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Praise for Robert Borofsky’s Yanomami
If there is one book that redefines anthropology for the twenty-first century, this
is it. It is a ground-breaking study that takes us to the ethical heart of the social
sciences. Using the Yanomami controversy as a lens for examining anthropology
itself, Borofsky asks anthropologists — from introductory students to advanced
scholars — how we should craft the values that define our work and ourselves. This
is an essential book for our times. Carolyn Nordstrom, University of Notre Dame
Finally, a text that truly illuminates the issues of anthropological ethics and helps
anthropologists to think and act effectively. In the form of an inquest on the
Yanomami controversy, Borofsky lets all sides and the AAA be heard in their own
words, creating a context where no reader is left to be carried away by any one set of
arguments. The debates reveal deep perplexities that lie at the heart of our discipline.
Marvelous for undergraduate and graduate teaching and for professionals and
equally suited for reflective reading and class discussion, this book will forever
change my teaching of anthropology as well as my own thinking.
Fredrik Barth, Boston University
What better way to learn anthropology than through one of its great controversies?
Written in a lucid and concise manner, Yanomami is really two books in one: first, it
is a riveting, issues-oriented text that is ideal for sparking interest and provoking discussion among introductory students; second, it is an invaluable analysis of critical
disciplinary questions that every anthropologist and anthropologist-in-the-making
need ponder.
Alex Hinton, Rutgers University
The discipline of anthropology has a great debt to Rob Borofsky, who has given us
a careful, deliberate reflection that is both specific and general: specific, because the
book takes up a fierce debate that has riven the community of anthropologists, scientists, and health personnel working with the indigenous people of the Amazon
Basin; general, because, as Borofsky reminds us, this debate is at heart about the
imbalances of power that characterize our world. Yanomami is not only a great teaching tool, one shaped by the input of students, but also a cautionary lesson that should
be read by all scholars and journalists who work across gradients of class, culture,
and language.
Paul Farmer, Partners in Health

This is a terrific book for teaching students about the possibilities and practices of
anthropology. As ethical individuals and as engaged scholars, we have to confront
the deep and ongoing contradictions of anthropology’s relationship to the vulnerable peoples it studies. Borofsky shows the potential for revitalizing anthropology
in the twenty-first century and challenges students and teachers to work for change
right now.
Philippe Bourgois, University of California,
San Francisco
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CALIFORNIA SERIES IN PUBLIC ANTHROPOLOGY
The California Series in Public Anthropology emphasizes the anthropologist’s
role as an engaged intellectual. It continues anthropology’s commitment to being
an ethnographic witness, to describing, in human terms, how life is lived beyond
the borders of many readers’ experiences. But it also adds a commitment, through
ethnography, to reframing the terms of public debate—transforming received,
accepted understandings of social issues with new insights, new framings.
Series Editor: Robert Borofsky (Hawaii Pacific University)
Contributing Editors: Philippe Bourgois (UC San Francisco),
Paul Farmer (Partners in Health), Rayna Rapp (New York University),
and Nancy Scheper-Hughes (UC Berkeley)
University of California Press Editor: Naomi Schneider
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Laban Hinton (with a foreword by Kenneth Roth)
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by Paul Farmer (with a foreword by Amartya Sen)
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Chechnya: Life in a War-Torn Society, by Valery Tishkov (with a foreword by
Mikhail S. Gorbachev)

7.

Total Confinement: Madness and Reason in the Maximum Security Prison,
by Lorna A. Rhodes

8.

Paradise in Ashes: A Guatemalan Journey of Courage, Terror, and Hope,
by Beatriz Manz (with a foreword by Aryeh Neier)

9.

Laughter Out of Place: Race, Class, Violence, and Sexuality in a Rio Shantytown,
by Donna M. Goldstein

10. Shadows of War: Violence, Power, and International Profiteering in the TwentyFirst Century, by Carolyn Nordstrom
11.

Why Did They Kill? Cambodia in the Shadow of Genocide, by Alexander Laban
Hinton (with a foreword by Robert Jay Lifton)

12.

Yanomami: The Fierce Controversy and What We Can Learn from It, by Robert
Borofsky

13.

