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Como começar pelo início, se as coisas acontecem antes de acontecer?

(How to start at the very beginning if things happen before they happen?)

—Clarice Lispector

First Encounters

About fifty years ago, in 1956, in the state of Rondônia near the border with 
Bolivia, a group of Wari’ (speakers of a Txapakura language) experienced 
their first peaceful contact with whites—Protestant missionaries from the 
New Tribes Mission (ntm) and agents from the Brazilian government’s 
Indian Protection Service (spi).1 For decades the latter had been attempt-
ing to pacify these renowned warriors, who were much feared by the local 
population. On this occasion a group of Wari’ men had ventured as far as the 
cleared area of forest surrounding the attraction post. Here the men shouted 
out that they wanted metal tools, which the whites duly handed over. On 
returning to their villages, the warriors reported: “We touched their bodies!” 
The message from the whites to their own people was somewhat different: 
“The region’s most warlike tribe has entered the pacification phase!”

This was not actually their first contact, though. Written documents sug-
gest that the Wari’ were first sighted at the start of the nineteenth century  
on the Pacaás Novos, an affluent of the Mamoré River (and the source of  
the name Pakaa-Nova by which the people became known in the literature), 
although at that moment no kind of contact was established. The first real  
contacts between the Wari’ and whites2 date from the beginning of the twen-
tieth century. Initially these encounters took the form of warfare—violent 
confrontations that stemmed either from the Wari’ desire to pursue this type 
of relationship, when “the whites liked us, but we didn’t like them,” or from 
their wish to revenge and repel the violent incursions into their territory 
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� introduction

made by rubber tappers and their bosses. When the Wari’ finally decided  
to ally with the whites, they were persuaded by a complex set of motives that 
extended beyond their practical interest in metal tools: above all, the Wari’ 
wanted to rebuild their society, which had been destructured by the territo-
rial invasions, and they believed that the whites would help them achieve 
this.

The first and subsequent encounters between the Wari’ and whites form 
the ethnographic framework for this book. However, its central theme is in-
evitably much broader: understanding these encounters means immersing 
ourselves in the world of Wari’ relations with others in general, objectified 
in the form of affines, foreigners, animals, and enemies. As we shall see, the 
whites fall into the latter category. Consequently—and remaining faithful 
to Wari’ narratives—my analysis of the Wari’ encounters with whites is pre-
ceded by an account of their encounters with a wide variety of others in both 
everyday circumstances and mythic accounts.

What I refer to here as categories of otherness primarily consist of posi-
tions within a specific relational context—a topic covered in the first part of 
this book, “Other Becoming.” These positions comprise the primary chan-
nels for processing new events and absorbing new people and collectivities. 
Hence, the foreigner—a member of another of the Wari’ subgroups—is a 
distant relative who can be consanguinized through cohabitation and mar-
riage. Enemies, for their part, are ontologically Wari’: foreigners who moved 
far away and ruptured the exchange cycle of festivals and women. Reversing 
this movement can turn them back into Wari’. Whites, when they arrived, 
were also taken as a type of enemy and thus Wari’ in origin too.

Classification of the same group of people varies according to the context 
and the form of relation, and it is always linked to a specific point of view. For 
the OroEo subgroup, for example, the OroNao’ who arrived with the whites 
to help them pacify the uncontacted Wari’ were classified as enemies—co-
inhabitants and kin of the whites, since they traveled, ate, and slept with 
them. Later, when communication between the groups became easier, the 
OroNao’ were reclassified as “foreign Wari’. ” In the native logic, therefore, 
Wari’ and enemy function as interchangeable positions.

In his study of Yanomami perceptions of contact with whites, Bruce  
Albert (199�) adopts a similar procedure to my own by showing how the na-
tive etiological system associated the newcomers with various categories of 
others. These categories shifted over time. The Yanomami identified whites 
with specific pathogenic powers, continually reclassifying these new agents 
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in response to their perceptions of the latter’s actions: malevolent spirits 
from the depths of the forest, potential enemies, real enemies, orphans and 
refugees, as well as other evil spirits—insatiable cannibals—that originated 
from the cities rather than the forest.

In similar fashion, Teixeira-Pinto (�000) shows how the Arara (a Carib 
people) initially classified members of the FUNAI3 “attraction team” as ma-
levolent spirits. Made up of whites and Kayapó Indians, the team initially 
pursued the group through the forest in an attempt to force contact: their 
sagacity, cunning, and persistence convinced the Arara that they were spirits 
who had reappeared in the form of enemies as part of an eternal divine pun-
ishment. Later, under new leadership, funai’s strategy switched to offering 
the Arara presents left on tapiri shelters in the forest: the whites were conse-
quently reclassified as ïpari, “someone with whom one fought in the sky, but 
who, once on the ground, accepted the rules of mutual conviviality, despite 
their differences” (Teixeira-Pinto �000, 417).

A comparable dynamic is evident in Sahlins’s classic study of the encoun-
ter between Hawaiians and Europeans. By relating intimately with women 
(especially by eating with them) and by becoming exchange partners, the 
strangers became secularized, transforming from gods into humans (Sahlins 
1981, 5�–55). The book edited by Schieffelin and Crittenden (1991b) on the 
first encounters between native peoples of Papua New Guinea and Austra-
lian colonial patrol officers also shows that the whites were reclassified with 
each new development. These new classifications depended not only on the  
specific actions of the newly arrived strangers but also on the circumstances 
in which they occurred: mythic heroes coming back to their lands of origin, 
or the dead returning to their living kin.

