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Lowland South American anthropological studies continue amid a
clamoring of intradisciplinary disputes. Despite this din, several crucial
advances have been made that deserve discussion. They speak to some of
the most challenging epistemological dilemmas faced by the social sci-
ences today. As the scholarly debate rages on, indigenous peoples are ne-
gotiating for lands, for political leverage, and for cultural and physical
survival.

The object of scholarly debate is the anthropological word, its pur-
pose, and its power. The debate has been characterized as a conflict
between scientific and interpretive-humanistic positions. The so-called
scientific (or “scientistic”) extreme holds that objective assessment of an
external reality is the realizable goal of anthropology, made possible
through disinterested observation and methodological rigor. In contrast,
the postmodern humanistic critique asserts that ethnography is a literary
creation whose false “scientism” obfuscates underlying interest in both
ethnographer and native. At its extreme, the interpretive-humanistic per-
spective holds to an epistemological relativism in which ethnography is a
“literature of observational fact”—no more authoritative than any other
fictive work whose coherence and orderliness result from rhetorical de-
vices. Proponents of this position claim to be “modern,” suggesting a par-
adigm shift in anthropology away from traditional ethnographic descrip-
tion and explanation and toward an interactive and interpretive
ethnographic process in which goals of objectivity are unattainable and
misapplied. Postmodernists also criticize the “scientific approaches” for
neglecting the role played by anthropology in the service of hegemonic
powers. These critics call for a thorough recognition and critique of colo-
nial and neocolonial influences in shaping what anthropologists have mis-
represented as isolated “peoples without histories.”

The literature on lowland South America provides an important
playing field for this debate and raises significant questions regarding the
goals and assumptions of the anthropological project. Each of the ap-
proaches discussed here offers a response to criticisms of static, reductive,
or essentialist portrayals of culture and society. Rather than pronounce
ethnological analysis as dead or turn to less rigorous methodologies, these
authors provide refined approaches in which the ongoing dynamism of
culture is the project. The approaches to be reviewed here fall into neither
the postmodernist nor the scientistic extremes. Rather, they break new
ground and move the field in important new directions.

The destruction of South American Indians over the last four cen-
turies and the reconstruction of those events in texts by anthropologists
and surviving Amerindians provide an appropriate vantage point for
evaluating this debate. I will therefore examine the concepts of death and
history in lowland South American anthropology to gain insight into the
contemporary challenges facing the discipline and the region.
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The ethnology of the Yanomami of Venezuela and Brazil persua-
sively points to the historic embeddedness of the anthropological project.
This body of ethnological texts serves as a reading of the schisms and dis-
putes within the discipline over three decades. I will begin by contrasting
two new works on the Yanomami, one by Brian Ferguson that follows a
“scientific methodology” and the other by Alcida Ramos that may be de-
scribed as interpretive. I will situate the two books within an abbreviated
history of debate among Yanomami scholars and bridge the divide be-
tween them in discussing three new books on lowland South American
anthropology.

The Yanomami Wars

One of the most prominent ongoing debates within anthropology
concerns whether the Yanomami are violent, and if so, why. Napoleon
Chagnon'’s characterization of the Yanomami as “the fierce people” in his
widely read book by that title (1968) was eventually rejected by a number
of Yanomami specialists, among them Alcida Ramos (1987), Bruce Albert
(1989, 1990a), and Jacques Lizot (1994a, 1994b). Citing Yanomami behavior
and self-representation as “evidence,” Chagnon defended his position,
reaffirming that the Yanomami reputation as violent was earned (1979,
1979b, 1988, 1992). Chagnon'’s explanation for Yanomami violence echoed
that of the Yanomami themselves: they war because of disputes over
women. Chagnon attributed Yanomami violence to male reproductive
striving for genetic dominance (Chagnon 1979a, 1979b, 1988a, 1988b).

In response, Marvin Harris strongly criticized Chagnon’s reliance
on informant self-representation (Harris 1974, 1977, 1979, 1984a, 1984b).
He used the case to exemplify the role of anthropology in uncovering the
truths obscured beneath informants’ belief systems. Harris supplied an al-
ternative explanation for Yanomami warfare based on Chagnon’s data
and his own deductive reasoning rather than on first-hand experience.!
Harris’s distant approach viewed Yanomami conflict as an adaptive re-
sponse to conditions of population concentration that might limit the
availability of necessary game resources.?2 The constellation of behavior
that William Divale and Marvin Harris (1976) labeled the “male suprema-
cist complex” is a vicious cycle of causality involving female infanticide,
uneven sex ratios, and warfare over women.3 Contradicting the represen-

1. This thesis was first considered in 1970 by Jane Bennett Ross, a Columbia University
graduate student.

2. For further discussion of game availability, Yanomami settlement patterns, and warfare,
see Chagnon and Hames (1979), Ferguson (1989a), Good (1987, 1989), Hames (1979, 1983),
Lizot (1977), and Sponsel (1983a).

3. For rebuttals of Divale and Harris (1976), see Fjellman (1979) and Dow (1979).
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tations of anthropologists who worked closely with the Yanomami, Har-
ris argued that Yanomami violence, represented as male competition over
women, actually served (without the Yanomami being conscious of it) to
create a distance between groups that was crucial for ensuring nutritional
levels adequate for survival (see also Allman 1988; Booth 1989; Dow 1979;
Horgan 1988; Lizot 1977, 1994a, 1994b; Sponsel 1983b).

Brian Ferguson’s latest work, Yanomami Warfare: A Political History,
builds on this debate, giving a Wolfian twist to an essentially Harrisonian
approach. Ferguson’s is the most “scientistic” of the approaches reviewed
in this essay, and I present it here as an excellent example of one of the pre-
vailing paradigms in the field. Because the implications of Ferguson’s
study are the most strongly anti-colonial, I also use it to illustrate the fal-
lacy of the postmodern critique that the scientific view does not recognize
global power relations.

