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ABSTRACT

Based on ethnographic fragments from linguistieaesh among the Taurepang,
Macuxi, Wapichana and Kuikuro, conducted in didtimoes, regions and situations,
this article analyzes the conflict occurring betweeality and writing when the
orthographization of an indigenous language trans$cand crystallizes sounds and
speech on sheets of paper. This is an open aregr@ dtiferent representations and
agents of writing emerge, interact and clash: rorsmiies, researchers, agents of the
state, indigenous teachers, indigenous preacltmersmdigenous community itself and
so on. Here | approach writing more as a metaphentdlem than a simple technology
of correspondences between codes. The articlegesythen, an interpretation of the
meaning of writing that may help us to understamdong other things, the reasons
behind the successes and failures of bilingual &itug, literacy projects and the
introduction of schooling. The Indians also obseonften with considerable perplexity,
the wars or dances of the letters, where orthogzapbn consecrates whatever it
includes and condemns what it excludes — the oigdns of a language.
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RESUMO

A partir de fragmentos etnograficos de experiéngepesquisa linguistica entre os
Taurepang, Macuxi, Wapichana e Kuikuro, em tempagifes e situacdes distintas,
este artigo trata do confronto entre oralidadecdtas quando a "ortografizacao" de
uma lingua indigena, falada por uma sociedadead& o oral, transforma e cristaliza
sons e ditos em folhas de papel. Em uma arenaaabeptresentacdes e agentes da
escrita surgem, interagem, chocam-se: missiongréssjuisadores, homens do Estado,
professores indigenas, pastores indigenas, indio8 escrita, neste contexto, é entao
abordada mais como metafora ou emblema do que inmé&es tecnologia de
correspondéncias entre codigos. Trata-se, entdondanterpretacao do sentido da
escrita que pode ajudar a entender, entre outrsasc@s razdes de acertos e fracassos
da "educacao bilingue", do letramento e da esealgdib. Os indios ainda observam,
Nao poucas vezes perplexos, as guerras ou as dis;kdras, enquanto a
"ortografizacdo" consagra o que ela permite e aoadegue ela exclui, 6rgaos vitais de
uma lingua.

Palavras-chave:Etnologia, Escrita, Educacédo Indigena, Politicagliisticas, Linguas
Indigenas

Among the most significant experiences in the nystf the encounter of Indigenous
populations with colonizers is the discovery, th#udion, the acquisition and the
impact of writing, along with its inevitable coraties: literacy, alphabetization and
schooling. In the hands of “civilizing” agents, sieeare simultaneously delicate and
powerful instruments which enable experiences #f&tct significant changes in
Indigenous societies. There has been little reflacbn this theme in the context of the
history of the Indigenous peoples of Brazil, andhage heard little of what the Indians
themselves have to say about it.

This essay approaches the confrontation betwealityoand literacy at the

moment in which writing is introduced into a sogiétat is based on oral tradition, and



it investigates the system of concomitant and eainttory representations of writing
that emerge, interact and confront themselves tirdlue various actors on the scene. In
what follows | take writing to be a metaphor oreanblem, directing writing beyond its
apparently immediate nature as a technique fortridwesformation of codes. | thus
analyze the representations that various actardation to one another elaborate on the
meaning of writing, and how these representatiamscern the image that each one
makes of the meaning(s) and the underlying politidgnamics of orthographic
metaphors. | thus aim to develop an interpretatibthe “meaning of writing” that,
among other things, can help to explain the reabeténd the relative failure of the
projects of so-called “bilingual schooling”.

| seek to investigate aspects of the transformatiban oral language into a
written one through the vantage point of a privélégposition for observing the
intersection and the clash of ideologies and praestithat constitute the field of so-
called “Indigenous education” and its articulatiavighin a wider arena. This position is
that of someone occupying tieetier of a linguist who studies Amerindian languages
and who creates and manipulates alphabets andngvritorms, ranging from the
transcription of field notes to the resources ftaracy education. | will not, therefore,
detain myself on the rituals of literacy educatioar on the varied and complex
consequences of the introduction of writing throgsghooling in Amerindian societies,
but rather on certain connotations of writing, #i®r distinguishing functional aspects
from the range of non-functional and strongly idgptal connotations that accompany
it.

There is, at present, a diffuse consensus concgrtiia healing power of
educational programmes in Indigenous languageshtsmemerged from the disasters of
an inefficient practice of guaranteeing “universaidhts to Indigenous populations
which condemns Indigenous languages to extinctibime actors in this process,
however, do not agree on the nature of these disasor on the results that they expect
from the cure. The different orthographies propoaed the varied representations on
the meaning of letters or graphemes become mifoothe ideologies in conflict.

The history of any orthographical system is chamaotd by changes and
adaptations. Any new writing system is constituged reformulated through factors
that are not only “technical” or “scientific’, bulso political, active or reactive. A
veritable war of the alphabets is taking place iaZ8 — a war that has been going on for

some time, but that has grown increasingly tensevasient, and whose combatants are



small armies of missionaries, members of governmand non-government
organizations, linguists and advisors. In the teroéthis war, the Indians sometimes

ally themselves with one group or the other, movyorgvard or retreating, negotiating.

Among the Schooled Indians of Roraima

In the end of the 1980’s | was in Roraima, a sitatie far north of Brazil, carrying out
linguistic research in the villages of the Taurepaa Carib-speaking ethnic group. The
rare presence of a linguistic in the region drew #ttention of the Indians and the
government and non-government agencies (Statet8gcoé# Education, Precinct of the
Ministry of Education, Diocese, Indigenist entijieshe model of “bilingual education”
in Indigenous schools had just reached Roraima, ianhs taken to be a sign of
modernity, of progress, of the willingness of gawaent and missionary institutions to
accept new principles in the management of the $¢hyiof Education.

In my capacity as a linguist, | was invited to esdvon educational programmes
and projects for the Indigenous population of Ruogi In fact, it was more than an
invitation: the linguist was constantly called ugorapply his specialized knowledge so
as to evaluate proposals, to solve problems, td bourses, and to elaborate literacy
education resources. During three years, | thugedisiot only Taurepang villages, but
also themalocas of the Macuxi, also a Carib-speaking group, arel\Wapishana, an
Arawak-speaking group situated in the region betwi#e savannah and the western
hills of Roraima, to talk about the school, ortheggries, and literacy in the Indigenous
languagé A school existed at all of thmalocas and it was in the school that most
meetings were held. Any consideration of bilingeducation necessarily stemmed out
of a discussion concerning a “new” school, in whibke oral and written use of the
Indigenous languages and literacy education in Ittkgenous language would be
present, along with the use of the official langeia@ortuguese.

In the midst of missionaries, government agentd advisors, what was the
stance of the Indians? What representations ddviheuxi and Wapishana hold on
school education, being, as they were, in the himldsof an abrupt passage from
stigmatization and the crisis of their native toegiefore an avalanche of proposals on
how to use these languages in projects of bilingedication? A vacuum which

nurtured expectations and contradictory discourses formed. Words such as



“acculturation” and linguistic and cultural “salvegwere constantly employed in
Indigenous speech.

| came across a wide spectrum of positions. At exieeme was an explicit
aversion to all type of intervention in formal sohling, as the conservative radicalism

of an old Taurepang chief at the Maloca de Soroaaimakes clear:

I do not allow schools in mynaloca | can educate my children
myself [...] many people have gone to start schtwdse, but | have
always said that that is not the education thaterstl can teach how
to plant, to sell products and to buy good things.see that the
children who go to school are becoming rude. Thdy want to play
ball and hit others. (speech of chief Mario FloMacario, 1986,
Diocese of RoraimaBoletim n.11no pages).