Gods, malevolent spirits, creator heroes, enemies: in each situation, na-
tive symbolic systems were able to accommodate these new actors, proving 
dynamic enough to revise their classifications in accordance with the per-
ception of events (see Fausto �00�b). It is precisely the possibility of explor-
ing the dynamic of native thought that makes the study of first contact with  
whites so interesting (Albert 199�, 151–5�). This is especially so since by re-
vealing their astonishing technological power, introducing highly effective 
curing methods, and acting in unusual ways, these new actors assumed the 
position of “superlative Others” (Albert �000, 1�), effectively speeding up 
reclassification and raising important pragmatic questions in the process. We 
also have to pay close attention to what Schieffelin and Crittenden (1991b, 
4–5) call the “existential dimension” related to the element of surprise  
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4 introduction

involved in the encounter. Although for whites the contact was anticipated, 
and indeed very often formed the purpose of their expeditions, the natives 
were frequently taken by surprise by the sudden irruption of these beings 
into their world—an asymmetry compounded by numerous other factors, 
including the quickly perceived military superiority of the invaders.

All of these factors reveal the singularity of the encounter with the whites 
in the overall context of indigenous relations with others (see Ramos 1988, 
��7), and hence the importance of studies on the theme. Over the last few 
decades, the discovery of many new documents and the increased sophisti-
cation of research tools, based on a constant dialogue between the written 
sources and ethnography,4 have helped produce solid analyses of the colonial 
process and its apprehension by native peoples themselves, as well as a better 
understanding of the reciprocal implication of the different cultural schema 
and individual agencies in the repercussions of the encounter.5

First published in 1971, Wachtel’s book The Vision of the Vanquished: The 
Spanish Conquest of Peru through Indian Eyes, 1530–1570 is pathbreaking in the 
emphasis it gives to native views of the encounter. The author based his re-
search on documents produced by the Spanish from native accounts and on 
the examination of modern-day indigenous folklore referring to the events 
of the Conquest (1971, �1). Salomon (1999, 5�) comments on the pioneering 
nature of Wachtel’s work and observes that, in contrast to the Peruvian con-
text where “oral testimonies embedded in Iberian chronicles” are abundant, 
accounts from native witnesses are much more scarce in Amazonia (��). Ac-
cording to the author, “beyond the Andean region, it is harder still to recap-
ture ‘Indian history,’ even where missionary authors did penetrate” (41).6 The 
same observation is made by Caravaglia (1999, �) concerning the documents 
describing the European invasion in the Prata Basin: “Only rarely do we hear 
the direct voice of the natives. Usually native voices are heard through many 
filters, so that the original is almost completely muffled by a complicated 
series of transcription and translation.”

The particularity of the Wari’ case resides in the fact that the first face-
to-face contacts with whites occurred a relatively short time ago, in the first 
decades of the twentieth century. This means that some of the oldest people 
can remember the stories recounted by their parents of episodes that hap-
pened in their childhoods, when they were captured by the whites for a few 
days, or when the latter had been killed after trying to approach. At all events, 
the Wari’ insist that until the 1950s they never allied with the whites, not even 
as occasional exchange partners. When not fleeing from them (and being 
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 introduction 5

killed), the Wari’ were seeking the whites out to kill them, or simply to steal 
their tools.

Consequently, it was only during the episodes of pacification that many 
people saw living examples of this enemy for the first time. This especially ap-
plied to Wari’ women and children. Previously they had only known parts of 
their bodies, which the warriors had taken back to the villages to be roasted 
and eaten. For most adult men, it was the first time that they accepted com-
munication with whites, but, above all, the first time they had touched their 
living bodies. The Wari’ retain a rich memory of these events, and I had the 
chance and luck to be able to meet and interview these protagonists at length 
between 199� and 1996. Furthermore, while documentation of the earlier en-
counters is sparse, the pacification process is well documented in the reports 
and radiograms of the Indian Protection Service (spi), which allows us to 
apprehend the viewpoint of the whites present at the time, filling a lacuna in 
their testimonies since many have already died or were unable to be located.

Although the ethnohistorical literature has clearly shown that encounters 
between particular indigenous groups and whites did not occur within a lin-
ear timescale, but with the alternation of phases of contact and isolation, and 
above all that the effects of colonialism were felt long before the first contacts 
properly speaking (see Salomon and Schwartz 1999; Ferguson and White-
head �000; Fausto and Heckenberger �007b), I wish to insist on the category 
of first encounters used in the present text. Although an in-depth study of 
the initial processes of colonization of the area occupied by the Wari’ would 
undoubtedly provide important insights in terms of comprehending the en-
counters described in this book, I have opted to focus my analysis on the 
discourse of my interlocutors concerning this theme.7 The instances of first 
contact cited in this text are understood from the indigenous perspective: 
that is, they refer to encounters that the Indians themselves conceive to be 
their first contact with whites. The focus of my study, therefore, is on the 
first contacts with whites as experienced by a specific group of native people 
whose life histories and genealogies can be reconstituted.

The number of works approaching the topic in this way are relatively few, 
especially because in many of the ethnographic areas studied those who en-
countered the first whites—and often their immediate descendents—are no 
longer alive to recount the histories. In the case of Amazonia, an important 
exception is the collection edited by Albert and Ramos (�000) on the first 
contacts between indigenous groups of northern Amazonia and Europeans, 
evocatively titled Pacificando o branco (Pacifying the whites). Indigenous 
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6 introduction

narratives on the first encounters with whites can be found in other collec-
tions. I highlight those compiled by the Instituto Socioambiental (�000, 
�0–48) and analyzed, in the same volume, by Viveiros de Castro (�000b, 14, 
49–54).8 This is also the theme of chapters from a number of recent mono-
graphs and theses (see Fausto �001; Kelly �00�; Grotti �007; Bonilla �007; 
Costa �007). However, as far as I know, and in terms of Amazonia, there is 
no other anthropological monograph dedicated to the theme that is based 
on native testimonies.

