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PREFACE

The field research for this book was carried out in Colombia between
September 1968 and December 1970. Twenty-two months of this
time was spent in the field. I took part in a joint project in which
Stephen Hugh-Jones and I were to study a group of Tukanoan Indians
and Peter Silverwood-Cope was to study a group of semi-nomadic
Maku. By careful choice of field location, we hoped to report on each
side of the symbiotic relationship between specific groups of Tuka-
noans and Maku. However, as is the way with fieldwork projects, our
plans had to be modified as soon as we had made our first exploratory
trip down the Pira-parand. We had chosen this river because most of
the Tukanoan population were still living in traditional longhouses,
but it was not until we got there that we learnt that it was barely ever
visited by Maku and that there were no ongoing Maku—Tukanoan
exchanges. Peter Silverwood-Cope left to study the Maku on the
Maku-parana, a tributary of the Papuri (see map 1 below and
Silverwood-Cope 1972). Although we could not follow our original
plan, various ideas that the Pird-parand Indians hold about the Maku
are presented here.

Throughout our stay in the Pird-parana, we had to weigh up the
advantages of making close ties with a single community against the
disadvantages of having little comparative data and relying on a mere
handful of adult informants. We decided in favour of close ties with a
single community. This was partly to avoid living through the diffi-
culties of establishing our position as participant observers more than
once. We found that by far the most satisfactory and congenial way
of doing our research was to live in a communal longhouse, partake in
communal meals and help in productive activities (in as much as our
fumbling efforts counted as ‘help’). In fact, this seemed the only way,
as we had a long period of language learning ahead and we also had to

xiii
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dissociate ourselves from certain aspects of ‘the white role’ if we were
going to understand many facets of Indian culture. Our success in
establishing our position within a longhouse depended upon finding a
way in which we could reciprocate our hosts’ hospitality in a general-
ised way, rather than exchanging our gifts item for item. Solutions to
these problems developed over time and, in spite of never being
resolved to everyone’s satisfaction, the question of gifts became less
nerve-racking over the months.

While we remained in a community of Barasana (Meni Masa sib, see
appendix I for lists of sibs) located on Caino Colorado (see map 2
below) for most of the time, we also accompanied our hosts on many
short visits and spent longer periods in several other communities.
Together, we made extended visits to Makuna (Saira) on Cano Kome-
yaka, Barasana (Kome Masa) on the central Pird-parand and two com-
munities of Bard (Munganyara) on upper Cano Colorado. I also visited
a Tatuyo (Hamoa) community in the Pird-parand headwaters.

The Vaupés economy is marked by a strict sexual division of labour.
This meant that we spent most of each day apart, each engaged in
activities in which it would have been impossible for the other to par-
ticipate. At times I found the female role irksome and depressing.
Quite apart from such indignities as having to eat breakfast after my
husband and having to sit out on most formal occasions, I suffered
from the conviction that everything important was going on in the
men’s world and that I was not learning the exciting things about Pira-
parana society: I was a few years too early to have been armed with a
‘raised consciousness’. However, there was no choice but to stay in a
deserted longhouse for most of the day or to accompany my com-
panions in their repetitive round of manioc work. Progress seemed
slow as I gardened, peeled, grated and sieved. Much of the time the
work was too hot and tiring for conversation and, when it was not,
the women were often conversing in several different languages. |
must have been a dreadful liability, but my friends put up with my
technical inefficiency, rude interruptions and foolish questions and,
along the way, I learnt a great deal about the domestic round. It is
unlikely that I could have learnt the same things in any other way, or
even that I would have made the necessary effort to learn them,
because I did not realise at the time that they would be an important
part of my analysis. In fact, I came to enjoy much of the daily routine
for its own sake, but the process of writing up my field material has
lead me to appreciate its theoretical significance too. A large part of
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the analysis contained in this book is concerned with the structure of
secular life and its relation to the other structured domains, such as
kinship, myth and ritual, which are usually given preferential treat-
ment in interpretive monographs.

