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ABSTRACT.—Palms play an important role in the subsistence activities and ma-
terial culture of virtually all indigenous societies in the Amazon. They are widely
distributed throughout the forests of southernmost Venezuela, where they are rep-
resented by over 60 species from 21 different genera. The present work focuses
on the importance of palms among the Yanomami Amerindians of the upper
Orinoco region. The material presented in this article is derived from ethnobo-
tanical fieldwork in several Yanomami villages between 1997 and 2002, as well as
from a complete revision of the relevant ethnographic and ethnobotanical litera-
ture. It is our aim to present a comprehensive account of the recognition, ethno-
taxonomy, use, as well as economic and symbolic importance of palms among the
southern Yanomami groups in Venezuela, giving also some reference to compa-
rable data obtained from Yanomami groups in Brazil. Furthermore, observed dif-
ferences in the use of palms because of acculturation and the resulting changing
cultural context are described and discussed. The indigenous names and the eco-
nomic significance of 37 palm species from 16 different genera are presented.
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RESUMEN.—Es bien conocido que las palmas juegan un importante papel en las
actividades de subsistencia y en la cultura material de una gran cantidad c?e
sociedades indigenas en la regiéon amazonica. Las palmas se tienen una amplia
distribucién en los bosques del extremo sur de Venezuela, donde estan represen-
tadas por mas de 60 especies, agrupadas en 21 géneros. .I.Sl present.e’ trabajo se
centra en la importancia de las palmas entre los Yanqmaml de la .reglon del,A.lto
Orinoco. El material expuesto en este articulo se deriva del trabajo etnobotanico

realizado en diferentes poblados Yanomami entre 1997 y 1999, asi como de una

la bibliografia etnogréfica y etnobotanica mds relevante.

completa revision de Nas
Nuestro objectivo es presentar un informe global sobre e} reconocimiento, etno-

taxonomia y uso, asi como la importancia . .
entre los Yanomami en Venezuela, incluyendo algunas referencias a datos com-

parables procedentes de la informacion ya recabada entre grupos Yanomami del
Brasil. Ademas, se describen y discuten diferencias observadas en cuanto al uso

de las palmas, debidas a la aculturacion y sus consecuentes ca.mblos. S;? presentan
los nombres étnicos y la importancia econdémica de 37 especies de palmas, agru-

padas en 16 géneros.

RESUME.—Les palmiers jouent un role important dans la subsistance et la cul-
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ture matérielle de pratiquement toutes les populations indigeénes de I’Amazonie.
On en trouve beaucoup dans toutes les foréts du sud du Venezuela ou ils comptent
plus de 60 especes et de 21 genres. Cette étude examine I'importance des palmiers
chez les indiens Yanomami, amérindiens de la région du Haut Orénoque. Nos
informations viennent de deux sources: les donées recueillies lors d’activités eth-
nobotaniques sur le terrain effectuées entres 1997 et 2002 dans plusieurs villages
yanomami, et une revue exhaustive de la littérature ethnobotanique et ethno-
graphique pertinente. Notre but est d’offrir un compt rendu détaillé de la per-
ception, ethnotaxonomie, et de I'exploitation des palmiers par les groupes yano-
mami du sud du Venezuela. Nous expliquons également leur importance sym-
bolique et économique et nous faisons quelques références aux données compa-
rables recueillies parmi les groupes yanomami du Brésil. De plus, cet article décrit
les différentes utilisations de palmiers qui résultent de 1’acculturation et la mod-
ification du contexte culturel qui s’ensuit. Pour terminer, nous expliquons
I'importance économique de 37 espeéces de palmiers (16 differents genres), et nous
listons leurs noms indigenes.