In relation to other ethnographic areas, I highlight the previously men-
tioned book edited by Schieffelin and Crittenden (1991b) on the contacts 
made by the Australian colonial patrols in 19�5 between the Strickland and 
Purari rivers in the southern Papua New Guinea highlands. As in the case 
of the Wari’, this work deals with relatively recent examples of first contacts 
(with different groups from the same area), which enabled access to narra-
tives from people who themselves took part in the encounters, or from those 
who heard about them from their parents and grandparents.9

Sahlins’s books (1981, 1985, 1995) exploring the encounter between the 
Cook expedition and the Hawaiians in the eighteenth century constitute a 
case apart. My reading of Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities (1981) 
during a stay among the Wari’ was decisive in defining my research object; 
likewise, the theoretical approach developed by Sahlins in this book and sub-
sequent works is essential to my analysis of the ethnographic material on 
the encounters between the Wari’ and the whites. Although these texts are 
based on documental analysis, Sahlins’s methodology provided an invalu-
able framework: the reading of sources via properly ethnographic questions, 
the constant recourse to myth, and the apprehension of the initial contacts 
and the relations subsequently established with whites within a wider socio-
cosmological schema that extends beyond the immediate context of the en-
counter enable a heightened perception of the native point of view, which 
is then compared with the perspective of the whites. This is precisely what I 
have looked to undertake in this work.

Indigenous Pragmatism

As I suggested earlier, although encountering the whites for the first time, the 
Wari’, along with the Yanomami, the Arara, the Hawaiians, and many others, 
quickly found a place for the newcomers in their classificatory system—even 
though in some cases the initial impact of the encounter had to be overcome 
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 introduction 7

in order for the system to be activated, as Schieffelin and Crittenden remind 
us (1991b, 4). In many cases, the starting point for classification is myth. It is 
unsurprising, therefore, that most anthropological works on the encounter 
between native peoples and Westerners concentrate on exploring the con-
nections between myths and events, since this is precisely what our infor-
mants do.10

For the Wari’, myth is a constant source of inspiration. Indeed, the central 
role played by myths in the present work is indissociable from their continu-
ing presence in the life of these Indians. As we shall see in the third part of 
the book, the Wari’ often echoed the actions of mythic figures during the epi-
sodes of pacification. This reenactment was not just a way of comprehending 
dramatic events. The Wari’ often use small fragments of myths or entire ac-
counts to explain aspects of everyday life, meteorological events, and other 
phenomena. When Paletó, my Wari’ father, visited Rio de Janeiro in 199�, I  
discovered firsthand the importance of myth in making new experiences  
intelligible. Since it was the first time he had traveled further than the small 
city of Guajará-Mirim, I took pains to minimize his culture shock by explain-
ing the many new and strange things around him. But I was the one to be 
astonished. This man, then around sixty years old, who spoke no Portuguese 
and had never had access to magazines or television, absorbed everything un-
perturbed. For example, watching an enormous mechanical digger at work 
one day, Paletó exclaimed that white people’s objects act by themselves, as  
though alive, because our ancestors had not burst into laughter at the sight of 
these animated objects. The ancestors of the Wari’, by contrast, had laughed 
wildly when baskets filled with maize began to walk through the forest on 
their own to spare women the heavy load; the women’s laughter caused the 
baskets to desist forever.

As the studies cited above show, the fact that myths provide a starting 
point for understanding new experiences does not mean that the original-
ity of the latter passes unnoticed, or that the dynamic of events cannot be 
processed, or indeed that indigenous peoples are incapable of strategically 
calculating their actions. The relationship established by the Wari’ between 
mythic and historic accounts (both of which are called “stories of the ances-
tors”) is logical rather than historical. Myth and event are related because 
they are structurally similar, not because the event is confused with the myth-
ical episode.11

This point needs to be underlined given the polemic surrounding this 
topic. This debate has been primarily concerned with affirming the “historical  
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8 introduction

consciousness” of native peoples (Hill 1988b; Friedman 1988; Obeyesekere 
199�). I do not share this concern—and not merely because it strikes me 
as somewhat obvious. More importantly, many of the authors making this 
claim rely somewhat unreflexively on the opposition between mythos and 
logos that founds Western thought, in particular its modern versions (see 
Latour �000). Furthermore, this opposition provides us with no insight 
into the thinking of the native peoples studied.12 At an ethnographic level, 
various authors involved in this polemic have demonstrated the overlap-
ping of mythical and historical accounts, or the blurring of mythic thought 
and historical agency, in much the same way as I shall do here. In fact, their 
argument has largely depended on sustaining a theoretical conflict—in 
general, with the structuralism of Lévi-Strauss—which is, I believe, largely  
counterproductive.13

The fact that myths are not the same as events does not mean that their 
central figures cannot overlap. As various studies make clear, in some en-
counters the Europeans or strangers were perceived as returning mythical 
beings. Sahlins observes that with Cook’s arrival “everything transpired as 
if centuries of Hawaiian sacrifice had finally paid off ” (1985, 4). Viveiros  
de Castro (199�a, �0–�1; �00�, 18�–�64) emphasizes a similar point in ana-
lyzing the Tupinambá association of Europeans with powerful supernatural 
figures. The gods and humans were attributed the same origin, while their 
separation resulted from contingent events, meaning that the gods could re-
turn at any moment.14 Sahlins’s observation concerning the Hawaiians can  
be extended to other contexts: “Hawaiian thought does not differ from 
Western empiricism by an inattention to the world but by the ontological 
premise that divinity, and more generally subjectivity, can be immanent in 
it” (Sahlins 1995, 6–7).15

This does not mean that the practice of associating strange new peoples 
with legendary figures is exclusive to native groups. As various authors have 
shown, Westerners involved in these encounters were also motivated by pre-
conceived ideas about indigenous peoples. In his book on the invasion of  
America, Todorov examines the importance of “beliefs” for Columbus: “Co-
lombus does not believe in Christian dogma alone: he also believes (and he 
is not the only one to do so during his era) in cyclops and mermaids, Ama-
zons and men with tails, and his belief, as strong as that of Saint Peter, allows 
him to encounter them” (Todorov 198�, 16).

