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By Darrell A, Posey

The Kayapo Indians have the well-earned veputation
al being one of Brazil’s most savage tribes. From their
first contact with explorers in the mid-19th century
uatil the last group ceased ils warlure and was
“pacitied” less than ten years ago, the Kayapo
terrurized settlers and other Indians of Central Brazil
with their brutal raids. They are best known for two
traits: bludgeoning to death their enemies with
ceremonial club (called a “kop’}, and their distinctive
siretched lips.

Kayapt men used lip discs to stretch a hole in
their iower lip to extraordinary proportions. The
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larger the lower lip, the more vallant and virile the
warrior, 1 have seen-lip discs that measure over six
inches across, Little wonder the Kayapo are known
throughout Beazil as the "Big Lips."”

Since the KayapO have generally abandoned o
warfare today, the use of the lip disc is declining. Yet ;7 |
the older men wear their “big lips” with dignity and ©
pride; besides, It Is rather difticull to unstretcl a six-
inch lip. Every Kayapt male, however, stilt has his
lower lip pierced. This hole is now used to sport
ceremuonial ornanents foeathe:s toucan beaks, and
suands of beads.

The big lips of the older men are nouetheless a
sign of the proud, fearless Kuyap6 tradition. The
young warriors now imitate their elders by .
stretching thelr lips with their hands as they sing in -
the village plaza. Oflen the eloquent oratory of the
younger leaders attemipts to imilate the distinctive
sourtds (Jl“thur big-lipped elders, who have an
lionored [JldCE In Kayapo souuy

‘-nL

Py debry
LM




Py

2 '
\

I arpived in Gorotire, largest of the Kayapo
villages, in August 1977, for a fourleen-month study
of ecalagical fycturs uffecting this indigenous society.

Dug pghl shspelly aller my arvival, T was inviled
lo it witly the "hig Jips™ in the Men's House or “Nga®
and listen ta thy opatory of the ekders” couneil, On this
particudar night, the village was full of excitement,
The Indian Foundation plane bad arrived carlior in

. the day (o bring the RKayapo leaders together for a

20

meeting in Gorotire,

The Brazilian govermmend {inally was
demarcating the Kayapd lands to protect Indion
territory from land speculators, The teaders of the
villages had been assembled (o discuss ways (o protect
their demain from encroaching plantations.

Of perhaps grealer significance was that the
Kavapt chiels were meeting together for the first
time in peace and cooperation, Since antiquity
the various groups had lived in mutaal hostility

anud warfare,

The electricily of the event was transimitied
through the orafory of the great chiels and leaders,
As a newcomer to Kayapo society, T was awed by the
formal dinlegue between first one big-lip and then
another, Tiow could such Lrge lip discs be
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namipulated so artistically, yet so authoritatively?

I marveled even more al the ease and naturalness
with which tweo great warrlors gulped down coffee
yid imanioc bread over their “built-in plates.”

The bizarre array of big lips, [ormal oratory,
Blrange language, colorful dances and cerernanies
firmed an exolic filter around the people | had come
ta slurdy. Every day was a kalvidoscopic expericnce,

Although iy anthropaelogiesl training had
prepared me for such drastleaily different
experiences, I nonetheless found the richness of the
Kayapd culture overwhelming. [ was stunned by the
complexity of their social system, the intricate heauty
of their elaborate rituals, the striking designs of their
body painting and artifacts, and the drama of tieir
furmal oratory. ' ' ‘

It took six months of living with the Kayapo .
before 1 could see through this exotic fiiter and begin .
{o realize that the Kayapo had all the human {railiies \
pel attributes that characterize the human ereature :
wherever he is found. . L

Kayapas fight and quarrel; they complain and g
argng; they have thieves and vagabonds; (hpy can be
jelty and selfish and even lie. They love |Liely
fnilies; ory for their dead; sacrifice for thejy
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children; work hard to provide for their houseliolds;
and delight in joking and conversing. They are not
Just simplistic savages who live (rom day to day in
blissful ignovance. Rather they are intelligent people
who have thrived Tor thousands of years in the
difticult trupical lands of the Amazon Basin,

They have developed a social and agricultural
system that is vastly better adapted to the fragile
tropical ccosystem than anything the “clvilizndos”
have attained even today in the simie environment.

They have learned how to plant fields to
minimize plant pests and diseases without using
destructive poisons; they have learned {o rotate field
plots andl use natural ground covers to prevent
irreversible soil depletion and destruction; they have
domesticated several plants to stabilize their food
supply; they have become experts in the utilization of’
wild firuits, nuts, and plants of the savanna snd
jungle; and they have a more nutritionally balanced
diet than most middle class North Americans.

Very little of their timme is required to provide the
family with life's necessities. The rest is spent passing
pleasant, unhueried hours with their children, talking
with relatives and fricnds, or skillfully making
headdresses out of macaw and eagle leathers, carving
lances from mahogany or Brazil wood, or staging
magnificent ceremonies.

Yet to the materialistically-oviented “civilizado,”
the Kayapo wre still primitives, They don’t wear
shaes; they don'’t have a fancy wardrobe; they don't
hiave TV ar radjos; they live in simple un-air-
"”IHUHUHF’G Jinyses; they've never even heard of
ety ipnipen ap instant soups; and they don't horde
IRPWY i fh o . ‘

U bierm] wyalih for the Kayapo is in the form af
atarerd fond png geiifacts kept {or important
ceppinanies, These are accumulated by a family only
in arder to sponsor a festival (o hoaor their children,
Every child Is glven a special festival in which he or
shie recelves a ritual Kayapo name,

No other materiat wealth is amassed, except the
highly-prized colored glass beads; even these are
redistributed at deatly, or more geaerally buried with
the corpse of the mwaer. The Kayapo worry little
about their material possessions, for they have no
such “wealth.”