I hope this book will be considered a contribution to the ethno-
graphy of Vaupés Indians, but this is not its primary object. My aim is
to present Pird-parand society as an integrated system. The analysis has
grown out of my own attempt to make sense of the data in relation
to each other and therefore, although I have obviously been influ-
enced by some types of analysis more than others, in no way is this
an exercise in a particular style of interpretation. Originally, I began
to write about social structure in the conventional, limited sense of
the word. I wished to give an account of kinship groups, the operation
of marriage rules, the discrepancy between ideal models and practical
behaviour and so on. I abandoned this project because it seemed to
me that social structure was not a legitimate isolate and that the most
interesting aspects of it could not be understood from within. How-
ever, in a sense, a concern with social structure is still basic to this
work because much of the analysis is a response to the question of
how to present an ‘open-ended’ society as a system. It is not simply
that the boundaries of ‘the society’ are indistinct or subject to fluc-
tuation; Pira-parana society is part of a wider complex whose distinc-
tive feature is the lack of bounded groups. Instead, there are a great
many exogamous patrilineal groups connected by marriage ties in an
open-ended network. We are all familiar with segmentary models but
these presuppose a primary, all-embracing unit. Once the rule of
exogamy is attached to the highest-level units, we are obliged to recog-
nise that a very different type of system exists. Even the well-tried,
but misleading, feature of common language must be discarded as a
defining feature of ‘the society’ (or ‘a society’) because, in this case,
languages are attached to exogamous groups. I believe that it is poss-
ible to represent a social system without recourse to the notion of ‘a
society’, but it is the analysis of concepts of space and time, of life-
cycle development and of other phenomena outside the realm of kin-
ship and marriage, that have convinced me of this.

The nature of my enterprise, in attempting to show the inter-
relations between different aspects of Indian life, has certain impli-
cations for the form of this book. It is difficult to represent the inter-
connectedness of the diverse material in linear narrative form and,
therefore, to help the reader there are both a large number of diagrams
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and a large number of cross-references. The style of writing is neces-
sarily rather condensed because a wide range of material has had to be
fitted into a reasonable space. It is easy to miss essential pieces of
information, but the chapter sub-headings are listed in the contents
to assist in their retrieval. Throughout, I have made extensive use of
myth but, for reasons of length, I have included only much reduced
versions and short episodes of myth. I have included a list of the
myths given whole or in part in the text, and indicated which of these
are reproduced at greater length in Stephen Hugh-Jones (1979).
Although more complete versions of the myths to which I have
referred would be interesting for their own sakes, they would not be
directly relevant to the analysis here.

In order to stress the relative autonomy of this work, I have not
peppered the text with references to standard theoretical works. Nor,
with a few exceptions, have I incorporated other people’s data into
this book, either as supporting evidence or as comparative material.
The data from which I work are very similar to those collected by
other anthropologists from groups elsewhere in the Vaupés and, of
course, from the Pira-parana itself, but the analysis I attempt is differ-
ent from other extant works in either type of theoretical approach
(broadly speaking, mine is a modified structuralist one) or scope, or
both. Also, as suggested above, the notion of a discrete society (or
societies) is completely inappropriate throughout the Vaupes: it
therefore seems theoretically desirable to preserve the point of view
of a small set of communities living on Cafo Colorado as far as poss-
ible. This reflects the Indian perspective, for each longhouse com-
munity is the centre of its own world. Secondly, and following from
this, the Vaupés and surrounding areas are a rich field for comparative
study but, if material from different groups is fused together, the
basis for comparison is destroyed. This work should be seen as a stage
prior to comparison — an attempt to understand a single perspective
in depth in order to see what can be meaningfully compared. Thirdly,
this book is long enough as it is, without additional ethnographic
examples.

1 have, however, made considerable use of my husband’s analysis
of Barasana initiation ritual (S. Hugh-Jones 1979) which is also based
on our joint fieldwork. In some respects my analysis starts where his
left off. I have provided the ‘general ethnography’ within which his
work on initial ritual belongs but, in this case, instead of the particu-
lar analysis following the general ethnography, it has been the other
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way round. Our separate books are intended to be complementary
rather than overlapping.

Cambridge C.H.-J.
August 1978
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ORTHOGRAPHY

The Barasana orthography used in this book follows that developed by Richard
Smith (n.d.) of the Summer Institute of Linguistics. This orthography uses sym-
bols chosen to conform to that of Colombian Spanish. For English readers I have
substituted the symbols ‘h’ and ‘ny’ for ¢’ and “4’; I have also not used the sym-
bol ‘q’, as it has the same value as ‘k’ which I use instead of ‘c’.

Vowels
Un-nasalised Nasalised
a  asin mask a
e asinegg €
i asinink 1
0 asinorange 0
u  asin scoop u
v similar to the German u B
Consonants
b similar to buy but with prenasalisation (mb)
k asin kite
d prenasalised as in and
g asingo but with prenasalisation (ng)
h asinhouse
m  as in man (phonologically a variant of b, conditioned by a contiguous

nasalised vowel)

as in nose (phonologically a variant of d, conditioned by a contiguous
nasalised vowel)

ng asin tongue (phonologically a variant of g, conditioned by a con-

tiguous nasalised vowel)

ny asin Spanish manana (phonologically a variant of y, conditioned by a
contiguous nasalised vowel)

as in pen

between r and 1 in English

similar to English ts as in boats

as in time

as in wine

as in yam

=

k<€|-0‘w'~1>c

XX
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