The approach taken by Ferguson to the Yanomami case is known
within the field as “etic,” following Harris’s usage of the terms emic and
etic (1968, 568-77). According to this formulation, emic refers to the
elicited statements of “natives,” reflecting individual perceptions and cul-
tural meanings, while etic refers to a level of explanation arrived at
through the empirical investigation of the observer-analyst.# The method
and its language allow for a separation of levels of explanation that adapts
the ethnological enterprise to the hypothesis-testing procedures of the
natural sciences.

Ferguson’s approach merges these neofunctionalist methodologies
with a Wolfian historical approach (Wolf 1982) to combine features of cul-
tural ecology and political economy. According to this model, Yanomami
warfare is driven by factors related to the production, control, and distri-
bution of scarce technological (not natural) resources. The “need” for these
manufactured goods, created by their limited availability and greater en-
ergetic efficiency, sets in motion a system of conflict perpetuated by ideo-
logical motives. The emphasis on technology rather than on resources per
se recalls Julian Steward’s concept of the cultural core, while attention to
energetic efficiency owes its pedigree to Steward’s mentor, Leslie White,
who greatly influenced ecological anthropology. For evidence of energy
expended in using steel rather than stone axes in felling gardens, Fergu-
son relies on experimental measurements made among the Yanomami by
Robert Carneiro (1979a, 1979b).

Whereas early cultural ecologists presented cultures as static,
choosing functionalist methodologies to explain the interrelations of parts
to a whole, Ferguson is concerned with causal relations. Compare, for ex-

4. Ferguson follows Harris’s usage of the terms emic and etic rather than approximating the
original 1954 intent of the linguist Kenneth Pike, who first coined the terms based on anal-
ogy with the words “phonemic” and “phonetic” (Pike 1954, 8).
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ample, cultural ecologist Andrew Vayda’s treatment of conflict as an adap-
tive feature that returns a cultural system to an equilibrium state (Vayda
1961). In Ferguson’s argument, following Eric Wolf and Karl Marx, these
processes are created by human agency rather than by ecological neces-
sity. They worsen life rather than improve it and drive change rather than
preserve stasis.

With origins in Edward Tylor’s notion of a “science of culture,” the
goal of this approach is to compare traits broadly within and across cul-
tures in order to arrive at regularities and generalizations. Ferguson’s hy-
pothesis emerges from his broad synthesis (elaborated in 1984) that war is
a “total social fact” motivated by economic factors (Ferguson 1984, 1990a,
1990b). In Yanomami Warfare, Ferguson tests this hypothesis against the
Yanomami case and finds a fit. In his view, the Yanomami demonstrate
material motives through violent actions that eliminate resource competi-
tors, capture valuables, and exploit outsiders. The particular engine that
pushes Yanomami warfare is competition over scarce trade goods that are
available only through a limited number of localized Western agents. Al-
though Ferguson postulated in 1989 that war drives populations out of
areas (1989b, 258), his present formulation posits that war causes the ag-
glomeration of settlements for defense and for access to trade centers.>

With Neil Whitehead, Ferguson earlier explored global state ex-
pansion as it generates and transforms warfare among the native popula-
tions of South America (Ferguson and Whitehead 1992). They proposed
that the influence of states extends beyond formal recognized frontiers
into “tribal zones” rife with conflict. The phrase tribal zone, which they
coined, refers to the zones adjacent to expanding nation-states. The con-
cept builds theoretically on the notion of the “tribe” considered by the late
political theorist Morton Fried (Ferguson’s mentor) to represent a political
formation more complex than an autonomous band that is directly or in-
directly formed by the presence of a proximate state. Like his influential
mentor, Ferguson finds few cases of warfare that under scrutiny can be
said to occur in precontact nonstate conditions. He believes “understand-
ing of the history of state penetration . . . [to be] an essential explanation
for . .. warfare among indigenous peoples inhabiting these zones” (p. 14;
see also Fried 1967 1968).

Ferguson’s conclusion directly contradicts the long-standing illu-
sion of the Yanomami as the last of the pristine isolated savages. That
image was created largely by journalists and photographers, but some re-
sponsibility also lies with ethnographers.6 For example, one anthropolo-
gist recently reported visiting a Yanomami village never before seen by a

5. For earlier work on trade, population, and social dynamics among the Yanomami, see
Colchester (1982, 1984), Hahn (1981), and Peters (1973).

6. Published literature on the Yanomami, also known by the name Waika, has been avail-
able for over forty-five years. For early examples, see Hilker (1950) and Barker (1953).
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Westerner, when in fact, the village was the former research base of an-
other anthropologist. Ferguson'’s point is that Yanomami warfare “almost
invariably follows identifiable changes in the presence of Westerners—in-
cluding anthropologists—and that without those changes there is little or
no war” (p. 7). Unlike Chagnon, who credited Yanomami violence to an
ideological value placed on “fierceness,” Ferguson argues that Yanomami
intensive warfare is “not an expression of Yanomami culture itself. It is,
rather, a product of specific historical situations: the Yanomami make war
not because Western influence is absent but because it is present” (p. 6). In
Yanomami Warfare, Ferguson explores three centuries of history in the
Orinoco-Mavaca Basin of Venezuela (the location of Chagnon’s research)
to identify patterns related to expansion and contraction of nearby state
systems and thus explain Yanomami violence anew.

The hypothesis regarding material motivation is not open to
scrutiny on the basis of informants” own accounts and explanations be-
cause these are regarded as “false,” rationalized by belief systems. The
principal assumptions underlying this approach are the rationality of all
behavior and the functionality of belief systems in the service of practical
economic ends. Death is “expensive,” and its high “cost” requires that vi-
olence be rationalized by means of a belief system that motivates lethal ac-
tivity while obscuring the very motives that underlie it. Ideological factors
are mere surface appearances of deeper material forces that may be real-
ized through empirical procedures. Harris and Ferguson’s distinction be-
tween the “emic” and the “etic” thus reshapes Marxist goals around a nat-
ural science model of efficacy. Using a scientific trope in methodology and
exposition, the task of social science here is to glean the material function
of the beliefs under analysis through methods of investigation that can be
verified and replicated.

