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THE  ANTHROPOLOGI ST  AS  EXPERT

Brazilian Ethnology between Indianism and Indigenism

Is it the anthropologist’s role to decide whether an individual or a

collective can be defined as ‘‘indigenous’’ or, further, to establish the limits of

the territory to be o≈cially recognized by the state? As a specialist, does he or

she possess the conceptual and methodological tools required for such a

definition? In epistemological and ethical terms, should the anthropologist

make such a decision, insofar as it implies agreeing to act as a substitute for

concrete historical agents (indigenous peoples, class sectors or other social

groups, or the state itself ) and to assume the role of arbiter between opposed

or even antagonistic social interests?

These are all questions inspired by Pierre Bourdieu’s reflections (1980) on

the attitude that the sociologist should maintain when confronted by intense

competition between social actors for social classifications and identities.

Perhaps these questions will puzzle anthropologists who do not work with

indigenous peoples, or those who over the last two decades have worked in

political and institutional contexts outside of Brazil. But while such ques-

tions may seem strange and extemporary to the routines of these researchers

and teachers, for Brazilian anthropologists these are contemporary di-

lemmas that permeate their day-to-day relationships with indigenous peo-

ples and with the various state authorities.

Indeed, from the end of the 1980s to the late 1990s di√erent sectors of the

state have increasingly turned to the work (qualified as ‘‘technical’’) of an-

thropologists with specialized training, primarily those incorporated into

the academic circuit (universities, museums, and research centers). This

demand for collaboration—expressed in the requests for anthropological in-

quiries and reports∞—arose out of wider moves to secure juridical and insti-

tutional reform in Brazil. These reforms aimed to modify the authoritarian

legal practices and administrative structures implanted by the military gov-

ernments in place from 1964 to 1985. The new political setting was also

characterized by the gradual adaptation of national institutions and interests
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to transnational mechanisms and institutions (1995 to the present). In ad-

ministrative terms, the demand for collaboration has become focused on the

appointment of anthropologists to coordinate work groups formed by the

indigenist governmental agency Fundação Nacional do Índio (funai) for

the purpose of delimiting indigenous lands.

The novelty of this collaboration has been widely welcomed by anthropol-

ogists, judges, and administrators. It is not di≈cult to comprehend the

reasons for such enthusiasm in light of the previous situation: legislation in

the area had been based around a centralizing and assimilationist tradition,

implemented by an indigenist agency that systematically excluded anthro-

pologists from its activities and ignored the specific nature of anthropologi-

cal work.≤ However, in contrast to the generally positive appraisal of this

recent encounter between anthropologists and state agencies, here I adopt a

critical and sociologically relativizing posture: my aim is for this essay to

function as a mauvaise conscience (bad conscience) capable of bringing to

the surface the complexities and risks implied in such collaboration.

In the course of this text, it will become clear that the anthropologist is not

bound by the roles and expectations typical to conventional research, but

rather comes to define himself or herself (whether by inclusion or opposi-

tion) in response to other discourses. In other words, in the split between

Indianist and indigenist discourse,≥ between romanticism and political ne-

gotiation, anthropologists face the challenge of redefining their own per-

formance—one that meets the demands of the specific context of public

inquiries (very di√erent from ethnographic situations), but that equally

safeguards the scientific quality of their work, perfecting new conceptual

tools and establishing more sophisticated criteria for evaluation.

In the final section of this essay, I draw a parallel between fieldwork in

ordinary ethnographic situations and research in administrative and judi-

cial inquiries, while also pointing to the relevance of this localized com-

parison in a more general discussion. Rather than limiting this debate to

anthropology’s less-canonical output (such as legal reports), I argue that it

should be extended to include ethnography itself and its products.

The Historical Context

Anthropological reports and inquiries in Brazil first appeared in the

context of redemocratization, a process that culminated in the declaration of

a new constitutional charter in 1988. This was the result of an extensive
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national debate that lasted for more than a year and involved the consulta-

tion and mobilization of civil society as a whole. In the indigenist area, a new

visibility was given to all kinds of associations (nongovernmental organiza-

tions, professional and scientific associations, the church, trade unions, di-

rectly interested groups)—a process that reflected their capacity to put for-

ward useful ideas for securing the rights of minority groups, particularly

those of indigenous peoples.

By 1988 the attorney general’s o≈ce of the republic was immersed in

private lawsuits of the federal government for its legal declaration of indige-

nous areas. Alarmed with the poor quality of the information supplied by

the o≈cial indigenist body (funai), the o≈ce contacted the Brazilian An-

thropological Association (Associação Brasileira de Antropologia [aba])

and requested the expert advice of anthropologists specializing in indige-

nous populations. Concerned particularly with the financial cost of the

compensation payouts being sought, the attorney general’s o≈ce established

an agreement with aba allowing the former to contract (and remunerate)

professionals appointed by the association. These anthropologists would be

employed to conduct inquiries and produce legal reports providing proofs

and arguments in support of the governmental initiatives.

Also this same year the new constitutional charter was proclaimed. This

contained a small but important chapter on indigenous populations, guar-

anteeing legal recognition of their cultural and linguistic diversity, as well as

their distinct forms of organization. In e√ect, the new legislation reversed a

previous tradition of assimilationist policies, whose ultimate goal had been

to integrate Indians into the so-called national communion—an objective

also made explicit in ordinary laws such as the 1973 Estatuto do Índio

(Statute of the Indian; a law still in force today). In addition, governmental

protection was declared for the lands traditionally occupied by indigenous

populations. In a subsequent decree (1996), the government established

norms for the process of identifying the territory of each ethnic group and

attributed an important role to the anthropology specialist who would un-

dertake the necessary studies.

During the period of the National Constitutional Assembly, funai re-

mained on the margins of the debates and proposals, while the aba, the

Indigenist Missionary Council (Conselho Indigenista Missionário [cimi])

and various nongovernmental bodies sent technical information and pro-

posals. Throughout this process, the indigenous leaders made themselves

present whenever crucial decisions were required.∂ Yet, shortly before final

drafting, funai declared itself contrary to all the proposals, even going so far



226 João Pacheco de Oliveira

as to recommend the annulment of the constitutional amendment that

established the priority of indigenous rights in the case of land disputes.∑ In

complete variance to the desires for democratization expressed in the consti-

tution, funai remained totally opposed to any change in its own admin-

istrative practices, and indeed chose a process of ‘‘remilitarization’’ by com-

mitting itself to a policy of national security that opposed the creation of

indigenous areas in border regions.∏

The posture adopted by the indigenist agency was only modified at the

start of the following decade during the o≈cial preparations for the second

United Nations Conference on the Environment and Development, which

was to be hosted by Brazil (Eco-92).π Fearing denouncements by defenders

of minority rights and severe criticism from other countries, the Brazilian

government quickly undertook a radical revision of its policies in this area.

