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ETHNOLOGY BRAZILIAR STVYLE

Alcida Rita Ramos

Introduction

To write abbut the work of our colleagues and our own is never
an easy task, not only beccause of the close involvement with the
subjectumattef,-but also because in characterizing someone else's
writings, there.is always the risk of misunderstandings, distortions,
omissions and other injustices. What follows is. the personal view of
comeone who haslbeen conducting indigerious studies since the 1960s,
and has, therefore, her own understanding of the field. My reading
of ethnological production in Brazil will prébably differ from that
of my Brazilian colleagues, and will certainly be different from
that of foreign ethnclogists. But, being totally immersed in the

.ethnological community of the country, I could never pretend to pose

"as an impartial observer.

The rcason I propose this exercise is twofold; one is to present
to a non-Brazilian audience some of the features of ethnographic
work done .in Brazil; the other is to address the question of the

social responsibility of ethnographers in their actions and writings

regarding the peoples they study.

It is not my intention to dq-assurvey of the literéture on
Brazilian Indians; this has been compeiently done by several people,
‘among them, Baldus (1954, 1968), his successor Hartmann (1984), and

Melatti (1982, 1984), Nor is it to exhaust the Tield of personal

styles and biographies of specific anthropologists, even if I have

to focus on one or two major figures in the field. What I want to

do is emphasize some aspects of Brazilian ethnography that give it

specificity and identity. Perhaps much of what is said here is sheer
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wishful thiﬁking or, at times, also an exprcssion of frus;ration and
dissatisfaction. Be that as it may, ethnology should be practiced
with a dose of passion and that, I feel, is not lacking in Brazil.
Perhaps our northern readers will have to make a certain
mental effort to catch the implied rather than explicit tone of our
discourse. Being outspoken is not one of the most salient features
of Brazilianness. But it can be, I hope, an interesting ethnographic
experience of its cwn, a sort of "fusion of horizons' without
falling into the trap of confusion of premises., Some of the local
color will necessarily be lost in the translation into the English
mode of thinking, but the effort to communicate with a foreign
audience will perhaps force me to make more explicit certain
thoughts that might otherwise never come out of the narrow space

between the lines.

rthos, style, and involvement

Ethnographic studies of indigenous'societies in Brazil have
followed different trends, depending basically on whether the
etnographer is a Brazilian or a foreigner. As HMelatti (1982) has
alreaﬁy pointed out, foreign anthropologists have mostly focused on
aspects of culture and social organization, whereas Brazilian
anthropologiSts have tended to concentratp on the subject of contact
and its implications to the indigenous peoples. This, of coufse,
being the main trend, has its counter-examples (see Graeve 1976 as
T an exémple of a foreigner dealing with contact, and Viertler 1976;
Melatti i977, 1978, 1979: Da siatta 1976, 1979; Viveiros de Castro
1986 as some examples of Brazilians handling "“traditional? culture).

Most ethnographies written by nqn—Braz;lians limit the
information on the contact situation of the Indian groups in
guestion to a brief-histofical description which accompanies

brackground data provided to contextualize the analyses that
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constitute the main body of the work., It does not mean that these
ethnographers,.as if unaware of the politics of contact, are in
search of the %cultural purity"® of Brazilian Indians. It is rather,
or so it seems to me; the theoretical interests they develop in their
own academic milieu at homg which orient them-to first seleét topics
and then indigenous groups to match. These tdpics may rénge from
submerged symbolic lineages, to the sociél role cof music, to concepts
of privacy, to the carrying capacity affecting an indigenous economy.
All of these things can be treated -- and ofteﬁ are —-- without
reference to the inequality of interethnic relations which nowadays
weilghs on all Indian groups on the continent, not just in Brazil.
There is something uncomfortably false in disregarding this pervasive
fact, for no matter how "neutral® the reséarch topic may be, it is
impossible to ignore the imposing‘fact that there is no longer an
"isolated tribe" énywhcre. An indigenous society can be, and should
be, studied from a variety of angles, but to pretend that the
consequences of contact can be conveniently bracketed out is to
create an anthropological illusion., |

The privileged focus of Brazilian ethncology on interethnic
relations is, like most things, linked ﬁo a specific social interest
and hiétorical conteﬁt. It is associated with an attitude of political
commitment to the defense of the rights of the peoples studied.
Natural as this interest may seem to us, it‘has, nevertheless, produced-
a certain puzzlement, if not discomfort, on the-parf of foreign
cclleagues, éither because they prefer not to be sucked into Te
professionally dangerous meanders of political hassléé,ror because
they feel.fhat one cannot do both well at the same time.. For -
instance,” in a paper presented at the Work Group on Indigenous Policy
during the Fifth Annual keeting of ANPOCS (Associacao Naéional de
Fés—Graduagéo € Pesquisa em Ciéncias Sociais), Anthony Seeger (1981)
expressed his perplexity at -the apparently impossible tasik of

comoining academic resecarch with political involvement, and his
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doubts as_to whether both could be done egually well.

Such impossibility is more apparent than real. On the one hand,
research topiés suchr as mythology or ritual might be examined as if
the whites did not exist, as if the Indians were in a pure state of
social isolation. But even here it would regquire a great effort of
abstraction to pretend that contact has not affected the symbolic
realms of indigenous life. The result would amount to something
verging on ethnographic mystification, Even when Brazilian
anthropologists dedicate months or years of their lives collecting
and analysing data on kinship, myths, spiritual worlds, or other
supposedly "cold" issues, the treatment done to these topics 1is
underlined with the more or less visible influence of interethnic
contact. On the other hand, these same anthropologists avre repeatedly
called upon to participate, in a variety of ways, in the defense of.
indigenousQrights (1). They are not allowed (even though sometimes
they have so wished) to be left in the peace and quiet of their
academic offices. Some of the working time that might be spent in
theoretical thinking or in sharpening methodological tools is put
into polifical action. This loss, however, can be compensated for by
an increase in sensitivity, maturity, and commitment to profqundly
serioﬁs human iséues.