In Sorocaima, where all of the community is failhto the Seventh-Day
Adventist Church, there were no schools; the Taamgganguage was alive, even in the
almost obsessive and daily Adventist masses.

At the other extreme, a small group of Macuxi aMapishana had been
searching, for some years, for a way to revitaligr languages, well aware that these
were undergoing a process of annihilation; theiroguction in schools, strategically
capitalizing on the vacuum created by the “fashiohbilingual education, could have a
miraculously salvaging function. In the Macuxi am$pecially, Wapishanmalocas
that | visited in 1988, | was faced with a scenat tis typical of linguistic loss and
generational rupture. The eldest people, many athwivere monolingual, made full
use of the Indigenous language; their bilingualldten communicated with their
parents in the maternal language and with theilddm in Portuguese; the latter,
although they could understand their grandparengje exclusive use of Portuguese.
Among members of the intermediate generation, Uleety heard phrases such as “I
understand everything, but to speak, the languadmeid, it gets rolled up, | can’t say
my thoughts”, or “I only tallgibberishwhen they [their sons] do not understand what |
am ordering, when | get mad”.

Ever since the first schools were founded by tligaim Protection Service in the
1920’s and 1930’s, as well as in the Catholic bimgrdschools and throughout the
diffusion of state and municipal schools in theeridr regions of Roraima from the
1950’s onwards, schooling was the principal vehitde linguistic and cultural
repression. | was able to observe, in the obsesdis@plinatory rituals and in the

folkloric pantomimes of official commemorationsaththe access of Amerindians to



school education only produced semi-literate peaoleigtined to occupy the tasks of a
submissive and exploited labour force.

The Macuxi and Wapishana had elaborated an ateuwliscourse on the values
of formal education and writing as desirable tedbgies for overcoming a chronically
inferior position. At the same time, they spoke tbé values of ethnic identity,
emblematized in alterity and in linguistic diveys# a discourse which may have been
born under the wings of Catholic missionaries, Wwhich was beginning to follow an
autonomous path. This discourse was most forceéutigulated by a group of political
leaders, of which the younger, egressed from thueattn centres of the Diocese and
relying on the experience and wisdom of some eldaders, sought to experience
methods and solutions that were independent obffieal and missionary orthodoxies.

Between the poles represented in the discourséeofTaurepang chief from
Sorocaima and the proposal of the young Wapishaadels — both of which, in
different ways, valued alterity — there were a mgjoof non-believers, among whom
were those who had internalized stigmas (and fearsyho no longer had any belief
that change could make the school produce trutydie people, or at least not those
who would be literate in the official language. Tdaevere also those who maintained

the “cabocld and “civilized™

rigidly separate, not accepting any proposal fuatght
to introduce Indigenous languages into the school.

My work with the Wapishana of Malacaxeta, in Rorajrwas my initiation as a
“linguistic advisor”. It is this experience thawill now focus on, since it seems to me

to encapsulate the theme of this article: the ctdgiphabets.

An orthographic arena: ideologies in conflict amonghe Wapishana

At the start of 1987, a small group of Wapishateachers from the school of the
Maloca de Malacaxeta village, a few kilometres frBoa Vista, the capital of the state
of Roraima, sought me out with an almost dramatjgeal for me to act as advisor to a
project of revising the Wapishana orthographies eladborating material for literacy
education or for teaching the language in scholok fEachers felt pressured from every
angle: from their knowledge of the agonizing pracesich their maternal tongue was
undergoing; from the incentive of linguistic rescé@mulated by the Catholic
missionaries and the recently created Nucleus aefigénous Education of the

Government Secretary of Education of what was thenTerritory of Roraima; from



the general distrust and criticism of individuadiceents of thenalocaand by sectors of
the government as to the necessity and viabilityhefproject.

This small group of Wapishana, who had alreadyubegp discuss the
conflicting orthographies for their language, exgsed their doubts and a considerable
dilemma. Once the dialectical variations of the WWhana language were homogenized,
each one of the orthographies appeared to be mitdefiobject, a uniform written code.
The Indians wanted to choose — or, better yet,eveldp — a new script, that would
mark their distance from the Protestant and Catholissionaries, who were the
proponents of the existing orthographies and whoated themselves on opposing
sides. This new orthography would then be presetutdéde State as an emblem of the
unity of the Brazilian Wapishana, neutralizing thedigious divisions. Once made
official, it would effect an utopian act of rescaed salvage, giving rise to the teaching
of Wapishana as a second language in the schotigswialocaswhere it was no longer
used by the schooled generations and those undegrfmimal education.

The Writing of the Evangelists

Wapishana began its existence as a written languatiee 1950'’s, at the headquarters
of the Unevangelized Field Mission of Guyana (UFNRhe writing system developed
by the Evangelists then crossed the border intd\thpishana communities of Brazil by
missionaries and Indians in their travels or inrjmys as agents of religious
proselytism. The “Evangelical” script then beganctzulate not only through those
segments directly tied to the Mission, but also agnthe few Indians who had been
converted to the Catholic faith and who had becditeeate in the maternal tongue
during their trips to the Evangelists of Guyana.

When | arrived in Roraima, it was these individualso had been literate for longer,
and who had greater knowledge of writing, and tin@gsmitted the use of writing, in its
“Evangelist” version, to others; it was also thelgomegularly visited the posts of the
Evangelical Mission and who attended meetings Wit missionaries, seeking to
perfect their knowledge of writing and reading atod have excess to educational
material in the Wapishana language. This matenabstly produced in Guyana,
included teaching texts, manuals, history booksnmybooks and Evangelical texts.
There was nothing in Brazil to compare to the gixardnd quality of the written
production of “Evangelical” origin. The orthographl system developed by the UFM
had been established based on criteria and precdbse are widespread in all



fundamentalist Evangelical missions, pioneers & dithographical transformation of
oral traditions and in literacy education amongidedous populations. A similar
pattern emerges in all of the work done by thesssioins, including their fieldwork
style, linguistic investigation, the establishmewit scripts, their philosophy and
techniques for literacy education and in the pdnteterial for schools and churches.
Polyglotism and the power of inter-linguistic tr&at®n are important characteristics of
the Pentecostalist Evangelical vision. Alongsidéenbual education and the reduction
of oral languages to written ones, they constitbiéeesame apparatus for integrating and
assimilating the Indigenous populations, crystadfizthe “civilizing” vocation of
Western writing and, paradoxically, adding legitayato Indigenous languages. In
those places with an Evangelical presence, theg lareserved”, in their fashion, the
use of Indigenous languages and are, as the Madukie Napoledanalocatold me,
“the only civilized people who are not ashamed peak gibberish®. To what do we
owe this peculiarity of the Evangelical missiondjiethh make the “scientific” study of
Indigenous languages, and their transformation written ones that can later be used
in educational programmes, into a fundamental dspfetheir job of converting and of
their “civilizing” activity? We can highlight two efinitive elements in this missionary
activity: the nature of the evangelizing task asds/bcation for civilizing.

To Evangelize is, literally, to spread the Gogpesll the peoples of the world;
to make the “word of God” accessible to all memarelless of their culture, their social
system or language, thereby reifying it for allrety as the universal truth in Christian
holy scripture. In the Pentecostal view, the apiit dominate the equivalences between
words and expressions in different languages isrtbst important gift of the Christian
who is illuminated by the Holy Spirit. After allf desus Christ preached that all of the
people of the world should open themselves to ikt lof the Gospel, the pagan
Amerindians cannot remain “innocent” and must hidnecopportunity to know the Holy
Scriptures. Leaflets that circulate among the rorsmiies often contain the phrase, “If
God is interested in me, why does he not speakamguage?”. In order to make the
Gospel accessible to all peoples, it is thus necgge know the language of everyone,
to write unwritten languages, to translate the Hiadxts, to educate the individuals who
are undergoing conversion and those who have alieaeh converted so that they may
read and reproduce the word of God. These are ¢bessary stages of Evangelical

missionary work.