Overing (1995, �) echoes this observation, recalling that when the Euro-
peans arrived in the Americas, their imagination had already been shaped 
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 introduction 9

by medieval books telling of ogres and cannibal giants. As we shall see later, 
the different agents involved in pacifying the Wari’ also acted in response 
to preconceived ideas about Indians. The fundamentalist missionaries and 
the Catholic priests, who played an especially active role in the pacification 
process, saw them as children of God unaware of their condition, thereby 
perpetuating the traditional view of Indians as one of the lost tribes of Israel 
(see Shapiro 1981, 146). A newspaper report on the Wari’ from the period of 
pacification illustrates this point: “They are human, though products of a dif-
ferent field and in our view a kind of hybrid creation” (O Imparcial, January 8,  
1961).

Obeyesekere devotes an entire book to this topic. For this author, the 
deification of Cook, a great explorer transformed into a hero, is a Euro-
pean myth rather than a Hawaiian one (199�, 8–10). Furthermore, Obeye-
sekere argues, by attributing “mythical models” exclusively to natives, we 
ignore the fact that we ourselves—Westerners and anthropologists—are 
also informed by our own myths, including those of the wild or prelogical  
native (18).16

Mythical figures abound on both sides, then. What should draw our at-
tention, though, is the considerable hierarchical difference in how the whites 
and the natives perceived each other: gods and powerful shamans on the one 
hand; animalized, infantilized, or monstrous beings on the other. Certainly 
this difference is closely related to the typically spectacular way in which 
the strangers arrived, along with their large military and material power and 
their potent medicines. Moreover, as Sahlins noted in the Hawaiian case, the 
idea of divine immanence on which many native cosmologies are based en-
abled identification of these unknown strangers with gods. This stands in 
diametrical contrast to the centrality of the notion of divine transcendence 
in modern Western thought (see Latour �000, �8–�9). As we shall see in the 
following chapters, the key point is that this asymmetry in the indigenous 
and Western classificatory hierarchies is essential in defining the later devel-
opments of the encounter.

Structures and Contingencies

Schieffelin, Crittenden, et al. (1991, �85) note that the significance of the  
first contact for native peoples tends to vary according to the importance of 
the cultural ideas through which the event is apprehended (which in turn 
depends on the historical circumstances of the encounter itself). Generally  
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10 introduction

speaking, they argue, when native peoples associate the arriving whites with 
key figures in their cosmology and ritual practices, as occurred in Hawaii, 
their advent acquires a deeper meaning and provokes revaluations in the 
cultural system. But when the whites are associated with mythical figures 
of little importance, or without much significance in ritual life, the initial 
impact of this encounter on the symbolic system is less pronounced. In 
Papua New Guinea, for example, the whites first appeared to the Bosavi in 
a place without much mythical or ritual meaning: hence their arrival was 
considered an isolated event. For the Huli, though, the whites were associ-
ated with sacred sites and the dama spirits, central beings in their cosmology 
and ritual activities, because they had approached from a specific location  
(�85–87).

The setting of the encounter is fundamental to determining not only 
which classificatory categories are used, but also the subsequent actions. The 
case of the Etoro from the same region of Papua New Guinea illustrates this 
point. According to their origin myth, the creator heroes gave birth to both 
white-skinned and dark-skinned children. They subsequently left with the 
light-skinned children, also taking a number of strange items, later associated 
with clothing, metal tools, and other Western goods. When the colonial pa-
trol set up to explore the region arrived in the 19�0s, offering metal objects in 
an attempt to lure the Etoro, the latter assumed that the creator heroes were 
returning. Their creation myth told that the world would end when these 
beings returned to the place of origin. Hence the Etoro wanted the whites 
to go away, desiring as little contact with them as possible. The offer of metal 
objects had the opposite effect to what the patrol members had expected 
(Schieffelin 1991, 64–66). Similar examples can be found in tropical South 
America. As I have already mentioned, during the expeditions to pacify the 
Arara, the identification of the whites with the Kayapó—real-life enemies 
of the Arara—led the latter to associate whites with the primordial enemies 
described in their origin myth. As a result, the Arara avoided any kind of 
encounter (Teixeira-Pinto �000).

Synthesizing their findings, Schieffelin and Crittenden (1991a) suggest 
that the initial encounters between cultures involve at least three dimensions: 
“existential,” “sociocultural,” and “historical,” the latter two coinciding with 
those analyzed by Sahlins (1981, 1985) in his study on the encounter between 
the Hawaiians and Captain Cook. For the authors, the existential dimension 
refers to “the raw shock of Otherness” (Schieffelin and Crittenden 1991, 4), 
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which, although especially relevant in situations of first contact, “is present 
to some extent in all encounters with other people” (Sartre 1966, cited in 
Schieffelin and Crittenden 1991b, 4). Moreover, “The full impact of the expe-
rience is usually short-lived, since cultural categories are quickly marshaled 
to rationalize it” (Schieffelin and Crittenden 1991b, 4). The second, “socio-
cultural” dimension refers precisely to this operation, since the encounter 
is “always shaped by the local social and political structures and framed in 
prevailing cultural values, categories and understandings” (5). The histori-
cal dimension emerges when we consider the importance of contingencies 
for this process of categorization, revealing “how particular accidents of  
circumstance, structures of relationship, particular individual personalities, 
and differing agendas are involved in shaping a set of events at a particular 
time” (5).