Some themes are more directly related to a political stance than
others, Indian-white contact being one of them. In sucn cases, part
and parcel of the ethnographic investigation is the position the
researcher talkkes and the Indians havelcome to expect and
increasingly demand. The Black Panther adage of the sixties in the
United States can now be applied to many a casc in indigenous Brazil:
vou're either part of the solution, or yocu'ire part of the problem.
Scientific neutrality, either in the name of rigor in rescarch or of
impotence in politics, is beihg less and less tolerated by both the

ethnographeris peers and his Indian hosts (2).
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dMoreover, intensive fieldwork amcng an indigenous society or,

for that mattcr, any other human group, is never devoid of

involvemwnt. Gift-giving, working with preferred informants,

answering questions about our own societly and other bits of constant
interaction put the ethnographer in the middle of an unavoidable

political scene, subtle as it may seem, and whether he wants it or

not. To take this fact into consideration for purposes of the
research is the cfuéial point here; it depends on theoretical
interests, professional style, personal sensitivity, a greater or
smaller degree aflpolitical naivete (3). Even the superb ethnography
of Evans-Pritchard suffers from the insufficient attention the
author paid to the nature of his involvement with the Nuer as an
Englishman, and to the political strain under which those pecople
were living ét_the time of his fieldwork. Some puzzling aspects of
The Nuer, such as the role of prophets, are the_result of his silence
dn this matter. e |

There is no purely academic research;.what theré is is tﬁe
rhetorical possibility and personal inclination to ex cludc from one's
written works the interactive, political, moral or ethical aspects of
fieldwork. By the same token, ensagemcnt in political issues
regafding Indian policﬁ, time-consuming as it can be at times
(writing up documents, accompanying Indians to Congress, to
governmental offices or elsewhere, excruciatingly long and convoluted

‘discussions wtll into the night), is not exactly a digression from a

SCientiiically oriented program of work. No science exists in a
social vacuum, much less so in the case of ethnology. Furtnermore, if
we take this kind of engagement as being itself a subject of

anthropological fhinking, then the -apparent ”schizophrénia“ point out
by Seeger becomes a perfectly valid course of profesgional action, in
that observers and observed are both seen as actors and agents in the

same scenario. After all, "in writing an ethnography, it is the

ethnographer.himseif who constructs it, who chooses the tone, and
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shapes it to his own image, whether he admits it or not. He is an

integral part of it.

U W e

Seeger raised an interesting point, but it shbuld e examined

1 - more closely, as there are some specific aspects of ethnographic
research in Brazil which come into the picture and may not have

E counterparts in other anthropoiogy producing countries., This would

? make an interesting research topic of its own. But before that is
done, it may be a bit prematube to judge whether or not it is
possible to succeed in both academic and activist endeavors, 0One

} thing is certain. Practically every ethnologist in Brazil, in one
way or another, has some sort of involvement with the destiny of the

(4)

country's indigenous peoples , which reflects on the character of

A P

his research, his choice of topics, of theoretical approaches,
i fieldwork strategies, and ethnographic writings.

There are, of course, many foreign anthropblogists deeply

involved with the defense of indigenous’ rights. Their concern is no
less strong or effective than that of their Brazilian colleagues,

The point I am trying to make, in response to Seegeris challenge, is

that, unlike Brazilian ethneologists, North American and British
{ anthropologists have a tendency to make the option: they either stay
j | ‘n academia and practice human rights in the interstices of their
; professional time, if at all,-or they give up academic careers to
dedicate themselves full-time to advocacy work. Ih'Brézil, putting
. together academic duties and the practice of social responsibility is
not only frequent, but highly desirable and expected by the |
anthropological community as a whole., It is possible that thé'natﬁre
of academic work in Brazil is such that it.permits greater freedom of
action than in the anthropological environments of the Anglo-Saxon
world, This, however, would not be enough to make fhe difference(B).
How has this Brazilian ethnological ethos come about ? What are
the historical and social ingredients that combined to produce this

style of anthropology or, more specifically, of indigenous ethnology ?

IdEe i b A T
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In her characterization bf the brand of anthropology.that is
practiced in Brazil, Mariza.Peiréno (1881) traces'the birth of the
discipline to the roots of the modernist movement of the 1320s and
the effort to build a Brazilian nation. The responsibility of the
intellectuals waé to construct a naticnal idcntity based on what was
native®. Artists, writers, sociologists, and other thinkers'did not
simply produce work for their own individual satisfaction or for the
advancement of science as such. Their production was motivated and
oriented around a civil responsibility vis—a—vis the consolidation or
a well defined nationality. Each one worked as a citizen,
contributing something to the new nation. Anthropology appeared and
blossomed in this context. But, while participatiﬁg in the broader
nation-building effort, early anthropologists also tock pains to
differentiate themselves from their fellow-humanists by creating a
discipline of their own based on that privileged source of
nativeness, the Indians. For nearly seventy years, the anthropologist
as citizen (Peirano 1885) has been a national flgure( ).

At the root of the humanistic flavoring of Brazilian anthropolégy
is the inspiration cof its founding fathers in early twentieth century.
Whereas in BEritain and elsewhere the first anthropologists were
mostlj physicists, ‘medical doctors, expcrlmental psychologists and

other representatives of the hard sciences, bringing with them a

baggage of scientistic assumptions and expectations, in Brazil,

“cultural anthropology sprang from a tradition common to philosophers,

writers, and other humanists; as Peiranc points out, It is true that
other professionals, such as medical doctors, adopted anthropology,
both physical and cultural. But. I think it is fair to say,
contemporary Brazilian anthropology retains very few signs of theilr
influence, apart from sparse.contributions to the ethnography of a
limited number of Indian or rural peoplés. The principal mode of
anthropological thinking in the country has no affinity with the

exact sciences. We might trace a parallel with the development of
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ethnology in Trance in tne 19008 which was deeply influenced by the

surrealist movement (Clifford 1581). Perhaps Pascal's famousg

distinction -- esprit de geometrie versus esprit de finesse -- might

well be an apt impressionistic image to nortray the respective
anthropologioél worlds in Anglo-American and in Latin traditions.