Why America’s Top Pundits Are Wrong: Anthropologists Talk Back, edited by
Catherine Besteman and Hugh Gusterson
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dedication
This book is dedicated to the 119 students who, at a critical time in the
Yanomami controversy, heeded the call for involvement and through
their thoughtful comments ultimately made a difference in shaping the
final El Dorado Task Force Report. (The students’ names and college affiliations, where available, are listed below.) We, as a discipline, are in these
students’ debt. Thank you.
Lisa Andreae, Lauren Austin (Middlebury), Robyn Berg (Montana), Keith
Bishop (Denison), Josh Brown (Idaho), Kelley Buhles (San Diego State),
Jarred Butto (Bucknell), Wes Cadman (Gettysburg), Jennie Campana (Bucknell), Sze-Ming Cheng (CSU Hayward), Parke Cogswell (Middlebury),
Stephanie Corkran (San Diego State), Mark Corrao, Mike Cretella (Middlebury), Kenneth Crockett, Alissa Cropper (CSU Hayward), Matthew
Dalstrom, Elizabeth Danforth (Iowa State), Ian Davis, Jaclyn Diamond
(Gettysburg), Alex Alan Dumlao (Hawaii Pacific), Amelia Dunlap (Denison),
Jason Durbin (San Diego State), Gabriel Epperson (Middlebury), Gabriel
Espiritu (Bucknell), Duke Feldmeier, Harverst Ficker (Middlebury), Tommy
Fisher (Gettysburg), LaTasha Fisher (CSU Hayward), Patrick Foiles (Idaho),
Crystal Foster (Montana), Sami Freitas (Hawaii Pacific), Oren Frey (Middlebury), James Fryrear (San Diego State), Domonic Gaccetta (Hawaii
Pacific), Lillie Green (Gettysburg), Jeanette Guiral (Hawaii Pacific), Janelle
Guzman (CSU Hayward), Vuong Ha, Fritz Hanselman (Brigham Young),
Joanna Harbaugh (Iowa State), Kerry Harris, Cora Hinton, Liz Holland (Gettysburg), Alexis Hollinger (Middlebury), Elizabeth Hopkins (CSU Hayward), Katrina Huber, Deanna Hughes (Case Western Reserve), Lorna
Illingworth (Middlebury), Issues in Anthropology Class (York), Erin Jensen
(Middlebury), Laura Jones (Gettysburg), Rachel Judge (CSU Hayward),
Sarah Keiser, Chad Klein, Justin Knox (Middlebury), Sarah Kretzmer (Gettysburg), Joseph Lewis (Middlebury), Maribeth Long (Middlebury), Laurie
Lynch (Case Western Reserve), Diana Mabalot (Hawaii Pacific), Tiana
Massey (CSU Hayward), Craig McCallum (Idaho), Hillary McDonald
(Middlebury), Kelly McDonald (Montana), Kristine Meier (Gettysburg),
Bryan Miller, Sarah Mitchell, Richard Montgomery (Idaho), Bridget Mooney
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(CSU Hayward), Christopher Moreno (San Diego State), Mathew Morrow
(Bucknell), Mushoba Njalamimba, Amy Norman (Missouri, St. Louis),
Mary Katherine O’Brien (Middlebury), Emily Okikawa (Hawaii Pacific),
Michael Okikawa (Hawaii Pacific), Keisha Oxendine, Karisa Peer (Middlebury), Sara Pryor (Bucknell), Beata Przybylo (San Diego State), Keani
Rawlins (Hawaii Pacific), Casey Reid (Southwest Missouri State), Cynthia
Reyes (CSU Hayward), Adam Richardson, Brandy Richardson (Gettysburg),
Shanti Rieber (San Diego State), Jennifer Rustad (San Diego State), Todd
Ruttenberg (San Diego State), Peter Santos (Bucknell), Elizabeth Schmerr
(Iowa State), Nirvi Shah (San Diego State), Kristy Shroeder, Ellen Simon,
Estrella Slater (Hawaii Pacific), Jocelyn Small (Gettysburg), Eric Stadler,
Molly Stevenson (San Diego State), Whitney Strohmeyer (Middlebury),
Lawrence Stutler (Iowa State), Jennifer Tavegia (Montana), Max Theis
(Middlebury), Christina Thompson (CSU Hayward), Corinna Tiumalu
(CSU Hayward), Holly Traynor, Eleanor Tutwiler (Middlebury), Tomoka
Uchida (Middlebury), Andrew Ulrich, Adrian Valadez (CSU Hayward), Amy
Vance (Gettysburg), Gregory Waters (Gettysburg), Amy Wegner (Middlebury), James Werbe, Tara Weyen, Kristin Wilkinson (CSU Hayward),
Matthew Wilson (Middlebury), Jeremy Wilson-Simerman (Hawaii Pacific),
Casey Wixson, and Siobhan Young (Gettysburg)
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A NOTE TO TEACHERS
What better way to learn about anthropology and how anthropologists practice it
than to study one of the discipline’s great controversies? It is all here: crucial intellectual and professional questions that confront the discipline, the practical politics of being an anthropologist, and where we go from here as a discipline.
The way anthropology and anthropologists are sometimes presented in
textbooks brings to mind the Wizard of Oz. We perceive anthropology (like the
wizard) as it wishes to present itself—in ways that inspire awe and respect.
Yanomami: The Fierce Controversy and What We Can Learn from It lets readers
step behind the screen the discipline presents to the world. We gain a sense of
what anthropologists, in fact, are like: how they conduct fieldwork, grapple with
difficult issues, and live professional lives. One sees the discipline’s very human
side, up close and clear.
The book is directed at two audiences. Introductory students can read part 1
as a way of “getting their feet wet” with the discipline—learning anthropology
by being anthropologists in how they evaluate issues. It is slightly more than a
hundred pages and can be read in one week. It provides an overview of the controversy as well as a discussion of the central issues at stake in it. Rather than
being told what to think, students have an opportunity to think for themselves
about a set of critical disciplinary issues.
Advanced students concerned with contemporary issues — from ethics,
research methods, and the uses (and misuses) of ethnography to theory and the
discipline’s present (and future) dynamics — will also find much food for
thought. The book is not only about how anthropologists engage with “others”
but about how anthropologists act as a discipline, how they engage with one
another—the anthropology of anthropology. Part 2 includes an extended discussion by six experts of the issues at stake in the Yanomami controversy. It constitutes the fullest, most open discussion of the controversy to date. Students are
encouraged to wend their way through the various arguments and counterarguments and come to their own conclusions. The last chapter draws students
into assessing the discipline and deciding where we might go from here.
Yanomami: The Fierce Controversy and What We Can Learn from It is not meant
simply to be read. It is meant to foster discussion and, through that discussion,
insight into how anthropology reproduces itself as a discipline. For example, stuxi
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A Note to Teachers