To this must be added the civilizing task. Alltbe missions explicitly define
themselves as “agents of change” — a profound &angosed not only by the values
transmitted to a few through Evangelical texts, &isb by the mere presence of the
missionaries in the community that is being coraeriThe “American way of life” is
inevitably proposed as a model for living: manneesthetics, hygiene, nuclear family,
white race, technology and so forth. This messaggdcbe glimpsed in the rhetorical
claims contained in the leaflets that were disteldun the SIL courses administered in

Brazil, which were significantly called “Linguisscand Missionology” courses:

[...] we must consider it uncertain, yet ever mdesar, that either North American
civilization allies its strength with other civiaions — including that of the less

privileged peoples — or no civilization will lagirfvery long (Kahn 1986, n/p).

To hear the Indians say “He speaks our tongue,shene of ours” is the
crowning glory of modern missionary work. As onetbé masterminds behind SIL
ideology observes, the missionary should be ableotverse about the most intimate
details of the faith of his flock in order to conge them to accept principles that
conflict with their history and culture.

Learning a language is more than the simple mechhwiapacity to reproduce
acoustic signals as if one were to try and sellcimendise or to find a way out. It is
a process through which we make vital contacts witiew community, a new way
of life and a new thought system. To achieve thithe best of our ability is a basic
requisite of missionary work (Nida 1957:8).

The conjunction between linguistics and the misssothus established and the
writing Indigenous languages becomes the focushefwhole system. Arriving at a
scientifically correct orthography presupposesralperiod of field research, involving
a description and analysis of the language intallavels so that it can become an
instrument for Evangelization. The new script witite word of God and becomes the
necessary starting point for literacy education gpronmes, which are always
established in conformity to the philosophy of atigalar government. This is the
double conquest of civilization.



Years of research are carried out by missionang$e search for a definitive
orthography. The “adequate” script is always psptiomemic or simply phonemic: the
symbols and the graphemes always correspond tohibveological units (phonemes). A
second criteria concerns the necessary adaptatiamiting to the national language;
the choice of graphemes is thus limited by thosg @ahready exist in the alphabet of the
national language. In other words, the Indigencaisgliage is an instrument for
achieving a type of literacy that acts as a basdiim another objective: learning the

dominant language, taught in stages, first iniigd form and then in writing.

A knowledge of phonetics and phonology — acquired linguistics and
missionology courses — is a minimum prerequisite tfos task. Furthermore, the
elaboration of an orthography must take into actaumumber of factors that are
labelled sociolinguistic: dialects, religious diaiss, politics, pre-existing orthographies,
age groups. Finally, the success of an orthograjgpends on how it is accepted by
some in the group, who should come to use it viitle difficulty until it becomes a part
of their culture, as defined by the SIL. A scrigt therefore, a pure conversion —
adequate, if not perfect — of the actual phonolmgimits of the spoken language. At
this stage the task appears to be technical, speak, a mere conversion of codes based
on scientific criteria. A whole process which inve$ translators and translation
consultants then baptizes the new script (Stoll2i9Barros 1993). The alliance of
linguists and translators puts writing at the sawf another task, making it a strongly
ideological, yet subtle, instrument for culturatiasocial change.

The Evangelists had given the Wapishana an ortpbgrthat had already been
tried and tested, but in which the latter saw ageanf problems. In the course of
seminaries which | had been called to organize andduct, the Evangelical
orthography was discussed and, gradually, its sectire and background came to be
understood. In spite of its efficient and scientifreneer, certain insurmountable
hindrances stood before its adoption: its foreigneat and its identification with a
missionary segment that was inimical to the Catisolvho worked with a large part of
the Brazilian Wapishana.

The first problem stemmed from the fact that thba@graphy had been modelled
in the English language, which is the official laage of Guyana, an ex-British colony.
There was concern to avoid “nationalist” criticismghich could come from the

educational agencies of the local government (R, the script should therefore



become more akin to Portuguese, so as to strengjtiieeproposal under consideration.
The second problem paradoxically stemmed from tlstnscientifically sound and

convincing aspect of the Evangelical script: it®mpémic “logic”, through which each

grapheme or letter represents a phoneme, a disgncinit of the structure that

organized the acoustic matter of the language.

Phonetic writing is a historical conquest of modenguistics and it is geared
towards the introduction of writing into an exchily oral tradition, since it is based on
the application of phonological knowledge towatks ¢stablishment of an alphabet and
the other orthographical norms of a language. Imeiotwords, a phonetic script is
thought of as natural, since it bases itself on ititernal, unconscious linguistic
knowledge of the speaker — a knowledge that isoméyt phonological, but integrally
grammatical. The process that produces a phonemimngv nonetheless implies a
considerable degree of abstraction and presuppibgesnevitable intervention of a
linguist. Once a phonemic script is consolidatesl,success in promoting literacy is
seen to be a consequence of its “naturalness’e sins accepted by the literate, native
speakers of the language.

The apparently inexplicable rejection of purely pamic script by the
Wapishana (and by many other Indigenous peoplesheaseen as the expression of a
tension between two “natures”. on the one hand,alheady mentioned association
between graphemes and phonemes; on the other,rtin@g@phical conventions of
Portuguese which are perceived to be “natural”’esiihds a prestigious language for
which writing is an integral part of its strengiWe can thus explain the desire and the
need to adapt the written norms of the Indigen@mguage, invented elsewhere and
given to the Indigenous people, to the written roohthe language of the whites. The
Wapishana, nonetheless, had not only to deal Wwétstript of the Evangelists, but also

with that of the Catholic missionari@s.

The Writing of the Catholics

Between the experiences registered in the veryt frscounter with Indigenous
languages in the early days of the colony and #@went philosophy of bilingual
education, the policies and practices of Catholissions were characterized by a long
period dominated by the annihilation of native lrggic diversity. In the context of a
revision of missionary work carried out by the Qadith Church within the last years, the

Catholics began to be concerned with respecting ithelementation of a new



perspective of bilingual education. Within the Deee of Roraima (Mission of the
Consolata), this was sometimes expressed in thdsaafrthe priests, other times in the

speeches of the Indians themselves:

[...] learning Portuguese is a good thing, in oreunderstand the whites and to
not be fooled by them; but there is no way thatcae forget out Macuxi language.
We must defend what is ours and value all thatpauwents taught us. Only then can
we better our lives and defend our rights. The Maanguage is, for us, a weapon
that we can use to better communicate between lgassand which, furthermore,

the whites do not understand [.Rdraima Indigena83:15).

The bookWaparadan presented as a sort of guide for learning the isfiama
language, had been the first essay published byGhtholic” press, and it had been
elaborated with help of laymen advisors to the mrssvith superficial knowledge of
anthropology and linguistics. The essay was nahsoh the result of a linguistic study
for alphabetization in the Indigenous language, fatiher an object whose symbolic
effectiveness was meant to lie in the incentive fescue — or, better yet — the
consolidation of a change in missionary work. Norer was the book printed and

published, problems with the new script began tonbeifested.

There are a series of linguistic mistakes in thepschat was created. It is
basically a mixture of imprecise phonetic registeggtreme adaptation to written
Portuguese, and mistakes due to a hurried and faui@lestudy of the structure of the
language. Had the Wapishana not been exposed t&vaagelical” script, they would
no doubt have failed to notice other, even grepteblems with the “Catholic” script.
The Indians were well-aware of these problems,@ndd criticize them one by one. It
was clear that the Catholics were out of step h#h Evangelists in what concerned
knowledge of modern linguistic techniques: “Catbblscript and grammar resulted
from a process of simplification or transfiguratiohthe Indigenous tongue, through a
scheme that was half-way between prescriptive gramiand classic scholastic

categories — the same schemes that, centuriesebbfm guided Jesuit linguistics.