This humanistic slant of anthropology in Brazil, and the
recurrent social involvement of its professionals, may be due to yet
another factor, that is, the fact that Rrazil has been a colonized
country for four centuries both before and after political
independence from Portugal. Such colonization is not simply a matter
of econcmic dependence. It'also -- and perhaps most importantly --
involves the hegemony of Euro-American ideas, attitudes, and fashions
which, directly or indirectly, invade the minds of the population of
countries such as Erazil which, in this respect, is no different from
other Latin American nations.

Along with such imposition, come€s the reaction to it in the form
of a posture critical of things hegemonic. It is not surprising that
this condition of colonized has shaped a style of social‘thinking
proper to Brazilian intelligentsia. Much of the intellectual effort
of social scientists has been devoted to dissect and understand the
historical character, the poliﬁical twists and turns, and the social
.aplications of such predicament. This critical posture, often but
not always of marxist inspiration, has had the effect of departing
from the positivist style of North American or British social sciences.
Brazilian anthropology, having grown up in very close contact with the
other social sciences that have a strong tradition of being highly
politicized, has been influenced by the same spirit. That does nbt
mean that positivism is foreign to Brazilian social sciences, but when
it is there, it is heavily shaded with other colors and other
influences (Velho 1982),

The cngagement of Brazilian anthropologists in things political
does not jeopardize their concern for rigorous academic worik. The

cuality of this work, as anywhere else in the world, vari€s with
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individuals and with institutions, but . the overall picture is that

anthropolegy in Brazil meets international standards of quality while

maintaining its own flavor. We court various influences and

inspirations, but are faithful to none. We speak the lingua franca of
anthropological theory, but retain our own thick and recognizable
accent. | .

In cohtemporary Brazilian anthropeology, it is the Indian issﬁe
which is the main focus of political attention, even though
ethnologists dedicated to indigenous studies are but a minority in
the profession. ¥Why should this be ?

Of all the concrete objects of Brazilian anthropological research,
indigenous societies are the best representatives of "Otherness*. In
studying aﬁ_Indian group, the ethnologist does not have Lo create a
methodologically desired distance; as 1s the case with work among
peasants, urban dwellers or other segments of the national society.
This.distance, guaranteed by different historical processes and
traditions, facilitates the ethnologistis. wori by reducing the
interference that too much fTamiliarity witn the object may produce.
Thus, political involvement in the Indian cause is not so completely
woven into one's own personal life (aé is, for instance, the case
of a feminist studying feminism or a homosexual studying the gay
movement) as to impair the critical sense that is necessary for
analysis. .

Yet, Brazilian Indians are our Others, they are part of our
country, they constitute an important ingredient in thc process of
building our nation, they represent one of our ideoclogical mirrors
reflecting our frustrations, vanities, ambitions, and'power fantasies,
Ve do not regard them as so complcﬁely exotic, remote or arcane, as
to make them intolliteral 'objects”. Their humanity is neverlost on
us, their predicament is our historical guilt, their destiny is as

much theirs as it is ours.
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I am not saying ithat ethnologists who study Indians are the only
professionals ehgaged in human rights activities in Brazil, nor that
Indians are the only szctor of the country's population to deserve

that sort of attention. What I am arguing is that the Indian question

.1s a particularly privileged field for the exercise of the twofold

project of academic work and political action. For indigenous peoples
are the most dramatic example of being oppressed for being different
and, as we never miss a chance to emphasize, cultural differences and
social diversity are the soul stuff or vital principle of
anthropology.

In the field of Indiaﬁ studies, anthropologists find a political
cause which is all the more worthy of fighting for, the deeper one
goes into the wunderstanding of the indigenous worlds. Of course, the
understanding one gains is proportional to one's dedication to
systematic ethnographic investigation, an investigation that should
cover as much cultural ground as it is possible to cover, including
the not so explicity politicél spheres of their lives. The experience
~f several of us has shown that there is a correlation between soli
ethnographic work and cffectual political action, not only because of
accumulated knowledge, but also due to the authority that such
xnowledge confers, |

I shall now try to identify some features of ethnographic
research in Brazil and show the role they play in the shaping of
indigenous studies. I must again insist that this is not an
exhaustive survey‘of the field, but rather my own view of it,-focusing
on some contributions Brazilian anthropologists have made'to'both
anthropological theory and to a better understanding of Indian
problems.

In Brazil as anywhere eclse where anthropology has been
¢stablished as an ongoing academic interest, fieldwork is a
fundamental part of ﬁhg discipline. The specificities of an academic

carcer in Brazil have created a pattern of fieldwork which - nas nad
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consequences to the style of ethnolegy to which I have been referring.
On the one hand, tihe criticzal posture described above is part of our
university trajectory and predispbses us to pay attention to
pelitically relevant issues in the field. On the other hand, the
careful preservation of academic quality has resulted in some

important and original wayvs of approaching certain problems of wide

interest to the profession at large. 1n order to better contextualize

this point, I thinx it is worth discussing the conditions under which
fieldwork is usually done in Brazil and some of the most relevant

advances in indigenous studies.

The field in our backyard

Rarely has a Brazilian ethnographer spent a whole continuous
year in the field. The reasons for this are varlous, but we can
mention three: limited funds, restrictions regardino absence frOﬂ
jobs, and the field-in-our-backyard syndrome.

Funding agencies tend to provide amounts of money far too small
for long stays in the field. Although this fund restriction was much
moie acute in the-fifties and sixtieé, iﬁ is by no means a thing of
the past. The great majority of researéh funds comes Tfrom gbvernment
agencies, be they federal or state supported, and as such their
budgets oscillate with the changes in public spending policies.

Another factor limiting the time spent in the field is the
difficulty of getting prolonged leaves of absence. Unlvcrclf” jobs,
especially, tie the researcher to a work schedule whlch glves_him a
maximum of forty five days vacation and, in some of them, a one
semester sabbatical. Being away in any .other capacity involves a
rather long burcaucratic process of request to leave, with or without
pay, starting at the department level and going all the way to tre
central administration of the_university. A trip abroad takes tae

process even farther, to the Minister of Education, requiring his
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signature and that of the Fresident of the Republic. Shortage of
faculty in many anthropolegy departments also discourages absences

of over six months. e might say that doctoral candidates are
nowadays the only cnes with the time, disposition, and possibility
(even the obiigétion) to spend about a year doing fieldwork. But this
is of recent date, since the creation of doctoral programs in
anthropology, especially at the National useum in Rio de Janeiro,
and at the University of Brasilia,

Full-fledged ethnogranhers take Qhort trips to Indian areas
mainly during the summer months (December tnrough idiarch). This pattern,
of course, is closely linked to the notion that the Indians are
relatively near; at casy reacn, illusive as this impression may be in

some cascs. For example, a trip to the Upper Rio Negro ares, to

‘Amapa, Acre or Roraima is almost as costly, if not more, in time,

money and effort for a Brazilian as it is for a foreign researcher
coming from abroad. Added to these difficulties are the ups and downs
of the official Indian policy with its erratic decisions on whether
or not to allow "strangers into iIndian areas(7).