dents might explore the questions raised in chapter 6 in small groups and then
bring their answers back to the larger class for discussion. They might take a particular issue—such as informed consent or just compensation—and develop a
class position on it. They might also reenact the part 2 discussion with its arguments and counterarguments.
Embedded in the text are a number of student aids. A personal note to undergraduates suggests how they might effectively read the book, especially the part
2 discussion. A list of movies relating to the Yanomami is provided for teachers
to consider showing in class or to have students watch on their own as a supplement to the book. In addition, each section of chapters 8, 9, and 10 presents
key points and questions to help clarify that section’s arguments. And questions
are set out in chapter 6 for students to ponder. Of critical importance is the
Public Anthropology Web site (www.publicanthropology.org), where students
can gain additional information and, critically, can help foster change.
In using this book, then, students gain insight into
• the practice of modern-day anthropology, not only as an abstraction but
as a reality embodied in a controversy with real people;
• the disciplinary dynamics that shape (and reshape) the anthropological
enterprise through time;
• ethical and professional dilemmas that lie at the heart of the discipline
today; and
• the excitement of anthropology as a field—as something not only to
read but also to participate in actively.
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A PERSONAL NOTE
TO UNDERGRADUATES
Yanomami: The Fierce Controversy and What We Can Learn from It deals with one
of the most explosive controversies in the history of anthropology. It has all sorts
of ideas that will intrigue you, that will challenge you, that will make you
think—just what you want from your college education. But it is important to
see the forest through the trees in this controversy, to grasp the bigger picture
rather than getting lost in a mass of details. What follows are some reading techniques that you can apply not only to this book but to scores of books in other
classes. These techniques will be especially useful in reading part 2.
Deciding on a Reading Strategy
Selecting an effective reading strategy is probably the most important decision
you make when you begin a book. Different reading materials require different
strategies. (One does not read newspapers, for example, the same way one reads
Shakespeare.) Choosing an effective strategy depends not only on the book’s subject matter but also on how you are to be tested on it. Multiple-choice exams
require a different reading strategy than essay exams.
Focusing on Broad Themes When Reading for Essay Exams
Details are important in relation to the book’s overall thesis but less important
in and of themselves. To do well on an essay exam, you should know a book’s
argument and how it is constructed. I refer to this reading strategy as “searching for meaning.”
Searching for Meaning
Doing well on an essay exam requires more than passively reading words on a
page. You must think about what you are reading and, like a detective, actively
put together various pieces of information to grasp the author’s meaning.
Boiled down to its basics, “searching for meaning” involves four steps:
Using chapter headings and subheadings to gain an overview. Before reading a
chapter, skim through it, focusing on the headings and subheadings to get an
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A Personal Note to Undergraduates