INTRODUCTION

Palms are an important economic resource in the Estado Amazonas (Amazon
State) of Venezuela (see Guanchez and Romero 1998; Narvaez and Stauffer 1999
Narvaez et al. 2000). The Arecaceae remain among the most significant plant
families with respect to cultural importance and economic value among all ethnic
groups of the Amazon (Balick and Beck 1990; Kahn and de Granville 1992). This
is also true for the Yanomami communities in Venezuela. Despite numerous pub-
lications about this ethnic group, a comprehensive ethnobotanical study about the
use and significance of palms among the Yanomami is lacking. Contrary to earlier
observations (Anderson 1978), the Yanomami in Venezuela use palms extensively;
the use of palms also appears to be more important than that of other plant
families. Palms have entered almost every aspect of life among the Yanomami,
from subsistence to material culture, medicines, and rituals.

Early ethnographic investigations among the Yanomami, such as those by
Vinci (1961), Zerries and Schuster (1964, 1974), Polykrates (1967), Knobloch (1970),
Montgomery (1970), Cocco (1973), and Anderson (1978) provided the first ver-
ngcular names of palms in the Yanomami language. Between 1954 and 1955, Zer-
ries and Schuster carried out the first comprehensive ethnographic work among
the Yanomami in Venezuela and published several names and uses of palms (Zer-
ries and Schuster 1974), but no botanical specimens were collected. This initial
study was followed by a series of detailed ethnographic descriptions about dif-
terent linguistic subgroups by Polykrates (1967), Chagnon (1968, 1992), Lizot
(1972, 1980), Becher (1974), and Peters (1998). Anderson (1978) published the
names anq uses of twenty palm species among a particular Yanomami commu-
nity, tbe Xirianateri (Shirianatheri) of the Toototobi area in Brazil and he collected
botanical specimens for each palm mentioned. Today, Anderson’s study about
palms still represents the most complete study from the Brazilian side. Fuentes
(1.980? provided new ethnobotanical data about the Yanomami of the Ocamo re-
gion in Venezuela, including information about 16 palm species. More recently,
Milliken and Albert (1999) published their comprehensive ethnobotanical work
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derived from two Yanomami communities of the Demini region in Brazil, includ-
ing botanical and ethnographic information for about 17 palm species. At present,
a detailed comparative study about palms among the Yanomami is lacking.

During the first author’s visits to the Yanomami villages around Ocamo, Pla-
tanal, as well as Hasupiwei, Irokai and Mokaritha in the Sierra Unturan, it became
evident that palms are a significant economic and cultural resource. We were
therefore prompted to study the significance of palms from a comparative point
of view. In this paper we present new information about the ethnotaxonomy and
use of palms in Yanomami culture.

METHODOLOGY

Most of the information for this study was collected during two longer pe-
riods of fieldwork by the first author in July-October 1998 and January-February
1999. During that time six Yanomami villages were visited: Ocamo, Aratha, Ma-
hekotho, Hasupiwei, Irokai, and Mokaritha. All of the communities belong to the
linguistic subgroup Yanomami. Field observations also were incorporated from
other shorter visits by the first author to several other villages along the Mavaca
and Siapa in 1992 and Ocamo and Orinoco in 1997 and 1999. The content of this
article was finally discussed again in the villages Shotemi, Hokotopiwei, Has-
upiwei and Ashitowé in January-March 2002. Informal and open structured in-
terviews were conducted in the communities Hasupiwei, Irokai and Mokaritha.
Determinations of the palms were made in situ by two informants. Palm material
was further taken to the village and consensus on the information given by our
main informants was agreed upon by at least four male and two female repre-
sentatives of the community. Plant material always consisted of leaf material and
the infructescence. Use reports were gathered in the villages. Unclear use reports
were not considered for this study. Data obtained during trekking was corrobo-
rated by at least three informants. Collections and pictures of the most useful
palms were made in the Sierra Unturdn and lower Sierra Parima. Voucher speci-
mens were prepared as described previously (Stauffer 2000) and deposited at. VEN
and partly also at MYE The second author further collected botanical specimens

as well as ethnobotanical information in the Mavaca area in 1999 and also revised
collections at the VEN, NY, US, MYE, TVAE PORT, MER, GUYN and CAR her-

baria'! (Stauffer 2000). |
The artificial scale of importance used for this study (see Table 1) is based on
llages. Each use report contains infor-

the use reports collected in the different vi use .
mation about the specific use of a palm species, including information about the
frequency of use. The scale 1s based on 218 use report entries.