Partly as a consequence of these shert term visits, Brazilian
ethnographers rarcly have a good command of the language of the
indigenous group they study. They either rely on interpreters or on
the knowledge the Indians have of Portuguese. Giving prioritv to tie
theme of interethnic relations, important as it is, may very well
work-as an alibi to dispense with the need to learn the Indian
language, as it presumes a long standing experience of the Indians

with nationals and a airly good command of Portuguese on their part.
How does all this affecct the guality of ethnological situdies in
Brazil ?
Naturally, a style of fieldwork done, as it were, in spurts, most.
often conducted in the language of the investigator, will ﬁroduce
results which are very different from the traditional brand of

ethnography a la i4alinowski, involving one long, continuous stay in



[

-~

Y]

P,

AR o famec i

"research calls into question the mystigue of prolonged fieldwork
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the field, followed by a permanent absence or a short.return much
later. In contrast, Brazilian ethnographers maintain an ongoing
interaction with the people they study, ﬁmassing éthnographic
material through the years and never, really, cutting off their ties
with them. .

\ie can draw some important lessons from this contrast of

fieldwork styles. In the first place, the Brazilian way of doing

4

3

the necessary rite de passage bound to guarantee a successful entry

into the temple of academic excelence. For, in their piecemeal
research, Brazilian anthropologists preserve the qhality of their
writings by a cumulative, long term invelvement witih the people
studied, a tight theoretical focus, a clear delimitation of the
prbblems under investigation, and an acute sensitivity for
sociologically critical issues. Secondly, it raises the question of
the advantages and disadvantages of a concentrated but synchronic
field research versus field trips that are intermittent but recurrent
and lasting for decades. In one case, Wwe have a_plethora of fine
detail and depth analysis wihhich produce a dense picture of a society
or part of it. In the other case, we have a aradual construction of
a peoplefs profile which is transformed as the researcher acguires,
fresh data and new outlooks at each visit to the field. The first
style would be like a sharp, detailed and heavily textured still
photograph; the second could be compared to a motion picture, as it
is legs focused onn permanence and more on movement. As the product o:
two different traditions and vocations, these styles demonstrate,
once again, that in anthropology a one-way road is out of place and
out of time. -

Brazilian anthropological studies are said to have a fairly

(8)

‘high dose of creativity and innovative verve . Self-indulgence

aside, it should be reccgnized that some of the most influential

oy
o

analytical viewpoints in South American ethnology have come from €
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works of Brazilian ethnographers, sometimes in collaboration with

foreign colleagues. I shall now discuss two of these perspectives.

ferscns are good to think

Since the days ol monographic works, such as Wagley and CGalvao's
on the Tenetehara (1$61), Baldus' on the Tapirape (1970), or even
dimuendajuis on the Sherente (1942), Timbira (1946), and Tikuna (1952),
Brazilian ethnography has changed its style of writing about indigenous
societies. Selection of theoretical problems became the main thrust in
cnoosing a specific society for fieldworik. With the Harvard-Central
Brazil Project of the Sixties, directed by David Maybury-Lewis of
Harvard University ancd Koberto Cardoso de Oliveira of the National
iduseum in Rio de Janéiroi a series of studies of Ge-speaking peoples
were carried out under the inspiration of the then emergent
structuralist approach. Two Brazilian anthropologists were directly
involved in the project: Roberto Da Matta with his study of Apinayé
social structure, and Julio Cezar delatti who worked wiﬁh-the Xrand
Indians,

Out of #elatti's worix (1971) came the idea that was to be the
basis for further elaboration among ”Geeoiogists”_and other :
ethnologists, that is, the notion of a dual kind of transmission of
numan attributes: physical substance by kin -- the genitors -- social
ingredients by affines -~ the name givers. Da liatta éxpanded on this
theme among the Apinayé (i976) to characterize their whole
relationship system and its ideological underpinnings. Inla joint
article, Seeger, Da Matta, and Viveiros de Castro (1979) took this-
idea still further, sketching a theory of corporeality which would be

the South American counterpart to the descent theory out of Africa,or

- the alliance theory out of Australia.

The interest in the notion of personinocod among Brazilian Indians
developed from this seminal idea of substance versus persona, and as

.

& consequence Yperson’ has come of age in the country‘s etnographic
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the field, fdllowcd by a permanent absence or a short return much
later. In contrast, Brazilian ethnographers maintain an ongoing
interection with the people they study, amassing ethnographic
material through the years and never, really,; cutting off their ties
with them.

We can draw some important lessons f{rom this contrast of
fieldwork styles. In the first place, the Brazilian way of doing
rescarch calls into question the mystigue of prolonged fieldwork as

tihre necessary rite de passage bound to guarantee a successful entry

into the temple of academic excelence. For, in their_pieccmeal
rescarch, Rrazilian anthropologists preserve the quality of their
writings by a cumulative, long term involvement with the people
studied, a'tight theoretical focus, a clear delimitation of the
problems under investigation, and an acute sensitivity for
sociologically critical issues. Secondly, it réises the question of
the advahtages and disadvantages of a concentrated but s"nchronlc
field research versus field trips that are intermittent but recurrent
and lasting for decades. In one case, we have a plethora of fine
detail and depth analysis which produce a dense picture of a society
or part of it. In ‘the other case, we have a ghadual construction -of
a people’s profile which is transformed as the researcner acqulres
fresh data and new outlooks at each visit to the field. The first
style would be like a sharp, detailed and heavily textured still
photograph; the second could be compared to-a motion picture, as it
is less focused on permanence and more on movement. As the-product ot
two different traditions and vocations, these styles demdnsﬁrate,
once again, that in anthropology a one¢-way road is out of place and
out of time.

