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Foreword

ABOUT THE SERIES

These case studies in cultural anthropology are designed for students in begin-
ning and intermediate courses in the social sciences, to bring them insights into the
richness and complexity of human life as it is lived in different ways, in different
places. The authors are men and women who have lived in the societies they write
about and who are professionally trained as observers and interpreters of human be-
havior. Also, the authors are teachers; in their writing, the needs of the student
reader remain foremost. It is our belief that when an understanding of ways of life
very different from one’s own is gained, abstractions and generalizations about the
human condition become meaningful.

The scope and character of the series has changed constantly since we published
the first case studies in 1960, in keeping with our intention to represent anthropology
as it is. We are concerned with the ways in which human groups and communities are
coping with the massive changes wrought in their physical and sociopolitical envi-
ronments in recent decades. We are also concerned with the ways in which estab-
lished cultures have solved life’s problems. And we want to include representation of
the various modes of communication and emphasis that are being formed and re-
formed as anthropology itself changes.

We think of this series as an instructional series, intended for use in the class-
room. We, the editors, have always used case studies in our teaching, whether for
beginning students or advanced graduate students. We start with case studies,
whether from our own series or from elsewhere, and weave our way into theory, and
then turn again to cases. For us, they are the grounding of our discipline.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

William Crocker graduated from Yale University in 1950 and was the first of
George Spindler’s students to earn his M.A. in Anthropology from Stanford in
1953. He completed his Ph.D. at the University of Wisconsin at Madison in 1962,
having made the first of many visits to the Canela in 1957. In 1962, he joined the
Smithsonian Institution as Curator for South American Ethnology in the Depart-
ment of Anthropology of the National Museum of Natural History. He continued his
study of the Canela, making 11 trips to the field over the years, totalling 65 months
of living with the tribe. Although Crocker has missed teaching, he appreciates the
opportunity for intensive and long-term research his career at the Smithsonian has
provided. He is the author of numerous articles on the Canela, and in 1990 his com-
prehensive monograph, The Canela (Eastern Timbira), I: An Ethnographic Intro-
duction appeared as number 33 in the Smithsonian Contributions to Anthropology
series. He is at work on more specialized studies of the Canela to make available to
scholars and students the voluminous field data he has accumulated. In 1993, he
began a last extended field stay with the Canela.

vii



viii FOREWORD

Jean Galloway Thomas married Bill in 1987 and has since collaborated infor-
mally with him as an editor. She earned her B.A. in English from Stanford in 1960
and her M.A. in English from Georgetown University in 1971. She taught literature
and writing in college preparatory schools for 20 years. Jean accompanied Bill on
his 1991 trip to Brazil and lived with the Canela for three weeks. For this case study,
Jean used her teaching experience to orient the text for the college student. She
helped organize the material and wrote some sections. Since Bill is the anthropolo-
gist, however, Jean has preserved his voice as the single narrative “I.” In addition to
working with Bill, Jean gives courses in contemporary fiction through the School of
Continuing Education of Georgetown University.

ABOUT THIS CASE STUDY

It is impossible to do justice to this case study of the Canela in the short compass
of a foreword. Bill Crocker began field research with the Canela in 1957 and has
continued intermittently right up to the present. As we write this foreword (June,
1993), he is back with the Canela on a final extended research stay. He has lived
with the Canela for an accumulated total of more than five years during eleven field
trips. There are few anthropological field studies that surpass his in duration and
intensity.

This long-term approach to the study of a culture enables Crocker not only to
mount a time-stretched interpretation of culture change and adaptation, but also per-
mits him to achieve an intimacy of interpersonal relationships with the Canela people
that is often voiced as an objective of anthropological fieldwork—but rarely
achieved. Bill Crocker is amongst kin, locked into an intricate pattern of terminology
and reciprocal behaviors, when he is with the Canela.

Though “one of the family,” he must retain perspective as an anthropologist, a
viewer and interpreter of behavior into which he has been socialized. He does this,
in part, by acquiring “research assistants” rather than “informants.” They share
knowledge and their interpretations of behavior with him. They also share responsi-
bility for culturally correct reporting and analysis. Crocker acknowledges their input
but still retains his obligation to produce alternative perspectives and interpretations
flowing from his anthropological training and his position as a cultural “other” to
the Canela. The result of his special, long-term relationship with the Canela is a
complex, detailed description and analysis of a spectacular way of life.

