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The Yanomamo:

1
A People in Search of a Future

This year marks the beginning of a worldwide campaign to
establish a large, integrated, and well-protected land area
for the Yanomamo Indians who are threatened by highway, mining,
and colonization projects in the Amazon region of Brazil.

The

Yanomamõ, who number more than 17,000 people and live in
scores of isolated villages along the frontier between Venezuela
and Brazil, forma special place in modern anthropology.

For

nearly two decades, anthropologists have been studying the
unique customs and ecological adaptations of the Yanomamõ tribe.
Thousands of college students have read about the Yanomamõ in
anthropology courses; several documentary films about these
people have appeared on national television in Europe, Japan,
and the United States; anthropologists have intensely debated
the determinants of Yanomarnô warfare, rnarriage, and subsistence
patterns.

Yet, despite this scientific interest, it is

surprising how little public attention has focused on the serious
contact situation of the Yanomamo tribe.
The story of the Yanomamõ has been repeated over and over
again in the recent occupation of the Brazilian Amazon.

In 1974,

the Brazilian government began construction of the Northern
Perimeter Highway, a road that forms part of the Trans-Amazon
highway network and passes through the
Yanomamõ territory.

southern part of

Diseases carried by highway workers have

already destroyed thirteen villages along the first 100 kilometers
of the new road.

Brazilian anthropologist Alcida _Ramos, who
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(an ore used in the

production of tin) in the Surucucus region of Yanomamõ

territory.

This region contains seventy-four Yanomamõ villages

with a population of 4,500 people.

Uncontrolled contacts between

Indians and prospectors devastated the Yanomamõ at Surucucus.
In less than two years, illnesses killed more than half of the
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tribal rather than national property rules.

The Yanomamo Park proposal, which is designed within these
provisions and modelled after the famous Xingu Indian Park in
Mato Grosso, would protect both the Indians and the ecology of
the region from the ravages of outsiders and give! the Yanomamõ
a chance to adapt to Brazilian society at their own pace.
Support for the Yanomamõ Park proposal has already been
obtained from the National Conference of Brazilian Bishops,
the 5razilian Anthropological Association, the Brazilian Society
for·the Progress of Science, the Brazilian Press Association,
and numerous lawyers, writers, and artists in Brazil.

As a

result of this expression of public support, the Brazilian
government has stopped all mining activities in the Yanomamõ
area.

No decision, however, ha~ been made on the establishment

of the Indian park; nor have steps been taken by Brazilian
authorities to vaccinate the Yanomamõ against measles, tuberculosis, influenza, malaria, river blindness, anda host of
other lethal diseases.
The fate of the Yanomamõ may ultimately depend on the
international sentiment that can be raised in support of the
park proposal.

The International Work Group for Indigenous

Affairs in Copenhagen, Survival International in London, and the
AnthropologyResource Center in Boston have just published a report
titled The Yano~arnà.inBrazil: 1979.

These groups have also

launched a letter-writing campaign directed at Brazilian authorities
and international relief agencies and calling for the immediate
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