Prominent indigenists and ecologists were appointed to direct the agencies

responsible for indigenous peoples and the environment, e√ectively setting

in practice some of the guidelines contained in the constitution years earlier.

The aim was to promote a new global and local dynamic to generate new

standards in relation to indigenist policy (see Brown 1993; Conklin and

Graham 1995; Oliveira 2000).

The Brazilian government’s new attitude provoked a positive reaction

from international organizations, which led to the release of loans and

funding for o≈cial indigenist and environmental activities. One of the pri-

orities identified by the World Bank and the European Economic Commu-

nity was the preservation of the Amazonian rainforest, a project (titled the

Pilot Program for Protection of the Tropical Forests) that involved the de-

marcation of indigenous territories and the creation of new conservation

zones. Over the next few years, the governmental sectors responsible for

dealing with these issues were formed. These sectors worked to set up tech-

nical teams and modify various administrative procedures, establishing

guidelines for joint participation and securing the trust of the international

agencies that would be providing the necessary resources. In 1995 in the

region of Legal Amazonia∫ a program of indigenous land demarcation was

initiated (called Programa de Proteção às Terras Indígenas da Amazônia

Legal), which was based in funai itself with resources coming from the pilot

program.

Once again funai’s lack of technical sta√ surfaced as a limiting factor in

this program. A policy was therefore initiated of approaching the univer-

sities and the aba with the express purpose of recruiting anthropologists
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capable of carrying out the identification of lands claimed by indigenous

peoples in lawsuits, many of which had been ignored or downplayed by

funai’s directors in the 1980s. Hence it was as a corollary of the new setting

created by Eco-92 (Oliveira 1993) that professional anthropologists started to

be called on to coordinate funai’s land identification work groups.Ω Here

the anthropologist was drafted to work in conjunction with other specialists

(including engineers, cartographers, and a specialist in environmental is-

sues) to produce a technical report that, as explicitly stipulated in Decree

1775/1996, would act as the legal basis for the administrative process of

recognizing indigenous land rights.

Inquiries and Their Paradoxes

My aim in this text is not to discuss the impact of these new governmen-

tal directives and partnerships (see Ricardo 1994; Oliveira and Almeida

1998), but rather to reflect on the risks and challenges they place on the

anthropologist’s work. The sheer volume of these o≈cial requests justifies

such a concern: through the aba/attorney general’s o≈ce accord, approx-

imately forty inquiries have taken place since 1988, and according to funai’s

data (from 1997) there still exist more than 150 indigenous lands to be

identified. Taking into account the fact the aba has around nine hundred

associates of which more than two hundred of these study (or have studied)

indigenous populations and, furthermore, observing the extent of this col-

laboration (which involves universities from di√erent parts of Brazil and

anthropologists from the main research centers), it is impossible to overesti-

mate the e√ects of this involvement on anthropological practice. Some aca-

demics see this issue as simply a question of personal choice (a process with

which the anthropologist may or may not decide to collaborate), while

others treat it as an expansion of the work market for anthropologists (and

as a sign of positive recognition of their profession). Although all of these

professionals make use of their involvement to bolster indigenous demands

and interests vis-à-vis the state, I believe this is an issue that a√ects the

expectations and demands placed by society (and particularly the Indians)

on the anthropologist. For this reason the issue deserves close attention.

Put simply, my concern is with the complex set of tasks and expectations

now being assigned to anthropologists. There has undoubtedly been a sub-

stantial advance in ethnographic research on indigenous peoples living
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within Brazil, as well as in important theoretical developments explaining

the dynamics of interethnic contact and the organizational and symbolic

forms of these societies. But we need to remain aware that the questions put

to anthropologists in the judicial context are highly specific and demand

applied knowledge with very detailed conclusions and precise responses.

Can the anthropologist really guarantee that a particular human group is

(or is not) indigenous—in other words, that it maintains unbroken links

with pre-Colombian populations? And, accepting that such an ethnic group

exists, can the anthropologist determine the territory belonging to it with

any real precision?

These are very complex issues from the anthropological point of view, yet

they are questions for which judges, prosecutors, and lawyers expect precise

responses. This is why they use the term ‘‘inquiry’’ (where anthropologists

prefer ‘‘research’’) for the investigations conducted for the purpose of pro-

ducing a report with a high degree of technical-scientific precision.

These preconditions mean that the reports issued during judicial pro-

cesses can be compared with other o≈cial documents making up part of

administrative processes and resulting from initiatives taken by the executive

power. Here I am referring to the reports produced by ‘‘anthropologists’’ via

the ‘‘work groups for indigenous land identification’’ (Oliveira and Almeida

1998: 74–100; Souza Lima 1998: 235–61). In neither case does the production

of inquiries and reports look to respond to questions posed by anthropolog-

ical theory, nor are these inquiry activities financed or sponsored at the

initiative of the academic community. Since they are solicited and resourced

by other bodies—either by di√erent sectors of the judiciary or by funai

itself—the inquiry reports clearly imply the tacit acceptance of certain rules

and expectations foreign to the context of anthropological practice per se.

Here my concern is precisely the extent to which the anthropologist can—

or should—attempt to reply to such questions without abandoning the

conceptual rigor and methodological attentiveness proper to the discipline.

This question informs the remainder of my text, where I will focus my

discussion on the anthropological criteria that may (or may not) corrobo-

rate the knowledge produced in such inquiries, or even call for a reformula-

tion of the theoretical grounding of anthropologists and/or the demands

placed on them.

The intervention of anthropologists in judicial and administrative pro-

cesses should not, strictly speaking, be identified as a modality of applied

anthropology; neither does it correspond in any sense to an example of so-
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called anthropological advocacy (see Maybury-Lewis 1985; Wright 1988), nor

may it be seen as a crystallized form of state knowledge.∞≠ Instead, it should

be understood as the exercise of a technico-scientific expertise caught up in a

complex play of pressures and negotiations involving di√erent types of so-

cial mediators (governmental and nongovernmental organizations, scien-

tific associations and universities, Indians and private interests).

My intention here is to look at some of the dangers and traps that may

spring from the collaboration between anthropologists and lawyers, given

that this encounter—involving, as it does, the elements of anthropological

research, judicial action, and indigenous demands—may not always result in

the happiest solutions for everyone, given that each party is motivated by

distinct interests and doctrines. Disciplines such as law and anthropology

possess their own well-defined methods and sets of doctrines crystallized in

written codes and specific bodies of knowledge: hence, it is highly unlikely

that the wishes of individual actors (who foresee advantages in this collab-

oration) can by themselves make a clean slate of the attitudes and traditions

previously in operation.