Canela culture is radically divergent from European-based cultural expectations,
values, and perspective, even though their common humanity is apparent. They live a
joyous life of festival, ceremony and ritual that is inconceivable from the perspective
of a work- and time-oriented Westerner. The Canela spend hours and days engaged in
symbolic re-enactments of their cultural meanings, and parts of each day engaged
in what seems like plain everyday fun—such as racing around the village perimeter
carrying heavy logs on their shoulders (a great way to keep in shape, it seems).

The theme of bonding runs throughout this case study: bonding through kinship,
through ritual, and through sex. The first two are to be expected, given our anthro-
pological understanding of social life, symbolism, and the reinforcement of commu-
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nity through ritual and ceremony. The third, bonding through sex, is unexpected,
though not unknown in tribal cultures of some parts of South America. It is not that
sex is unexpected. Sexual activity and sexual restraints are everywhere, in every
culture. Its regulation is what is interesting. In the United States we stimulate it with
tantalizing imagery, dress, and innuendo, and then deny and punish it. This ambiva-
lence is a major theme in European-American culture. Among the Canela, sex is a
joyous expression and reinforcement of community bonding. The story of this
bonding is too complex and startling to more than mention in this foreword.

Two major challenges to Western perspectives and sensibilities are sequential
sex—when one woman may receive as many as twenty men—and the induction of
young girls of eleven years of age, and even younger, into sexual experience involv-
ing full intromission. What is most interesting, anthropologically, is that sexual be-
havior that seems to involve the ultimate of licentious freedom from a Western point
of view is stringently regulated by Canela custom and mores. It is just as easy to be-
come disreputable among the Canela as it is in any Western community, but for
quite different reasons. Among the Canela, one who is “stingy” with sex is scorned,
for such a person does not contribute to community well-being.

The implications of this case study for understanding cultural relativism, as well as
the sources of a common humanity, are of great importance for teachers and students
everywhere. We are fortunate to have it available and fortunate that it is clear and thor-
oughly readable, despite the complexity and detail of its subject matter. For the latter,
we have the Canela and Bill Crocker to thank. For the former, we have Jean Crocker
to thank, who has written some portions of this book, and edited all of it.

George and Louise Spindler
Series Editors
Ethnographics, Box 38
Calistoga, CA 94515
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Preface

The imagination of the public today is much caught up with the fate of the rain
forest and its indigenous peoples. This book tells the story of a group of Brazilian
Indians, far to the east of the rain forest, whose brutal encounters with the Brazilian
frontier began in the middle of the 18th century and culminated in their surrender to
settlers in 1814. Not until the 1830s could they live in relative peace with Brazilian
society, which by then had completely surrounded their lands. The frontier had
moved on, leaving the Canela to reestablish themselves, recalling and reconstruct-
ing their traditional culture as best they could.

A visitor to the Canela today comes upon a huge, circular village of perhaps 90
houses of palm-thatch construction. On the outer edge of a boulevard enclosing a
cleared circle, about 1,000 Indians live in houses two or three deep, each family
grouping connected to a central plaza by its own path. In this plaza, the Council of
Elders may be meeting, or long lines of young women may be singing in unison be-
fore the male sing leader with his gourd rattle. At other times of day, the age groups
of boys and young men may be racing with logs around the boulevard; or a group of
men and women may be returning with the tractor-pulled wagon from distant gar-
dens with piles of manioc roots.

In one of the “wealthier” houses made of mud and wattle walls instead of palm
thatch, a Canela man who for years lived in a Brazilian family receives visitors. His
house is surrounded by a well maintained fence of branches that keeps the pigs out,
and the yard of sand is swept clean. A new appliance sits in its factory box inside
one of the two rooms of his house. He returned to the Canela village after 18 years
of living in Rio de Janeiro as the adopted son of a Brazilian woman. He is one of the
few Canela in this century who have stayed away from the tribe for any length of
time. Even those Canela who have the opportunity do not choose to leave the village
permanently, preferring the Canela way of life to what they see on the outside.

