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ABSTRACT
SOCIAL ORIGINS OF FOLK ILLNESS AMONG NGAWBERE

OF THE NORTHERN VALIENTE PENINSULA:
THE CASE OF chakore AND ha ko botika

By

Keith V. Bletzer

The focus of the dissertation is the social origins of two folk
illnesses in an indigenous enclave that self-identifies by the name
Ngawbere. The peoples of this enclave are, and have been, marked by
marginality to other peoples in Panama. Imbedded in Ngawbere ideas
about their place in the regional society as well as the country in
which they live is a strong notion that they form a separate society,
or "nation,"” within the nation-state of Panama. As the principal
indigenous population on the isthmus to have survived the program of
pacification engineered by the Spanish during the colonial period,
Ngawbere continue to reside on their homelands in western Panama.

Paramount for an understanding of Ngawbere society is their
emphasis on meeting subsistence obligations by "pulling together"
through mutual assistance to help one another. Priority in help
seeking is given to cognatic kinsmen, before approaching affinal kin
relations. Naming practices are described as a way of suggesting how
Ngawbere emphasize social interactions based on the principle of
mutual assistance, as well as provide a little comic relief from
social conflicts in meeting social obligations. Both curative and
ritual practices emphasize the participation of family and households

in a manner very much along the lines of the exchange relations that



form the basis for mutual assistance among Ngawbere.

botika occurs, cognates "pull together"” to provide appropriate health

care for the victim. Whereas chakore reflects an inter-familial

tension inherent in Ngawbere society as young women seek to flee

their part in the formation of linkages between families, ha ko

peoples in the province. The indigenousness of chakore is reflected
in local interpretations that associate its occurrence with forces

representing now extinct indigenous populations as well as the use of

illness discourse that reflects an inherent inter-familial tension.

the practice of mutual assistance that forms the foundation of
Ngawbere society.
Copyright by

KEITH V. BLETZER
1988
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INTRODUCT ION

Whereas Ngawbere ("people with premonition”) is the name by which
the largest indigenous population of Panama self-identify,1 Guaymi is the
name that they were given by the Europeans who settled on the isthmus of
Panama. This difference in nomenclature reflects more than the presence
of distinct languages, however, since Ngawbere and the lberian-derived

"Castelauro” population that surround them have maintained opposing

attitudes toward each other over the centuries (Guardia 1975).

The term Guaymi originally referred to all of the indigenous peoples
of western Panama as a whole. At the time of Spanish contact, Ngawbere
were a small population of around 38,000 to 62,000 persons belonging to a
language group of Guaymi-speakers that included the more numerous Murire,
Penonome?o and Doraces-Changuinas (R. Gunn 1980:9-17; P. Young 1971:74-
B1l, 1985:357-358). Once the other populations were exterminated by the
Spanish, the term Guaymi came to designate Ngawbere; the term Bogotd
replaced the historic term Murire that had been the name given to the
people who today self-identify as Buglere, a population considerably
reduced in numbers. The five to six hundred who survived from historic
times fled to the Atlantic coast along Rio Calobevora, rather than face
death or defeat at the hands of the Spanish (Herrera and Gonzalez 1964).

Ngawbere experienced neither defeat nor annihilation throughout the



period of European encroachment; isolated from outsiders, they remained
on their homelands from the time of contact to the present. Today the
population who self-identify as Ngawbere number more than 70,000 people.

The term Guaym{ apparently was derived from the word ngwamigda in
the language spoken by Buglere and refers to someone who is Amerindian
(J. Gunn and R. Gunn 1984, personal communication). That this word
rather than its counterpart ngawbe in the language spoken by Ngawbere was
incorporated into the political discourse of Panama suggests that the
Spanish engaged in more intense contact with Buglere than Ngawbere. The
minimization of outside contacts assured Ngawbere survival during the
colonial era, but, more strategically for the present study, it reflected
a3 long-term process of marginalization that has been experienced by
Ngawbere for the past several millenia.