As these authors observe—and as I briefly illustrated at the start of this 
introduction with the examples of the Wari’, the Yanomami, and the Arara—
the fact that the cultural categories chosen to classify the new figures and 
their actions are largely determined by contingent factors leads to a dynamic 
process of transformations. This is the phenomenon analyzed by Sahlins in 
his study of Cook’s arrival in Hawaii. Sahlins (1981, 1985) argues that events 
tend to provoke structural transformations; in other words, earlier classifi-
cations are revised, displacing the meaning of some of them and produc-
ing a different arrangement of categories that become related in new ways. 
In Hawaii, for example, the relationships between chiefs and commoners, 
and between men and women, became redefined by their relationship with 
Europeans (Sahlins 1981, �5). As we shall see later, the same kind of process 
occurred among the Wari’ in the context of the relationship between co-
inhabitants, foreigners, and enemies.17 At each historical moment we are 
faced by a “structure of the conjuncture,” a synthesis between structure and 
event (Sahlins 1981, ��, �8). To understand Sahlins’s proposal, we need to 
note that all structures are conjunctural. The idea of an a priori structure, the 
starting point for transformations, would only be possible if the encounter 
with Europeans comprised a founding moment of their history. This is not 
the case, however. As Sahlins observes, “The same kind of cultural change, 
externally induced yet indigenously orchestrated, has been going on for mil-
lennia” (Sahlins 1985, viii).18 What the arrival of the whites on the scene ap-
pears to imply is that this change, though of the same kind, acquires another  
dimension.
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1� introduction

Difference

Although we have examined some of the reasons for the asymmetry in the 
encounter between native peoples and whites, a central question remains if 
we wish to comprehend this phenomenon adequately in the context of the 
New World. This concerns the productivity of the notion of difference for 
its inhabitants. I shall discuss the issue briefly here, returning to it in more 
detail in chapter 4 and the conclusion. As Lévi-Strauss argues (1991), the real 
conflict in this encounter of worldviews resides in how each people conceive 
and deal with difference. On the one hand, the Europeans valued—and even 
obsessed over—identity, either wishing to transform the Indians into equals 
(echoing the conceptual importance of “identical twins” in Indo-European 
mythology) or destroy them completely. This applied to Columbus, for ex-
ample. According to Todorov, the explorer wanted the Indians to be like 
himself, “unconsciously and ingenuously assimilationist. . . . The desire to 
make the Indians adopt the customs of the Spanish is never accompanied by 
justifications; after all, it is entirely logical” (198�, 41). On the other hand, the 
Indians manifested a structural need for difference, an interest in precisely 
what made the European invaders distinct.

However, it is crucial to emphasize that this difference was preserved by 
the indigenous peoples in a very particular form, one that at first suggests a 
convergence between the actions of the Europeans and those of the natives. 
In other words, while the former wanted to transform the Indians into repli-
cas of themselves, the latter seemed happy and willing to accept the project 
of the invaders. Like the Europeans, the Indians seem to have wanted to an-
nul this difference; yet they did so in the opposite direction, since instead 
of wishing the Europeans to become like them, they apparently wanted to 
transform themselves into Europeans. Examining this kind of phenomena in 
his study of Tupinambá conversion to Christianity, Viveiros de Castro asks: 
“So why did the savages want to be like us? . . . Which religion and which 
system of beliefs were these that contained within themselves the desire for 
their own perdition?” (199�a, �6; �00�, 19�–94). The answer encountered by 
the author lies not in the apparent eccentricity of the native logic, but in the 
concept of culture used by ourselves in analyzing their customs. In his words, 
“Our usual idea of culture projects an anthropological landscape peopled by 
marble statues. . . . We believe that every society tends to persist in its own 
being—culture being the reflexive form of this being—and that violent and 
massive pressure is needed for it to become deformed and transform. . . . But 
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perhaps for societies founded on the relation with the other, rather than coin-
cidence with self, where relations predominate over substance, none of this  
makes the least bit of sense” (199�a, �6–�7; see also �00�, 195).19 

While indigenous peoples wanted to be like Europeans, they wanted to 
become so in their own way—and had no wish to remain so forever. This 
point highlights a radical divergence in the way in which the two cultural 
logics deal with difference. As Viveiros de Castro (199�a, �00�) noted, what 
really surprised the missionaries was the “inconstancy of the savage soul”: 
the rapid way in which the indigenous peoples returned to their old customs. 
For indigenous peoples, difference means a difference of position: the pos-
sibility of experiencing this other position—which involves transforming 
oneself into an other in order to acquire the other’s point of view—does not 
imply erasing this difference. On the contrary, the transformation is only de-
sirable when reversible; though, again, this reversibility does not presume 
the existence of an original point of view or culture to which one must re-
turn. Just as shamans transform into animals to acquire a supplementary ca-
pacity, derived precisely from this alteration, so indigenous peoples wanted 
to turn into whites. I return to this point in the book’s conclusion.

Change, Violence, and Forgetting

The Wari’, as far back as they can remember and until the period of paci-
fication, were always warriors, and the killer had an important social role, 
especially in the definition of gender relations. They did not wage war among 
themselves, only with Indians from other ethnic groups who were invariably 
classified as enemies. From the beginning of the 1900s, the Wari’, especially 
people from the OroNao’ subgroup, were left practically without enemies 
to attack, since their neighbors had been exterminated by the whites or had 
fled to remote areas in the attempt to survive. Living on the shores of small 
rivers and creeks, up until then unfrequented by the whites, the Wari’ kept 
themselves relatively immune to this invasion. As they did not maintain 
peaceful exchange relations with any other indigenous group, neither did 
they experience the known effects of indirect contact with whites, such as 
the access to tools and other goods, or the suffering from epidemics caused 
by unknown diseases. However, the disappearance of their enemies became 
a serious problem. The men went as far as to say that they were turning into 
women, since they could not become full men without being able to acquire 
the status of a killer.
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14 introduction

When the whites finally reached their territory, the Wari’ delighted in the 
possibility of resuming their warfare expeditions. And they did so immedi-
ately. According to them, these new enemies arrived with peaceful inten-
tions, ready to offer presents, and in military terms were completely inca-
pable. They lacked guns and simulated rifle shots with slaps on their thighs, 
which made them easy prey for the Wari’.