overview of what the chapter is about. The section titles of this volume, especially
in chapters 8, 9, and 10, are written with this in mind. Thus, for example, a section in Ray Hames’s contribution in chapter 8 is entitled “Is the Critique of
Chagnon Justified?” You know, just by looking at the heading, what Hames is
going to discuss.
Reading by paragraphs. One of the most effective ways to read chapters in a book
such as this is to read “by paragraphs.” This technique allows you to concentrate
on a chapter’s main ideas. Reading by paragraphs means focusing on the key
sentence in each paragraph, that is, the sentence that enhances the author’s overall argument in the chapter.
The key sentence tends to be either the first, second, or last sentence in a paragraph. On first reading, you will usually discover it is best to put a paragraph’s
details to one side—not to ignore them but to focus on the central issue raised
by the chapter as a whole. Later on, after you understand the chapter’s overall
argument, you have the option of going back through the chapter and noting
these details.
Move quickly from paragraph to paragraph, focusing on the key sentence in
each paragraph. When you reach the end of a section (that is, a new heading),
pause to see if you have grasped the main idea of the section. You might summarize it in a sentence or two.
The object of reading by paragraphs is not simply to get through a chapter
quickly. Rather, it is to distinguish details from main themes. It allows you to
comprehend the main points of an author’s argument.
Reading slowly does not necessarily improve comprehension. It may, in fact,
decrease comprehension. The slower you read, the more details you become
mired in and the less likely you are to comprehend the chapter as a whole. Also
you do not need to know the meaning of each and every word in a paragraph or
to recognize each and every citation to grasp the idea of a chapter. Many terms
and citations can be understood in a general way from the context. Key terms
may be looked up in a dictionary later. Terms or citations that relate to minor
points may be set aside during a first reading.
Reconstructing an author’s argument. After finishing a chapter, review the chapter’s headings and subheadings again. Having read the chapter, you can now
reflect on the author’s argument: (1) why the chapter moves in a certain direction; (2) what points are central (and which are tangential) to the chapter’s
themes; and (3) why one point follows another.
Assessing the author’s argument. After reading a book, assess the author’s argument. Understanding what the author intends to say, you are now in a position
to decide to what degree the argument makes sense, to what degree it is sup-
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xv