The relatively new nature of this encounter (which derives from the agree-

ment signed in 1988 between the aba and the attorney general’s o≈ce)

provoked excessively optimistic and slightly nonsensical expectations. The

natural euphoria also ended up generating a certain sociological naïveté that

led to actors taking as necessary and permanent what was only circumstan-

tial and temporary. The general tone of this text is therefore one of prob-

lematizing this encounter between anthropology and law.∞∞ As such, the

exercise proposed here is to rethink—as inspired by the contributions and

impasses of modern anthropological research—the questions posed to an-

thropology in the context of inquiries and reports.

Defining an Ethnic Group

The first question involves the definition of an ethnic group. Common-

sense expectations concerning the activities of anthropologists in inquiries

and in making reports are fairly similar to the naturalized way in which the

various anthropological approaches have conceptualized sociocultural units

(Oliveira 1988: 26–28). Just as students of nature are capable of identifying

and classifying a specimen from the natural world based on animal and

plant morphology, so people tend to presume that, as a specialist, the an-
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thropologist should be capable of identifying and classifying concrete indi-

viduals within distinct social units according to the adopted cultural forms.

Further compounding this naive supposition, caution has to be taken not to

become seduced by simplifications, presuming, for example, that since hu-

mans are speaking animals capable of self-classification, the task of identi-

fication is made substantially easier (thus opening up a dangerous shortcut

into the study of identities).

Indeed such commonplace expectations are far from borne out in reality.

Cultural forms fail to reveal the same homogeneity and regularity as genetic

transmission, while social units are never so clearly delineated, discon-

tinuous, and permanent as natural genera and species. Above all, social units

change with a speed, and in a radical way, unparalleled in natural evolution.

Social units abandon old cultural forms and receive (and adapt) additional

forms from other societies while simultaneously creating their own new and

distinctive forms. Given this scenario of mutability and instability, how can

we possibly guarantee that the units in question are still the same?

In some situations the anthropologist’s work is made relatively easier,

notably when the groups in question retain a strong distinctivity in relation

to the cultural dynamics of Brazilian national society. One salient aspect of

such distinctiveness is the use of their own language. This also applies to the

case–nowadays increasingly rare—of groups who live in a situation of

marked isolation; their characterization as an indigenous population can be

achieved through the use of absolutely consensual criteria, such as the pos-

session of an exceptionally simple technology or nomadism.

In many other situations, though, the investigation tends to be much

more complex and leads to far from consensual results. For example, ethnic

groups that have already lost their language and whose culture fails to con-

trast visibly with that of the region may find their status as indigenous

peoples questioned in two ways (in part complementary). First, common

sense dictates that historical continuity has already been severed and that,

given the acceleration of the process of acculturation, such groups have

become fully assimilated and thereby indistinct from the rest of the Brazilian

population. Such peoples are conceived as ‘‘descendants’’ or ‘‘remnants’’

who, despite conserving fragments of cultural memory and folklorized

traces of customs, can no longer be characterized as Indians. Second, it is

similarly argued that the group’s original culture has been modified to such

an extent, undergoing such a distortion, that nothing typical or authentic

remains. Here, an accusation follows of a blatant manipulation of ethnic
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identity, in which—enticed by clear-cut material advantages—‘‘false In-

dians’’ and ‘‘inauthentic’’ indigenous cultures have started to emerge.

Escaping these impasses requires a dialogue with the anthropological con-

ceptualization of ethnic groups. Ever since Barth (1969, 1984, 1988), anthro-

pologists have been working with a fairly precise definition of what con-

stitutes an ethnic group—a definition very di√erent from that commonly

accepted. Specific elements of a culture (such as customs, rituals, and shared

values) may undergo considerable variations over time or as a result of

adaptive adjustments to alterations in their surroundings. What matters,

though, is the maintenance of the same organizational form prescribing a

unified pattern of interaction between the members and nonmembers of the

group in question.

If an ethnic identification corresponds to a classificatory act practiced by a

subject within a given situational context, it makes no sense to suppose that

a group’s self-classifications and those made by others must necessarily coin-

cide. In fact, Moerman (1965) demonstrates precisely the opposite case in a

situational analysis of attributions of ethnic identity in the Thailand penin-

sula. What this and other situational analyses (see Nagata 1974: 348–49) have

shown is that classifications performed by di√erent social subjects may vary

not only in relation to the value attributed to the terms, but also in relation

to the actual boundaries of these elements and in the definition of the nature

of the levels of inclusion.

This exposes a large disparity between the anthropological conceptualiza-

tion of an ethnic group and the nominalist definition given by Oscar Lewis

(in a seminar held at the Inter-American Indigenist Institute) and later

incorporated into the legislation of various Latin American countries: this

definition states that an Indian is anyone who considers himself or herself as

such, and is also considered so by the surrounding society. This definition

was the source for the characterization of ethnic identity contained in the

third article of the Brazilian Statute of the Indian (Law 6.001/73).∞≤

The Nature of an Ethnic Group’s Continuity

The second question to be considered here is the nature of the historical

continuity attributed to an ethnic group. In reading the queries raised by

judges, prosecutors, or defense lawyers, the impression created is that ethnic

identity is substantial, crystalline, permanent, and independent of internal
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contexts and divisions. However, the literature on ethnicity contains abun-

dant examples of how reality contradicts this impression.

A non-Brazilian ethnographic account can be cited here as an example of

this issue: in a superb description of the case of the Ndendeuli in Africa,

Joseph Gallagher (1974) provides a clear demonstration of how the usual

commonsense expectations concerning the process of defining an ethnic

identity are mistaken. The existence of an identity unifying and singulariz-

ing a population is by no means a cultural requirement, a fact that obviously

applies to indigenous peoples (including those in Brazil) who have not as

yet passed through a process of incorporation within a colonial situation

(Wachtel 1992: 46–48; on Brazil, see Oliveira 1999 :8–9).

Far from being a profound expression of a group’s unity, ethnonyms often

result from a historical accident, frequently a linguistic misunderstanding

produced by a play of words or a passing quip. In many cases a dominated

group does not exist as an isolated unit, but rather is incorporated into other

populations (equally dominated groups or, conversely, sections of the domi-

nant population), becoming divided, subdivided, and added to other group-

ings of di√erent types. Thus, as fragmented, assembled, and reassembled in

various modalities and in di√erent situational contexts, what form of histor-

ical and cultural continuity can such a group still present?

Perhaps the only continuity that can be sustained in rebuilding the histor-

ical process lived through by such a group is the way in which the group

continually refabricates its unity and di√erence in relation to other groups

with which it interacts. The existence of certain native categories of self-

identification, as well as distinctive interactive practices, can help delimit a

group in relation to others, although the content of these classificatory

categories varies substantially and the specific area of sociability fluctuates

considerably by expanding and contracting in di√erent situational contexts.