Missionaries began to produce written material ichki and, to a lesser extent,
in Wapishana. Along with the inevitable hymn boeksl translation of texts aimed at

conversion, a considerable amount of work was @gelitto the editing of books of



Indigenous “stories”, accompanied by commentaries the value and meaning

attributed to this type of preservation and pubiaaof oral memory:

We have tried to write differently from the writingpntained in the Gospels [...]
When the whites arrived in Indigenous lands theég gt the stories of the Indians
were lies, worthless foolishness. The Indians tame to believe the words of the
whites [...] This is why (the stories) vanished [The stories of the Indians came to
be called “myths” [...] Anna Maimu, Waparadari981a, n/p).

What are, in fact, the myths and the stories ofltitgans? [...] They describe the
life of the ancient people [...] The myths are apa@n that the Indians use to defend
themselves against the whites who want them tgdesar or to become civilized
[...] (Anna Maimu, Waparadari981b, s/p).

In the Macuxi tales, the Jaguar represents dariper,threat of violence, the
strongest: the “civilized oppressor” who wants &b the Tortoise-Indian, with his
lands, tradition, language, everything. The Jaguepmesent the Violent Ones
against whom the Tortoise-Indians must fight, witinning and wisdom [...] The
Jaguars of the New Dictatorship [...] The Tortdiséians only have one strategy to
defeat the powerful Jaguars: to unite and to thabwhem the stones of the new
laws that have recently been approved in the Cotistn [...] (greja a
Caminhq1988:5).

The Wapishana pondered over the “Indigenous litegdtbooks, some of which
were produced by the Catholics, others by the Esfistg, and others still through the
initiative of the State. The existence of textsti@n in Indigenous languages would
attest to the originality of this “literature”, mogf it being in Macuxi. The Macuxi, too,
had to deal with a Catholic and an Evangelicalpsciin spite of a discourse that
proclaimed self-determination and proposed “edocator freedom”, contrasting itself
from the integrationalist discourse, the Catholissions' organization of books of
Indigenous stories was equivalent to the outpuhefEvangelists. They were both, in
the end, the same type of “literature”. Both appieipd a knowledge (language,
narratives) which they then drastically re-elabedabefore returning it, devoid of its
character, to those who originally produced it, neith a reinterpretation that imposed
upon it an incontestable authority. Stoll's (19@%6) criticism of the output of the

Summer Institute of Linguistics can be extendedlltof this “Indigenous literature”: an



abyss separates the sophistication of the Indigenotellectual systems from the
poverty characteristic of most of the material alnaéthose who could read.

What Kahn says applies, in the final analysis |ltofait:

Before the authority that writing assumes for thdidn, this language, constructed
and adapted, can come to be a new language, tipgalge of new times. This is the
place of alphabetization in the maternal tonguth@work of the missionary, which
serves to give legitimacy to that procedure. Whataught in the texts extrapolates
the conversion of sounds into symbols (writing) arr@ates texts that, once
“adapted” to the symbolic universe of the grougualty create a new language, a
new formula through which they can experience amd their lives [..] The
“language spoken in schools” thus creates a newgoaf, a new pattern of
communication. Only the professionals of the lagguaf God, the agents of
civilization and “enlightenment”, can create thiewn pattern. The ideology of a
Western, Christian society in search of salvat®transmitted through the person

of the missionary-teacher (Kahn 1986, n/p).

Writing was this new “language”, a simultaneousigious, social and political
means for conversion, diffused by the West and sedaupon others so as to fulfil, at
whatever cost, its civilizing mission, in the presdevelling and limiting the expression

of forms of orality.

This encounter between oral cultures undergoingagdiegation and the
universe of writing can be studied through the emte of “restricted code” and
“elaborate code” proposed by sociolinguists. Whathave here is a type of inversion
of the contexts found among the marginal segmehtsrge cities: for Indigenous
societies with the institutionalization of a restiesd code of a monitored written
expression what is lost is the elaborate code dbalearts and oral tradition. In this
passage from orality to writing there is a cleamtcast in the ways in which, on the one
hand, Indigenous stories and traditional narratarestreated and, on the other, how the
stories of Christian texts are treated. The firslergo a process of reduction that results
in impoverishment; the second, on the contrary tlaeeobjects of a faithful translation,
with all of the care of exegesis and the transmwsibf synthatic and semantic
equivalencies. The result contradicts and demgstitihe rhetoric of the chorus “writing
in the service of salvage”. Literate Indians ar&kjtio compare their myths, condensed

and trivialized — a folklore composed of small ificis — and the grand myths of the



whites, consecrated in true books. In sum, the fesult in the restricted code of so-
called Indigenous literature and myth, with comnsemse negative connotations; the
second result in the elaborate code of a “trueygtatory”, carefully distinct from the

literary and mythical genres.

Through bilingual education, the Wapishana werarimegg to skim the surface
of Evangelist and Catholic rhetoric and, at thees&ame and along with the other actors
on the scene, were appropriating the ambivalentbléespeak of civilization and

salvage.

The Wapishana want to Write

In spite of all their explicitly ideological forcejeither the script of the Evangelist
missionaries nor that of the Catholic missionalefisthe Wapishana satisfied. Let us re-
approach the matter through the written diary @apishana teacher, who was then the
principal of the school of Malacaxeta. His recdilees begin with his time in a

Catholic boarding school:

That was when | began to feel the first difficudti@ith writing, because we had a
book calledwWapishana Primefproduced by the Evangelists of Guyana] in which
everything was written, but, to me, it was all wgoand | could not understand
anything, and now how was | to go about teachingesi had to teach Wapishana
[...] That is when | had the idea to write as | i@ sounds of the words [...] even
though | did not know why, nor how to go aboutl itontinued to write as | heard
the sounds and | set the book aside and went dimgvivhat | thought was better
[...] Every time | wrote, new doubts emerged With no way out, | was forced to
use the book which, for me, was all wrong, andtendther hand it was worth it
because the book was ready to teach and learmyadgea. That was when we began
to mount the skeleton of written Wapishana. We gednmany things in our
writing until we made a book called/apishana Pardanor Wapardan, meaning
“our words” or “our speech”. From then on we begmathink that the writing in our
language was not at all correct and we began warels what the correct writing
might be [...]



This same teacher, commenting on these recollestiofd me something that |
heard from many other Indians: “I always had th@ressions that our languages are
hard, maybe even impossible to be written properfyfie ups and downs of their
passage to one or another orthography and thdabsxik in the search for what was
“right” through religious and national disputes Haft them with a strong feeling of
inferiority which was re-enforced by the represaata of Portuguese as a language

naturally gifted with writing.

| quickly realized that the Indians considered fireblem of “orthographic
fidelity” — the functional adequacy of orthograpbgen to be a phonemic transcription
of a language — as another mark of the “Evange8ceapt of Guyana”, rather than a
quality that was independent of context. Cardomrispa similar situation in the history
of the “alphabetization” of the languages of Africavealing how the introduction of

writing accompanies the entrance of autochthoneogles into the colonial world:

More than any pedagogic or technical consideratiorthe utility of the various
systems, it is the political and religious affil@ts instituted by each system that
counts [...] Luganda is the first language for mils of speakers in Uganda and the
second language for at least a further 3 milli@me time in the second half of the
19th century the first contact with Arabs from tbeast, who spoke Arabic or
Swalhili, led to the Islamization of the country atudthe adoption of Arab or
Arabic-Swabhili writing, along with religion. Yet in879 came Evangelization and
the simultaneous but independent introduction ob tsimilar (albeit distinct)
orthographical systems based on Latin, one by Emgirotestant missionaries and
the other by and French Catholics. The two systarhih corresponded to the two
different religious and political affiliations, wer superimposed onto the
conflictuous situation of the country, divided intmse who were loyal to the king
and favourable to the Catholic missions and the-ragalists, who had been
educated by Protestants. The choice of script ttmasediately made explicit the
type of education and political positions of theg® wrote. There was thus a need
to find a system of compromise that, in unifyingttb®ystems, guaranteed the
anonymity of those who wrote. Two meetings (in 1844 1947) allowed a unified
script to be chosen, but the resistances remaoreal Ibng time, sometimes leading
to serious conflict [...] (Cardona 1981:125, mynsiation).