The Teribe are the only other indigenous population in western
Panama. As descendants of one of the Talamancan groups that were located
aboriginally in what today is eastern Costa Rica, they experienced a
reduction in numbers much like the Buglere. The four hundred Teribe who
live today in northwestern Panama near the Costa Rican border along Rio
Teribe are remnants, having been reduced in numbers through warfare and
disease. Rather than flee or continue to fight their neighbors as well
as the Miskito, they permitted themselves to be relocated to their

present location some two centuries ago (Torres de Aradz 1964).

Research Problem

The present study concerns Ngawbere and examines a part of what it

means to be survivors of a program of extermination and exploitation that



the program among the indigenous populations of the isthmus of Panama.

The study considers the way that Ngawbere marginality has continued
over the centuries and indicates how that marginality is reflected
differently in two folk illnesses. Since most studies of folk illness
narrowly consider the sociopsychological (Westermeyer 19763 Lebra 1976)
or, more recently, the biobehavioral manifestations of its occurrence
(Simons and Hughes 19855 Rubel, 0’Nell and Collado-Ardén 1984), research
sought to answer the question of their human universality or cultural
specificity. This emphasis on the biology of folk illness obscures an
understanding of how local populations view the occurrence of folk
illness and denies the impact that political economic factors have on a
population’s health.

The focus of study examines two folk illnesses that are manifested

differently within Ngawbere society. One reflects the inter-familial
tensions that arise from an emphasis on family over non-family, and the
precarious position facing Ngawbere, at one time an enclave among the
prehistoric populations of Panama, but today as an enclave population
within the nation-state of Panama.

Before reviewing the literature on enclaves and the marginalization
of Ngawbere in the next two chapters, comments are in order regarding the

field methods that were employed in the present study.



Fieldwork

The field research upon which this study is based was conducted
among Ngawbere of the northern Valiente Peninsula, from March 1982 to
April 1984 and from November 1984 to April 1985. 1In the field, the
investigator lived with a family in a community (Cusapin) that has one of
the largest concentrations of indigenous population along the Valiente
Peninsula, and, for that matter, the rest of Bocas del Toro Province.
Relying on the host family’s kin network as well as his own initiative,
the investigator visited each of the homesteads in the northern half of
the Valiente Peninsula. Most of the visits varied from one to several
days, but a few homesteads were visited on a fairly regular basis. 1In
addition, three visits were made to Ngawbere homesteads in Rio Jal{,
which lies adjacent to Cricamola River, and more than a dozen visits were
made to the principal islands in the Chiriqui Lagoon supporting Ngawbere
population. Unless otherwise indicated, however, materials in the
dissertation refer to Ngawbere of the northern Valiente Peninsula
(Figures 1 and 2).

The field research combined a number of strategies. The reason for
this was a lack of ethnographic material from Bocas del Toro Province,
and, hence, no information from which to formulate guidelines for working
with Ngawbere in that province. The principal method of study relied on
participant-observation as Ngawbere went about their daily lives, as well
as structured and unstructured interviews; similar methods were used by
John Bort (1976:3-7) who has worked in Chiriqui Province. Whenever
possible, structured interviews were conducted employing an interview

schedule. Otherwise most of the interviews entailed asking a number of
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people a variety of questions on a single topic, as the occasion arose.
Sometimes the same person ("tutor”) was interviewed more than once; owing
to logistical constraints, interviews often were spaced several weeks
apart. The bulk of the ethnographic data used in the present study,
therefore, was collected, then refined or verified, by asking different
people the same questions and observing similar activities in different
settings.

little of which is spoken primarily by elderly men), the former two were
used as the languages of fieldwork rather than the latter. While in the
field, the investigator spent many hours studying the local language,
developing lexical lists, and examining the manner in which Ngawbere
engage in conversation.