James Cli√ord arrives at similar conclusions in his description of a judicial

dispute between the contemporary inhabitants of the indigenous district of

Cape Cod and the Mashpee tribe: ‘‘The Indians at Mashpee made and

remade themselves through specific alliances, negotiations, and struggles. It

is just as problematic to say that their way of life ‘survived’ as to say that it

‘died’ and was ‘reborn’ . . . The history of Mashpee is not one of unbroken

tribal institutions or cultural traditions. It is a long, relational struggle to

maintain and recreate identities’’ (1988: 338–39).

The use of biological metaphors to describe social processes can be se-

riously deceptive, thereby provoking unfounded and unreasonable expecta-
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tions. The existential modality of ethnic groups and/or cultures bears no

resemblance to that of an individual: equating them therefore means elim-

inating fundamental aspects, homogenizing what is ontologically diverse,

and encouraging the emergence of dangerous interpretations and false

questions.

The application of biological metaphors to indigenous peoples—espe-

cially the more negative kind, such as death, degeneration, or survival—

tends to encourage distorted investigations and inappropriate policies from

the outset. Attempting to counter the consequences of biological tropes by

simply inverting their value attributions from negative to positive—for

example, emphasizing the rebirth or historical continuity of indigenous

peoples—produces only false solutions compromised from the start by the

very problematic impeding the research’s advancement. Indeed, it has been

as an alternative response to these problems that more technical and appar-

ently distanced terms have been able to flourish—concepts such as integra-

tion, assimilation, or detribalization.

As an example from my own work, with this issue in mind I resolved to

avoid biological metaphors in my study published in 1999 on the indigenous

peoples of northeastern Brazil. This is a regional population that has under-

gone a process of ethnogenesis over the last fifty years, during which an

important part of their current ethnic identity has taken shape. In adopting

an alternative approach my aim was to reexamine the theoretical problem of

the invention of cultures and the construction or emergence of identities

(Hobsbawm 1983: 9–10; Wolf 1982; Wagner 1981), relating these issues ex-

plicitly to collective processes and specific social situations, explained by the

notion of processes of territorialization.∞≥

Defining an ‘‘Indigenous Community’’

The third question I wish to focus on here is more specific than the

characterization of ethnic groups or cultures. Taking into account the prac-

tical aims of a judicial inquiry, the question posing itself is the extent to

which a contemporary human group making up a distinct unit and recog-

nizing itself as indigenous can be classified as such, despite the profound

transformations it may have undergone. Any reply to this question needs to

be twofold: with the first addressing the application of a legal definition, and

the second turned to convincing a much wider lay public. Here the di≈culty
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arises from the enormous discrepancy in the meanings attributed to the

term Indian.

In the first attribution, ‘‘Indian’’ indicates a juridical status within con-

temporary Brazilian society, endowing its bearer with particular rights as

defined in specific legislation. These rights exist only insofar as they refer to a

collectivity of which the person is a recognized member; namely, the indige-

nous community (as stated in the Statute of the Indian) or the indigenous

people (a more suitable sociological expression).

In the second attribution, ‘‘Indian’’ indicates a cultural state—a fact clearly

indicated by the terms that may in di√erent contexts substitute for it: forest

dweller, native, aborigine, savage, and primitive, among others. All clearly

mean an inhabitant of the forest who is bound to nature and lacking the

benefits of civilization. The prototypical image—portrayed by painters, il-

lustrators, fine artists, children’s illustrators, and cartoonists—is of a naked

individual who reads only from the great book of nature and who wanders

freely through the forest and carries with him or her (or displays on the

body) evidence of an exotic and rudimentary culture reminiscent of the

beginnings of human history.

In such a vision, the semantic load is already determined: the Indian is

e√ectively an example of a primitive being, archaic in nature and doomed to

vanish. Doubtless it is always possible to resort to a Romanticist discourse

and invert the preconceptions of evolutionism; moreover, the Indians them-

selves may deploy such representations to expose the guilty conscience of

non-Indians or to incorporate the salvationism of ecological discourse at the

turn of the millennium. But even so, this only reinforces the general impres-

sion that the place these people really belong is in the past, and that the

preservation of primitive peoples in the modern world is an extravagance

only made possible in extraordinary and entirely artificial conditions.

To a certain extent, indigenists use such images to correlate contemporary

Indians with ‘‘good savages’’ and thus foment a sense of guilt among public

opinion over the brutalities practiced during the process of colonization. Yet

such arguments only strengthen the belief in the need for a strong protector,

a role reserved for the state and performed by its agents (including, of

course, a prominent role for the indigenists themselves). In certain cases

even some of the interpretations produced by anthropologists, insofar as

they focus exclusively on phenomena of alterity, may be appropriated by

common sense and public opinion as grounds for legitimizing an atemporal

representation of indigenous peoples (for a more developed discussion of

this point, see Fabian 1983; Duchet 1985; Oliveira 1999).
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The idea of converging these two meanings of ‘‘Indian’’ strikes me as an

unpromising and extremely risky undertaking. To give an example: the

popular imagery described above—which partly reflects an experience spe-

cific to Brazilian society and partly stems from a wider Western imagination

concerning the primitive (see, e.g., Diamond 1969; Duchet 1980)—could

perhaps be used to justify the o≈cial recognition of territory for the Yano-

mami or a small number of other relatively isolated peoples. But what about

all the others? Should they be considered remnants or false Indians? Here we

need not consider only extreme cases, such as those of the indigenous peo-

ples of the Brazilian northeast, who are experiencing the kinds of dilemmas

extensively reported for the Ndendeuli of Africa and Mashpee of North

America. Even peoples who maintain their own language and core institu-

tions, such as the Ticuna, Tucano, Baniwa, and others situated on Brazil’s

northern frontier, have their status as Indians questioned by loggers, miners,

and commercial dealers interested in their lands—indeed, they are deemed

acculturated even by some governmental authorities, who use this conten-

tion to justify drastically limiting their territorial rights (see Oliveira 1990 for

an account of the Calha Norte Project).

It is important to stress the dangers of allowing the juridical definition of

an ethnic group as an indigenous community or indigenous people to be

dominated by a confused and contestable popular imagery of the Indian,

particularly since legal inquiries often occur in situations that are radically

di√erent from those supposed by the myth of primitivity. Likewise, the

anthropologists’ own contributions should avoid vague or evasive digres-

sions: instead, they should carefully explain that they consider and recognize

as an indigenous society every collectivity that, first, through its categories

and circuits of interaction distinguishes itself from national Brazilian so-

ciety, and, second, claims itself to be indigenous (that is, descendent—

whether in genealogical, historical, or symbolic terms—from a population

of pre-Colombian origin).

