2/Cultural Ecology

People everywhere must come to grips with the physical environments
within which they live in order to survive and reproduce offspring who carry
on their traditions. The physical environment, however, contains not only
lands, forests, resources, and foods, it contains many other things as well.
Perhaps one of the most compelling ingredients in the environment is other
people: from the vantage of members of a particular community—a village, for
example—the world beyond has both a physical and a sociopolitical dimen-
sion, and one must come to grips with both. Anthropologists usually discuss
this process as cultural adaptation: the social, technical, and ideological means
by which people adjust to the world that impinges on them. Much of that
world is ontologically ‘real’ in the sense that an outsider from a different
culture can ‘see’ and document it in a fashion that can be verified by other
observers. But much of it lies hidden in the minds of the observed natives,
whose cultural traditions, meanings, and assumptions infuse it with spirits,
project into it meanings, and view it in a way that the outsider can only
discover by learning the language and, through language, the intellectual
dimensions of culture. This chapter explores Yanomamé adaptations to the
natural dimensions of the environment and how people ‘make a living’ in that
environment. More important, it mwmwohmw the relationship between ecology,
culture, and village dispersion over the landscape, describing how the Yano-
mamo settlements fission and relocate in new areas. This process clearly must
have been of enormous significance in our own culture’s history when
agriculture was developed and led to the rapid growth of populations, an event
that we now call the “agricultural revolution.” What we can learn from
studying the Yanomamo settlement pattern process can shed light on our own
population’s early history, a history we know now only through archaeology.

The next chapter will consider the ‘intellectual’ dimensions of how the
Yanomamé cope with their world through myths and ideology.

The Physical Environment

Kaobawi’s village is located at the confluence of the Mavaca and Orinoco
Rivers, the Mavaca being a relatively large tributary of the latter. His village
lies at an elevation of about 450 feet above sea level on a generally flat, jungle-
covered plain that is interrupted occasionally by low hills. None of the hills
qualify as mountains, but in some areas the terrain is very rugged and hilly and
difficult to traverse on foot. Most of the rivers and streams begin in the hills as
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tiny trickles that are dry at some times of the year but dangerous torrents
other times. A sudden heavy rain can have a dramatic effect on even lars
streams, and the Yanomamo therefore avoid larger streams when they sele
garden and village sites::The Yanomamé are ‘foot’ Indians as distinct frc
‘river’ Indians, a basic cultural division in the Amazon Basin.

While the hills do not qualify as mountains, they do reach heights of 30
feet in some places. Almost all of them are covered with jungle, but to the e
of Kaobawi’s village, in the Parima ‘mountains’, relatively large natu
savannas occur at higher elevations, and one finds Yanomamé villages there
well. Much of the lowland area is inundated during the wet season, making
either impossible to travel there or unwise to locate a village and garden the:

The jungle is relatively dense and contains a large variety of palm a
hardwood trees. The canopy keeps the sunlight from reaching the ground, a
on overcast days it can be very dark and gloomy in the jungle. Scrub brush a
vines grow in most areas, making travel by foot difficult. Along the rivers a
streams where the sunlight can penetrate to the ground, luxuriant vegetati
grows, a haven for many kinds of birds and animals.

Trails and Travel Yanomamé villages are scattered irregularly, but usua
thinly, over this vast tropical landscape. Distances between the villages can
as short as a few hours’ walk to as much as a week or 10 days’ walk, dependi
on the political relationships between the groups. Warfare between villag
generally keeps them widely separated, while alliances of various sorts (s
below) and descent from common ancestors tend to reduce the distance, t
there are exceptions.

All villages have trails leading out into the jungle and to various villag
beyond. Many trails simply go to the gardens that surround the village a
terminate there. A Yanomamo trail is not an easy thing to see, let alone follo
particularly a trail that is used only sporadically. Most of them wind throu
brush, swamps, rivers, and hills, but tend to be quite direct. Annoyingly so
times, as when they go straight up a steep hill to the peak, and then straig
down the other side—instead of following more convenient terrain that t
anthropologist might have chosen.

It takes experience to recognize a Yanomam® trail. The most certain spot
are the numerous broken twigs at about knee height, for the Yanomar
constantly snap off twigs with their fingers as they walk along. Anoth
frequent sign is a footworn log across a stream or ravine, usually so slippe
that at first I had to shimmy across them on hands and knees while r
traveling companions roared with laughter. Most Yanomamé trails crc
streams and rivers, often going for several hundred feet in the river itself. It
easy to get lost on these trails, for it is never obvious when the trail leaves t
stream and continues across land.