The situation changed after the 1940s with the second rubber boom, 
when the rubber tappers penetrated in large numbers into the more remote 
area occupied by the Wari’. At this time, especially from 1950 onward, the 
Wari’ began to be killed en masse, sometimes with machine guns, just before 
dawn while still asleep in their houses. In chapters � and �, I reproduce the 
narratives of some of these episodes. Occasionally, the whites stayed near the 
site of the massacre for several days with the aim, the Wari’ say, of prevent-
ing them from taking the corpses so that they could provide them with an 
adequate funeral through ingestion. During this period they were filled with 
hatred of the whites and lived on the run, sometimes unable to make swid-
dens. Even so, after a period of mourning, they left in search of whites, any 
whites, in order to exact revenge.

What we can conclude from this brief exposition is that the invasion 
of the whites provoked two opposite types of effects on Wari’ warfare: its 
initial suppression, due to the disappearance of their enemies, and its later 
intensification with the beginning of the massacres in the villages. I should 
make clear that the intensification does not refer to the emergence of inter-
nal warfare, since the Wari’ never made war among themselves, but to an 
increase in the deaths from killings by whites, and the Wari’ expeditions to 
these new enemies in search of vengeance.20 However, the transformation in 
warfare was rather qualitative than quantitative. As we shall see in chapter �, 
Wari’ warfare was conceptually very different from the warfare practiced by 
whites since it took place between full subjects, whether animals (cinegetic 
predation was a kind of warfare), Indian enemies, or, later, white enemies. 
The idea of exterminating a naturalized, dehumanized other was inconceiv-
able for them.21 The other had to exist as a subject for the act of killing to 
be productive. Killing enemies was not intended to annihilate them, but to 
enable the extraction of symbolic resources for the constitution of persons 
and relations, a central objective of warfare. As Fausto observed (�001, ��1): 
“The capacity to extract much from so little seems to be a general fact of Am-
erindian warfare, distinguishing it radically from the war of extermination or 
conquest. . . . The logic of quality prevails over that of quantity.”
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From the Wari’ point of view, the massacres clearly indicated that there 
was a different logic at work. This war was different. The terms used by a 
man to describe that moment dispense with the need for additional expla-
nations: “It was as though we were animals, as though the whites saw us as 
peccaries.”

In terms of internal social relations, the invasion of the whites initially 
provoked an increase in the tension between the Wari’ subgroups, a con-
sequence of the first experiences of alien diseases, which they attributed to 
sorcery or poisoning caused by foreigners. The suspicions led to retaliations 
through the same methods and temporary ruptures in contact between the 
groups involved (see Conklin 1989, 96–97).22

The postpacification epidemics inaugurated a new phase with the recog-
nition of the whites’ pathogenic qualities. The Wari’ were victims of epidem-
ics of influenza, pneumonia, and measles, which, added to the massacres, 
wiped out an estimated two-thirds of the population. People died in their 
dozens and the survivors, weak and sick, found themselves unable to provide 
the dead with a funeral, abandoning the bodies of their kin to the vultures, 
which repulsed and saddened them even further. In contrast to the armed 
attacks, the Wari’ did not perceive these illnesses as an active aggression but 
as something involuntary, caused, among other things, by emanations from 
white people’s bodies (especially through odors).23 They traced the cause 
of their suffering to taking the wrong decisions: for approaching the whites 
too closely, or failing to move away quickly when they felt ill, or refusing the 
medicines that were offered to them.

All of these themes are examined in depth during the course of the book. 
My wish here is to call attention to what seems to be a strange forgetting 
of violence, allied with a pronounced valorization of the positive effects of 
the encounter with the whites. Paletó once told me that had they accepted 
the invitations of the whites from the outset, today they would be like the 
Makurap (a Tupi group of Rondônia), completely white. According to him, 
the first whites were good: rather than desiring conflict, they merely wanted 
to persuade the Wari’ to live with them. They came with many gifts, but the 
Wari’ killed them. So the whites became angry and decided to wage war. The 
Wari’ had not thought straight in attacking them: if they had, they would be 
whites now and would know how to build airplanes.

Without wishing to deny that some whites encountered during the initial 
period had indeed peaceful intentions, some of these contacts, as we shall 
see in chapter �, involved episodes of capturing Wari’ women and children, 
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whose violence is downplayed in their narratives while the benefits are high-
lighted, especially the metal tools and other objects that the women who es-
caped were able to bring with them. The narratives also show the fascination 
over the women’s accounts of the life of whites, in particular their strange 
foods.

Undoubtedly we should entertain the possibility that this peculiar per-
ception of the initial encounters is the outcome of comparing them with 
later events, characterized by the massacre of entire villages. But it is also 
clear that we are faced with an active manipulation of forgetting, a phenome-
non already observed with numerous other Amerindian peoples. As various 
studies show, forgetting is a central factor in Amazonia, not only to instill the  
necessary separation between the living and the dead but also to enable the 
continual appropriation of cultural goods from the outside, such as songs, 
objects, myths, and technologies.24 In these cases, forgetting had the effect of 
making the “alterity entirely their own,” as Fausto has demonstrated (�007a, 
91) in analyzing the appropriation of Christian symbols by the Guarani (see 
too Santos-Granero �007, 61).

This is not exactly the case of the Wari’. Most of the time they affirm the 
alien origin of a wide range of cultural goods, including maize beer, the bev-
erage central to social life, as well as funeral song and Christianity (see Vilaça 
�009). In the specific case of white technology, its superiority is usually as-
sociated in Wari’ narratives with a wrong choice on their part. This is clear in 
Paletó’s statement concerning the refusal to accept the overtures of the first 
whites (and that today they would know how to build airplanes) and the ex-
planations, mentioned above, for the heavy mortality caused by epidemics.