In administering (among other things) referenctheoEvangelists, the influence

of Catholic missionaries and the pressures of the sthe Wapishana of Malacaxeta



wanted, in fact, a new script that would distartself, inasmuch as possible, from the
existing proposals, leading both to an experimérmritical confrontation and to a sort
of bricolage of graphemes. In a series of meetings led by thealed “masters of the
language” — some of the last speakers of Wapishkarthe different scripts were
analyzed, leading to a process of “discovering” sheictures of the language. | was
present for various orthographical rehearsals betloey decided upon an orthography
which, even if it could not be definitive, was aast the result of a collective discussion,

and which could generate the official teachingggbmised to the authorities.

The process of this discussion was the most isiege aspect of the
“orthographical creation” of the Wapishana, regesdl of its consequences (success or
failure) in the service of a process of linguigtadvage. An example can better illustrate
the conflict and the development of the orthographas well as the whirlwind of letters
and alphabets into which the Wapishana were drawe. table below compares the
writing of some Wapishana words in the differenthographies, which will be
commented shortly: that of the Evangelists, thehQlats, the Wapishana in their first

autonomous attempt (Wap) and, finally, the soligiproposed in the official texts.

Evangelists Catholics Wap Official Texts

“fire” tikaz tikier tiquierr tikier, tikiez

“banana” suuz ser Sir sur, sir, syz,
Syyz

“frog” kibaro kibero quibiaru kibiero, kibieru

“snake” koazaz kuarrarra cuarrarra kuarara,
koarara, kuazaz

“armadillo” kapashi kapaxe capache kapaxi

We can see how the spelling in Wap, initially ceeatautonomously by the
Wapishana, differs from the others. First, it rdgea radical “Portuguesization”,
reflected in certain omissions and choices. If aigrtoral variants enjoy a greater
prestige than others among those who speak thednf¢anhose who do not), the same

can be said of the written variants. As Cardona:say

The programming of orthographies for oral languaigefaced with evident value
judgements. In ex-colonies, the orthographies (amidjust the languages) of the

colonizers enjoy great influence [...] It is obwéatlnat this homage to the prestige of



the colonizers has certain disadvantages. Where than one language is spoken
in countries of different influences [...] a puredxternal division is introduced,
which inhibits the unification of published matfer] Whosoever learns to read and
write cannot make use of an orthography that reflés language in functional
terms, but must account for a system that was dped| elsewhere [...] (Cardona
1981:122, my translation).

The “foreign” graphemes ff|and <sh>, present in the spelling of Wapishana as
spoken in Guyana, were eliminated and respectisebstituted by |c| or |qu| and |ch|,
thus incorporating the problems of Portuguese ispel(lc| and |qu| for the same
sound/phoneme as guina andcobra).'! The palatal fricative, which in the Guyanese
side is represented by |sh|, could have been writtth the letter |x|, but its rarity in
written Portuguese was interpreted as a foreigmolong, which made it a bad
alternative. On the other hand, the digraph |cherged as a good Brazilian
correspondent to the “English” digraph |sh| by agglwith its visible form. The
representation of the retroflex fricative, a sotinat is peculiar to Wapishana, was the
cause of a specific concern: the letter |z| wasdadp because it too was considered
“weird”, rare or marginal in the writing of the matal language; in its place the digraph
[rr| was suggested. Again, there was a concerfed & remain faithful to phonetic
intuition, since |rr| spells a fricative in Portege (velar or glottal, depending on the
dialect), but at the expense of phonetic precisitime palato-alveolar place of
articulation and the fricative retroflex in Wapisiaa.

The strong reference to the Portuguese alphabet rimade a closed central
Wapishana vowel disappear completely; a singlelgrae — |i| — was used to express
two sounds with distinct values, since, in Wapishahere is also another vowel, [i],
which is closed but frontal. The inexistence obargl in the national language thereby
condemned a structural element of the Indigenauguiage'?> We can also note, in this
orthography, a significant oscillation between epption of the phonemic system and
a sensibility for purely phonetic variations whasghographic realization is strongly
determined by a orientation towards the writing Rdrtuguese. In this way, the
alternation between [u] and [o0], the phonetical restations of a single phoneme
(kibiaru, kibiaro), and the result of processepaltalization, like that of the consonant
following the vowel [i], with a concomitant chandeom [a] to [e]: kibaro, in the
consistently phonemic spelling, becomes kibierkibiaru or kibiaro ([b] becomes 1p

and [a] become [e], after the vowel [i]) .



Throughout the discussion on the different orthphgies with the Wapishana of
the school of Malacaxeta, the Indians evaluated ghenemic accuracy of the
Evangelical spelling, as well as the impoverishetpscity of the Catholic spelling and
the problems inherited from the latter in the fgstipts autonomously produced by the
Wapishana. The process was drawn out and punctbatelklicate analyses until the
“new” spelling was arrived at. The insecurity befdhe need to accept a degree of
distance from the parameters of Portuguese andttoduce “strange” symbols was
gradually substituted by an emblematic identificatibetween the distinctiveness of
Wapishana as a “true language” (rather than “gish®&r and its different sounds:
retroflex sounds, vowels articulated in a differgatrt of the oral cavity, a range of
fricatives. At this stage, [k|, |w|, |X|, and ¢ajrfd their way back into the Wapishana
alphabet. How, for example, were they to spell teaitral vowel? The succession of its
orthographical symbols is also significant. Theofuhe Evangelists is rejected because
of its confusion with another Portuguese vowel, levtthe [i|, which is used in Macuxi
for the same sound, is rejected for failing to mamkimportant ethnic distinction. In the
end, another grapheme — |y| — is now accepted wmiitlmoich concern, despite being a
symbol that had previously been considered “foreign

The discussion was characterized by two concomitant contradictory,
tendencies, at least for the rigours of a lingwst:the one hand, the development of a
sensibility to the phonetic and phonological peamties of Wapishana; on the other, a
rejection of the abstraction of the purely phonstdpt of the Evangelists. They thus
carefully registered the long, phonemic vowedgz(syy2 and the glottal stop, another
phoneme of Wapishana. At the same time, however,ibw” spelling left room for
phonemic fidelity, thereby distinguishing it frorhet “logical” writing of the North
American missionaries. It was thus decided to kibep[u] and [o0] variants and the
evident results of the processes of palatization.

Teaching material was elaborated with the new schefore | finally left
Roraima and the Wapishana teachers on the eveisikyaexperience, the outcome of
which was unpredictable: to teach the native tormfubie parents and grandparents of
students who spoke Portuguese and who had beeabalired in Portuguese. Our
working meetings had been a true study of the &tres of the language and of the
history of each of the available scripts; the nevips was the product of successive and
different evaluations of the nature of the writtarde. Once a process was underway in

which a discussion of writing had become an axisafaeflection on the school, the



crisis, the alternatives, power and linguistic dsity, it was no longer easy to predict
the direction in which things were headed.