Manipulations can obviously take place, but I believe this is an essential

part of social dynamics and legal virtualities. For the jurist too there is

nothing scandalous in admitting that whenever a citizen can be placed in

two legal situations, either legislation (or jurisprudence) develops technical

norms to determine which status should prevail (and in this case anthropol-

ogy is unable to provide technico-scientific support), or the faculty for

making the decision is left to the interested party. I think this is the direction

to be taken in considering the issue of legally recognizing an indigenous

people.
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The Process of Identifying Indigenous Lands

The main point, however, where all attentions converge in the produc-

tion of an anthropological inquiry is the definition of the e√ective limits of

an indigenous territory. As this forms the crux of the judicial dispute, it is

undoubtedly the most sensitive point and here the expert can expect to be

subjected to just about every kind of questioning.

The anthropologist approaching the case must be extremely wary of a

kind of spontaneous ethnology, generated by the norms and categories

present in the legal decrees and administrative acts, reworked and made

explicit by the queries formulated by judges and lawyers, and put into opera-

tion by the working conditions (with a stress on the time factor) provided to

the anthropologist. This set of expectations and injunctions, steeped in the

juridical context on which the inquiry is focused, can amount to an almost

autonomous set of guidelines; these in turn may end up directing the inves-

tigation without ever being the object of closer attention and reflection on

the part of the anthropologist.

The definition of an indigenous land—in other words, the political pro-

cess through which the state recognizes the rights of an indigenous commu-

nity over a stretch of national territory—cannot be described or conceived

according to the coordinates of a natural phenomenon. Far from being

immutable, indigenous areas are always under continual revision, with ad-

ditions, reductions, fusions, and separations. This is not a circumstantial

process arising simply from the state’s errors or from pressures imposed by

spurious external interests; rather, it is a constitutive aspect, making up part

of the very nature of the process of territorialization of an indigenous society

within the institutional limits established by the nation-state (Williams 1989;

Oliveira 1999).

Obviously the notion of territory is not in any sense new in the discourse

of the human sciences—indeed it comprises a central element in the classi-

fication of political systems and the definition of political units. In contrast

to the nation-state, whose limits are rigidly fixed (since these boundaries

permit the application of law and the exercise of war to be distinguished; see,

e.g., Radcli√e-Brown’s classic formula of 1940), indigenous peoples possess

much more fluid territorial borders, which regularly oscillate in response to

demographic variations, warfare expeditions, or migratory movements of

various kinds. For these peoples, the claim over land is not fixed a priori in
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the constitution of themselves as a political unit, but may undergo profound

changes as a result of the circumstantial convergence of interests and the

capacity to assert their claim in the face of pressure from other neighboring

societies that share analogous characteristics.

It was a historical fact—the colonial presence—that provoked a new kind

of relationship to the territory, setting o√ transformations in these societies

at multiple levels of their sociocultural existence. An ethnic group’s moves to

claim a specific territory cannot be examined in isolation: any study has to

take into account the leaders behind the action and the generation that

conceived it, as well as alterations in the productive system, the availability of

environmental resources, the combination of indigenous forces in the face

of non-Indians at a local level, and the wider historical juncture of the

field of indigenist action. As a way of marking the historical and politico-

progressive nature of this phenomenon, I prefer to work with the notion of

processes of territorialization—a concept I have developed elsewhere (Oli-

veira 1999)—thereby avoiding the suggestion of immanent qualities implied

in the notion of territoriality. The drawbacks of using biological metaphors

should never be forgotten, as we saw earlier in relation to the actual defini-

tion of ethnic groups.

Continuing with our present line of reasoning, it makes no sense to

suppose that an inquiry can establish precisely and definitively the geo-

graphical area corresponding to an indigenous people’s territory. The pro-

posals of the Indians themselves change because their interests, ideologies,

and surroundings also change, just as a people’s practices and representa-

tions concerning the territory (in other words, what some authors term

territoriality) cannot be evaluated outside a specific situational context.

Even if it were possible to establish with any precision the territory oc-

cupied by an indigenous people hundreds of years ago, this does not neces-

sarily mean that this is the territory claimed by its contemporary members.

Only anthropological research can say how the territory is conceptualized by

the ethnic group itself at any given moment. Pressed by the expanding

colonial fronts, indigenous peoples have frequently been dislocated hun-

dreds of kilometers away from the areas they once inhabited, then subject to

processes of reterritorialization in religious missions, farms, towns, rubber

plantations, and so on. How can we define their territory if we persist in

thinking of indigenous lands as immemorial and originary, seeking (once

more) to lend reality to the myth of primitivity?

Keeping in mind the contextual nature of any proposal for the creation of
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an indigenous land, the anthropologist needs to describe and evaluate it

alongside the social situation that generated it. This approach not only

applies to the process of ethnogenesis (Oliveira 1999: 33–34), it is also valid

for any analytic endeavor in the human sciences. Hence, the anthropologist

is advised to carry out a critical examination of the proposals developed and

presented by indigenous leaderships, by the indigenist agency (funai), or

by other segments or institutions. It is essential that the expert report (just as

any other work of abstraction and generalization) includes a description of

the relationship between the anthropologist and the researched group; that

it makes the documental sources or gathered testimonies explicit; and that it

specifies the informants and stresses the concrete basis of everything that is

observed and eventually reported. The impressions and conclusions of the

expert himself or herself must be carefully described and justified, thereby

helping to ensure an accurate evaluation of the limits and the reliability of

the actual research.

Inquiry Situations and Ethnographic Situations

Inquiries and reports stem from a fairly singular research situation,

when the conflicts over the definition of an indigenous land have already

reached the tribunals or state agencies, and thereby become widely known

by Indians and non-Indians alike. The vast majority of informants have a

relatively clear view of the aims of the anthropologist’s work, knowing very

well that what they say could be used in a judicial dispute or in the admin-

istrative process to strengthen or reduce their claim’s chances of success.

Indigenous leaders, indigenous organizations, and nongovernmental orga-

nizations also assume the task of clarifying the aims of the work to members

of the particular ethnic group, prescribing attitudes and opinions for poten-

tial interviewees and even preselecting those whose opinions are more suit-

able for the demands at hand.

Conducting research in a context that involves decisions on issues vital to

the informant is not a simple undertaking: it demands the anthropologist’s

careful control of investigative methods and techniques, as well as a con-

tinual attentiveness in relation to the production of data and multiple in-

tervening factors. A researcher possessing only a general training in an-

thropology or ethnology will face enormous di≈culties in assembling the

ethnographic data needed to allow him or her to present the divergent



The Anthropologist as Expert 239

positions (not only between Indians and di√erent sections of Brazilian na-

tional society but also between the Indians themselves) and to analyze them

critically, without becoming a prisoner to the ideologies promulgated by the

di√erent actors (individuals or agencies).

