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The Wakuenat are a Northern Arawakan people o¢f the Upper Rio
Nearo River =a2nd its tributaries din Brazile Venezuela, and
Cotombial. They include the groups known to outsiders as Baniwa in
Frazil and as Curripaco in Venezuela and Colembiae The flourishing
cf evangelical Protestantism among the Wakuenai is documented from

the missionaries® own point of view 1in Jungle Methods and Beyond

Civilization by Sophie Mullers Fundamentatist missionaries have

caused a deep schism in native social organization by forbidding
converts to intermarry with Catholic and non-Christian Indians
{see also HitL and Moran 1983% Wright 19Bls ARC Bulletin Noe« }e
A similar division has been noted among the Fastern Tucancan pe-
oples of the nefghboring Vaupes Basin in Brazil and Colombia(Gold~
man 197913213, '

In this reports T will not focus omn the effects of mis-
sionizatjon per se but upon how it is compounded 1in the case of
the Wakuena’ by a different process that has equally divisive con-
seqguences: the partiticn of ancestral Lands among three nation-
states. The Location of Wakuenai lands 4n a triple bhorder region

was adaptive din earlier historical perifodsy since it allowed them



to migrate temporarily into territories under control of affinalty'
related phratries until the source of danger had passede Wright
(1981:152Y has documented how this strategy served Hohodeni and
othér Lecal groups of Brazil as @ way of escaping the dangers of
epidemics and revenge warfare (guerras de rescatede My work with
members of the Adzanenis Dzawinais and Wariperidakena phratries
along the Llower Guainia river itn Venezuela indicates that such
migrations between the Gueinia and Isana basins played an im-
portant roke in altlowing the ¥akuenat to adapt to powerful outside
forcess For exampley, the Wakuenai managed to survive the btood~-
thirsty wars of the 1928s when Tomas Funess a rubber baron turned
dictators exterminated other Arawak-speaking groups whose ter-
ritory happened to be gituated solely within Venezuelas.

Historical events have qualitatively chanaed since the secand
Rubber Boom of the 194{g,y and Wakuenai Lands have transformed fTreom
remotes colonial frontiers into modern international borders. Ad-
ministrative. militarys and economic institutions have multiplied
and pervaded the recions and the borders between Venezuelas
Rrazils oand Colombia are becoming obstacles to the mobility and
survival of Wakuenai sibs instead of an adaptive safety mechanism
for escaping external dangerse The two principa? rivers of
Wakuenat territorys the Isana and the Guainias both serve as mark=-
ers otf international borders along part of their lengthse Now each
oroup must choose which country it will formally jo¥ne even if
their village 1s ambigucously situated on an- island halft-way

tetween the shores ¢f two countries. The tightening of interna-



tional borders has Led to greater interethnic marriage with other
indian societies in each of the three countries and a dampening of
traditionat alliances that cross-cut» the two formerly opeéen
boundary tines.

Sinee the Late 1%40Gsy American Protestant missionaries af-
filiated with the New Tribes Mission (and other Evangelical
oropanizations) have worked among the Wakuena¥ 1d4n all three
countries and have used their influence among Indian converts as a
means for systematically repressing and undermining Wakuenai soci-
al customs and cultural beliefs. The missionaries prohibited bride
service and cross-ccusin marriage among their converts and de-
clered all marriages with non-Evangelical Indians to be against
the Divine Will of Gode At the same times the New Tribes mis-
sionaries worked to cstracize the remaining Wakuenai ritual speci-
alists who chose not to accept the new faith and moﬁnted a cam=
paign to subvert beliefs in the efficacy of traditional ritual
symbolss In the Last decadey the migsionariest strategy has
shiftedy in Venezuela at leasty to the establishment of new mis-
sions in sem¥-urban areas outside of traditional Wakuenai ter-
ritorye. The new missions are Located near townss such &as San
Fernando de Atabapo and Puerto Ayacuchos and are inducinag Hakuenai
families to migrate out of their villages in border areas.,

The missionary poelicy of encouraging interethnic marriages so
tong as both the bride%*s and the groom®s families are Protestant
hgs gone hand ¥In hand with the breakdown of Wakuenai phratries and

sibs into three different cultural identities. The three emerging



identities are best seen as different cultural erientations
leading to different directions of historical change rather than
corporate social groupse Villages representing each of the three
orientatioﬁs are Located today along the Lower Guainia and its
tributaries in Venezuwuela. The three identities roughly correspond
to the three mational! territories among which Wakuenat lLands are
divided and to the other dindigenous peoples in each of the three
countries with whom the missionaries have encouraged the Wakuenaid
to ¥ntermarry.