The Wapishana of Malacaxeta were living througheasion between the
precariousness of autonomy and the bargainingithatnecessary for the concession of
official support. Meanwhile, the old “masters o&tlanguage” were not recognized as
formal educators and, in an ambiance of mistrastteéaching material produced by the
Indians was seen to be a threat, since it eludédiadfgovernment or missionary
scrutiny. Finally, it was impossible to predict tdificulties and the equivocations of
implementing the teaching of Wapishana as a sedamguage, and even of
alphabetization in the Indigenous language, indbmplicated context of a language
crisis.

With their “new” writing, the Wapishana were at eossroads, stuck in a
paradox. Some conclusions could be envisioned frast experiences; as for the future,
plausible hypotheses depended on the way out ohetipn filled with contradiction.
Which crossroads and which paradox? The new sevgd yet another version of
“civilized” writing and integration; on its own, itvas also a vehicle for the new
language which emerged from the reified word ohagraphical technology. It thus
added to all of the steps that, ever since theghtion” of writing, have transformed the
traditional cultures of orality. In the historicahcounter between orality and writing
there are losses and acquisitions, both of whiehdafinitive. We must still carry out a
critical accompaniment of these transformations reibey are in progress, where we
can still witness the first phases of this encounte

There is often a disdain for a critical perspecthwefore the more or less
immediate support for the diffuse ideology thatjagates a civilizing mission and the
need for cultural and linguistic “salvage” througtiucation and writing. In the case of
the Wapishana language, we might ask what is tleertreaning of this salvage, a word
that is in the mouths of everyone: Indians, misai@ms and agents of the State. Rescue,
salvage; to preserve what language, which tradiidivhat is Wapishana after the long
crisis that asphyxiated it and its transfigurationsarious orthographies? What kind of
rescue operation is the reification of “myths” intbildlike stories? What are the
(somewhat predictable) consequences of a projetdaghing the Indigenous language
as a second language in the disciplinary spacerofdl schooling?

What, in short, is the meaning of this rescue dpmraonce its processed as a

superficial rhetoric by the “Indigenous educatiggrogrammes financed by the State?



The Wapishana of Malacaxeta followed a double esgngthoping to maintain a delicate
equilibrium. They were quick to include themselvuasthe official programmes for

publishing pedagogic texts — the first step in ampl@ programme of implementing
bilingual education — so that they could publicBligate their new script and, thus, to

announce a language reborn from the scorched efditiguistic assimilation.

The Kuikuro in the dance of the letters

We still need an ethnography of the ongoing or Ifieaperiences of writing in
Indigenous societies. | did not dedicate the sattentgon to the Wapishana, whom |
met on few occasions, as | did to the Kuikiiteyhose language and livelihood | have
been studying for the past thirty years. | was fhetagonist and the authority
responsible for the genesis of what may today Hkedcdahe writing of the Karib
language of the Upper Xingu. Theirs is a very ddfe, and apparently more tranquil,
story than that of the Wapishana, since the UpgagXwas, until very recently, an
area from which missionaries were barred. Is tiien, a virgin terrain for the serene

practice of applied linguistics and for a traumeefdiscovery of writing by the Indians?

The experience of writing existed before | arriveda linguist and a researcher
in 1981 and helped to rudimentarily alphabetizeoaing man undergoing puberty
seclusion* It continued to develop, with greater or lesséerisity, in-between each of
my fieldwork periods. Among the first encounterstod Kuikuro with the written form
of their words is, without a doubt, that of the I8pg of their names in documents and
medical files, which was later appropriated as &igres, and re-appeared in notes,
sculpted onto trees or pieces of wood, paintedastpand doors. The names of the
Kuikuro appear in a variety of different spellings)d each one of them implies some
“deafness” on the part of the whites.

The sound of a vowel that is inexistent in Portsgue the high central/frontal
vowel that is represented by the][symbol in the International Phonetic Alphabet
(IPA) — has sometimes been written ®sand sometimes as thereby denying its
distinctivity by assimilating it either to one dig high vowels in Portuguese or, less
often, with |y|, the symbol which has traditionddgen employed for the same sound in
the orthographies of Tupi-Guarani languages. Ughscovering” this sound, the young

Karib men undergoing alphabetization attributethé |i|, an invention, laricolage of



visual elements used to graphically nominate tbimd and to thus distinguish it from

other high vowels (i, u) present in their languagen Portuguese, but avoiding the
distinctivity of the letter |y| used by the neigbbog Kamayura, who had been
compelled to follow the tradition of writing in Tu@uarani languages. As an example,
we can see the different spellings for the name KWfiilkuro woman. The first spelling is

the linguist’s transcription, utilizing IPA, andiiscluded here as a reference:

MlIsé Musé Misé Mysé Misé

Different spellings of proper names remain oscuéard concomitant, including
the current spelling (Misé) used by teachers andests of the village school. At
present there is a conflict between the existerfca 6norm”, a “way of writing
correctly” from the point of view of those who hauadergone formal schooling, and
“wrong” spellings which, nonetheless, remain in tifiecial documents that function to
identify individuals before the institutions of tistate that supply health care, services
and goods, upon which the Indians are increasimgise dependent.

There is yet another aspect to this congealmettteopelling of proper names.
In the societies of the Upper Xingu, an individvateives two stocks of names, one
from the maternal and one from the paternal sidd,changes his hames (to the plural)
during each new stage of the life cycle: childhomaberty, birth of the first child and
the first grandson. Documents and files thus itdielperpetuate only one phase of the
identity of each person, a fact that depends onntleenent in which a name was
definitively inscribed in the logic of identificatn of the world of the whites. Even in a
context such as that of the Upper Xingu, in whiohchurch held baptisms, the addition
and adoption of a name of the “caraiba” (the whiiesa means to overcome the
discomfort that arises in the occasions in whiagkséhtwo logics confront each other.
Even the ethnonymn “Kuikuro”, through which thisppdation has come to be known,

contains in its spelling a dense history of measiing

Kuhikuyu Cuicutl Cuicuru  Cuicuro  Kuikuru Kuikuro  Kuhikugu

At the end of the 19th century, the German ethnstdgarl von den Steinen
recorded, among the various inhabitants of the $ankhe Culuene river, the existence
of the Guikuru or Puikuru or Cuicutl (Steinen 19§B94]). Steinen observed the
difficulty in representing a distinctive and padiar sound, which is nonetheless very



common in the Karib languages of the Upper Xindguwe $ound in question is an uvular
tap which is sometimes heard as a voiced velaativie or as a voiced velar occlusive,

sometimes registered by the untrained ear as &daielar occlusived] or an alveolar

tap [r]. There is still no specific symbol for the uvulap in the International Phonetic

Alphabet, which is why we have come to provisionafipresent it with the symbol for

voiced velar fricative y]. The name that Steinen heard and attempted twdds, in
fact, Kuhikuyu, the local group that, at the time, inhabited kindikuyu area. It is a
contraction ofkuhi ikuyu, “stream of kuhi fish”, near a lake that is riainkuhi fish

(Potamorraphis, fam. Belonidae). THehikuyu were the first village of a new local

group 6tomq in the Kuikuro language) that split from the atl@rib local groups of
the Upper Xingu, probably some time before the miteteenth century. They were the
founders of a people that the whites continue b Kaikuro, but which still auto-
designates itsell.ahatua 6tomp after the name of the village that was forcibly
abandoned in 1954 following an outbreak of meashest decimated half of its
population.