Having established a formal analytical model, Ferguson then tests it
“in a piecemeal but repetitive and cumulative fashion against the patchy
information assembled in the histories of conflicts” (p. 14). The argument’s
claims on truth hinge on the accumulation and organization of “evidence,”
which Ferguson as agent of facts compiled meticulously from first-hand
sources.” Ironically, it is by authority of first-hand observation that Fergu-
son constructs the supporting evidence of his proposition. According to
this reasoning, Ferguson'’s lack of first-hand knowledge of the Yanomami
in no way impedes the goals of the approach, which are to provide the ra-
tional explanation for the seemingly irrational behaviors of the Yanomami
and to comprehend further the worldwide processes underlying warfare.

Ferguson as writer narrates himself out of the narration. Facts

7. These sources include the accounts of anthropologists, missionaries, journalists, travel-
ers, and biographers or autobiographers. For examples of the last category, see Biocca (1970)
and Valero (1984), which recount the story of Helena Valero, a non-Yanomami who was
raised among the Yanomami and narrated her own experience.
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speak for themselves on their own behalf. The narrator is distanced (never
having worked among the Yanomami) and as such claims a capacity for a
more dispassionate stance and thus greater objectivity. But if putatively
real events, themselves derived from narratives, are then construed as
though they existed independently of any narrator, what kind of reality is
being described, and how is the reader to evaluate it?

A point overlooked by postmodern critics is that while the “etic”
program holds observation to be paramount, the paradigm is based
largely on deductive, rather than inductive, procedures. For example, an
a priori condition of scarcity of basic needs and inadequate means for sat-
isfying them underlies the coherence and sense in the Ferguson account.
Identification of some events as cause and others as effects, based on a
principle of the primacy of need, imbues the events with meaning and
transforms chaos into pattern. Thus the “true story” behind Yanomami
warfare emerges from the chaos and anarchy of ethnographic data collec-
tion as it is transformed into “objective historic narrative.”

In this most empiricist of works, death becomes an abstraction.
Ferguson places the responsibility for the cycle of Yanomami violence
squarely on the influence of a Western presence. Yet it is a death without
pathos. Ferguson’s fierce talk is aimed at an academic audience—he seems
unconcerned with the Yanomami per se except insofar as they serve his
general thesis. As will be shown, the Yanomami face innumerable threats
to their existence, according to reports by the American Anthropological
Association (1991), Survival International (1991), the Anthropology Re-
source Center (1981), and the Committee for the Creation of the Yanomami
Park (CCPY) (1979, 1989a, 1989b). These realities provide the background
for Ferguson'’s lurch forward in the punctuated progression of competing
paradigms for authority within the scholarship of conflict and political his-
tory of Latin America. Lost is the conclusion of his 1989 work that “life is
worse for war” (Ferguson 1989b, 258).

Rumor as Historical Narrative

While Ferguson’s authority derives from his distance from the sub-
ject matter, Alcida Ramos’s authority derives from her closeness to it. A
Brazilian anthropologist, Ramos has worked among the Yanomami for
over twenty-five years as observer, participant, and advocate and has
published an impressive body of work (Ramos 1972, 1979, 1987, 1991;
Ramos and Taylor 1979). She shares Ferguson’s moral positioning regard-
ing the global origins of Yanomami conflict, but here the similarity ends.

Ferguson’s etic approach may be contrasted with the interactive
and interpretive approaches of anthropologists whose goals are to outline
the models by which members understand their own societies or whose
methodological foci are the products of individual consciousness. Ramos’s
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approach takes as its subject matter the (emic) accounts and explanations
of the Yanomami themselves, without neglecting other levels of analysis.

Ramos’s innovative Sanumd Memories: Yanomami Ethnography in
Times of Crisis is in part a revision or translation of earlier work in English
or Portuguese. This work takes a bold approach to individual, ethnic, and
inter-ethnic identities as examined through cosmology and death. Ramos
approaches death from symbolic as well as political-historical perspec-
tives. For the Sanuma, a subgroup of Yanomami, life and death are inter-
penetrating and mutually productive: “The process that transforms an in-
fant into a child, a child into . . . old age [for the Yanomami] does not end
with death or with the reduction of the physical body to ashes” (p. 169; see
also Taylor 1976). Instead, the dead continue to impact the lives of the liv-
ing along the contours of a person’s passage through life. At death, an in-
dividual'’s spirit is freed from the body by cremation, and the ashes are rit-
ually ingested by the living. The spirit returns to the House of Dead Souls,
a reservoir of the unborn and the dead. Ramos describes the House as a
“memory bank . .., brimming with cosmological information and with es-
chatological resources that can be used and reused in a general and im-
personal way. This eschatological memory bank, at one and the same
time, stores up human spirits and recycles new Sanuma lives” (p. 171).

Ramos’s approach in Sanumd Memories utilizes various narrative
voices within a single scholarly work. One of the most original of these de-
vices is rumor as allegoric narrative. Ramos’s rendering of the rumored
death of a Maiongong man at the hands of a white man (p. 241) is accom-
plished by adapting notes from her 1974 field diaries into direct speech in
a theatrical format that includes seven acts, scenes, stage directions, and
intermissions. The approach is serious and well grounded yet playful.
Ramos casts the drama with sixteen characters, including the anthropolo-
gist-author, a U.S. missionary, and an inter-ethnic Yanomami-Maiongong
family. She refers to this enactment as “history . . . in farce and tragedy”
(p. 246).

Ramos calls the rumor an allegory of inter-ethnic worlds (p. 256)
whose central theme is death (p. 251). According to the rumor, a Maion-
gong man who lived among the Sanuméd Yanomami and adopted their
ways was killed by a white man. Unpacking the meanings and motives
within the subtexts of the rumor illustrates a history of mutual represen-
tations and inter-ethnic relations among the Maiongong, Yanomami, and
whites.

