu Indig-
enous Cinema Showcase (held in an Indigenous community in Bahia); Indigenous Screen (Porto Alegre); Amotara Showcase – Indigenous Wom-

2   See: http://www.daupara.org (viewed on July 12, 2019).
3   See: https://www.wayuunaiki.com.ve/cultura/la-muestra-internacional-de-cine-indigena-de-venezuela-celebra-10-anos/ (viewed on April 16, 2021).
4   See: https://filmmakers.festhome.com/es/festival/muciwa-muestra-de-cine-y-video-wayuu (viewed on April 16, 2021).
5  Abya Yala is an ancient term used by the Guna group (Colombia and Panama) to refer to the American continent. Due to this ancestral Indigenous significance, it has been taken up by many 
organizations. 
6   See: http://apakotavalo.tv/ (viewed on April 18, 2021).
7   See: https://flacso.edu.ec/antropologia_visual/festival-de-cine/sobre-el-festival/ (viewd on April 18, 2021).

http://www.daupara.org
https://www.wayuunaiki.com.ve/cultura/la-muestra-internacional-de-cine-indigena-de-venezuela-celebra-10-anos/
https://filmmakers.festhome.com/es/festival/muciwa-muestra-de-cine-y-video-wayuu
http://apakotavalo.tv/
https://flacso.edu.ec/antropologia_visual/festival-de-cine/sobre-el-festival/
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en’s Gaze (Federal University from Bahia’s South); Indigenous Showcase of Ethnographic Films from Ceará (held in an Indigenous community in 
that northeast state); and Cine Kurumin, probably the most important one (held in Indigenous communities of Bahia and Mato Grosso as well as 
in cities like Salvador) (FREITAS, 2019). In Argentina, there is the Chaco Indigenous Peoples Film Festival, organized by the provincial government 
as a traveling exhibition in different indigenous localities of the region.

In Bolivia, there are some audiovisual initiatives that should be emphasized, like the National Native Indigenous Audiovisual Communication Plan, 
a non-governmental program founded in 1997 but redefined in the context of Morale’s period. It was coordinated by the Film Training and Produc-
tion Centre (CEFREC), a group of indigenous and non-indigenous filmmakers founded in 1989 by Iván Sanjinés; the Native Indigenous Audiovisual 
Coordinating Committee of Bolivia (CAIB), an organization of indigenous media makers from different regions of the country; and Bolivia’s five na-
tional indigenous and peasant confederations. The Plan developed a special project called Strategy for Communication, Indigenous Rights and the 
Constituent Assembly that included distribution campaigns through touring workshops and itinerant video screenings among communities and 
cities, besides the political and technical training of media makers and the collective production of fiction and documentary videos that express 
the main demands of indigenous movements (ZAMORANO VILLARREAL, 2014).

The aforementioned CEFREC, at the same time, organizes since 2000 alongside with CLACPI and other organizations the Anaconda Awards. It is 
an important itinerant audiovisual exhibition that has spread remarkably, also traveling through cities and rural communities in Mexico, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Peru, Paraguay, Venezuela and Cuba, with more than two thousand productions by and about indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples 
from twenty-three countries8.