The association of the technological inferiority of the Indians with a bad 
choice is a common theme in Amazonian mythology. The Yanesha example  
illustrates this. According to Santos-Granero (�007, 55), both the technologi-
cal capacity of whites (“the white men have extraordinary creative powers  
and can invent marvelous things, such as cars and other machines”) and their 
reproductive capacity (“the white men multiply, while the Yanesha grow 
fewer each day”) are attributed in the myth to the wrong behavior shown by 
the Indians in response to the demands posed by the divinities (in contrast 
to the correct behavior of the whites). Among the Barasana, we find a formu-
lation shared by numerous other groups: a culture hero gives the Indians the 
choice of firearms or bows. They choose the latter, leaving the whites with 
the former, whose greater effectiveness was unknown to them (see S. Hugh-
Jones 1988, 144).
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Viveiros de Castro (198�, �5�–6�; �000b, 49–54; �00�, �0�–5) observes 
that these myths comprise a variant of a set of myths called by Lévi-Strauss 
(1994 [1964]) “myths of the short life.” In these, the origin of mortality is 
associated with a bad choice arising from an error related to the use of one 
of the senses (either not hearing well, or speaking too much, and so on). 
According to Viveiros de Castro, the mythic motive of weapons involves a 
“modulation of this code. Instead of errors related to the senses, we find a 
lack of good sense” (Viveiros de Castro �000b, 5�). Although the Wari’ do 
not strictly speaking have a myth of this type (see chapter 7 for a discussion 
of this theme), as in the narratives mentioned above, mythic fragments such 
as the walking baskets recalled by Paletó in order to explain the agency of 
white people’s objects relate directly to the theme of the bad choice.

Rather than being related to the technological superiority of the whites, 
or the exterior origin of their cultural goods, Wari’ forgetting seems to be 
related specifically to overlooking the violence of these enemies. What the 
Wari’ seek to forget is precisely the predatory capacity of whites (who had 
no firearms, who were full of good intentions). In this way, they make this 
capacity their own, positively marking their own action, not only in the first  
encounters with whites but in the later developments.25 This is not a dispute 
for power, as appears to have been the case with the Yanesha, who, Santos-
Granero (�007, 58) tells us, “seem to omit any suggestion that the others are 
superior.” They “obliterate power differences that place them in a subordi-
nate position. . . . By forgetting, the Yanesha disempower the others to em-
power themselves” (6�). In the case of the Wari’, the issue is ontological. In 
the context of an extended conception of humanity, which includes animals 
and enemies, predation comprises a core differentiating act, momentarily 
separating predators and prey and classifying these two positions as human  
and nonhuman, respectively. Assuming the active role in the act of predation 
forms the privileged means of making oneself human. I return to this theme 
in chapter �.26

There is more, though. As I suggested earlier, forgetting the violence in-
flicted on themselves is also related to a highly positive view of transforma-
tion. In other words, everything experienced in the past is forgotten in the 
face of the outcomes in the present. Gow’s ethnographic studies (1991, �001) 
on the history of the Piro provide an excellent example. According to Gow 
(�001, 6), although enslavement and many instances of brutality and injus-
tice meant the process of change was difficult and painful for the Piro, they 
generally perceive contact with whites as positive, since it allowed them to 
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turn from Indians of the forest into civilized people. And the author asks: 
“But if they did experience this transition as disastrous, why was that mem-
ory not transmitted to their descendents. . . . Memory is selective, but this 
looked like collective amnesia of a startling kind. . . . I reasoned that Piro 
people could only act in this way if they experienced their being in the world 
as inherently transformational” (9).27

Among the Wari’ too, not only does the violence involved in the process 
of contact with the whites appear to have been forgotten, the cultural trans-
formations set in motion by living alongside whites are also seen as highly 
positive. The Wari’ continually astonish me by the way they systematically 
ignore, or sometimes even positively assess, everything that strikes me as a 
“cultural disaster.” For example, they tranquilly remark that their children 
and grandchildren do not know the myths or how to conduct the festivals 
that were once so important in their social life. Nowadays, young people 
want white festivals, fueled by forró, a musical genre present throughout this 
region of Brazil. In response, older people simply say, “That’s what they’re 
like,” or “That’s their way.” Such changes seem to be easily comprehended 
as inherent to life, necessary to its continuity. I shall return to this theme 
throughout the book.

To conclude this section, it is important to stress that by citing the view-
point held by some Indians today, I do not want to relativize the brutal, ir-
responsible, and criminal way in which they were treated in the past, and in 
some cases are still treated today.28 As Sahlins emphasized at the start of his 
essay on the cultural transformations experienced by some native peoples 
due to the so-called advance of the West: “What follows, therefore, should 
not be taken as a sentimental optimism that ignores the agony of entire  
peoples caused by disease, violence, slavery . . . and other miseries which 
western ‘civilization’ has spread across the planet. Here, on the contrary, I  
offer a reflection on the complexity of these forms of suffering, especially 
in the case of those societies that were able to extract from this ill fate their 
present conditions of existence” (Sahlins 1997, 5�).

The Research

Around �,800 Wari’ live in seven villages next to the indigenous posts run by 
funai, or in the smaller villages linked to the posts. These villages continue 
to multiply as a consequence of the movement of dispersion coordinated 
by the Wari’ and encouraged by funai. Today just one village is adminis-
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trated by the Indians themselves: Sagarana, a former religious mission lo-
cated within the officially demarcated Wari’ territory, previously run by the 
Catholic diocese of Guajará-Mirim. Today all of the five Wari’ indigenous 
areas are officially demarcated and registered: Ribeirão, Lage, Pacaás Novos, 
Rio Negro–Ocaia, and Sagarana (maps 1 and �).