Friendly neighbors visit regularly, and the most commonly used trail frc
Kaobawid’s village went south, to the two friendly Shamatari villages: Rey
bobtwei-teri and Mdmaribowei-teri. Hardly a week went by during the d
season without someone, usually small groups of young men, going from o
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of the Shamatari villages to Bisaasi-teri or vice versa. Young men can make the
trip easily in one day, for they travel swiftly and carry nothing but their bows
and arrows. A family might also make it in one day if it kept on the move, but
it would be a dawn-to-dusk trip if the women had to carry their babies or items
they or their men planned to trade. Should the whole village decide to visit, it
might be a two- or three-day trip, depending on how anxious they were to
reach the village. On one occasion, Kacbawi invited me to accompany his
entire village on a trip to MOmaribdwei-teri. [ packed my supplies carefully
and left with them. We walked about 20 minutes inland, to the south, and
stopped to let the women and children rest. Much to my surprise and chagrin,
that is where we made our first night’s camp! We were barely outside their
garden! It would have taken them at least a week to reach their destination at
that pace, so I simply went on with a young man to guide me, spent a day and a
night visiting, and returned home before the Bisaasi-teri even reached the
village.

On this trail, and many others like it, there are numerous temporary
‘camping places’ along the route, a collection of dilapidated pole huts in
various stages of decay where earlier visitors spent a night. These huts can be
put back into repair in a few minutes by simply replacing the dry, leaky roof
leaves, but the whole structure can be built from scratch in about 15 minutes.

Walking entails certain kinds of risks. The Yanomamo have no shoes or
clothing, so thorns are always a problem. A party of 10 men can rarely go more
than an hour without someone stopping suddenly, cursing, and sitting down to
dig a thorn out of his foot with the tip of his arrow point. While their feet are
hardened and thickly calloused, walking in streams and through muddy terrain
softens the callouses and then the thorns can get deeply imbedded.

Snakebite is another hazard. A siirprisingly large number of Yanomamé die
from snakebites, and almost everyone, if he lives long enough, eventually gets
bitten by a snake.! Most bites are not fatal, although all are painful. I treated
several nonfatal bites with antivenom during my work, but no case was very
serious. A few bites can be severe enough to cause the loss either of the limb
or its use. One of my Yanomamé friends lost his leg some 15 years prior to my
fieldwork—it just rotted away and fell off. He hopped around rather effective-
ly on his remaining leg. Snakebites are almost as frequent in the garden or near
the village as they are on the remote trails, and one must always be careful
when picking up firewood from the pile or wandering around in the garden.
The Yanomam try to keep the garden and paths weeded with this in mind.

In Kaobaw#’s area, most travel between villages is done from September
through April, the dry season. During the wet season, substantial portions of
the trail are under water and small ‘lakes’ replace the swampy lowlands.
Communication between villages nearly ceases at the peak of the rainy season
and most villages are isolated from most outside visits at that time. Streams
that were mere trickles in March become raging torrents in May and June. If
the group must travel in the wet season, it will make simple pole-and-vine

'] eventually compiled statistics on causes of death of adult Yanomamo (see Chagnon,
1974:160, for statistics).

Fig. 2—1. Clay pots were common when I began my fieldwork, but these bave been alm
completely replaced by aluminum ware that is traded from village to village.

bridges over the smaller streams, but will have to avoid large strear
altogether and make wide detours around them. These bridges are essential
a series of “X” frames linked together with long poles (where the legs of the
cross) and vine railings. Generally a gap of 10 to 15 feet separates each X un
the stream is bridged. Bridges are usually washed out within a few weeks, b
occasionally a few of the poles will last into the dry season. In any case, the
are not expected to last very long.

Technology Much of Yanomamé technology is like the pole-and-vir
bridge just described: crude, easy to fashion from immediately availab
materials, effective enough to solve the current problem but not destined 1
last forever. Perhaps the only durable artifact that an archaeologist woul
readily find in ancient, abandoned sites is the crude, poorly fired clay pc
traditionally used by the Yanomamé (Fig. 2-1). It is nearly an inch thick at ¢k
bottom and tapers to almost nothing at the rim. It is undecorated, very fragil
and pointed at the bottom. Women, who are considered clumsy by the mer
are rarely allowed to use them. The pots are often used to prepare food for
feast—and men do all the food preparation for that. The pot is made by th
‘coil’ technique and fired by simply stacking brush and wood around it. Whe
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