This review of the scenario of Latin American indigenous film festivals must end with the most important of all global initiatives: the CLACPI In-
digenous Peoples International Film and Video Festival, a very important social gathering and cultural exchange held every one or two years in a 
different Latin American location. As for the latest editions, in 2018 the 13th International Film and Communication Festival of Indigenous Peoples 
(FICMAYAB) took place in different localities in Guatemala, and in 2019 the International Indigenous Film Festival of Wallmapu (FICWALLMAPU) 
was organized in the Chilean city of Temuco. As mentioned above, CLACPI was founded in 1985 in Mexico City, within the context of the First Lat-
in American Indigenous Peoples’ Film and Video Festival, organized by anthropologists and filmmakers, mostly non-indigenous, and considered 
the first Indigenous film festival in Latin America. Since then, the organization of subsequent festivals and the Coordinating Committee itself has 
incorporated a greater number of indigenous filmmakers and activists. In 2015, CLACPI celebrated its 30th anniversary with a major international 
festival hosted in Wallmapu, the aforementioned ancestral territory of the Mapuche in Chile and Argentina, which meant that for the first time the 
festival was staged according to an ancestral territory of a particular Indigenous people (GLEGHORN, 2017, p. 172). 
8   See: https://ojodeaguacomunicacion.org/premio-anaconda/ (viewed on April 16, 2021).
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Through the workshops, forums and seminars that accompany the screening of films at the CLACPI festivals, these become a source of knowledge 
transmission, not only about film, but also about the living conditions of Indigenous peoples (PEIRANO, 2017, p. 79-81). On the other hand, many 
of the organizations and festivals mentioned in the preceding paragraphs are integrated into CLACPI, which increases the intertwined nature of 
this audiovisual fabric.

In this sense, just as the metaphor of weaving (itself a form of storytelling in many communities) is used by the Association of Indigenous Councils 
of Northern Cauca (ACIN), in Colombia, to organize its video production team, with hilos (threads), nudos (knots), and huecos (holes) representing 
the different units (ALMENDRA, 2009, quoted in GLEGHORN, 2017, p. 181), it can also be used, from its combination of patterns and stories, to un-
derstand Indigenous Cinema, as Gleghorn argues, and also Indigenous Film Festivals. Thus, Latin American Indigenous film festivals ought to be 
conceived as responsible for the creation of global networks that link training, production and exhibition throughout the region, as well as for the 
reconfiguration of Indigenous film from a marginal practice to a vibrant transnational and transcultural cinema (CÓRDOVA, 2017). 

Continuing with the analysis of these events, it is worth noting that certain approaches of visual anthropology emphasize the circulation of visual 
objects as a form of material exchange (EDWARDS, 2002; BANKS, 2008). The material and nomadic dimension of indigenous films is linked to a 
growing emergence of cosmopolitan indigenous communicators who travel to festivals around the world and who set political agendas through 
the creation of transnational networks and democratic spaces that go beyond the relationship with Nation-States (GRAEBER, 2008; HODGSON, 
2008; WERBNER, 2008). This can also be interpreted in terms of the negotiation of a certain amount of power in the public space (CYR, 2017).

At indigenous film festivals, film-objects take on an agency of their own and allow for interactions and dialogues between filmmakers, producers, 
distributors and audiences (GÓMEZ RUIZ, IZARD MARTÍNEZ, 2020, p. 268). Ultimately, these events contribute to the ‘visual economy’ of indi-
geneity, that is, to the process through which images and displays of indigeneity acquire value, recognition and meaning according to specific 
circulation dynamics and markets (POOLE, 1997, quoted in Zamorano VILLARREAL, 2014, p. 92).

It should be stressed that all of these festivals, are presented to us as an arena for the expression of a pan-Indigenous ethnicity constructed around 
the narratives and themes referred to in the previous section, which revolve around the issues of the value of land and culture understood as 
heritage, as an inheritance that is reworked in order to persist in a diverse and changing world. So, in Indigenous film festivals, and especially in 
those festivals held in Indigenous communities, a cultural awareness of the continent’s Indigenous peoples is also built. Furthermore, as we will 
see with the example of Jumara, Indigenous film festivals, allow us to get closer to a performative process of staging that shows how indigeneity 
is configured. 
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In addition to Indigenous film festivals, there are – not only in the Americas, but throughout the world – a series of film events on certain social 
topics, such as human rights or environmental conservation, in which films dealing with Indigenous issues, made by Indigenous or non-Indige-
nous people, also participate. Later I will refer to a few examples in relation to the work of Iván Jaripio. As for the environment topic, Indigenous 
Cinema and Indigenous Film Festivals are so related to conservational concerns that some authors suggest they can also be placed in the terrain 
of eco-activism and ecological film festivals (MONANI, 2013).