The factors that have led to the survival and success—as far as cultural success
can ever be measured—of the Canela people form the topic of this study. Some of
these factors might be considered historical and geographical accidents and thus
outside the sphere of Canela culture; they will be discussed first. Other factors lie
within Canela culture itself, however, and they form the main thrust of this book.
Many other nations in the same Timbira group became extinct, most of them be-
tween 1750 and 1825, and none that survived has conserved its traditional culture as
completely as have the Canela. The Canela were sufficiently out of the settlers’ in-
vasion path to escape extreme cultural change. There were hills to hide in to escape
the most devastating period of the late 1810s and early 1820s. Vacant lands awaited
their occupation in the 1830s, lands which were of little value to the settlers. These
lands had no desirable resources and were only marginally good for cattle and farm-
ing. Thus, the Canela were able to experience 100 years of relative peace from 1840
to 1940, during which time they could adjust to the settlers’ backland culture and
build back their own culture. In 1938, the advent of the Indian Service introduced
new forces of change. The extent of Canela cultural retention, and thus the richness
of their remaining culture, is unusual for a Brazilian Indian nation pacified as early
as 1814.

xiii



Xiv PREFACE

Outstanding features of their culture worked within this framework of geogra-
phy and history to bring the Canela to their position of relative prosperity and pride
today. The Canela are quite conscious of their dependency upon the surrounding
Brazilians, and have rationalized this position, along with the resulting practice of
begging, from outsiders. But their positive morale is shown in the growth in their
population, their decision to remain in one large village rather than splitting into
several, and their continued resistance to emigration.

Their social cohesiveness is both the cause and the result of Canela survival.
Certain kinds of bonding constitute this cohesion. Bonding through an elaborate
system of kinship, bonding through rituals including daily meetings and complex
festivals, and bonding through an extensive practice of extramarital sex are distinc-
tive aspects of Canela culture. The first chapter will trace the historical narrative of
pacification and resulting culture change. Then a chapter will be devoted to each of
these major types of social bonding, which have served to counter the destructive
forces. After a consideration of the balance between the sexes, an epilogue will
bring the discussion of culture change and endurance up to 1991.

The record of Canela survival reaches back to the beginning of the 19th century
and the accounts of the Portuguese Captain Francisco de Paula Ribeiro. After these
historical accounts of military encounters with Canela ancestors, their story was re-
sumed in the 1930s by Curt Nimuendaju, Brazil’s foremost anthropologist of the
first half of the 20th century. Nimuendaji was born a German, but became a natu-
ralized Brazilian. His great work on the Canela, The Eastern Timbira (1946),
inspired my choice of this tribe for my doctoral research. When I arrived in 1957
to start my study of the Canela, and over the next 34 years, I spent 65 months in 11
field stays as an adopted member of Canela families. I could draw on the experience
of Indian Service agents and the memories of the Canela themselves to study culture
change, my principal topic. Since the memories of the old people in 1957 reached
back to the 1890s, my study of the Canela has covered over 100 years.
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2 INTRODUCTION

The Canela village of Escalvado from the air in 1970.

On another occasion, the 13-year-old Ko6-nkréé (streams-three)®, my late niece, “in-
sulted” her great-uncle, Kaara-?khre (deer’s-hole/nest), as he appeared naked in the
family doorway—naked according to custom—with “‘your penis is screw-turned like a
large yam’s root, and its naked head is rotten and so is purple like a sweet potato.”
Highly amused, he retorted, “your vagina is so big from use that it needs the grinding of
a penis as large as a manioc pestle with a rutting goat’s energy.” These privileged ver-
bal endearments, and other forms of sex joking, kept life amusing and vivid during my
years of fieldwork, as they do for the Canela every day.

When my nieces were finished with their fun, my number one informant and
helper, the younger* Rarak (thunder), approached me with a serious demeanor. After
a long handshake and courteous questions about each other’s wives, he pointed out
that my wife and three children were waiting under the plane’s other wing, getting
hot and impatient. They had asked for water and were pointing to themselves and to
the houses, indicating they wished to be there for protection against the heat. Re-
called to my family responsibilities, I asked Paul, the missionary® pilot, to unlock
the vacant missionary house, where we would spend a few days until we could es-
tablish our own quarters in the house of whichever Canela family was willing to
adopt Roma and her children. Then I would live with Roma in her adoptive house
and visit the house of my own “kin.”

After lunch we settled into our hammocks for naps, but I was sleepless with the
excitement of my return. Adding to my sleeplessness was the disturbing news re-
ceived the preceding day in Belém at the mouth of the Amazon 400 miles away to
the northwest (Map 2).

During the afternoon in Belém, the national Indian Service® official had inspected
my Brasilia-issued authorization to work with Indians. He had given me the standard