It is wrong to claim that the Kayapo live us
unspoiled and pristine “noble savages.” Yet as an
anthropoelogist trained in cross-cultural objectivity,

1 cannot help bat see an idyllic quality in the
Kayapo life.

They have jearned to live in harmony with thely
envirapmeniy (hey are {ree from the malerial-oriuu[u;j
waorries thal plague modern society; they have no
problems wiily suicides, loneliness, unwanted eldeys,
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—————The Kayai Collection————
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VEC Kayapd cellection recently acduired
by the Sectlon ol Man, Carnegie Muscumn
of Natural 1Hatory, {8 one of the Targest
and most complete collectivas for any
Zingu tribe. The extensive inventory of
cereinonial as well as ulilitarian artifacts
was put together duving o fourtecn-
month feld study with the Garotire
Kayapé {in the Brazilian Slale of Para) by
Dr. Darrell A. Posey, Rescarch Associate
of the muscumn,

The collection includes featlier
headdresses, feather coronas and
decorative abjects; itemns of carved
tropical wood—including ceremonial
swords and clubs; items of bead, shell
and seed worle an extensive collection of
speard, bows and arrows; and hundreds
of miscellaneous objects of daily use to
the Kayapo. . = '

The collection now in Pitisburgh is
perhaps the most extensive in the world,
Cther coliections in Berlin, Ceneva,
Antwerp and Rio de Janeiro rival but do
not exceed the collection at Carnegie
Museum of Natural History. When Dr.
Posey returns to Brazil later this year to
resuine research, coflecting will resume
to make the Kayapo materials of the
Section of Man even mure cumplete,




The permanent loss of the wisdom; experience and
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expert knowledge of native peoples is the grealest tragedy.

impersonal and unresponsive governmenis, lack of
selfesteent or problems with persoual identity. They
have a degree of personal [reedom that most people
long Tor, hut hal fow socielies allow,

The erisis that new confronts the Kayapa is the
same ong that every other remaining Indian group
faces, The rapidly-expanding, inseasitive and
puiep iy pptented suciety that encroaches daily on
phip [y jb simmply aneduipped to evaluate ov
”MWN"MW swnplus lilke the Kayapo. Our preoceupalion
wih the p‘nhlums in our own mastodonlan society
h.'|.-i‘l|'i|.glr.'iily allowed us to ignore the rights of
Indjan peoples thenughout the Americas,

The greatest tragedy, however, huas been the
permancat loss of the wisdom, experience, and expert
knowledge of native peoples whose cultures we
have annihilated.
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Anthropologists have tried, and somie of us are
still trying, to reverse this process with the pricelest
few remaining ratlve cullures. Bud the engulling tid
wave of our bigger-is-belter suciety is woelully
reluctant to slow down long enough fo listen,

It is always easy to interest people in (he exolic
side of Indlan life—big lips, strange customs, and’
elaborate rltuals. Bud Didden Lehind this exotic flter
may be somne practlenl lessons Ly domestic tranduilit
persenal freedom, and human dignity thal our own
sucicty desperalely needs.

The “Big Lips” are more fortunate than most
tndion groups, Their lands are now protected by lav
andl it appears thelr {raditional way of life wiil
survive, It remaing to be seen, liowever, if modern
society is sophisticated enough to learn lrom the -
Kayapo and other native peoples, O i
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Protograpns by D. A. Posey *




TUE SCICNTIS TS NOTEBQOK

JA/%VH that reniggns is turned up now and then by the
plow ar the power shovel, Over 10,000 years of human
occupkition in western Penusplvania has been reduced
to a scatter of stone artifucts, potiery fragments,
broken animal bones, charcoal, and an vecasional
skeleton, hudedled knees to chest, sleeping in the hills.
In little more than a century, aboriginal society went
down before that devastating trinity—the gun, the
cross, and the plow. Forests were stacked and burned,
wildlife decimated, and the natives, those of the furest,
eliminated as a threat to Manifest Desting, either by
disease, by outright slaughter, or by destroping the
resources upon which the aboriginal way of life was
based., This land was tamed, and civilizetion flourished
on the pative sofl g it has done in few other pluces.

What might we have learned from the Yprimitive®
societies we so precipitously replaced? Standing alone
conidst these same western Pennsplvania hifls we
would not survive Jong &n the very surroundings that
sustained other mien for lens of thousands of pears,
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The cultural adaptations aned native iechnolugy died
with the forest environmient that engendered them,
What these people took with thent is bepoud recall.
We have no need for such anachironistic lifeweays
today, and few of us would willingly trade places. But
the nagging question remains, What might we have :
learned from studying another approach to solving the -
problems of living? Given the violent confrontation of
the times, such things were rarely thought of, and it is
anly from the coinfortable distance of hindsight that
we can afjurd the luzury of poneering over what
might have been,":
It this, the second contrilrtion from The

Scientist’s Notebook, Dr, Posey tukes us to one of those

rare pluces left on earth where a native people and
thejr social structure are still viable, the jungles of
cenfral Brazil, And through the epes of a trained field
titthropologist, we catch a glimpse of the pnmmplexity —

i fullness of a “primitive” culture angf sinne lessons -

we wmay learn froncit.  —John E. Guiliy
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