Finally, it should also be noted that some film festivals not specifically dedicated to indigenous cinema include sections of this category, such as 
the Sundance Film Festival in the United States and the Morelia International Film Festival in Mexico (CÓRDOVA, 2017). On the other hand, some 
alternative documentary film events have become a space for the exhibition of indigenous cinema, as is the case of DOCS[MX] in Mexico City and 
the Mexican traveling showcase Ambulante.

3 The Jumara Festival and the Emberá of Panama

At the Jumara Festival that took place in the Emberá town of Piriatí, Panama, in 2018, the importance that Indigenous people attach to Indigenous 
cinema was apparent, as it allows them to tell their own story. This is especially true in the case of the Emberá, who took advantage of the event to 
defend and celebrate their native culture. Before analyzing the festival, a brief socio-historical introduction to the Emberá group should be made 
in order to help us understand the significance of the event.

The Emberá are an ethnic group characterized by constant movement as a result of forced displacement. Their language belongs to the Chocó 
linguistic family, as does that of the Wounaan group, another one of the Indigenous groups of the Panamanian nation along with the Guna, the 
Ngäbe, the Buglé, the Naso Tjërdi and the Bri-Bri. The Emberá are originally from the Panamanian Darién and Colombian Chocó jungle regions. 
They have been moving westward in what is now Panama since the 18th century, first because of the Spanish conquest and, since the beginning 
of the 20th century, because of the scarcity of game or competition for land with mestizo peasants (COLIN, 2010; FARON, 1962; GUIONNAU DE 
SINCLAIR, 1990). In addition, there is a lot of violence associated with guerrilla and paramilitary groups and drug trafficking in the border region, 
especially on the Colombian side.

There are currently some 30,000 Emberá living in Panama, mainly in the province of Darién, inside and outside the Emberá Wounaan Region, an 
autonomous and collectively owned area created in 1983; in the Bayano Lake Basin in the province of Panama (where Piriatí Emberá is located); 
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in the Canal Basin and Chagres National Park, which are located in the provinces of Panama and Colón; and in the capital, where several Emberá 
neighborhoods have been established in the outskirts (VELÁSQUEZ RUNK et al., 2011).

The Emberá settle collective affairs at regional congresses. The inhabitants of the Region are represented by the Emberá Wounaan General 
Congress, and those of the other territories by the Emberá Wounaan General Congress of Collective Lands.  The Congresses are subdivided into 
smaller geographical congresses in which the democratically elected caciques (this is the name given to the community leaders by the Emberá 
themselves) of the various communities act as representatives.

The main demand of the Emberá, as the name of the General Congress of Collective Lands indicates, has always had to do with territorial righ-
ts. Collective ownership of the land, ensured by a political-administrative autonomy that allows collective management of other matters related 
to their own culture, is seen as a guarantee of community control over a territory threatened by external agents, such as ranchers, hydroelectric 
power plants, mining and logging companies, etc.

The community of Piriatí Emberá came into existence in 1975, after the relocation of the Guna and Emberá Indigenous people who inhabited the 
Bayano River Basin in which a dam was built to provide water and electricity to the country’s capital (PASTOR, 1975). It has a population of about 
a thousand and is located on the Pan-American Highway, which stretches across the country from east to west, a hundred kilometers, or about 
two hours by car, from the capital.

The Jumara Festival, which in the Emberá language means “everything,” arose from the initiative and determination of the main protagonist of this 
story, Iván Jaripio. He is the son of the first cacique of the Emberá General Congress of Alto Bayano and nephew of the first female cacique of Ipetí, 
another Emberá community of people displaced by the dam. A few years ago, a documentary film workshop program called Juntos para proteger 
nuestra Cuenca (Together to Protect Our Basin) reached the communities of Gunas, Emberás, and of mestizo farmers and ranchers in the Bayano 
Basin. The program was an initiative of the Smithsonian Institute of the United States (a center for public education and research that has its only 
Latin American office in Panama) and the aforementioned Canadian organization Wapikoni Mobile, which finances Indigenous cinema. Jaripio par-
ticipated in this initiative, from which the collective and multiethnic short film Retratos del Bayano (Portraits of Bayano) emerged9. The experience 
was repeated the following year, and Jaripio and the also young Emberá filmmaker Detsy Barrigón made the short film Dadji De (Nuestro hogar or 
Our House)10, which addresses the demand for collective titling of the lands assigned after relocation due to the construction of the dam.