The Southern Wakuenai identity consists primarily of speakers

of Lingua gerals the old Tupi/Portuguese trade language spread by
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Jesuijt missionariess who are intermarried with the \Wakuenai. In
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the oreat majority of casesy Yeral-(the term meaning lingua geral
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in Spanish) speaking men are married to Wakuenai womens indicating
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a potentially asymmetrical relationship of wife-taker to more

highely ranked wife-givers between +the two groupse« Many of the
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Yeral-speakers weres or claim to have beens members of Wakuenai or
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other Arawakan aqroups along the lower Isana rivers but others are
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descendants of Tucano~speaking groups or caboclo {imestizo)
familiese For the most parts Southern Wakuenai villages are
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clustered around the mouth of the Casiguiare River and nearby

areas along the Negro-Guainia River. The Southern Wakuenai ident~-
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ity is difficult to gemneralize about because Yeral-speakers are a
very diverse category of 1indigenous and semi-indigenous people,
Tugano= and Arawak-speakersy and Ewvangelical and Catholic

believers.



The Northern WYakuenat identity censists of Curripaco-(a di-
“. ——-——-—""’"—_—_'—‘———-*M___-——-—-ﬂ—-———___‘__,

alect of Wekud speakers from the upper Guainia 3In Colombiasy in-

cluding such Wakuenai groups as the Adzaneni. Moriweni. and
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Tokedakena. Some of these people are 1ntermarr1ed with s1bs of the
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variperidakena phratry from the Cuyari Rivery but a Yarger number
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are married with peoole of other Arawak- sneaking groups from the
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region of the Inirida and Guaviare rivers immed1ate1y to the north

of Wakuenal lands on the upper Guainia in Colombiae. The extent of
g AT - [ ——
intermarriage between the Northern uakuenai and these other groups

is difficult to estimate from the Venezuelan side of the border,
since only two or three villages representative of this cultural
identity are {ivina in the Casiquiare and lower Suainia region of
Venezuela. Informants c¢laim that the Curripaco of the upper
tuainia are so thoroughly intermarried with the Puinave of the In-
irida that there remains 1i1ttle difference between thems The main
reason for this homcogenization is that Puinave men and women mar=-
ried to Yakwuenai spouses have become Curripaco=~speakers and teach
their children to speak this dialect so that they <can be 1in-
structed 4n the Lessons of the New Testament as translated by
Sephie Muller (1976). In one Northern Wakuenai¥ village which I
vigitedy evervone spoke the Curripaco dialect and <claimed to be
descended from Curripaco-speakerse Only later while working 1in
other villages d¥d I tearn that thece ©people were Curripaco=-
gspeakers of Puinave descents As @ rules the Northern Wakuenai are
strongly fvangelical. and those who have miagrated into Venezuela

seem primarily interested in seeking social dsolation from both
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neighboringas non-tvangelical Indians and the Cathotics criollo

population who dnhabit the towns of the regions Their villages are
located in remate sites alone the Casiquiare and San Higuel
riverss far away from the main channel of the Negro-Guainia River
and cltoser to the New Tribes Mission headauarters at Tamatama on
the Orinoco River.

The third cultural %dentity consists of a variety of Wakuenai
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cibse or fragments of sibss that belong to the Dzawinais Adzanenti,

and Wariperidakena phratries and that today are in the process of
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creating new social ties Wwith Guarequena + Baniwas and Arawakan=
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Yeral neijaghbors alonc the lower Guainia in Venezuela. For Lack of

ancther name for this cultural orientations I will catl it the
Fastern dakuenadi to distinguish it from the previous twoe. The
Fastern Wakuenai have maintained a more traditionat sense of soci-
al and cultural diversity among themsetués and have not ex-
tensively intermarried with their Baniwa and Guareguena neighborse.