Ramos maintains that such rumors frequently accompany situa-
tions of social ambiguity and tension (see also Firth 1967). In her view, a
rumor indicates a failure in communication: “Ingenious artifacts that they
are, rumors are informal, improvised, and collective devices to ventilate
those moods that are bound to occur in touchy situations. Given their often
allegoric character, rumors have the capacity to bring out problems with-
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out risking serious conflicts, as might be the case if more direct and explicit
means of communication were used” (p. 257). Ramos explains, “By using
imagery that mixes the plausible and the improbable, the said and the un-
said, the rumor renders three-dimensional those implicit regions that are
normally flattened out by the conventions of everyday living” (p. 256).

Ramos regards a rumor as a form of “condensed narrative” (p. 256),
and she deciphers it to reveal layers of multiple meanings and emotive
contents that would not be expressed otherwise. Yet the point that the
rumor is the author’s reconstructed narrative rather than a naturally oc-
curring instance of speech raises questions about the appropriateness of a
methodology based in cojoining the social with the linguistic. Her choice
of the term decipherment suggests the unpacking of a linguistic code. Yet
the code under analysis is actually a recollection of an imagined event—a
rumor of a rumor, so to speak.

What is a rumor, and how may it be used analytically in the an-
thropological endeavor? A rumor is a semantic prototype in which the ex-
periences told are refracted, at odds with later information. A rumor thus
merges the actual with the possible. It frames and constructs a post hoc ac-
count of an alleged experience and supplies interpretation about that
talked-about experience. It is “a representation that ‘interprets itself’”
(p. 256; see also Clifford 1986). The rumor refracts but also illuminates,
shaped by the meanings, relations, and realities of a social world.

Historian Hayden White commented that because history is “frag-
mentary and always incomplete, historians have to make use of . . . the
constructive imagination . . . [of] what must have been the case” (1978, 83).
White elaborates, “A historical narrative is not only a reproduction of the
events reported in it, but a complex of symbols which gives us directions
for finding an icon of the structure of those events” (1978, 88). A rumor is
such an icon.

The “etic” anthropological paradigm is a dispassionate literary
form modeled on the tropes of the natural sciences. Ramos’s dramatiza-
tion of the rumor might appear to challenge empirical scholarship and the
assumptions on which “objective” ethnographic reporting is based. A
suggestion of this view is found in the title of Sanumd Memories. The post-
modern argument is that the texts of ethnographies are themselves prod-
ucts of the fictive capabilities of the narrative and the temporal and inter-
est constraints of recorder and recorded. A retrospective text is shaped by
memory, as much for the oral historian as for the anthropologist. And per-
haps for both, memory is shaped by forgetting. The anthropological text,
then, may itself be considered as “rumor”: a textual reconstruction at one
remove from its source, a representation ofa representation.

But if Ramos’s interpretation of rumor may be read as an attack on
traditional anthropological method, Ramos is not an epistemological rel-
ativist. She maintains a conventional partition separating an “objective re-
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ality” and a “perceived reality” (p. 257). As she explains, “Rather than
being ‘objective’ reports of something that happened, rumors are hyper-
bolic representations of a given reality as it is perceived by those who live
it” (p. 257). Ramos’s approach is reflexive insofar as she is part of the
events she recounts. But she does not abandon the possibility of a reality
that may be captured by a participating observer and communicated (al-
though altered) through the writing process.8

At the time of telling, a rumor is false. This one, however, eventu-
ally became true because the underlying structural relations and ethnic
tensions conveyed by the rumor were fundamentally accurate. Ramos ob-
serves, “Like an eerie prophecy;, it [the rumor] foretold Lourengo’s murder
by white men more than sixteen years before it happened” (p. 257). The
impact is effective not merely through the merging of distinct multivocalic
“historical” and “imaginative” discourses but because of the power of the
latter to convey the truths of the former and the related importance of the
interpenetration of genres.

During twenty-five years of responsible and concerned work
among the Yanomami, Ramos has witnessed increasing destruction and
disaster, particularly from diseases brought to the Yanomami by invading
gold miners. Her chronology begins with the military government of the
early 1970s, which targeted Amazonia for large development projects in
order to integrate the North and establish there a stable state presence.
One of the most ambitious programs was an extensive road network that
would link the North with the industrial South and with neighboring coun-
tries in the Amazon Basin. In this vast system of planned roadways, the
Perimetro Norte was intended to provide an east-west corridor that would
extend through Colombia and allow Brazil access to the Pacific. Construc-
tion began in 1973 but was discontinued in 1976 after fewer than 250 kilo-
meters of roadway had been cut. Most of this roadway was inside
Yanomami territory. The Perimetro Norte was a failure that led nowhere,
but it nonetheless “succeeded in depleting the southern portion of the
Yanomami population at an unprecedented rate” (p. 271). Federal develop-
ment in the north literally opened the way for a massive and uncontrolled
invasion into the Yanomami area by wildcat miners in search of gold. The
1980s and 1990s witnessed epidemics and violence that accompanied waves
of invasions by gold miners.® The road became a conduit of death.

8. For a different but related reflexive approach to Yanomami studies, see Michaels (1982).
9. For more on the invasions of Yanomami lands during the 1980s and 1990s, see Albert
(1990b, 1992, 1994), Davis (1979), Lizot (1976), Pinto (1989), Ramos and Taylor (1979), Ramos
and Taylor, eds. (1979), Santilli (1989), Sponsel (1981, 1994), Turner (1991), Turner and Kope-
nawa (1991), Weiss and Weiss (1993), and Arvelo-Jiménez and Cousins (1992). See also sev-
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Ramos describes the changing political dynamics from the 1960s,
when she began her fieldwork, through the 1990s. Her data conform to the
predictions of Ferguson’s model. Sanumé Yanomami moved from the for-
est interior to a mission on the Auaris River. As Ferguson would have pre-
dicted, the village was unusually large, with more than one hundred per-
sons. Ramos recognizes that the main reason for settling at this site was the
prospect of acquiring trade goods provided by missionaries in exchange
for services and food. Yanomami further away from mission centers re-
ceived Western goods only indirectly through trade with other Indians.