9    The short film can be viewed at http://www.wapikoni.ca/movies/retratos-del-bayano.
10   The short film can be viewed at http://www.wapikoni.ca/films/nuestro-hogar.

http://www.wapikoni.ca/movies/retratos-del-bayano
http://www.wapikoni.ca/films/nuestro-hogar
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Later, Jaripio and Barrigón made the documentary short film Arimae11 about deforestation in the Emberá and Wounaan community of the same 
name, in the province of Darién. Arimae shows the devastation caused by the timber industry, specifically, its serious ecological and cultural con-
sequences: the disappearance of forests, rivers and animals, as well as the materials needed for the construction of houses and for body painting, 
which is made with the dye of a fruit called jagua. Arimae competed in 2015 and won the Jury Prize in the Poor Film Festival of Panama (a name 
taken from a similar experience in Cuba), also known as Panalandia, an event launched in 2013 by the aforementioned non-profit organization 
Mente Pública.

In 2016, Jaripio made the experimental short film Identidad (Identity)12, a beautiful metaphor about the loss of culture and the brutalization of nature 
(represented by images of buildings under construction, agricultural mechanization and deforestation) and its reflection in the disappearance of 
body paintings from a female Emberá body.  The film participated in various festivals, such as Panalandia 2018, in which it won the Best Experi-
mental Award; Bannabá Fest (Panama International Human Rights Film Festival) 2017, in which it won the Special Jury Prize; the Kuala Lumpur 
Eco Film Festival (KLEFF) 2017 in Malaysia, in which it won the Public Service Announcement Award; and the Environmental Film Festival 2018 in 
Washington, D.C.

All of these experiences led Iván Jaripio to feel the need to organize an Indigenous film festival in his town of Piriatí Emberá, in order to bring Indi-
genous cinema, usually exhibited in capitals and large cities, to an Indigenous community. And thus Jumara was born, organized with the support 
of Mente Pública, and also sponsored by the aforementioned Experimental Group of University Cinema (GECU) at the University of Panama, the 
National Institute of Culture (INAC) of Panama, the Emberá General Congress of Alto Bayano, McGill University of Canada (which frequently col-
laborates with Wapikoni Mobile), and the also aforementioned organization Acampadoc.

Most of the films, which had to deal with Indigenous subjects regardless of whether or not their authors were Indigenous, were documentary short 
films, although a few of them were fiction. They were from Latin American countries and revolved around the characteristic narrative themes of 
Indigenous cinema already mentioned. In most screenings, which took place at the Casa Comunal, the audience was relatively small (between ten 
and fifteen people) with the exception of some screenings which were attended by students of the local school, accompanied by their teachers. As 
for the opening and closing events, they were a resounding success, with the attendance of practically all of the community’s residents.

The opening was also attended by several representatives of the sponsoring institutions.  There were speeches by Iván Jaripio, the organizer, and 
local authorities, such as the local cacique. All of the speakers insisted on the need to make Indigenous peoples more visible and supported de-

11   The short film can be viewed at https://vimeo.com/123862156.
12   The short film can be viewed at https://vimeo.com/269560314.

https://vimeo.com/123862156
https://vimeo.com/269560314
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mands for collective land titling. The opening ceremonies concluded with an exhibition of traditional dances performed by a group of girls from 
the community.

In the closing ceremony, Jaripio’s final speech addressed the need to tell one’s own stories as well as to view other Indigenous stories from other 
places, through film. The local cacique’s concluding speech dealt with the need to fight for the survival of one’s own culture by defending territo-
rial claims and maintaining traditions (clothing, dance, language).  The event concluded with another dance exhibition by a group of local girls, 
followed by a concert-dance of traditional Emberá music.