A concrete examination of the inquiry situation—as opposed to the eth-

nographic situation experienced by anthropologists during fieldwork∞∂—

shows that here the actions and options are situated at the confluence of

three distinct discourses (Indianism, indigenism, and anthropology), each

made up of its own suppositions, values, and expectations. The potential

overlapping of these three discourses in the inquiry situation implies a

certain margin for ambiguity; this can only be overcome by developing a set

of criteria capable of establishing the strategic predominance of one of these

discourses.

With this in mind, the readings that the social actors and agents may make

of the inquiry situation, including the anthropologist’s own motives and

choices, may take three di√erent directions: the Indianist posture, indigenist

activism, and the attentive and critical exercise of anthropology. The first

position corresponds to a description of indigenous demands based on

unilateral and schematic knowledge of ‘‘how these Indians were in the past’’

(that is, ‘‘before the arrival of whites’’). This reconstruction is taken to refer

back to a golden age, in which social forms were plentiful and cultural forms

were authentic. Such an approach results in a static and backward-looking

model of society, in which the demands and initiatives of the present must

forever be evaluated in relation to the forms and values attributed to an

idealized past.

The term ‘‘Indianism,’’ by which I designate this posture, itself recalls the

literary school of Romantic authors of the nineteenth century. This literature

portrayed indigenous peoples as heroic protagonists of a nativist narrative;

indigenous customs and institutions were used with no concern for eth-

nographic rigor or veracity, expressing only the viewpoint (exterior and

arbitrary, albeit benevolent) of a white narrator. At root the Indian was little

more than an instrument for rea≈rming the narrator’s own values—a vehi-

cle (a nonrandom one) that allowed him to present his own vision as natural

and autochthonous (that is, native and unconnected to imported traditions).

Certain similarities can be detected here between this phenomenon and

the orientalism critically analyzed by Edward Said (1979) as a discourse

crystallizing and reifying otherness (instead of surpassing it by making its

own discursive conditions explicit). Both discourses allow the attribution of
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meaning to colonial practices and help to justify them. Although Indianism

seems to omit the negative aspects of the Other, focusing primarily on a

critical reevaluation of the narrator’s own society, it implicitly stipulates—by

considering indigenous peoples as something bygone and referring only to

the past of the Brazilian nation—the conditions that should ideally govern

relations between Indians and Brazilians. As a relic of the past, the survival

of the Indians depends on the altruistic guardianship of a white patron: this,

in turn, is inevitably linked to a nativist view of the state.

The Indianist narrative is expressed in a variety of ways in the concrete

situation of inquiry making, as well as in actual fieldwork and in the inter-

pretations deriving from the latter. One point I have already mentioned is

the search for an indigenous society in its plenitude: that is, with a precon-

tact organization, an authentic culture, and a territory presumed to be

permanent and exclusive. These three aspects act in unison in any such

search, each serving to reinforce the other.

Criticizing Indianism by no means implies that the analytic exploration of

the indigenous past is unimportant from the viewpoint of its theoretico-

interpretive and practical consequences. Like the historian, the anthropolo-

gist may conduct documentary research with the aim of determining the

land occupied by an indigenous people over a wide period of time, establish-

ing the migratory routes the people took and the cultural exchanges they

maintained.

Although the task of ascertaining the accuracy of historical sources—

through careful examination and comparison, seeking to contextualize

them socially and in relation to the diverging interests of the indigenous

peoples and colonization—is somewhat di≈cult and arduous, the results

can be of high value in scientific terms. As unique and specialized knowl-

edge, such material should be made readily available to indigenous peoples

themselves and to all those charged with deciding (judicially or admin-

istratively) the extent of their territorial rights.

It is highly unlikely that the researcher will be recognized as neutral and

impartial by the numerous legal authorities and actors involved. Frequently,

representatives of the parties opposing the Indians label him or her—mis-

takenly—as a romantic (that is, someone nostalgic for the past): this is

mostly due to the anthropologist’s tendency to focus discussion on past land

rights and uses that, in the view of their critics, are totally irrelevant to

defining current rights of possession. Conversely, should the anthropologist

or historian fail to raise these issues, they will end up legitimating versions of

history that ignore or annul indigenous rights.
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In the continual ebb and flow of disputes surrounding the holding of an

inquiry, it is not rare for the anthropologist—in making the data and analy-

ses from a study available to the population in question—to be accused of

manipulation, of undue interference in the process, or even of incitement.

On the other hand, the Indians themselves may also refute the presented

conclusions, preferring to rea≈rm only knowledge obtained by oral tradi-

tion and taking historical reconstructions based on written documents as

partial, limited, and above all harmful to their own interests.

The second approach to consider is the indigenist one. This operates in

the space opened up by the discontinuity between the indigenous society in

its original plentitude and the form in which it presents itself today within

national society. Hence, the indigenist approach operates within the limits

set by alien definitions, shifting between the idealized reconstructions con-

ducted by indigenists and the utilitarian characterizations made in the pres-

ent day by nonindigenous actors. However, in contrast to the Indianists,

their intervention is not aimed at rescuing a lost or neglected reality but

rather in arbitrating opposed points of view explicitly located in a competi-

tive situation.The task of arbitration—whether between Indians and non-

Indians, or between the Indians themselves—is peculiar to indigenist activity

(Oliveira 1988: 222–225). The very term ‘indigenist’ implies a mediating

function, usually performed by sta√ from the o≈cial agency or other bodies

(public or otherwise).

The inquiry situation may equally embroil the anthropologist in media-

tion disputes and transform his or her research into an exercise of arbitra-

tion. But by adopting such a path, the anthropologist enters into the dispute

for social classifications, exploiting an asymmetric position (that of expert)

in order to impose his or her solution on the other actors. The anthropolo-

gist thereby becomes wrapped up in a double illusion: on one hand, the

temptation to speak from a position of power, abandoning his or her own

proper field; on the other hand, the sociological naiveté of imagining that his

or her own proposal speaks for a particular group or social force.

In administrative inquiries (in other words, in the reports identifying

indigenous lands), the coordinator of the work group can evade the onus of

responsibility involved in deciding in favor of a proposal, since the existing

norms demand that the expert clearly reports ‘‘the community’s proposal.’’

As the indigenous people and expert interact in asymmetric conditions, the

tendency is for the opinions and arguments of the anthropologist to be

directly discussed with the Indians. Rather than producing a sociological

analysis of their demands, the work group’s coordinator ends up undertak-
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ing a process of conciliation and arbitration, in which all e√orts are directed

toward the generation and ratification of a supposedly unified proposal

(albeit equally relative and contextual). In this case, the expert remains less

exposed than in the case of judicial reports, since he or she makes themselves

present through their endorsement of the community’s proposal (which

they helped to formulate in their condition of mediator and arbiter; indeed,

the community for its part only enters into the decision-making context via

the identification report produced by the expert himself or herself ).