Steinen was intrigued by the phonetic quality af ti the uvular flap and was
able to describe it with precision, even proposiogadopt a symbol from the Greek
alphabet — the lambda — to transcribe it, or edsase the digraph [tl|. After Steinen, the
peculiarity of this sound condemned it to be repnésd by the grapheme |r| and it was a
toilsome and almost dramatic process that led Kwoikieachers to recognize its
specificity and to begin search for an “adequatethagraphic representation. As
always, on the edge between recognizing a “specgfaity” and the desire to avoid
marks of excessive difference, in particular in wipertains to Portuguese as a
normalizing reference, the young “owners of writiriignally chose |g|, a compromise
between the register of its articulatory qualitydaa letter from the alphabet. The
deformation of the namkuhikugu 6tomo- ancient and ancestral — was congealed in
the collective name of their descendents and onridligidual surname of each one of
them: to the whites, they were Kuikuro.

A further example illustrates a different cases tiifine concerning a proper noun

that is also a common noun (“pepper”):

$domi Fomi Homi



In the Kuikuro language there is an alternatiomieen two sounds, the bilabial

fricative [¢p] and the glottal [h], and they are indicative ajenerational and positional

variation. The use of |f| seeks approximation Wl first variant, used by elders and
characteristic of the “beautiful speech” of fornraditional discourse. In the writing of
those who have been schooled, the letter |h| isirdoty representing the variant of
younger people and condemning the first variardisappear from the norm that is to
be imposed as correct.

The alphabet, memorized and recited in school, vapears in the first page
of all learning material, is an almost untouchahblejost sacred object, listing its letters
in perfect order; writing once again came to bensesea constituent part of the language
of the Caraibd> Once all of the possibilities of associating dertaounds of the
Indigenous language with one or another of thetiexjdetters have been exhausted,
where does one place the letters, such as thepthigend trigraphs?

The orthographical decisions were taken in convenss between teachers and
between teachers and the linguist-advisor. All to$ toccurred with some degree of
anxiety, in a sort of calculus that would pondex gossible alternatives, the limits of
possible interventions in the alphabet, the expiana of the linguist, and the
emergence of a metalinguistic conscience thatngrigradually confirmed. Thus since
the |g| was already taken, the nasal velar wasmes by the digraph |ng|; |g| and |ng]|
already being taken, the pre-nasalized voiced si@ugave rise to the trigraph [nkg|,
a fairly complex and difficult symbol, though lese for native than for non-native
speakers. Below we see the successive and conoorsjpallings of another proper
noun and the terms for “maraca” and for a ritualt tis known in the ethnographical

~S1

literature as “tawarawana”

Oli Oni  Ogi Ongi
ke anke ange ake age angke
"tuhe ntuhe nduhe duhe

And how is one to fix nasalization or vocalic lemging, which results from
fairly complex prosodic and phonological adjustns@nthe acoustic matter seemed to
always escape its orthographic entrapment; a proktE@ved now was bound to turn up
again later. All hesitation was interpreted notaasymptom of the hiatus between the
oral and the written, but rather as incapacitieshef “writers” or as being due to the

nature of the Indigenous langudgen little time the expression “our language is oo



was substituted by “our language is difficult”, #mer prejudice that they absorbed in
their contact with the whites, their language dmglrtwriting. They thus went from the
attribution of “paucity” (simplicity, primitivism,etc.) to that of “difficulty”, an
apparently contradictory claim when uttered by #dveaspeaker. After all, as | have
argued elsewhere (Franchetto 1995, 2000, 2001)pttieographicization” of the native
language is probably less of a “conquest” — a @m®cearked by feelings of
discouragement and frustration which, if not fore timperatives of “bilingual
education” that came from the exterior as a necgsdap in formal education — and
more likely a process that led to the abandonméhivieting in the native language”.
Significantly, the genesis and impact of writingpegximates, in this way, the
Wapishana and the Kuikuro, two completely distipebple in language, culture and

history.

Conclusions

Throughout Brazil village schools proliferate, as the courses aimed at preparing
Indigenous teachers and the publication and citiomaof didactic material (books,
pamphlets), bilingual or in Indigenous languagexoeding to formal directions that
present themselves as the definitive implementatiobilingual, intercultural, specific
and differentiated education. Yet experiences sino those of the Wapishana and the
Kuikuro continue to exist, and they proliferate the same proportion as the
dissemination of practices and proposals for wgitim Indigenous languages.
Educational agents, government sponsored or otkeywseek the standardization and
“nationalization” of these scripts, motivated byagmatic imperatives. They thereby
ignore or annihilate dialectical differences andidural characteristics of languages,
while at the same time they do not hesitate in pcod) and using various orthographies
for the same language when control over projectanting, souls and territories are at
stake. The Indians either remain perplexed by trecd of the alphabets or get carried

away by it.

The arena of ideologies in conflict, in which tmelians of the literate world are
the actors or the victims, also includes the disagrents between the linguist advisors.
It is understandable that many non-missionary listguwho work with Indigenous

languages (the expression “Indigenous linguistitas$ been coined for them) strive to



erase the Evangelist missionary legacy, distantmegnselves from it in many, and
often contrasting, ways. There are those who acémsericanist linguistics to be the
bearer of a phonemic, grapho-centric dictatorséwven if it declares itself to be focused
on the documentation of oral languages and prosldima supremacy of orality as an
object of scientific attention (Barros 1993). Thare the proponents of “spontaneous
writing”, which remains unmonitored by criteria tharesents itself as scientific, who
underlie the historicity of writing and the role tifie Indians as actors/users who
navigate creatively from one system to the nexya®us systems succeed one another
or remain concomitant for a single language/ettgrisup. Those who are party to
“spontaneous writing” — “Write! Write any way, righr wrong, it doesn’t matter” — are
convinced that it is imperative and primordial tannerse oneself in writing as if it were
a revigorating bath that makes it an instrumerarofimmediate and integral expression.
“To do linguistics”, applying academic or sciertifknowledge in the genesis of a
script, is condemned as an authoritarian and calishiexercise.

At the other end are a handful of linguists whdoetate a severe critique of the
domesticating operations enacted by “orthograpaimn” of Indigenous languages —
nationalization, standardization, choice of vehacullanguages or those for
alphabetization, the erasure of inconvenient acouwstaracteristics — in favour of a
competent, but not naive, application of scientikoowledge, relying on the
involvement of the Indians as teachers and studahlisguistic wisdom. The respect
for Indigenous languages in so-called “educatiomatjects is here established in the
construction of knowledge and conscience in both lihguist and the speaker, a
position that is argued by, for example, Gomez-Irhbe

A “good” script for the linguist depends on a congpe study of the language, on
native participation in this study, on an underdtag of what a script is, on the
(joint) establishment of phonological script thao@s vehicular languages or those
for alphabetization in detriment of minority, “wé€alanguages which are, at any
rate, destined to disappear [...] The general jp&ad$ to simultaneously teach how
to speak, read and write in Spanish (or Portuguéseghildren who do not

understand it. The result is frustration, self-caseration, self-inferiorization,

evasion and failure at school, reinforcement odrior and exterior stereotypes [...]
It is my conviction as a linguist that if the ortvaphic system that children first
learn for their first language establishes a cafterelationship between written

code and implicit (internalized) knowledge in clndd in what concerns their own



tongue, the task of learning to read and write wdu much more simple [...]
(Gomez-Imbert 1998, n/p).

Within this perspective, it is believed that cantaffects of the technology of
words brought by the whites should be made exgliwit be redirected in order to make
them into an object of conscious apprehen&fon.

The Xavante of Mato Grosso divide themselves batwbBese who use the |[t|
and the |ts| of the Evangelical missionaries ofSHeand those who prefer the |d| and
|dz| of the Salesians; the first are faithful te irinciples of phonological writing; the
second ignorant (or tolerant) of the phonetic medion of phonological units. A
Xavante teacher, a candidate for a place in tis¢ dimiversity course for Indians, once
asked me: “What is behind this? | am here becausant to study more to have an
answer”.