THE YANOMAMI IN VENEZUELA

nezuela occupies over 180,000 km? (Figure 1). Al-

The Amazonas State in Ve y R
in forests and about 45% of it is

most 90% of its total area 1s occupied by ra

protected by the Venezuelan government as Na _ | |
upper Orinoco-Casiquiare Biosphere Reserve (Huber 1995). The territory inhab-

ited by indigenous people 1s further protected by law through the Direccion de
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FIGURE 1.—Area of fieldwork. The villages where the ethnobotanical study took place: 1)
Aratha; 2) Ocamo; 3) Platanal (Mahekoto); 4) Hasupiwei; 5) Irokai; 6) Mokaritha; 7) Hok-

otop'l':lve(ii; 8) Shotemi; 9) Ashitowé. Hatched area shows where most of the palms were
recorded.

Asuntgs Indigenas (D.A.I). The total population of Amazonas State exceeds 100,000
inhabitants, 50% of whom are local Amerindians (1ndigenas). The Amerindians

belong. to thirteen ethnic groups, the biggest of which is represented by the Yan-
omami (also Yanomamo, Waika, Guaharibo or Shiriana). Of a total indigenous

population estimated at around 17,000 people, the Venezuelan Yanomami at pre-
sent number about 11,000 (Gertsch 2002). The ethnic group Yanomami is currently

subdivided into four linguistic groups (Migliazza 1972): the Sanima, the Ninam,
the Yanomam, and the central Yanomami. The Sanima live to the north of Brazil,

in the upper Auaris and Erebata region as well as in the Estado Bolivar in Ven-
ezuela; the Ninam live in the upper Paragua region, north to the Sierra Parima
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and around the Apiau and Mucajai rivers; the Yanomam live in the watershed of
the Catrimani and Demini rivers, as well as in the Venezuelan-Brazilian Sierra
Parima. The Yanomami, which is the group investigated here, inhabit the upper
Orinoco and its tributaries Ocamo, Mavaca, and Siapa, the western communities
of the lower Sierra Parima and the southern communities in the Sierra Unturan
and Sierra Tapirapecé being the most isolated. It is generally accepted that the
ethnic epicenter is the Sierra Parima from where migration might have sta rted
(Smole 1976). For simplicity we here always refer to the ethnic description when
using the term Yanomami, if not otherwise stated.

Settlement.—The Yanomami live in communities of 20 to 200 individuals in pro-
visional shelters (yahi) or circular communal houses (shapono or yano). Each
roundhouse has an open space in the middle, which represents a common area
where community affairs are discussed and feasts are held (Figure 2). The actual
living area is thatched with palm leaves and is situated on the outside of the
roundhouse with just one fence-like wall at the back. The shapono is divided into
sections, each representing a social nucleus, usually a family or a clan. Location
and size of a Yanomami community strongly depends on economic alliances with
other communities. There are many examples where communities split up be-
cause of political conflicts or even warfare between clans or families (Chagnon
1997; Ferguson 1995). Probably more than half of the approximately 110 com-
munities in Venezuela are still semi-nomadic and move their village every three
to seven years. The groups then move between 5 and 80 km further on (Lizot

1971) and so create a new territory. This migration activity is an important custom
in the sustainable use of the resources. Generally between February and April

and between August and October the Yanomami community goes for long treks
(wayumi), and it is common to find that whole villages are abandoned for two

or three months.

Subsistence.—The Yanomami are not only hunters and gatherers, but also shifting
cultivators (Lizot 1978). About 60% of their food originates from cultivated plants.
Each settlement has one or more garden areas (hikari) outfside the shapono. The
garden is split up into sections, each area being kept .b).z a dlffergnt family or clan.
Shifting cultivation is a key factor in subsistence activities, which are segme?Fefj
into gender specific roles. Among the most importa‘nt. crops are Musa pamdzr.uufi
L. (kurata and tate), Bactris gasipaes Kunth (rasha ké si), Nicotiana tabacum L. (Pee
nahe), Xanthosoma spp. (€.8., ohina), Manihot esculenta Crantz., and Zea mays L.