All of these problems, as well as the strategy of speaking in the name of the

community’s proposal,∞∑ derive from the same source: the exclusion of the

indigenous people and their representatives from the decision-making pro-

cess. This creates a space for political mediation that can be filled by the

anthropologist, provided the latter accepts acting as an indigenist.

The third posture I wish to examine is that of the expert who limits

himself or herself to the exercise of anthropology, seeking to alert judges and

administrators to the nature and complexity of the social processes involved

in the inquiry situation, as well as the form in which the inquiry and identi-

fication reports should be read. This requires the anthropologist to reject the

prescriptive formulas of both the Indianist and the indigenist discourses, as

well as the reformulation of his or her own contribution as a merely techni-

cal activity.

At an institutional level, anthropologists need to fight (individually and

collectively) for three key modifications to the administrative system for

recognizing indigenous lands. The first and most simple change is to refor-

mulate the expert’s working context, looking to distance it from an activity

primarily focused on decision making and mediation,∞∏ and aiming instead

to approximate his or her involvement more closely to the encounter that

characterizes an ethnographic situation. Fostering this change would be

relatively simple. It would be enough for the anthropological work involved

to be considered as a preliminary study, produced exclusively by someone

with specialized training who simply provides the requisite background

information for the later activity of a work group—in reality, a governmen-

tal commission of negotiation and arbitration between Indians and non-

Indians (see Oliveira and Almeida 1998: 75–79).

A second alteration would involve a di√erent conceptualization of the

anthropologist’s task, qualifying it as a method of establishing a nexus of

meaning, corroborated by ethnographic evidence, between an ethnic orga-

nization and a collectively appropriated space. Approached in this fashion,

the issue would no longer involve defining the limits of an indigenous land
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through the proposal of an area to be legally recognized; instead, the anthro-

pologist would be employed to supply ethnographic data and analytic argu-

ments enabling a report’s readers to evaluate critically the juridical, anthro-

pological, and political bases of the di√erent proposals formulated by the

various social actors, as well as assess the very di√erent sociocultural impacts

that would result from the implementation of these distinct proposals.

The anthropologist can and should (since he or she possesses instruments

for this) hierarchize these alternatives from the viewpoint of ensuring the

well-being and sociocultural continuity of the indigenous collectivity in

question, supplying the decision makers with a clear vision of the conse-

quences that may arise from the di√erent options. At an extreme, this in-

cludes disqualifying proposals that could place the sociocultural grouping

involved in an unacceptable position of risk. Here, the anthropologist is a

specialist who performs a rigorous and detailed study but is not the decision-

making agent. The technical grounding of his or her arguments will contrib-

ute significantly to increasing the transparency of the entire process, thus

pressuring the authorities into having to justify, in an equally adequate and

consistent manner, their reasons for choosing less-recommendable pro-

posals. But the responsibility and onus of the decision can only fall to those

who have e√ective power at their disposal: namely, the administrative and

judicial authorities.

A third change would focus specifically on the administrative context,

demanding the abandonment of the paternalistic postures and salvationist

pretensions still implicit in the existing procedures in this area. In order for

the anthropologist to relinquish the position of spokesperson for indigenous

interests (an inheritance from the tutelary regime), it is essential that indige-

nous peoples possess specific representation in the regular decision-taking

mechanisms. Focusing on a very di√erent ethnographic context, Fred Myers

(1986) examines the disputes involved in representing the native, pointing

out the risks entailed when the anthropologist takes on this role (which is

one frequently criticized by the indigenous actors themselves). Except in

extremely dramatic and highly exceptional situations, the anthropologist

should not foster the illusion that he or she is the spokesperson for indige-

nous interests, nor heighten any expectations in this direction. The exclu-

sion of indigenous peoples from the process of defining their own lands is

something that must be directly censured, and the anthropologist should

not allow his or her technical activities to be used as a substitute (or sup-

posed compensation) for the absence of indigenous participation.∞π

It may seem strange that, starting out from the dilemmas of anthropologi-
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cal practice in the inquiry situation, this text ends by suggesting the modi-

fication of administrative systems and even juridical conceptions. While

these are the indelible marks of the context in which this reflection emerged

(specifically, the debate between anthropologists, lawyers, and indigenists in

Brazil and the important role played by the aba at this level), maintaining

them in this text has a very particular heuristic function: it expresses a

commitment to rooting anthropological knowledge in its conditions of pro-

duction (as recommended in Asad 1973 and Pels and Salemink 1999). Indeed,

with this aim in mind, we could hypothesize that the so-called Brazilian style

of doing anthropology (described by Ramos 1988) derives from the fact that

it is grounded in the anthropologist’s active participation in the legal defini-

tion of indigenous lands. This may also explain the special attention that

Brazilian anthropologists devote to interethnic relations and conflicts (see,

e.g., Ribeiro 1970; Cardoso de Oliveira 1978 [1972]) as well as their continual

dialogue with the society to which they pertain, including taking a particular

stance in relation to facts and questions that imply value judgments.∞∫

More specifically, my interest lies in calling attention to an implicit (and

generally little discussed) dimension of ‘‘doing anthropology’’: the practices

through which researchers in various ways react to and interfere with their

working conditions. For the field researcher, does this simply involve accept-

ing the socially imposed definitions of scientific methodology, taking on the

role of a professional responding to a preexisting market? Or is it the inverse:

intervening in his or her working conditions, acting to make them more

compatible with the potentials and limits of the discipline, while simulta-

neously remaining attentive to the ethical and political premises always

present in some form in any anthropological analysis? Of course, research

situations vary greatly and in analytically exploiting this variability, rooting

forms of knowledge in their social context, the anthropologist must remain

aware of the interventions that he or she performs. Such reflexivity is the

only way of ensuring the viability of their activity and the production of the

desired type and quality of knowledge.

Developing this kind of detailed scrutiny of anthropology as an exercise

implies an on-going critical examination of the procedures involved in re-

search, as well as a greater historical contextualization and comparative

analysis from anthropologists as a whole. Where studies of autochthonous

populations are concerned, it is imperative to describe not only the relations

between anthropologists and the collectivities they study, but above all their

forms of participation in the sectorial politics that a√ect indigenous popula-
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tions (including land rights, but also other issues). This kind of critical self-

evaluation demands that we take into account the institutional devices and

concrete historical experiences that configure the initial expectations of those

brought together in both inquiry situations and ethnographic research.

In conclusion, inquiries and reports (whether judicial or administrative)

constitute a narrative genre very di√erent from theses, monographs, papers,

articles, and essays; rather, they possess distinct aims, target a very specific

public, have their own funding channels and particular procedural rules,

and follow their own distinct methods of evaluation. Above all, they aim to

supply information for making decisions on the phenomena they study.

This in no sense annuls or disqualifies them as a source of knowledge, nor

necessarily reduces them to the performance of roles essentially alien and

appended to the role of ‘‘an anthropologist.’’ On the contrary, it points to a

range of highly complex and urgent theoretical and methodological ques-

tions concerning the future development of the discipline as a whole, as well

as the definition of legitimate spaces for its professional exercise.