Brazilian anthropological studies' are said to have a fairly
high dose of creativity and innavative verve (8). Self-indulgence
aside, it should be recognized that some of the most influential

analytical viewpoints in South American ethnology have come from the
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works of Brazilian ethnographers, sometimes in collaboration with

foreign colleagues. I shall now discuss twe of these perspectives.

Persons are geod to think

¥ :
|
1
i

i Since the days of monographic works, such as Wagley and Galvao's

% on the Tenetechara (1961), 3aldus' on the Tapirapé (1970), or even
dimuendajuis on the Sherente (1942), Timbira (1946)., and Tikuna (1952),
Brazilian ethnography has changed its style of writing about indigenous
socicties., Selection of theoretical problems became the main thrust in
choosing a specific society for fieldwork. With the Harvard-Central

é Brazil Project of the sixties, directed by David Maybury-iewis of
Harvard University and Roberto Cardeso de Oliveira of the National
f#iuseum in Rio de Janeiro, a series of studies of Ge-speaking peoples’

were carried out under the inspiration of the then emergent

structuralist approach., Two Brazilian anthropologists were dircctly
involved in the project: Roberto Da iatta with his study of Apinayée
" social structure, and Julic Cezar Melatti who worked with the Xraho

Indians.

o i A st 2 (e

Out of Melatti's work (1971) came the idea that was to be the
A basis for further elaboration among "Ge-ologists” and other
ethnologists, that is, the notion of a dual kind of transmission ol

numan attributes: physical substance by kin -- the genitors -- social

ingredients by affines -- the name givers. Da lMatta expanded on this

theme among the Apinave (1976) to characterize their whole

relationship system and its ideological underpinnings. In a joint
article,_Séeger, Da ifatta, and Viveiros de Castro (1979) took this
idea still further, sketching a theory of corporeality which would be
the South American counterpart to the descent theory out of Africa,or
the alliance theory out orf Austfalia.

The interest in the notion of personhood among Brazilian Indians:
developed from this seminal idea of substance versus persona, and as

-

a consequence "person’ has come of age in the country‘s ebtnographic
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thinking. A whole booik was written on the Xraho concepts of
personhcod (Carneiro da Cunha 1673); the topic has crossed tne boundar;
of indigenous studies and entered - the realn of, among other things,
kinship in national society (Abreu Filho 1$82). I am not, of course,
implying that Brazilian anthropologists tipventeds personhcod as a
research topic, a ludicrous idea given the long list of scnolars,
beginning at least with iarcel ltauss, who have written about it. My

coemments are strictly limited to South American efhnology and should
not be read as a claim to anything more grandiose than just that.
The emphasis on corporeality, person, substance, and related-
concepts has worked as a.theoretical catalyst for the recurrent
statements by ethnologists about the alleged diffuse character of
indigenous'social'organization in the continent. The often repeated

4

claims of structural fluidity (Riviere 1584; Kaplén 197?) are no more
than the expression of anthropologists who, in spite of their
dissatisfaction with the models generated by ethnographies from other
parts of the world, haﬁe hot found-an appropriate alternative
approach to South American materials. A social structure is more or
less fluid in reference to what 7 If the framework on which the
structure is spun takes on the appearance, not of an elaborate
genealogy with clearly defined sets of'rules,'but of a network of
ideas about attributes and components of human beingé in 1life and in
death, of relationships with the cosmos, with the natural as well as
the supernatural world, tnen oﬁe should not suppose that such
relationships are lcsé basic and constitutive than socio-jural
arrangements. Structures of that kind are no more nor ‘less £luid than
any others. They are simply diffferent (9).

The repercussions of this way of looking at Brazilian Indian
societies are great zand being felt in the production of new
ethnographic materials (Uiveiros'de Castro 1986; Albert.1985;
liontagner lelatti 1585. See also Kaplan 1985). Even if the model

drawn by Secger, Dz Matta and Viveiros de Castro fits Ce societies
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better than some others, since these were the empirical insiairation
for it, the opening up of new ways of perceiving structure is an
important step for the advancement of theoretical issues in Brazilian
ethnography. Closely related to the idea oI person, and the
articulation of natural and supernatural realms, other aspects of
indigenous life have bcen explored which add to this general
interest: art (Vidal 1981), naming (Ramos 1974), cannibalism {(Viveiros
cée Castro and Carneiro da Curtha 1986). We. can perceive one clear
direction in which these efforts arc pointing, intentionally or not:
to let the Indian mode of being, in all its fascinating diversity,
unveil itself.to the ethnographer who is open to the unexpected. In

fact, the more unfamiliar and intellectually unsettling an

ethnographic discovery, the more appreciated by the ethnegrapher and

his audience’.
Associated with the concept of personhood and its refinements is

that of .identity. What makes an individual feel different from

'cveﬁybody else and yet, Louis Dumont notwithstanding, be part of a

collectivity ? This issue, touched upon in various of the works
mentioned above, has receivéd relatively little attention (see
Viveiroé de Castrd 1875) outside the context of interethnic
relations.

The constant factor in considering identity has been the level
ol cqntrast and its cbntextual variations. The identity of a Bororo
person belonging to the Macaw clan is quite different from the
identify pf that same person in contrast tec a regional Brazilian. And
yet, it is the same person in both contexts; what changes is the
relationship of contrast. Ve might say that identity is to
difference as the same is to the other. But these concepts of
identity and sameness are yét'to be properly explored in

anthropology.



Darcy Ribeiro, it became politicized; from an essentially academic
exercise in permutations of possinle outcomes wnhen two or more
cﬁltures meet, acculturation studies in Brazil, while still hoiding
the focus of culture traits, gained a critical dimension in the
attempt to. explain why Indian cultures were being depleted by contact
with whites.