Deaths due to disease vastly outnumbered mortalities caused by
ax-fights, consigning the latter to a permanent place in the annals of the
anthropological imagination and drawing attention to the skewed priori-
ties of academicians. Ramos draws a historical parallel with the contem-
porary destruction of the Yanomami and the once thriving and populous
Tupian Tupinamba of the seventeenth century. She explains, “As the gold
rush expanded and more Yanomami perished, I had the disconcerting
fantasy of being aboard a time machine on a journey back to the seven-
teenth century from which I was forced to watch the massive collapse of
the coastal Tupinamba, a numerous indigenous population that was ex-
tinct before the eighteenth century dawned. Was it possible the Yanomami
were to be the Tupinamba of the twenty-first century? . . . This time, how-
ever, the plight of the Indians was being closely observed and reported by
both anthropology and the electronic media” (pp. xv—xvi).

History and Cosmology

In another Brazilian approach that mediates the interpretive with
the historic, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro takes up the question of Tupian
past and present, history and symbolism. From the Enemy’s Point of View:
Humanity and Divinity in an Amazonian Society is a meticulous and literate
translation by Catherine Howard from the Portuguese original, Araweté:
Deuses canibais (1986). This work responds to a series of paradigmatic ax-
ioms that launched anthropological debates of special pertinence to the
anthropology of Amazonia. Among them is the supposition of a single
symbolic macrostructure for all South American Indian societies, pro-
posed by Claude Lévi-Strauss (1963). The analytic procedure known as
“structuralism” assumed dual opposition as a universal principle, under-
lying all meaning and therefore fundamental to any interpretive process.

eral articles in the The New York Times by James Brooke: “In an Almost Untouched Jungle,
Gold Miners Threaten Indian Ways,” 18 Sept. 1990, p. C1; “Venezuela’s Policy for Brazil’s
Gold Miners: Bullets,” 16 Feb. 1992, p. A20; “Miners Kill 20 Indians in the Amazon,” 20 Aug.
1993, p. A10; “Attack on Brazilian Indians Is Worst since 1910,” 21 Aug. 1993, A3; and “Gold
Miners and Indians: Brazil’s Frontier War,” 7 Sept. 1993, p. A4.
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According to this schema, native South American societies and their tex-
tual products were perceived as “cold” or “closed,” meaning static and
ahistoric (Lévi-Strauss 1969). Following the dialectical program advanced
by Lévi-Strauss, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro considers critically the ahis-
toricity of this heritage while building on its structuralist methodology.
The analytic goal of From the Enemy’s Point of View is to construct an
Araweté concept of personhood by drawing together themes from social
organization, shamanism, cosmology, and the collected chronicles of Eu-
ropeans who reported on early Tupian life.

Viveiros de Castro carries out an “experiment” in the Lévi-Strauss
tradition with the intent of demonstrating the logical synthesis that con-
nects retrospectively a small remnant population of Tupian Araweté in cen-
tral Brazil back to a thriving Tupian culture complex from the sixteenth
century. The final analytic operation places Tupian cosmology in a larger
comparative context of South American cultures, differentiating rather than
subsuming them into a superordinate South American conceptual system.

At the heart of this approach lies an important critique of the rep-
resentation of society as bounded and interiorized: Lévi-Strauss’s “closed
society.” Viveiros de Castro brings to bear on this argument the conceptu-
alization and symbolism associated with Araweté cannibalism. He re-
ports, “the souls of the dead are devoured by cannibal deities who then re-
suscitate them from bone. In so doing, the dead become immortal, like
gods, and human destiny is a process of ‘Other-becoming’” (pp. 253-54).
Thus for the Araweté, person and society are inherently open and in tran-
sition, where death is the structuring locus of Araweté identity and cos-
mology, “the event that throws into motion society and person” (p. 254).
In this scheme, it is the dead who animate the living, and death becomes
the “productive event.”

It is perhaps not coincidental that death is found at the center of a
profound and moving Brazilian anthropological literature on Amazonian
indigenous peoples. The Tupian language family, of which the Araweté
are a remnant group, comprised one of the most numerous populations in
pre-Columbian lowland South America. Their numbers were quickly re-
duced in the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries as Europeans colo-
nized the Brazilian coast. The Tupian Araweté eluded white society until
1976. Constricted by the expanding frontier of the Trans-Amazon High-
way, they appeared at a government “attraction post” on the Ipixuna trib-
utary of the Xingu River, some hundred miles south of the town of Al-
tamira in northern Para. Fully a third of the population died in 1976 and
1977. By 1982 only 136 Araweté survivors remained, all living at the Ipix-
una post. Of the many connecting threads that demonstrate the logic of
Araweté cosmology, cannibalism, and personhood, the most poignant is
that linking death as actual and Death as conceptual.

Both Viveiros de Castro (the most symbolic-interpretive) and Fergu-
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son (the least symbolic-interpretive) present events as real rather than imag-
ined and as “found” rather than constructed. Despite a crucial difference
over what is supportive “evidence” of the arguments at hand, the narrative
in each study represents a construction at great remove from the original.
Each resulting narrative, whether scientific or symbolic, is a mimesis of
events selected, categorized, and groomed for academic argument. The
process is a cannibalistic one in which events are processed, transforming
the dead into words and thus endowing them with immortality as they are
consumed or read. Transparency is sacrificed to narrative quality.

Language and History

Anthropologists of diverse viewpoints would probably agree that
rigor in data collection and transparency in reasoning are critical to any
and all processes of scholarly discourse through which a cultural truth is
approximated. In this regard, a powerful and promising instrument for
representational data has appeared in the discourse approach. In this ap-
proach, well exemplified in the works of Ellen Basso and Janet Hendricks,
what is said becomes the object of analysis. The endeavor builds on foun-
dations established in interactional sociolinguistics, conversational analy-
sis, and the ethnography of communication.10

For example, The Last Cannibals: A South American Oral History, the
most recent in a trilogy of books by Basso on Kalapalo narrative, applies
the paradigm of discourse analysis to interpretations of Kalapalo history
(see also Basso 1973, 1985, 1987). Basso uses nine texts recorded in the
Upper Xingt of Brazil between 1967 and 1982 (and translated by her from
the original Kalapalo) to address the role of language in death, memory,
and history.