My fieldwork was conducted in three phases. The first period totaled 
eight months between 1986 and 1989. I spent most of this time at the Rio 
Negro–Ocaia village and made some visits to the Tanajura, Santo André 
(a.k.a. Pacaás Novos), and Lage villages.29 At the end of this period, in 1989, 
I handed in my master’s thesis at the Graduate Program in Social Anthro-
pology of the Museu Nacional, Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro. This 
work was published three years later.30

At the start of 1990, having already begun my doctorate, I returned to the 
Wari’ and stayed at the Rio Negro–Ocaia village for two months. Following 
the birth of my son Francisco at the end of the same year, I was only able to 
resume fieldwork in 199�: accompanied by him, I stayed with the Wari’ for 
a total of six months between 199� and 1994. I returned again in 1995 and 
1996 for quick visits of about a month each. During this second phase of re-
search, I also lived for most of the time at the Rio Negro–Ocaia village, while 
spending a few weeks visiting the Lage, Ribeirão, Santo André, and Tanajura 
villages, as well as Sagarana, located on the Guaporé River. These trips were 
undertaken in order to meet and interview some of the protagonists of the 
episodes of pacification discussed in the book. All of the testimonies were 
recorded in the native language and translated by myself into Portuguese.

In December 199�, Paletó, my Wari’ father, and his son Abrão, sixty and  
thirty years old, respectively, at the time, came to stay in Rio de Janeiro for 
two months. This proved to be one of the most intense periods of fieldwork 
I have ever experienced. Paletó seemed compelled to speak, narrate myths, 
and tell stories (we recorded thirty-six hours of cassette tapes). He asked to 
be recorded and told me to drink coffee when, already late at night, my eyes 
would droop as he spoke. Some of the best versions of the myths used in the 
book were obtained during this period, along with various war narratives.

The third phase of research began in �001 and continues today through 
annual visits to the Wari’ lasting about a month, and some trips undertaken 
with them, accompanied by the anthropologist Beth Conklin, to areas where 
they made villages, cleared swiddens, and trekked widely before pacification. 
My current research is linked to two projects: one of them looks to study 
Wari’ notions of space and locality, involving the production of maps of  
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Map 1. Brazil.
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Map �. Detail of facing page.  
Wari’ reservations and indigenous posts (pi).
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traditionally occupied areas. Some of the data from this research have been 
included in the book, especially in the form of notes, enriching the informa-
tion obtained in the 1990s. The second project, to which I have been devoting 
special attention, aims to study the conversion of the Wari’ to Christianity.

The Book

The book is divided into three parts: “Other Becoming,” “In Myth,” and “We 
Want People for Ourselves: Pacification.” In the first part, I describe and dis-
cuss the ways in which the Wari’ conceive and experience alterity, concen-
trating in particular on an analysis of the positions occupied by foreigners 
(chapter 1, “The Foreigner”), enemies (chapter �, “The Enemy”), and whites 
(chapter �, “The White Enemy”) in this conceptual system.

In the book’s second part, the native conceptions of otherness are re-
examined, this time by analyzing a system composed of four myths that ex-
plore the three positions of otherness mentioned above, as well as the posi-
tion of the affine/brother-in-law. Hence this part is divided into “The White 
Enemy” (chapter 4), “The Foreigner, the Dead” (chapter 5), “The Enemy” 
(chapter 6), and “The Brother-in-Law” (chapter 7). The partial overlapping 
of the chapter titles to parts I and II is designed to emphasize precisely the 
complementarity of these analyses, which evince a logical continuity be-
tween Wari’ myths and historical narratives. The presentation and discus-
sion of these myths is also intended to situate them within the wider context 
of the mythology of South American lowlands Indians, analyzed by Lévi-
Strauss in the Mythologiques, particularly in the first volume, The Raw and 
the Cooked (Lévi-Strauss 1994 [1964]), and in one of the supplementary vol-
umes, The Story of Lynx (Lévi-Strauss 1991). As mentioned earlier, the latter 
deals specifically with the productivity of the notion of alterity in Amerin-
dian thought, closely examining the conceptions relating to whites.

The third part focuses on describing the various stages of the pacification 
process. Although the descriptions are based on the Wari’ perspective of the 
encounters, chapter 8, “The Motives of the Whites,” which opens this part 
of the book, presents the facts as described in the documents and narratives  
produced by the whites. This procedure is intended to help the reader situ-
ate the events narrated in the subsequent chapters within a wider historical 
context. Chapter 9, “The Widening River: Contact with the OroNao’ of the 
Whites,” examines the first peaceful contact between the whites and a Wari’ 
subgroup that had been isolated from the rest for around thirty years by the 
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Pacaás Novos River. According to some people, this river was widened over-
night by a torrential downpour; others claim that bank erosion caused by 
the increased use of motorboats was responsible. Chapter 10, “ ‘The Enemy 
Says He’s OroNao’ ’: Contact with the OroWaram, OroWaramXijein, and 
OroMon,” focuses on the second stage of pacification when the OroNao’, 
who had already been pacified, accompanied the whites on the expedition 
to contact kin they had not seen for many years. Because they arrived along 
with the whites, they were taken for them, although they insisted, speaking 
in the Wari’ language, that they were OroNao’. News of the encounter spread 
among the members of these subgroups in the form of the phrase that pro-
vides the title to this chapter, which sometimes varied slightly: “The whites 
are crazy. Now they say they are OroNao’. ” Chapter 11, “The Great Expedi-
tion: Contact with the OroNao’, OroEo, and OroAt on the Negro and Ocaia 
Rivers,” examines the last and largest of the pacification expeditions. This 
included the participation of national spi officers (rather than regional of-
ficers, as in the previous cases), a Catholic priest, and various other whites 
recruited at the last minute in Guajará-Mirim. For reasons to be explained 
later, the missionaries of the New Tribes Mission, who had led all of the 
other expeditions, were absent.

In the conclusion I discuss how the categories of otherness analyzed dur-
ing the course of the book are manifested today now that the Wari’ have 
come to live next to the funai posts, thereby becoming the coresidents 
of foreigners and enemies. There I aim to reply, albeit briefly, to a question 
posed insistently throughout the book (and to the Wari’ by myself): Why 
did they decide to live alongside the whites? And why do they say that they 
themselves are becoming white?
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