The primary corpus of ethnographic data includes a series of illness
episodes (N = 245) which were monitored as intensively as possible during
fieldwork. Episodes were observed in locales throughout the northern
Valiente Peninsula. From these observations, field data have been chosen
to present a general picture of how Ngawbere recognize illness and to
provide documentation for the two folk illnesses examined herein.
Supplementary data was collected on subsistence activities, fishing
practices, construction of houses and boats, social gatherings of various
kinds (school events, religious meetings, political elections, funerals),
and all the major Ngawbere rituals except the rites for puberty and the
Pole-Throwing Festival.

Following fieldwork, several weeks were spent examining historical

documents available in the national archives of Panama and sketching maps



from cartographic materials. The archival materials and the cartographic
analysis complement the ethnographic data collected during the field

investigation.

The spelling of ngawbere words differs slightly from the romanized
format that is employed by Alphonse (1956, 1980, 1983), Reverte (1963)
and the Summer Institute of Linguistics (mainly Arosemena and Javilla
1979, 1980). The orthography used herein more closely follows the
phoneticized spelling appearing in P. Young (1971). The term ngawbere
refers to the language spoken by the study population, who, as already
indicated, refer to themselves as Ngawbere.

The names of individuals appearing in the text as part of the case
materials are fictitious. The place names for Ngawbere "homesteads"

that is, they appear in ngawbere. The term "community" is used to refer
to the six adjoining homesteads that form the study community (Cusapin)
where the field investigator lived. Unless indicated, the place name

Bocas del Toro refers to the province rather than the provincial capital

or the district of the same name.



Notes

1. Adding the suffix -be to the root stem ngaw, Ngawbere designate
other indigenous populations who are unknown to them and have no formal
name. Ngawbere have specific terms for native peoples in lower Central
America but they refer to Native Americans in the United States as
ngawbe. In Spanish, Ngawbere refer to Amerindians with the phrase la

Panamanian writers

origins and the experience of social oppression by dominating structures;
see the discussion of ethnic and class relations in Panama in two studies
(i.e., Falla 1979:7-21, 48-53; Cabarris 1979:64-79) contracted by Centro

de Capacitacion Social, a Panamanian activist group supported by the
Catholic Church.



Chapter 1: FOCUS OF STuDY

This chapter assesses some of the major concerns in the anthropology
of Middle American peoples and describes the theoretical issues on which
the dissertation will focus.

The analytic interests of Middle American research have shifted
since the 1940s and 1950s when investigators provided detailed accounts
of the subsistence practices and sociocultural foundations of the way of
life of people in single communities. More recent research has indicated
that such a narrow focus on the local community as a closed corporate
entity had obscured its linkages, often quite numerous, within larger
regional, national and international political-economic systems, and
underestimated the effect these systems exert over the local population.

Several models have been proposed to account for the sociocultural
consequences of these linkages and the ways local populations experience
the processes of modernization and civilization; most of the research has
focused on MesoAmerica rather than the lower Central American countries
of Middle America. The majority of these models have taken a theoretical
position that Middle America is part of a single system of commerce that

1
shares international linkages with the rest of the world. This "single-

2
system” position is a longstanding tradition in Middle American research
that emphasizes the study of differential changes in social practices and

institutions in a regional setting, and attributes their change to such

factors as urbanization and Westernization. The most popular framework
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for describing the trajectory of change is that of a continuum, whereby
the loss of indigenous practices is associated with the acquisition of
characteristics from the dominant society. Continuums have been used to
model the process of ladinoization in rural Guatemala (Adams 1959019561,
1957), and the formafion of a separate folk culture within regional
society in the Yucatan Peninsula (Redfield 1941).

Another approach has considered exploitation in Middle America by
examining the impact of political economic forces on the structuring of
ethnic and class relations. Proponents of this approach draw an analogy
their exploitation during the colonial era (for example, Stavenhagen
1968019631:60-63, 1975:199-215, 1980019781:16-19). UWhereas a dual
society was generated through the introduction of mercantile capitalism
in the New World, the contemporary development of a global capitalist
system has been accompanied by the formation of a class structure in
MesoAmerica (Stavenhagen 1968[19631:46-49).