(yono). In addition to the wild pal;n fruits, the Yanomami collect other edible
wild plant products, such as the fruits o

f Clathrotropis spp. (wapu koht), Bertholletia

excelsa Humb.& Bonpl. (hawari kohi), and Micrandra Spp. .(n.wmo keh.i). Thg tra-
ditional world of the central and southern vanomami is divided up into village

(yahi), garden (hikari) and forests (urihi). The use of palms is not restricted to

an . |

{ gizﬁzetﬁzgtlrgiztihe whole community may explore remote areas, which can
be over 100 km away from their village. While the men hunt game and collect
fruits, honey and small animals, the women collect a variety of wild Elan;) fmd
fungal products and also catch smaller animals, such as river crabs (oko) (Pseu-

dothelphusidae and Trichotactylidae), and fish (yuri). The consumption of palm
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FIGURE 2.—Communal roundhouse with palm-thatched roof (Geonoma spp. and Attalea
spp-) In Hasupiwei.

products is an important tradition for subsistence during the treks. During mi-
gration or trekking activities the Yanomami explore new habitats, which are some-
times distinct ecosystems with different plant species composition.

HOW PALMS ARE CLASSIFIED

The Denominator Si as Generic Label for Palms.—We could not find a family-specific
classification system for the Arecaceae among the Yanomami communities visited
In Venezuela. According to our iInformants, palms can always be put into the
category si. The nominal classifier si, however, designates not just palms, but also
other monocots—the Musaceae, Strelitziaceae, as well as members from the Po-
aceae. In addition, some Cecropiaceae and Mimosaceae are also given the attribute
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si. The literal meaning of si is ‘big surface’, and it also means skin, bark, and
covering. The word si (siki or sipé for plural) stands for a category and is put
after the name (e.g., waima (ké) si, a Euterpe species). According to our infor-
mants, palms can always be put into the category si. Even though the Yanomami
cannot tell exactly why the nominal classifier si is added to some plant species
and not others, they say that it has to do with leaf form, not size. Thus leaf
morphology appears to be the main criterion for the class si. We conclude that
especially plants with overall palm-like leaf arrangement (e.g., Gynerium sagitta-
tum (Aubl.) P. Beauv., Musa spp., Calathea spp., Cecropia spp. and Phenakospermum
guyannense (L.C. Richard) Endlich. ex Miquel) are put into this category. The more
significant palm species, such as Bactris gasipaes Kunth and Attalea maripa (Aubl.)
Mart. are not always accompanied by the nominal classifier when named as one
plant. When several palms are referred to, the plural siki or sipé seems to be
required; hence, two or more Bactris gasipaes palms are called rasha siki and their
infructescences are called kéki, which stands for a homogenous clustered object
made up of individual units. With respect to the Musaceae and related plants,
the Yanomami point out the similarity in leaf morphology with palms. We further
assume that the nominal classifier si describes the way palm leaves grow, out

from a central trunk.

Spines as Characteristic Classifiers.—The spiny palms with lesser economic impor-
tance are also given the classifier misi, which might either be an abbreviation for

misiki (spines) or a fused term derived from misiki and si, such as hoashi misi
(Bactris bidentula) and misikiri (Desmoncus polyacanthos).