ported by the author’s data. Does the author convincingly develop his or her position? Or does the author leave you with unanswered questions?
Instead of conceiving of reading as a passive process—taking in information
presented to you—think of reading as an active thinking process. You are searching for meaning from various clues presented in the text. Discovering the clues,
making sense of them, is an intellectually stimulating process.
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SUGGESTED YANOMAMI / YANOMAMÖ FILMS
The Feast (1970, 29 minutes) Yanomamö feasts are more than ceremonial
events. They also have important economic and political implications. In this
film one village (Patanowä-teri) invites another (Mahekoto-teri) to a feast to
renew an old alliance in the hope of then attacking a third village. The Feast
won first prize in every film competition in which it was entered. Patrick
Tierney asserts the film was staged.
Magical Death (1973, 28 minutes) A study of a Yanomamö shaman in action.
Dedeheiwä and a fellow shaman from Mishimishimaböwei-teri conduct two
days of rituals in which, through speaking with hekura, or spirits, they seek
to kill a man from another village. The film’s depiction of Yanomamö shamans under the influence of hallucinogenic drugs, with green mucus dripping from their nostrils is graphic. Tierney writes of the film that Timothy
Asch (who coproduced many of the Yanomamö films with Chagnon) “begged
Chagnon to remove it [the film] from circulation because he had found that
his students at USC [University of Southern California] were horrified by the
Yanomami’s symbolic cannibalism. . . . Chagnon attributed this to jealousy
on Asch’s part; . . . Chagnon had made the film all by himself, and it won a
blue ribbon at the American Film Festival” (2000:112–13).
A Man Called Bee: Studying the Yanomamö (1974, 40 minutes) Provides a sense
of an anthropologist (Napoleon Chagnon) at work in the field: his entering a
village adorned with feathers, sharing coffee with Dedeheiwä, offering medical help to a baby, and collecting genealogies. The commentary helps viewers understand the problems faced in working in this setting (including the
problem Chagnon faced in collecting genealogies).
The Ax Fight (1975, 30 minutes) Discusses an escalating conflict between members of Mishimishimaböwei-teri and guests from another village (who had
once belonged to Mishimishimaböwei-teri). The film is divided into four
parts: an unedited version that shows what was observed by the camera, an
explanation by Chagnon of what transpired, a discussion of the kin relations
among the individuals involved, and, finally, a coherent, edited version of the
conflict. The film conveys how ethnographic filmmaking, like ethnography,
strives to bring coherence out of confusion in making sense of such events.
Napoleon Chagnon discusses the contexts surrounding the filming, as well
xvii

UC_Borofsky.qxd

xviii

9/13/04

2:39 PM

Page xviii

Suggested Yanomami/Yanomamö Films

as his strained relationship with Tim Asch, at the Web page “Ethnographic
and Personal Aspects of Filming and Producing The Ax Fight” (http://www
.anth.ucsb.edu/projects/axfight/updates/filming.html) and in the CD-ROM
“Yanomamö Interactive: The Ax Fight.”
Warriors of the Amazon (1996, 56 minutes) Produced by Andy Jillings (for
NOVA/BBC), the film portrays a feast that seeks to bring together two formerly opposed villages to form a new alliance. Most of the film was apparently
staged, but it presents in vivid terms an event that was not: the death and cremation of a young mother and her child. Most problematic is why the film
crew allowed the young mother to die without offering medical assistance. In
the preliminary report of the El Dorado Task Force, Jane Hill writes: “It would
have been easy to take the woman, who is quite young, perhaps even still a
teenager, to the hospital” (AAA 2001b:18). She continues “There is a grim lesson here for us all: decent ordinary people, in the grip of a racializing representation that the film reproduces in almost every dimension, can behave in
ways that deeply shocked members of the Task Force . . . and that must have
been a dehumanizing experience for the Yanomami” (19).
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HELPING THE YANOMAMI
Purchasing this book new has important implications: all royalties from the book
go to assisting the Yanomami. There are no royalties for the Yanomami if you
purchase the book used. (How the royalties are allocated—to which parties in
which amounts—is publicly available on the Public Anthropology Web site
[www.publicanthropology.org].)
Here is a small but significant way to help the Yanomami that extends
beyond good intentions. Your commitment to provide the Yanomami with royalties, combined with similar commitments from others, means that the
Yanomami will to some degree benefit from the controversy that has swirled
around them and disrupted their lives.
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The area where the Yanomami live in southern Venezuela and northern
Brazil with the names and locations of the most prominent Yanomami
subgroups. (This map is drawn from Roberto Lizarralde’s Grupos Lingüísticos
Yanomami, prepared for the Venezuelan government’s census.)