The intellectual milieu of Sdo Paulo in the forties and fifties,
considered to have been the most politically active and academically
sophisticated center in the country (Peirano 1981), produced two of
the main figures of Brazilian ethnology whose influence in the
studies of interethnic relations cannot be overlooked. %hat follows
is a brief discussion of the contributions of these scholars -- Dércy
Ribeiro and Roberto Cardoso de Oliveira -- to the understanding or
Indian-white contact. Each in 'his own wa¥, they have imprinted &
style of engagement ﬁhich transcends their individual trajectories
and careers. They are part of a generation of social scientists who
matured in a markedly nationalist phase of Brazilian history, and
whose sense of social justice and humanistic concerns were a source
of much anxiety, stress, and frustration in the following decades,
after the military coup in 1684, I

Darcy Ribeiro, one of several ethnologists who were employed by
the national Indian Protection Service (SPI) in the fifties,
combined a neo-evolutionist approach with a marxian inblination. The
result was an outstanding series of essays (1970) analysing the
several faces of contact in various regions of the country, with
different degrees of impact on indigenous populations, but all
1eadihg to the death and.misery of thousands upon thousands of
Indians. The sharp, poignant tone of Rineiro's style has been highly
praised both in Brazil and in other Latin American countries,
cspecially where he lived during his political exile. His
denunciations of ethnocide and criminal disruption of Indian lives

arc greatly enhanced by his ability to move audiences both in speech
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and in writing. Led by the overwhelming evidence of the destruction
of Indian peoples, he predicted their disappearance within fifty
yéars, arter the devastation caused by infecticus diseases, loss of
land. and of ethnic dignity had reduced them to ‘generic Indians®
with no tribal identity left,

History has proved Ribeiro's prophecy wrong (10). In
organizing themselves around common grievances, Brazillan Indiahs
have, at the same time, strengthened their sense of ethnic identity.
The ""generic Indian' has never materialized in Ribeiro's sense; in
fact, the term *Indian® has become a political resource appropriated
by the Indians themselves who converted it into an active figure in
the context of interethnic antagonism. To be an Indian in Brazil is
now to be an important agent in the national political scenario
(Kamos 1988b). . :

That does not, hbwever, diminish the vgluc of Ribeiro's work.
One .of the most touching pieces in the ethnography of contact is his
report on a Tupian man, Uira, in search of the deity #aira and the -
promiscd land, after most of his family had been killed by repcated
epidemics. Frustrated in his search, having suffered all sorts of
humiliating experiences on the way to the sea, he is sent bébk home
by agents of the SPI. Utterly demoralized, he commits suicide LYy
throwing himself into a piranha infested river (Ribeiro 1957)._The
promised land was no longer in this world as it used to be before
the whites invaded (Clastres 1978).

‘Ribeiro's other studies of the Kadiweu (1948, 1950), and’
.Urubu—Kaapor (1955; and with Berta Ribeiro 1957) haﬁe a'fraghentary
character and lack the force of '"Uira sai ao encontro de Maira®

(see also 1974), and his 1970 book, Os Indios e a Civilizacso.

In that book, he discusses the manv fronts of national
expansion: agricultural colonization, cattle ranching, rubber
tapping, Brazil nut gathering, missionizing. He assigns different

degrees of virulence to each of them, the least harmful being the
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gathering of raw materials. In the fifties, that might have been tne
case. In the seventies and eighties, it was no longer so. Following
the construction of roads in Amazonia, came the interest in

lumbering and mining. The scale of  mining operations has no
resemblance to Ribeirois descriptions of Small bands of nut collectors
or of scattered'ruODer,tappers. Mining ie now either done by hundreds

of thousands of placer miners (garimpeiros), many times the local

indigenous po?ulations, or by the heavy machinery of large-scale
industrial companics (Ramos 1984; CEDI-CONAGE 1988).

But, in the present as in the past, the spread of contagious
discases is one of the greatest killers of indigenous peoples,
especially those with liftlc time of contact. O0f an éstimatedlfive
million in 1500, the Indian population of Brazil reached its lowest
point in the late 135Cs, with less than one hundred thousand,
recovering a little in the last decades,; (o the present estimate of
about two hundred thousand, less than 0.2 percent of the country's
total populétion. This process of contamination and decimation is
masterfully presented by Ribeiro.

His model of ethnic transfiguration,‘innovative as it was, still
showed a strong influence of the acculturation approach; it was not
sufficiently sharp-focused to take into account the many-faceted,
multi-dimensional consequences of contact. liis theoretical and
methodological achievements are important, but somewhat obfuscated
by his eitraordinary ability to transmit to the reader the sense of
dispair, injustice, helplessness, and the irreversibility of
everythinglcontact.brings along to the Indians. His 1970 book is a:
tribute to that suffering part of humanity by an extremely sensitive
ethnographer who had in this sensitivity and critical ‘outleook his best
anthropblogical asset.,

In the sixties, the acculturation model began to crumble and
be replaced by an approach that became known as "interethnic Frigtion'
Its proponent, Roberto Cardoso de Qliveira, a former student of
philosophy, worked at the SPf with Bibeiro. Mis fieldwork among the

Terena.and the Tikuna Indians was motivated by his strong interest
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in the sociology of contact. Both groups had a long experience with

-

whites, yet differcnt kinds of ecxperience: the Terena surrounded by

farming and cattle raising whites, the Tikuna by rubber tapping

rands and lords. Among the worlks that came out of those field trips

are, especially, 0 Processo de Assimilagao dos Terena {1960), and

5 fndio e o iundo dos Brancos (1964); sec also 1888, 1983).