The opening and closing ceremonies were experienced by the residents of Piriatí Emberá as a celebration of their own culture. The speeches, mu-
sic and dance performances were met with enthusiastic applause; there was dancing; people wore traditional attire and body paint, which is one 
of the group’s most important ethnic emblems; body paintings were also selflessly made for visitors who wanted them. As for clothing, it should be 
noted that common everyday attire in any Emberá community does not differ from “Western” attire as far as men are concerned, but it is different 
in the case of women, who always wear the emblematic printed skirt known as paruma.  On special occasions, as in the case of the Jumara Festival, 
the women may add a metal ring bodice to the paruma and the men may wear a guayuco (underpants) made of fabric or a beaded skirt.

The previously mentioned documentaries filmed in Emberá territories, Nuestro hogar, Arimae and Identidad were screened, along with other films, 
during the closing ceremony. And they were probably the ones that were most closely followed and enjoyed by the audience.

4 Jumara and Cultural Celebration: Film and Body in Motion

The festival organized in Piriatí Emberá was a festive communicative gathering, a moment of activist cultural climax revolving around cinema, a 
performative celebration of Emberá identity. Focusing on Jumara allows us to place the spotlight not only on the production of Indigenous film but, 
above all, on its consumption. 

This is related to the “theory of reception” of media anthropology, dedicated to the analysis of the impact of media on its users (the audience), since 
“[it] recognizes that messages are not inherently meaningful, and that which is perceived and understood by media audiences depends largely on 
the characteristics of the audience, rather than the intentions of communicators or any intrinsic features of media programs” (CALDAROLA, 1990, 
p. 3-4, quoted in RUBY, 2000, p. 183).  The questions that are posed from reception analysis are of the type: How do Native spectators understand 
this new form of communication? In what social situations does the viewing take place? (RUBY, 2000, p. 217).
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What happened in Piriatí Emberá demonstrated the festive-activist nature of the Emberá identity, characterized by the desire to show performa-
tively, in events such as the festival, the most visual dimension of culture, in particular traditional attire and body paintings. In this sense, Jumara 
can be conceived as a creative stage in which, through performance, we are shown, in all its strength, a group’s capacity to express its narratives, 
its paradigms and its cultural symbols (Bruner, 1993, p. 321).

So the poetic, creative dimension of Indigenous cinema to which we alluded in the second section and which can be observed in Iván Jaripio’s 
own film work, especially in the aforementioned Identidad, also has parallels in this festival. This performative dimension must be understood as 
the desire for ethnic affirmation of a group that is concerned about the survival of its territories and, in relation to them, its culture.

Focusing on the Jumara Festival allows us to stress the idea of the double dimension of Indigenous cinema: onscreen, in relation to the stories told 
in the films, and offscreen, in relation to its social role, by enabling practices in film festivals in which new forms of solidarity, identity and commu-
nity are created (DOWELL, 2006).

And it allows us to emphasize the staging that takes place in Indigenous Film Festivals, which makes use of objects and images that are exchanged 
and ideas that are materialized in video productions. This staging establishes a ritual temporality that is dedicated to the viewing of the films as a 
performative and communitarian event (GÓMEZ RUIZ, IZARD MARTÍNEZ, 2020, p. 268).