As these tales document and this essay reiterates, history is a dis-
course concerning the dead of war and their relations with the living. In
recounting stories of warfare, enemies, and cannibals, the Kalapalo tales
ostensibly describe a prior period in the lives of the Kalapalo, allowing
them to distinguish themselves from violent others and a violent past. In
contrast to their “fierce neighbors,” such as the club-carrying speakers of
Gé, the restrained Kalapalo characterize themselves as a people who fight
only “with words” (p. 15).

The Kalapalo tales illustrate the fundamental role of violence as a

10. Anthropological linguists take as their unit of analysis actual conversational turns
within sequences rather than isolated utterances. The method of recording everyday inter-
actions through video or audio tape recordings and then analyzing a stream of talk emerged
from several sources: the empirical traditions of conversational analysis (for one example,
see Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 1974); sociology (Garfinkle 1967, 1972; Goffman 1961); and
other ethnographic methodologies that value the attempt to capture behavior faithfully with
a minimum of external intervention.

179

https://doi.org/10.1017/50023879100035809 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100035809

Latin American Research Review

boundary-marking event. Basso observes, “In warrior biographies, a con-
trast is first developed between the hero’s local community and some
nearby hostile group, variously called . . . ferocious . . ., stinking . . .,
treacherous . . . [or] club-carrying cannibals” (p. 20). Violence as practiced
by one group against another or against an insider who has gone against
his or her own dramatizes inclusion and exclusion, the human commu-
nity and its delimitations (see Collins 1974). What is remarkable is that the
war stories recounted in this volume reflect an ideological shift in the
boundaries that delineate the moral community over time.

Thirty years ago, the Carib-speaking Kalapalo were removed to
Brazil’s showcase indigenous reserve, the Parque Indigena do Xingt in Cen-
tral Brazil, where they were brought into proximity with formerly hostile
groups. Basso demonstrates how an ideology and a discourse of reconcilia-
tion were constituted over time. After initially perceiving the new neighbors
as dangerous adversaries requiring the community to defend itself with fe-
rocious aggression against potential advances, the same neighbors were
eventually recognized as sharing commonalities. The Kalapalo category
angikogo, translated by Basso as “fierce,” shifted the parameters of reference
as new allegiances formed and the distinctions between one’s own com-
munity and those of former strangers and enemies became blurred.

Today there are no palisaded villages, no violent battles, no torture
of captives, no cannibalism, no grotesque mutilations, and no trophy taking.
Even so, depictions of killing, torture, and mutilation abound as compelling
devices in Kalapalo narratives. To Basso’s abhorrence, warriors and feuds
continue to be some of the most frequent topics in Kalapalo narratives. I
would suggest that violence is dramatically powerful because it entails a vi-
olation of integrities—both individual and social—that are essential to
group participation and definition. Basso emphasizes individuality and
moral choice in the construction of a dynamic native South American his-
tory: “What we learn from Kalapalo stories about the past is that some [who
were] . .. involved in warfare attempted to alter the patterns of raiding, kid-
napping, and cannibalistic blood feuding . . . so as to redefine themselves
and their enemies as members of a single moral community” (p. 21).

Central to the processual character of Kalapalo narrative is its in-
ternal and external dialogicality. Rather than being centered in a mono-
logic narrator whose voice justifies and authenticates norms, Kalapalo
story-telling involves a narrator and a listener-respondent who partici-
pates actively. More important, the genre is “internally dialogic” (Basso
1986), with portions of speech allocated to different spokespersons, pro-
ducing a voice-within-a-voice or a quoted frame within the text. Basso in-
terprets the use of quotation as a form of verification, as when a “witness”
is called on as a spokesperson. I would note that an alternative use of at-
tribution, observed among the Tukanoan Wanano, is to distance the
speaker from the message of the quoted passage (Chernela 1993).
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Another example of the potential for a “discourse-centered ap-
proach” to the study of culture and history is Janet Wall Hendricks’s To
Drink of Death: The Narrative of a Shuar Warrior. Like Basso, Hendricks starts
with the idea that culture is constituted and transmitted through specific
speakers. To this end, she takes up the autobiographic narrative of Tukup,
a Shuar warrior and shaman of wide repute.

Tukup’s narrative is a self-consciously conceived oral history that is
itself a commentary on the performer-speaker. Tukup uses a mode of his-
torical representation that shares the characteristics of a chronicle and uti-
lizes both realistic and narrative forms. The central organizing principle
of his narrative is his own life from the retrospective of the moment of
speaking. Performing purposefully before Hendricks’s tape recorder, the
autobiographical narrator is constructed as important locally as well as to
a broad potential readership. Hendricks supplies relevant contextual data
to flesh out these narratives and render them understandable to the
reader. The ethnographer makes plausible and cohesive a series of indi-
vidual autobiographical “stories” that are themselves congeries of “facts”
that have been processed, interpreted, and packaged for the listening au-
dience—including the anthropologist.

Lévi-Strauss proposed in 1969 that warfare was the negation of ex-
change. Tukup’s narrative, however, suggests the contrary. Feuding may
be regarded as a kind of exchange mode or dialogue between families who
send and receive reciprocal messages of hostile actions, a subset of the
larger category of communicative exchange.l® Tukup, who is related to
both the Shuar and their former enemies the Achuar,12 is thus a significant
connector of boundaries who carefully orchestrates and manipulates his
separate affiliations. His narrative demonstrates the way that principles
of reciprocity are applied to the exchange of deaths in warfare and retal-
iatory raiding. The narrative justifies killing as a means of rectifying an in-
herited imbalance that is corrected by trading in deaths:

If my son killed someone,
I, the elder,

would I not be killed?
Yes. (Pp. 272-73)

Tukup’s is an economy of war that persists because it is justified on
the grounds of imbalance. But what appears as an eternal imbalance of
mortality can be overturned when a balance is declared. Only an assess-
ment of equity is capable of producing peace. The factors that contribute
to the decision and timing to end a feud are complex because any ongoing
accounting can be declared in balance with ample argumentation:

11. For a different approach to warfare as a form of exchange, see Chernela (1993).
12. For general discussions of Shuar and Achuar culture, see Harner (1973) and Descola
(1994).
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They killed us.