Tonal languages always run the risk of losing thames, acoustic elements that
are as distinctive as the segments representeetteysl, because alphabetic script does
not tolerate the visual chaos created by the smpe&sition of “exotic” diacritics.
“Orthographicization” thus becomes the sieve thtoudnich what it enables becomes
established, but also for the condemnation of yitats of a language. Certain linguists
claim that the filter of writing is innocuous: trecoustic structures will remain in
operation so long as an integral knowledge of #mgliage is maintained. Yet, do we
know enough to ignore the interference of the aepee writing on orality at the

moment of its inoculation?

Bruna Franchetto is a professor at the ProgramBdaeGraduacdo em Antropologia
Social (PPGAS/ MN/ UFRJ). E-mail: bfranchetto@yalsom.br
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! The termmaloca often rendered as ‘longhouse’, is a part of theall Portuguese
vocabulary, and refers to the villages of the ledigus peoples of the Roraima
savannah (Macuxi, Taurepang and Wapishana) — nfianore than rural villages

2 The work was carried out in thealocasof Boca da Mata and Bananal (Taurepang,
municipality of Boa Vista), Napoledo (Macuxi, muipality of Normandia), Taba
Lascada and Malacaxeta (Wapishana, municipaliBuaoifim).

® After an initial stay in the mid-nineteenth centugnd after the diffusion of the
important Aleluia cult — a religious movement tloaiginated in the Anglican missions
of Guyana in the last quarter of the nineteenthtwwgn— the Unevengalized Field
Mission entered Brazil in 1968 from Guyana, werkatl been acting since 1950. From
the 1940’s onwards, the Baptist Mid-Mission, thev&Seh-Day Adventists and the
Pentecostals gained considerable influence. Ciuyretite influence of the MEVA
(Missdo Evangélica da Amazénia [Amazonian Evangkliission, or the Regular
Baptist Church) and of the Assembly of God is watead. Numerous Evangelical
churches are present among the Indians of the Raragavannah, but the missions
involved in linguistic research and educationakcpces are MEVA (Missdo Evangélica
da Amazonia), Brazilian New Tribes Mission, the MIE (Misséo Cristd Evangélica do
Brasil [ Christian Evangelical Mission of Brazignd the Unevangelized Field Mission
in Guyana. They all form a sort of constellatidre gravitational centre of which is the
SIL, acronym of the Summer Institute of Linguistiea present re-baptized, in Brazil,
as the Sociedade Internacional de Linguistica. MEWAh its headquarters in Boa
Vista, the capital of Roraima, is the point of refece for the Evangelists who work in
the region; the SIL is the most powerful and depetb institution in Brazil in what
concerns logistical support for other missions, andthe techniques, scientific
preparation and in the regular training of agentscbnversion and linguistic work in
Indigenous areas. It is, in fact, a complex netwalrknissionaries, whose contributors
and mentors live in the United States of America.

* The terms “caboclo” and “civilized” refer, respeetly, to the inhabitants of the
malocas of the savannah (Macuxi, Taurepang, Wapighavho are considered to be
“acculturated”, and non-Indians. The two terms mafe triad of categories along with
a third term — “Indian” — used exclusively to reterthe Yanomami, “savages of the
jungles” of the western mountains.

> At the time, the Wapishana numbered 6,500 peaplBrazil (Roraima) and 4,000
people in Guyana, according to the estimates ofirtbgtuto Socioambiental (Ricardo
2000);

® The term “gibberish” (Portuguesgiria, literally: ‘slang’), which is how both the
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples of Rorainfier r® Indigenous languages,
appears to have been diffused in the 1950’s; agy ¢tbnnote shame and stigma. Their
status as (true) “languages” is denied, this lakelg reserved for Portuguese.

" From this angle, the Wapishana case was abe¥tanshall return to this shortly.
® The Projeto Calha Norte (PCN, “Northern CorridapjEct”), a Brazilian military

programme for the revival of the international ksl of Amazonia through its
occupation by bases, garrisons and villages, wismgeaunder way in the 1980’'s. A



large part of the Amazonian border crossed Indigerterritories, dividing ethnicities
into two or more countries. The political climatethe border regions — and Roraima is
a border state — was saturated with nationalidinig® when not outright hostility, in
the definition of “friends and foes”.

® As of 1948, the Mission of the Consolata, withtseéa Normandia, Surumu and
Maturaca, succeeded the Benedictines, who hacedriivthe Upper Rio Branco in the
early twentieth century.

19'We have used the current graphic conventions stinduish sound, in brackets;
phoneme, between oblique lines; and grapheme, batwertical lines.

1 To make it clear that we are dealing with phonethasare not exotic to the world of
writing, we can follow the history of the value péal on <k> in Italian, as narrated by
Cardona (1981:120): “[...] In the last decades,ube of <k> in Italian initially took on
(ironic) connotations of modernity [...] after art@en date, <k> comes to assume
negative, political connotations; after the 197&hfiThe Amerikano’ by Costa Gravas,
in which the protagonist is a CIA agent, the <k>mes to connote imperialism,
repression, violence [...]".

12 A concern with an adaptation to the national lawgu and its consequences is
characteristic of most of the experiences of Indayes peoples with writing. According
to Gomez-Imbert, writing of her experience among @olombian Tukano (1998: n/d):
“Establishing a practical and adequate writtenesysto be used in bilingual education
means facing technical problems with an ideologsmlition. A ‘good’ script must be
approximated to Portuguese or Spanish [...] thieiigs the large structural differences
that exist between the Romance languages and maligelanguages, such as certain
phonological and morphological properties that cartoe adequately represented by the
conventions used for Portuguese or Spanish”.

13 The Kuikuro are one of the four local groups theeak a language belonging to the
Karib family, and they are situated along the easteadwaters of the Xingu River, in
the Brazilian state of Mato Grosso. They curremtiynber some 500 people living in
four villages.

4 The experience of writing among the Kuikuro — apezience that is simultaneously
the linguist’s and the Indians’ — is described amdrpreted in a text published in the
catalogue to an exhibition at the Ethnological Museof Lisbon in December 2000
(Franchetto 2000).

15 This representation of writing underscores thenimepof the phrase “we do not want
to mix the things of the Indians with the thingstiloé Whites”, which is often said by
traditional leaders faced with the proposals of langenting bilingual education in

village schools, implying a resistance to the “ogtaphicization” of Indigenous

languages and to its use in the space of the s¢hoaichetto 2001).

% We can see that the script of the Kuikuro, likattbf the Wapishana and of many
other languages whose speakers do not integrallgeaby the principle “one

phoneme/one grapheme” (a characteristic of Ameistaimguistics as applied by
Evangelical missionaries, as well as being an ideaim), shows distinctive and



subphonemic elements. These include those thatt iesphonological processes of
assimilation and “resyllabification” (palatizatigngocalic harmony, voiceness and pre-
nasalization of occlusives pre-nasalization of osieles preceded by a nasal).

17 A typical example is the fluctuation in the wrigirof a single individual in what
concerns the establishment of separations/spacesedie words. There is here a
constant conflict between consciousness of therhegg of the “word” unit in writing,
the “word” reality in one’s own language, the junos and phonological frontiers, and
the inherent ambiguity in, for example, the clglements.

18 This is the practice in certain ongoing experisnde the ethno-educational seminars
that occurred among the Tukano of Colombia, dudagain courses for Indigenous
teachers in Brazil, such as those held in the Xihgligenous Park, or in higher

education in the universities of Mato Grosso, aaat@hguage is created to explicitly
analyze linguistic and cultural knowledge througfiactions and collective activities.

The Indians become conscious of the richness of eguages when they discover
that they obey rules that can be appropriately tdated and worked through, and that
they are not only a bunch of words (or sounds) asynof the whites would have the

Indians believe.