Notes

∞ In judicial processes that a√ect indigenous interests, judges may, for the

purposes of clarifying existing doubts or divergences, resort to the specialized

services of an anthropologist; the latter must respond to a set of questions formu-

lated by the judge himself or herself, or by lawyers from the parties in litigation. In

replying to this request in the form of a technical report (laudo), the anthropologist

must undertake research (bibliographic or field studies), whose duration and costs

will be fixed in mutual agreement with the judge. Following a decision made in

1986 by the Upper Federal Tribunal, anthropologists are the only professionals

considered capable of acting as experts (peritos) in legal actions relating to indige-

nous lands (previously engineers, agronomists, and others were also included).

Jurists emphasize, though, that inquiries (perícias) do not a√ect the judge’s sov-

ereignty: the latter may equally consider the recourse to a technical inquiry super-

fluous; he or she is likewise free to accept or reject the results presented by the

expert (including ignoring their conclusions or requesting a new inquiry).

≤ As Oliveira and Almeida 1998: 80 shows for the 1970s and 1980s, funai

possesses no ‘‘consistent expectations concerning the competence and level of the

performance’’ of the professionals it qualifies as anthropologists.

≥ The term ‘‘Indianist’’ is generally used to refer to the Romanticist literature

that evolved during the nineteenth century alongside the formation and consoli-

dation of the Brazilian state; these texts aestheticized and glorified indigenous
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customs and values, incorporating them as autochthonous and singularizing com-

ponents of Brazilian nationality. Conversely, the expression ‘‘indigenist’’ is twen-

tieth century in origin and is applied both to government policies relating to

indigenous peoples and to the individuals responsible for carrying these out. An

analysis of these two terms is more extensively developed in the final section of this

essay, where they are taken as indices of two types of discourses present in virtual

form in Brazilian society—both of which the anthropologist should avoid in per-

forming his or her activities, as I explain later.

∂ For more detailed information on this process, see Santos 1994; Carneiro da

Cunha 1986; Ricardo 1994.

∑ This especially concerned article 198, paragraph 1, of the Federal Constitu-

tion of 24 January 1967, which established in very clear terms the priority of

indigenous possession over other modalities of possession or ownership: ‘‘Juridical

e√ects of any nature that have as their object the ownership, possession or occupa-

tion of lands inhabited by silvícolas [Indians] are hereby declared null and void.’’

∏ This was the so-called Calha Norte Project, a governmental program that

included various ministries and public bodies and defined priorities and principles

for action over a large swathe of Amazonia (see Oliveira 1990).

π The most representative event in the indigenist and ecological field was the

summit held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. In anticipation of this event, the Brazilian

government undertook a radical revision of its indigenist policy, including of-

ficially recognizing a number of indigenous territories of sizable proportions.

∫ Legal Amazonia was an expression coined in the 1970s as part of an expan-

sionist policy by Brazil’s military governments that involved plying the region with

tax incentives and development programs. In addition to the states making up the

north of the country (according to Brazil’s usually geographic division) the area

includes the states of Maranhão, Rondonia, Mato Grosso, and Tocantins.

Ω Sta√ specifications in funai include the category of anthropologist, but no

technical prerequisite of any kind is demanded for this position beyond a general

university education. (This has led to the post being filled by people trained in

psychology, architecture, fine arts, economics, or even sometimes social sciences.)

In contrast, the aba only recognizes as full associates—and hence as anthropolo-

gists—those who have received specific training at a postgraduate level.

∞≠ For an analysis of the relationship between anthropological knowledge

and governmental policies in a colonial context, see L’Estoîle, this volume.

∞∞ Some of the ensuing ideas resulted from a conference delivered in the

closing session of the seminar Anthropological Inquiries in Judicial Processes,

which was organized by the aba in December 1991 at the University of São Paulo.

This seminar brought together anthropologists, lawyers, and indigenists. The essay

was substantially reworked following the colloquium Social Sciences, State and

Society, held at the Museu Nacional, Rio de Janeiro, in September 1997.

∞≤ ‘‘Indian—or silvícola—designates any individual of Pre-Colombian origin

and ancestry, who identifies him or herself, and is identified, as belonging to an
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ethnic group whose cultural characteristics distinguish it from national society’’

(Law 6.001/73, article 3, item 1).

∞≥ By territorialization process I refer to a set of social actions through which

a politico-administrative object (in Brazil, the comunidades indígenas; in Spanish

America, the reducciones and the resguardos; and in the French colonies, the ethnie)

is led to transform itself into an organized collectivity, formulating its own identity,

instituting decision making and representational mechanisms, and restructuring

its cultural forms (including those relating to the environment and the religious

universe). It designates an intervention by the political sphere (especially by the

state) through which a prescriptive association is established between individ-

uals/groups and geographical limits that have been determined. It is this political

act that constitutes ethnic groups by imposing mechanisms of arbitration external

to the population in question, themselves resulting from relations of force existing

between the di√erent groups represented in this political regime. These constraints

are reworked and interiorized by the preexisting cultural reference points; this

process also generates new possibilities for action that end up directing indigenous

initiatives toward a reconstruction of their political and cultural organization

(Oliveira 1999: 21).

∞∂ It should be noted that the ethnographic situation itself is nowadays con-

ditioned by a new political, cultural, and scientific context (see Albert 1995), en-

tirely di√erent from the context in which the research studies of classic ethnologists

were undertaken.

∞∑ It is worth observing that the concept of the community’s proposal was

not an outcome of juridical or administrative acts focused on the technical (or

anthropological) nature of the processes involved in recognizing indigenous rights

(that is, those initiatives relating in some form to the provisions of the 1988 consti-

tution or decree 1775/96). Instead, it was developed from previous norms in force

relating to the work of the indigenist agency (funai), in which the technical

content of the function of ‘‘anthropologist’’ is unspecified.

∞∏ Made up by people with di√erent kinds of professional training, the work

group is regulated by a schedule of activities that tends to conflict with the rhythm

of anthropological research (see Oliveira and Almeida 1998: 84–86).

∞π This could be achieved through the incorporation of representatives of the

indigenous people into the governmental commission that is examining and eval-

uating their territorial demands. In terms of the decision-making spheres located

at higher and more restricted administrative levels, the indigenous representa-

tives could be appointed by the regional-level and/or national-level indigenous

organizations.

∞∫ Irrespective of whether the anthropologist conducts anthropological in-

quiries or restricts himself or herself to fieldwork in the Malinowskian tradition,

the state, society, and the indigenous peoples themselves expect—and in di√erent

ways demand—that the anthropologist take a clear and authorized stance in rela-

tion to indigenous lands and rights.
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