They killed just one man.

They killed two women.

Indeed then, they killed only one man.
Then, we ourselves

we killed a man.

And again

we killed a man.. ..

And we killed so many.

we both killed each other equally . . .
Thus we finished each other. (Pp. 282-83)

Violence is the most prominent theme in Tukup’s narrative. Except
for a brief sequence in which he recounts founding a Shuar center that
bears his name (p. 289), his narrative is almost entirely devoted to feuding
expeditions. Stories of violence compel listeners long after the practice of
violence has been diminished. Incidences of warfare between the Shuar
and Achuar dramatically declined in the mid-1960s, due primarily to mis-
sionary influence and the formation in 1964 of an autonomous Shuar Fed-
eration in southeastern Ecuador. But Hendricks reports that killing con-
tinues to be viewed as an appropriate means of settling disputes. The
traditional motives for fighting—competition over women and accusa-
tions of witchcraft—have now been expanded to include disputes over
land and cattle. Her data speak to Ferguson’s broad thesis but supply the
argument with needed complexity and precision.

Tukup’s autobiographic narrative may provide significant insights
into Shuar warfare from the point of view of one of the last surviving war-
riors, but Hendricks’s more significant point is that the stories contained
in a narrative reveal more about the speaker than about the way the world
is. A central goal of To Drink of Death is “to discover the subjective point of
view in. .. recreating his [Tukup’s] experiences for an audience. One of the
difficulties in this task is that the individual is shaped by culture so that
individual meanings become blurred with cultural meanings” (p. 28).

In taking up the importance of individual contributions in historic
representation, Hendricks’s scholarship departs from traditional anthro-
pological approaches to narrative. Hendricks shares with Western histori-
ans a sense of the significance of the speaker as an individual, whose sub-
jective meanings, intentions, perceptions, interests, goals, interpretations,
and representations must all be taken into account. But whereas Western
historians have necessarily been concerned with the writings of individu-
als, the focus of anthropology has been on that which is collective. While
social historians rely on data derived from the written manuscripts of in-
dividuals, ethnographers transcribe audio recordings of naturally occur-
ring speech in which individual contribution is often obscured.
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Language and the Production of History

Who makes culture? Who or what causes it to change? And how is
change perceived? Taking speech as the locus of culture and culture
change, the works of Basso and Hendricks utilize discourse to offer a new
historical and ethnological synthesis for considering native South Ameri-
can society. The works address questions concerning the creative influ-
ences and emergent processes that contribute to a dynamic notion of cul-
ture as produced and reproduced by language.

Basso’s and Hendricks’s studies weave together several strands of
discourse theory in utilizing the tools of linguistics to capture the transi-
tions, formations, and transformations of culture in time. Through a
methodology centered on the act of listening, Basso’s and Hendricks’s
works illustrate the extent to which history is representational, created in
the practice of talk, and dependent on the perspective of the speaker. The
methodology provides an approach to culture as an ever-changing phe-
nomenon.

Basso’s and Hendricks’s approaches to discourse mainly follow
those of Hayden White (1978), Joel Sherzer (1987), and Gregory Urban
(1991) (see also Sherzer and Urban 1986). Historian Hayden White con-
tributed to the breakdown of the distinction between the “myths” of non-
literate peoples and “factual representations” of Western histories. The
discourse-centered approach of Urban and Sherzer has built on the socio-
linguistics of Erving Goffman, John Gumperz, Dell Hymes, and William
Labov but emphasizes morphological features (the medium, not the mes-
sage) as communicative in their own right.13

History and Cannibalism

As anthropology finds itself at the juncture of modernization, peo-
ples formerly portrayed by its scribes as “outside” or “without history”
are now regarded as producers of history. The different approaches re-
viewed here, being of and about the dead, illustrate how different ob-
servers and participants construct the fundamentally human issues of
killing and dying, creating history and individual identity through re-
membering the dead and constructing or formulating a relation between
the dead and the living. In so doing, these authors model not just the past
but the present and the future.

The making of history may be described as a gastronomic process
or “endocannibalism” in which a speaker or writer consumes the past and
produces it anew as “history.” Authorship is either recalled or erased, de-

13. See Goffman (1961, 1976), Gumperz (1971, 1982a, 1982b), Gumperz and Hymes (1964,
1972), Hymes (1962, 1964, 1971, 1974), and Labov (1970).
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pending on custom and circumstance. The retrospective text will reveal
the vantage point of the speaker, while the dialogic of speaker-listener (or
writer-reader) recreates the present and transforms a group’s identity in
the world. The process is a kind of “ethnophagy” in which a people cre-
ates itself through memory, language, interpretation, and invention.

Each of the works reviewed here, in taking as the vehicle of its the-
sis one focal problem in lowland South American ethnology, considers the
question of history in small-scale societies that lack written historic docu-
mentation. Each of the treatments exemplifies a prevailing approach within
the contested arena of anthropological authority. Ferguson’s “etic” approach,
Ramos’s interactive approach, Viveiros de Castro’s interpretive approach,
and Basso’s and Hendricks’s discourse approach all represent refinements
and advancements within a disputed field.

To bring meaning to a chain of events is as much a goal of Tukup’s
narrative as of those of Viveiros de Castro, Ferguson, and Ramos. Each ac-
count is a well-made story with great temporal depth and breadth of sub-
ject matter. The authors distinguish between events worthy and unworthy
of reporting, as they collapse difference into similarity and find cause in
sequences of events to persuade the reader to accept a moral or pedagog-
ical position. Each author attempts to persuade by argumentation and
draws on evidence to substantiate or convince. But the questions consid-
ered by each author and the relevance of what is considered “evidence”
differs among them.