They are more traditional in their linguistic wvariation as well
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eand include about even numbers of Curripaco and Curricarro-
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speakers together uxth a smaLLer number of speakers of a third di=-

b 2ot et S e A = T S T T —— —— —

alect from the Cuyari regions They live in villages along the
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iower Gua1n1a between Waroa and the mouth of the Casiguiare River

“sidare intersmersed with small Baniwa settlements and one Large

-

Cuarequena town. Thelr current terr1tory thus over\aps that of the
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Panxwa and fuarequenas and the three Arawakan peop[es share access

to huntinq'mand fishinq resuurcas alonq the San M1quel river and

other, smaller trwbutar1es of the Lower Guainia. Althouuh tbere is



sti1l a lingering sense of hostility among some Baniwa families of
the area who feel that the Fastern Wakuenai are immigrants "sqguat-
ting"™ on Raniwa landse for the most part there is an understanding
that the Wakuenai ¥inhabited the Lower Guainia in past historicatl
eras ({prior to the Funes cictatorship of the 1920s) and that they
have merely returned in recent years to reclaim their traditional
richtss. Bevond sharino of Land and other ecological resourcess the
rastern Wakuenai have become the focus of an emergents Arawak-=
speak ing cuttural jdentity through participation of Raniwas
fuarequenas Yerals anc¢d the Hakuenai themselves in traditional
Wakuenat rituals and ceremonies.

Fach ot the three cultural identities found in Wakuenai vil=~
lages of the Venezuela Amazon has distinctliy differemnt implica~
tions for the direction of future changes in the region. The
Southern MWakuenail identity tends toward the formation of a
regionale mestizo peasantry that produces food and other raw
matertals in exchange for manufactured items from merchants tLiving
in river ports of the area. The folk Catholticism found in many
vitllages representative of this identity emphasizes the celebra-
tion of patron saint testivals which are often syncretized with
native ceremonties and myths« The Northern Wakuenat identity,
howevery *ends toward the formation of a rural proletariat that
has cut itself atf from any overt manifestations of traditionatl
Arawakan culture. No sense of a pan-Arawakan identity based on a
unity of diverse cultural traditions ¥s possible in the Northern

Wakuenai orientations since they have followed the Lead of



Protestant misstomaries in mounting a strenuous campaign to
ebiminate native sociat and cultural differences. The preservation
of the ind¥genous lLlanqguage serves the dual purpose of homOQEniiing
native sociocultural differences and reducing the Likeltihood that
Indtan converts will tecome part of the Catholtcs mestizo popula-
tion of the region.

The orognosis for Wekuenai cultural survival would be quite
orim jndeed were the above two cultural identities the onky ones
currently emerging in the Venezuelan Amazon. Fortunateiys the
Fastern Wakuenai identity shows signs of growing jnto a pan-
Eravakan ethnic identity dncluding a few Wakuenai sibss the
remaining Baniwa and Guarequenas and the Yeral=speakers who ares
or who c¢laim to bes Arawakan descendantse. This emergent, pan-
Arawakan identity both recognizes native social and cuttural
diversity and also uses indigenous ritual hierarchy and ceremonial
excthange as models for social transformation and historical
changee Given a relatively secure gecgraphic and economic bases
the chances are good that the Eastern Wakuenail can continue to

develop as a cross-ethnic alliance in the Venezuelan Amazon.

notes

1 Field research on Arawakan cultures of the Upper Rio Negro
region of Venezueta was carried out ¥In 1980-81 and was jointly
supported by arants from the Soctal Science Research

Council/Aamerican Council of Learned Societies and the Fulbright-



Hays boctoral Dissertation Abroad Proaorams The Venezuelan
Scientific Research Institute (IVIC) also supported my researchs

with spectal emphasis on the topic of sociocultural change due to

external forcese.
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