Carcoso de Oliveira shifted the emphasis from the cultural

focus of acculturation studies to the {field of social relations.
Inspired by the work of Georges Balandier on Black Africa,
particularly regarding toe concept of colonial situation and its
postulate of a isvncretic totality", Cardosc de Oliveira tooik as his
main object of research the interethnic situation in which Indians

and whites coexist and develop ways of interaction that are specific

to the context of contact. This interreclatedness is seen by him as
asymmetrical, generating diametrically opposed interests. ‘joreover,

in a much quoted passage (1962:85- 8), he claims that the two parties

of the contact situation are interdependent, tparadoxical as it may
secm'., The problem with this statement-is that it may give the
impression that it puts the Indians on a rather more favorable

footing than they really ‘are. The whole process of attraction and

1flcat10n of 1%olated Indian groups is geared to producé a one
way dependence, that of the Indlans on the wh:tcs. In fact, the
asymmetry of the relationship is virtually total for it actually
involves a unilateral dependence. Interdepengence and diaﬁetrical

opposition may be true for Africa where whites, although the power

holders, are the demographic minority, therefore, depending on the

blacks for labor, etc., but it does not hold for Brazilian Indians.
Cardoso de Oliveira‘s model has reached farther afield than

Ribeiro's, although, in a sense, it gives continuity to the latter.
several of Cardoso's students were engaged in projects focusing on
interethnic friction in various parts of the country (ifielatti 1967;

iaraia and Da Matta 1967; Santos 1870, 1973), and, toO this day,
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anyone who works on the subject-matter of interethnic contact,
invariably makes use of his enalysis. _

In contradistinction to Ribeiro, Cardosc de Oliveira stands
out for his interest in theoretical and methodological experiments,
and for the constaht sezrch for new ways of looking into tﬁe
problematic of contact. Ribeiro’s model of analysis is much more
dependent on his personal talent than on the working out of a
careful, replicable cenceptual framework. It is precisely on this
latter attribute that Cardoso’s strength lies. From interethnic
friction he turned his attenblon to the issue of identity (1976
1983). From identity he passed on to ethnicity (1976).

A spare fieldworker, ne opted to do what he called a "sociology
of indigenous Brazil® (1972). His sociology ig critical, inspired in
the woris of authors as different as Poulantzas, Mauss, and
Levi-Strauss, with a dose of phenomenology. His insistence that the
study of ideclogy in the context of ethnic identity should not be
dissociated from social relatlona can be at times mlnlmlzed when th
cormer weighs slightly more than the latter.

Cardoso de Oliveira's influence on Brazilian anthropology cannot
be overemphasized..In his writings as °© well as in his teachings, he
has forged many a career in anthropology. His project of
interethnic friction, with its emphasis on the contact situation
involving Indians and whites, led to the need to know more about
regional populations in contact with Indian groups. Two major |
projects -- in Central Brazil and in the Northeast -- were put into
action to study the expansion of living frontiers. Among the most
1mportant results of this project were Lygia Sigaud's studies of
rural Northeast (1579, 1230), and Otavio Velho's book on rural
Amazonia (1972). In turn, both Sigaud and Velho have stimulated other
r:searchers on this topic.

Tnterethnic contact was definitely established as a_trademarm of

Brazilian ethnology. For the pest part of three decades, many



R W T I LT e AT P

Lota S

e B (R O

L e oo LR BT

A AN N

¥ 1a; L

e

sl R el e e &

I22.

students of indigenous societies have bheen stimulated by Cardoso de

Oliveira and nave taken to the field one oOr another version of his

model of interethnic friction. In spite of the high quality of some

of these works, most of them are still in the form of unpublished

theses both at the Hational Museum and at the University of Brasilig,

two institutions where Cardoso de Oliveira taught for a total of
nearly thirty years.

But, those heroic and charismatic times, to use an expression

by Cardoso de Oliveira himself (1988), are over, In the seventies,

the trend has shifted from the orbit of father figures around which

theoretical trends or political postures coalesced, to & dispersed

arrangement of ethnograpihers occupying positions in a variety of

institutions, mostly state and federal universities. We now form an

acephalous body in a sort of ‘“ordered anarchy', Nuer style. tle have

our differences, biékerings,'sympathies or antipathies toward each
other's brand of anthropology (be it structuralist, marxist,

interactionist, interpretive), but; like the Nuer, ve readily join

forces against a common enemy whenever crucial issues arise involving

the human rights of indigenous peoples. We are not exactly an

example of a cosyy happy family, but ény of us can count on virtually

all the others for support and cooperation when the situation so

requires. At the present conjuncture, we are, as it were, a mild case

of ethnological segmentary opposition.

Part.of the interest in interethnic contact has led some of us
to make incursions into other topics closely related to it. One of
them is Melatti's work on Yreho messianism (1972); anbther-is
Cliveira Filho'é detailed study of Tikuna factionalism in the context
of interethnic antagonism (1677, 138¢); yet another is my OwWnh work on

intertribal relaticnships, nroviding & structural contrast to the

Indian-white contact situation (Ramos 1980).
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From academic to pelitical znd back agzin

The thrust of these studies in interethnic relations is to
expose the process of domination under which the Indians are forced
to live after the so éalled “pacification®. They are reduced to tne
poorest of the rural.ﬁoor. They lose their lands and the freedom to
live according to their own cultural cancns. They sufifer a double
jeopardy: for being economically deprived and for being ethnically
different. | .

Officiallf, "Indian® is a temporary condition. Throughout the
history of officisal protectionism, beginning with the creation of
the SPI in 1510, and continuing with its successor, the present day
FUNAT (National Tndian Foundation), all policies regarding Indian
affairs have been geared toward integration. The involvement of the
government in this policy has been increasing to the point of -
becoming, in the last decade, a concern of national security. Such
integration would mean transforming the Indians into whites. But,
while the.official policy empnhasizes the need to dissolve the Indians
into the supposedly undifierentiated mass of Brzzilians, the regional
population who interact directly or indirectly with the Indians
refuse to accept them as equals. This double bind makes the indians
a permanent target for prejudice, discrimination, and sheer
persecution (Ramos 1985).

On the one hand, intecgration in those terms means anihilation
of ways of 1life which are different from what is supposed to be
Brazilian. Considering that the national population is itself highly
diversified, to demand uniformity of the Indians is doubly
discfiminatory: first, it is the denial of legitimacy to their life
stylés; second, it is'the imposition of an acommodation that is not
required of anyone else in the country.

On the other hand, keeping the Indians under a constant

bompardment of discriminatory measurcs, as is often the case at the
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local level, amounts to a uind of psychological anihilation. No matter
how we look at it, integration or segregation represent different
forms of achieving the same thing -~ the negation of legitimate
otherness., And being Indigp is being other when it comes to
interethnic contact. Outside the contrast with Whites (here understood

as "civilizados" without reference to skin color) there are no

Indians.