Each author positions herself or himself vis-a-vis the subject matter
as proximate or distant. Ferguson, exemplifying the “etic behaviorist
school,” and Tukup, the autobiographic Shuar warrior, share certain sim-
ilarities in narrative. Each selects evidence of what is “seen” and “heard”
to convince the listener-reader of the argument. In Ferguson’s account, the
furthest from the events in time and space, facts are presented as though
they “speak for themselves” or “stand alone.” In this “absence” of a nar-
rator, the author gains authority. Least credence is awarded to Tukup be-
cause as an actor in his own narrative, his interest is foregrounded.
Tukup’s account, based on his own observations and participation, is con-
sidered the least objective.

For Ferguson and other proponents of the etic school, the event is
prior to and separate from the act of remembering. In etic studies of
Yanomami violence, data derive from the accounts of Westerners whose
observations of the Yanomami have been inscribed in their own historical
narratives. These accounts are considered more reliable than the spoken
statements of representatives of cultures because, according to the eticists,
a society will pay the high “cost” of death in the form of motivating and
obfuscating ideological constructs.

For other anthropologists, the objects of investigation are the pub-
licly and collectively endorsed models that societies produce in order to
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make sense of their own situations. Basso’s and Hendricks’s methodology
of “listening” may be contrasted with a methodology that rests on “ob-
servation.” In the discourse-centered approach, the subject of analysis is the
event as it exists in and through the performance of speech: what is said
is the artifact of the event and the focus of analysis. The problem is how
individuals reconstruct the dead and the past, and in so doing, how they
make history. With Basso and Hendricks, readers learn of death, dying,
and killing from the point of view of the victors and victims. In their ex-
amples, warfare is a talked-about and highly personalized violence, em-
bodying communicational and ritual aspects absent in the battles between
states. It is the attitude toward death of a people for whom death is always
at one’s shoulder.

Fierce Talk

The textual language of anthropologists —a “metacode” (a code
about codes) used to communicate “findings” to colleagues—necessarily
collapses difference into a constructed similitude. Social groups and ac-
tions, including fights with and without axes, are organized into sets to
achieve coherency of argument and minimize differences among them.

For example, Yanomami violence falls within the category of war-
fare, according to Ferguson, because of the structured pattern of inter-
group antagonism (p. 11). Ferguson accepts the accurateness of the char-
acterization of “fierceness” and uses the terms war and warfare independent
of the scale of phenomena described. Angikogo in Kalapalo, translated as
“fierce” by Basso, refers to a specific set of characteristics that may not nec-
essarily correspond to the representations of fierceness maintained by
other groups, including Westerners or Yanomami.

When the brothers Orlando and Cldudio Villas-Boas established
the Xingu National Park in 1961 by grouping together diverse native peo-
ples, they contributed to the distinction between “fierce” and “friendly”
by using these terms to label communities on the basis of their reputation
for aggression toward Westerners. Are the usages of “fierce” by the
Yanomami, the Kalapalo, and Westerners equivalent?

For Tukup and a number of Kalapalo speakers who have been lis-
tened to closely, fierceness appears to be a posturing, a form of “fierce
talk.” The performance of fierce talk may not require fierce acts in the pres-
ent, as the Kalapalo and Shuar cases show, but it is impassioned by the
litany of recollections and reconstructions of death and dying, cannibal-
ism, and mutilation. The spectacle of violence, ostensibly intended to dis-
tance and repel, also attracts listeners, as stories of violence continue to
compel them. Through these tales, acts of violence are ingested and incor-
porated by the attentive audience. The talk of violence thus delineates dis-
tances and proximities, identities and allegiances as it occurs.
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In the discourse approach, two fundamental problems are con-
fronted: the production of culture and the production of the anthropolog-
ical narrative. Addressing both issues has become crucial in contempo-
rary anthropology. Focusing on the words and figures of speech employed
by speakers to talk about their own situations may bridge in part the la-
cuna that plagues anthropological description and analysis. By including
as much material in closely worked translation as possible and by paying
greater attention to the translation process, the discourse approach at-
tempts to make the data and the interpretation more transparent.

Death is indisputably the most natural of phenomena. Yet we can-
not contemplate death without meaning, nor meaning without context. In
this sense, death and memory are mutually engendering. Death may be a
subject of narrative plot development, but death itself undergoes change as
the historic circumstances of the speakers are altered over time. Death is
thus morphologically key to any social or historic construction. The retro-
spective text is a House of the Dead brimming with potential as the agency
of the dead continues via the meanings and powers attributed to them.

Conclusion

The anthropological performance, like that of the oral historian,.
places conflict at the center of narrative, attempting to manage mortality
through language and memory. What is at stake on the anthropological
battleground is nothing less than a violation of integrities. A collapse of
boundaries between the disciplines of history and anthropology, between
linguistics and anthropology as well as other recent mergers and acquisi-
tions result in new syntheses that threaten former alignments.

Like the Kalapalo, anthropologists wage their wars with words, de-
marcating ideological boundaries and group affiliation through violent
reciprocal exchange. But paradigms, in not sharing the same sets of as-
sumptions, are not corrigible or reconcilable across frameworks (Kuhn
1962). As the examples presented here illustrate, the dispute over para-
digms will not be resolved, nor can it be because practitioners do not agree
on assumptions, baseline criteria for evaluation, evidence, or goals. Thus
no evaluation process can exist external to a theoretical program. Each
may be evaluated only in terms relevant to the question at hand, the co-
herence of the argument, and the logic of the argument, according to the
assumptions and goals of the framework within which it is set.

The present debate within anthropology has been described as “an
experimental moment” (Marcus and Fisher 1986). Some have speculated
that a paradigm shift within a discipline may be discerned through the
presence of a crisis (measured by degree of resistance and debate) that re-
sults when new approaches are introduced. If this is the case, anthropol-
ogy indeed may be in the grips of a paradigmatic revolution. The ap-
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proaches presented here, in demonstrating several new syntheses that in-
troduce dynamism into formerly static or “closed” approaches to lowland
South American anthropology, contribute to the ongoing dialogue within
a heterodox and heteroglossic modern anthropology.
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