Based on all of the above, what happened in Piriatí Emberá can be seen by emphasizing the perspective of the Emberá, who took advantage of 
the festival to celebrate their culture rather than to watch all the films that were being screened. In this regard, it is important to stress once again 
the great interest of the Emberá in the conservation of their cultural heritage, including their lands, and the relative profusion of inter-community 
cultural events in different villages that respond to a firm desire to keep this heritage alive by performing it. To give just one example, in July 2018, 
the same month that the Jumara Festival was held, the Emberá Ancestral Games were organized in the nearby town of Ipetí Emberá, in the Bayano 
River Basin, which were a qualifier for the World Indigenous Games. In this sporting event, apart from the specific sports activities, particular im-
portance was attached to music and dance performances and talks by Emberá leaders on the threat of disappearance of their native language and 
culture. As in Piriatí Emberá, the events were passionately experienced by the inhabitants of the town and neighboring villages as a celebration of 
culture: the sports competitors were cheered enthusiastically and the music and dance performances held at night at the Casa Comunal were at-
tended by people in traditional attire and jagua body paintings. Another instance of this performative dimension is the tourist activity which several 
Emberá communities in the Canal Basin, near Panama City, are engaged in. Day trips are organized with the lure of meeting an Indigenous group 
that will show visitors its wood and palm architecture, its clothing and body paintings, and its music and dance. It is important to emphasize the 
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significance of these two elements in events of this type: clothing and body paintings, which show us the value of the visual and bodily performa-
tive dimension of ethnic specificity, understood as a traditionalism that must be put into practice for it to survive.

Jumara, the Ancestral Games of Ipetí Emberá and Panama’s Emberá tourism form a mise-en-scène in which the body and its ornamentation (danc-
es, attire and paintings) take on a special role. Therefore, what Indigenous cinema means was followed attentively in Piriatí Emberá, especially 
during the opening and closing ceremonies. But in addition to, or beyond that, the speeches of organizers and leaders stressing the importance 
of collective land titling and the preservation of language and traditions, and above all, the cultural events centered on music and dance, as well 
as the cheerful and assertive display of attire and body paintings constituted the main elements of a festive and communicative event, and a 
demonstration of the pride of being Indigenous; the pride of being Emberá. The Indigenous audiovisual productions that were screened at the Casa 
Comunal were the trigger for this other production in which the Emberá of Piriatí set their traditions in motion.

By Way of Conclusion: Indigenous Cinema, Body and Ethnicity in Piriatí Emberá

The ethnographic documentation and analysis of the events in Piriatí Emberá in July 2018 show us the link between Indigenous cinema, commu-
nication and ethnicity for the Emberá of Panama, an ethnic group concerned about and mobilized in defense of their threatened lands and culture.

Indigenous film is the means of expressing awareness of what it means to be Indigenous today based on specific narratives and actions. The cha-
racteristics of the communicative process of Indigenous film can be analyzed, on the one hand, from its production, by focusing on the creation 
of messages, and on the other hand, from its consumption, by studying the reception of these productions. The latter allows us to understand 
Indigenous film festivals as global networks made up of the exchange of visual objects and the establishment of an allied field. And it also allows 
us to consider Indigenous film festivals held in Indigenous communities as scenographic arenas where indigeneity is performed.  For this reason, 
the spotlight of this article has been focused on Iván Jaripio and his work, as well as on the festival he organized in his community.

Indigenous cinema tells us particular stories that show an internal discourse of identity and revolve around the close relationship between land 
and culture. It is a construction of political resistance that defends the idea that the survival of Indigenous culture requires a territory, and Jaripio’s 
films go exactly in that direction. Studying what happened in Piriatí Emberá enables us to look closely at the particular story that took place there, 
where, for a few days, Indigenous cinema was the reason for affirming one’s own culture in a lively and activist way, with the body used as a banner. 
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O Festival Jumara no Panamá: cinema e corpo em movimento

Resumo: Com base na etnografia do Primer Festival Internacional de Cinema Indígena Jumara, realizado em uma comunidade Emberá 
do Panamá, o objetivo deste artigo é mergulhar na conexão dos processos étnicos derivados do cinema indígena com os processos ét-
nicos derivados do significado atribuído a esse cinema em eventos específicos. Em Jumara, o cinema indígena foi o motivo para afirmar 
a cultura Emberá e reivindicar, de maneira marcadamente festiva e performativa, as principais demandas do grupo em uma celebração 
na qual o corpo e sua ornamentação assumiram um papel especial. Argumenta-se que o foco etnográfico nos festivais organizados nas 
comunidades indígenas permite analisar com profundidade a dimensão comprometida e ativista do cinema indígena.
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