Leaves as Use-based Classifiers—Palms whose leaves are used regularly are often
given the classifier henaki (leaves) and would not normally be referred to as si.
Henaki could be seen as a use-based category, with species from different families.
Some species of the genus Geonoma are called and recognized by their leaves, for
example, tharai henaki (Geonoma baculifera (Poit.) Kunth). The Yanomami would
therefore talk about the ““tharai leaves” rather then the tharai palm. The same is
true for certain palms that produce edible fruits, such as eteweshi (Mauritia flexuosa

L.f)

Fruits and Hearts as Use-based Classifiers.—Unless specified, Yanomami colloquial
speech does not distinguish palm fruit from the whole plant. .There are, however,
few exceptions where there are words denoting particular fruits. For example, the

endocarp of the fruit of Mauritia flexuosa is called kéhémo. They can provide

detailed descriptions of palm fruits (kéki), especially when a large palm infruc-
s. For example, almost

tescence has been located and is being reported to the other Imos!
ripe fruits, which can be collected in a few days time are referred to as opi kéki.

Palm hearts are generally called kupu.

Some Evidence for a Female Attribute to Palms.—A linguistic variant of some plant

labels assigns gender, usually female, to the plant name; .the suffix -ma or -na
indicates female. Several such palm names include komishima from komishi, ya-

watoama from yawatoa, pahana from paha and konoporima from konopo.
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PALM LABELS SHARED BY DIFFERENT LINGUISTIC SUBGROUPS

During our ethnobotanical study we found that even very distant Yanomami
communities use the same labels for economically important plants, but used
different names for many other plants. Although we cannot provide a glotto-
chronological analysis, cultivated species, certain wild taxa with high cultural
significance, and palms more often have a phonetically similar label in the dif-
ferent language subgroups (Sanima, Ninam, Yanomam and Yanomami) that oth-
erwise show significant linguistic variations.

The warapa tree (Burseraceae), for example, is called warapa kohi in all lan-
guage subgroups. The same is true for several palm species, such as Bactris Qasipaes
(rasha), Euterpe oleracea (waima) and Socratea exorrhiza (manaka). It is interesting
to note that the indigenous name manaka (not to be confused with the Spanish
name for Euterpe spp.) is also used for S. exorrhiza by the neighboring Carib tribes,
such as the Mayongong (Henderson 1995).

We calculated the percentage of shared palm names relative to the number
of palm species named by two distant Yanomami groups. Comparative phonetic
data from distant villages in Venezuela, such as Aratha of the upper Ocamo and
Mokaritha of the Sierra Unturan, showed a high number of shared palm names
(>85%) among fifteen palm species. This is quite remarkable because these two
communities are separated by over 150 km air distance and they probably have
not been in contact with each other for a long time. Comparing phonetic data on
palm labels obtained by other investigators, we again found a very high number
of shared palm names: 18 out of 19 names were identical with the distant Yano-
mami groups south to the Serra da Neblinha region in Brazil (Knobloch 1970;
Polykrates 1967). On the other hand, few equal palm names (5 out of 20 names)
were found with the Shirianatheri in Brazil, where Anderson carried out his re-
search (Anderson 1978). Comparing the data recently published by Milliken and
Albert (1999), we again found little agreement in palm names: only 4 out of 17
names were shared among the ones that were recorded in the Demini region.
There are, however, some names that have a common root. For example, the name
of th.e. small palm Iriartella setigera is yoroama si among the Venezuelan com-
munities of the South and it is called horoma si among the adjacent Brazilian
c.ommunities. Palm names reported by Anderson and Milliken are almost iden-
tical (15 out of 17 names), which is not surprising when taking into account the
short distance between their study areas. Looking at migration patterns (Chagnon
1?97; Valer.o 1984), it becomes obvious that the distant groups to the south of the
Slerra Tapirapecé are related with the Shamatari groups in Venezuela, whereas
the communities studied by Anderson and Milliken are probably more related to
the eastern Yanomami groups. The conserved ethnotaxonomy for palms might
reveal a common, maybe not too distant origin of certain Yanomami groups.

The question concerning why there is a certain amount of concordance of
p}iant names between very distant groups is an interesting one. It is not clear how
;)a(;;:r;‘f: ffg paln;s originated and what the ages of the different names are.
ety quenty used among the Yanomami and they sometimes serve as

S for names given to humans. Once a person dies, the name becomes tab0o0
and cannot be spoken out anymore. There are cases where related objects had to































