The most decisive push to break away from this double bind was
to come from the Indians themselves. The Erazilian Indian movement has
covered some ground in that direction, incipient as the results may
still be, and in spite of retaliatory action which has led to the
murder of Indian leaders, massacre of entire families, illegal
arrests, and other forms of repression on the part of landowners,
miners, lumber interests, ctc.

Brazilian anthropology has yet to catch up'with the events of
the last decade which has witnessed a profound'transformation in ﬁhe
political role of the Indians at the local_and national levels. None.
of the well known theoretical approaches -- acculturation studies,
interethnic friction, or ethnicity, for instance -- seems quite
appropriate to unravel the intricacies of the indigenous movements  in
Brazil today. dMore sensitive and agile instruments are needed in order
to cope with the bewildering contradictions that continuously spring
it in these movements, the caleidoscopic assemblage of Indian
personalities, the extremely fast pace at whidh tactics, strategies
and outlooks change, and, last but not least, the loss of the
anthropologistis role as spokesman for the Indians. Lore than ever
the inadequacy of the subject-object chasm, on which mainstream
anthropology has rested, appears in its glaring awkwardness. The
experience is perhaps too novel to have been assessed with the
thecretical tools so far at our disposal, 'and too recent to give

cnough time for the development of new onegs.,



One step in t;at direction is the effort to demystify the notion
that Y“totemic' sociecties are anistorical or “cgld” and estéblish-once
and for all that histqry is not only present among Indians, but that
it is tailored by them in their own terms, perhaps udfeboghizable to
us at first sight, but part and parcel or their ongoing traditions
(Ramos 1986b) . | |

Iindeed, interest in ethnohistory is reappearing in Brazil after
a hiatus in which structuralism predominaﬁed.(Sil§5.1984; Laraia

984/85; Farage 1585; Cdrn01ro da Cunha 1987; Wright 1“8“).'Thislnew
interest in history is no doubt motivated by the urge we have to
understand the process of pollt1c1zat10n, that is, the insertion of
the 1nd1an population into the pOLlﬁlCdl arena of the whltes.

It is the fecdbacP erfect between his commitment to the‘ﬁ
anthropological enterprise and to the destiny of indigenous_péoplgs
that will provide the ethnolggist with the elements to carry on lucid
and meaningful analyses of the complex process of Indian-white
contact in which he is inescapably an actqr.‘

Perhaps novcllin the history of ethnology is the experience of
anthropologists and Indians working together, participating in the
organization of assemblies,. in the writing of documents, and in
negdtiations with fheiauthorities. This active role of ethnologists
should not be lost to.fhe ticoretical deveiopments yet to come. The
anthrobologist as citizen haslresponsibility not only toward the

people he studies, but also to the discipline-he practices,

Acknowledgements. Ky thanks to Klaas Yoortmann, Mariza Peirano, Bruce
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commented on this paper,



B T

Sl e e e i e G

i

AP L P R T

POEIIR (7= e R R Pl R

ST ¥y ¥ 2

R

P e

b e AT TR el

= SRl g et od - W

.

the Indians themselves recruit their ethnographers to assist
them; other times it is the Brazilian Anthropological Association {ABA) which
calls on the expertise of its members to provide reports for court cases involving
land rights (ABA has signed a standing agreement with the Procuradoria Geral da
Rep&blica, vAttorney-General'!, for that purpose); congressmen, the press and other
key agents in the national political scene often approach anthropologists for
information and advice. ' : -

1. In some cases,

2. To the point are the very revealing statements by several North American

anthropologists downplaying the influence that ethnographic writings cen have in
the political decisions that affect indigenous peoples (Booth 1989). :

3 Experiences such as those reported by Crapanzano (1980), and Xondo {19858),
for instance, can be extremely revealing of the stuff from which ethnography is

constructed.

4, Tt should be pointed out that during his résidence in Brazil, in the 70s,
Anthory Seeger was actively engaged in human rights, naving actually been chosen
as president of one of the many advocacy groups in Brazil at the time, the
Pro-Indian Committee in Rio de Janeiro. His question can thus be taxen as a
challenge and a call for reflection, rather than as the curiosity of an innocent
observer. If so, it has nad the desired effect, for it has triggered off much
thinking on the subject, as least on my part (Ramos 1988a;, 19880).

5. It has been very gfatifying to me to read the reports by Fred Myers (1988,
1988) on the engagement of North American anthropologists in the problems of
contact faced by the Australian Aborigines. On the othner hand, the active concerm
that anthropologists in the United States have had with human rights issues has
not . so far contributed in any significant way to shape the specific brand of
North American anthropology as -- it is my point -- has been the case in Brazil.

6. Klaas Woortmann, my colleague at the University of Brasilia, has suggested
to me that while 4in Brazil anthropologists have worked toward nation=building, in
Britain and the  United States, they have contributed to empire—building.‘
Certainly, incidents such as the scandalous Project Camelot involving Horth
American anthropologists in cover-up operations in tne sixties tend to corroborate
Woortmann's insight. This may also have to do with why most Anglo-American
anthropologists shy away from political involvement.

T At present, a large number of researchers, Brazilian and foreign, are not
allowed into Indian areas, especially in the north Amazon region, where the
military have created the Calha Norte Project, a grandiose plan for the defence
of the borders, control of development, monitoring of land occupation (sce
Albert 1989). - -
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8, In a provocative little book™comparing Nerth American and Brazilian academic
ethos and habits, Roberto Kant de Lima (1965) shows how creativity and imagination
are encouraged in the training of social scientists in Brazil.

S, This concern was repeatedly stated during a Seminar on Comparative Social
Structure of South American Indian Societies held at the National Museum in Rio
in September 1985, attended by several Brazilian ethnologists and some foreign
colleagues. lore recently, Xaplan (1586) has reviewed the field nointing out

precisely this displacerment of focus from so~ial to cosmological relationships.

10. In a seminar on Frontier Expansion in Amazonia held in Gainesville, Florida,
in February, 1982, both Ribeiro and Wagley were happy to admit their error in
predicting the total extinction of Brazilian Indians. In light of the Pan--Indian
movement in the country in the seventies and eighties, both ethnologists
recognized the extraordinary resilience of indigenous peoples and their capacity
to survive against all odds (see Ramos 1888b). ‘
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