Still another position considers the antagonisms between Indians and
Ladinos wherein the views each holds regarding the other are studied as
"inverse images” (Hawkins 1984). Where Spanish policy was the harshest
is where there is a greater likelihood of finding inverse images between
Indians and the larger society. Taking an interest in the effect that
division of labor has on the way people view the world around them, the
principal proponent of this viewpoint contends that Spanish policy was
the "mold"” and the colonial program was the "fire," whereby aboriginal
society and culture were "melted down" and "recast" (Hawkins 19B84:23-24,

349-383).
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The basic problem studied from these theoretical positions is the
question of why there is evidence of unequal participation in the
existing social, economic and political arenas of a regional society.
Those who participate the least often are viewed as folk peoples whose
marginality to the larger society is the focus of inquiry. When their
marginality includes either territorial isolation or extra-territorial

encapsulation by the larger society, these folk peoples are viewed as a

The work on regions of refuge by Aguirre Beltrdn (especially 1957,
1979019591) has provided a benchmark study of the mechanisms that are
deployed by dominant structures in exerting control over rural peoples,
and how the effect(s) of domination are least felt by the more isolated
segments of regional society. Using Mexico as the case for his analysis,
Aguirre Beltrdn describes the circumstances creating the conditions which
have promoted the integration of some Indian peoples in MesoAmerica,
while inhibiting integration of the rest. He postulates that these
circumstances are the result of historic processes aimed at domination;
his model elucidates how a large portion of the indigenous population was
insulated and never integrated during Spanish colonialization. Faced
with the imposition of foreign elements and structures (such as forced
labor during the colonial era, salaried work and private property in more
recent times), a number of indigenous peoples resisted by fleeing to the
least accessible, least hospitable areas of the nation-state (Aguirre

Beltran 1957:30-33, 68-71). Today many Indian communities form satellite
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populations surrounding predominantly Ladino centers in southern Mexico
and portions of Guatemala, where are located some of the least accessible
areas in MesoAmerican (Aguirre Beltran 1957:180-183, 1980 [19531):36-52).

Several methods of domination are enumerated in Aguirre Beltran’s
model: racial segregation, political control, economic dependence,
unequal legal treatment, social distance and missionary action. He
contends that the main rationale for maintaining these mechanisms of
subordination is through an ideology of Ladino superiority over the
Indian. He suggests that the formation of ethnic identity justifies
exploitation of the Indian and inhibits integration of the indigenous
population, thereby continuining their marginality to the Ladinos who
control the political-economic structures which both dominate, and give
rise to, a dual sector economy (Aguirre Beltran 1979019591:121-141).
Since his model implies that these structures are region-specific, some
of the comments he makes anticipate Hawkins’ (1984) effort to revise
current conceptualizations of society and culture in Middle America as
outcomes of political economic processes. As stated by Aguirre Beltran
(1979019591:138), "Both [Indians and Ladinos] conceive of themselves in
terms of contrast: all the defects, vices and weaknesses imputed to the
other have counterpoints in the perfections, virtues and talents they
attribute to themselves."”

One of the main objectives of Aguirre Beltrdn’s work has been the
development of programs designed to facilitate the integration of Indian
peoples in Mexico, primarily through a program of literacy and the
construction of a system of roads (Aguirre Beltran 1957:53, 190-191,

1976338, 19790(19591:6-7). As his model for development considers
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dispersed settlement and isolation, along with monolingualism, as the
major obstacles to integration, the first step in his program is literacy
and the last step is a sanitary infrastructure (Aguirre Beltran 1976:38-
39).3 Although designed specifically for Mexico, this model has been
adopted elsewhere in Latin America, including the Republic of Panama
(Blanco 1984, personal communication).

The majority of research that has used the region of refuge model
has considered rural populations in MesoAmerica explicitly rather than
other parts of the world or, even closer geographically, lower Central
America. For example, research on Tarahumara in the Sierra Madre of
northern Mexico indicates that residents of the canyon environment once
actively resisted Spanish efforts to control the region; when their
warring efforts were squelched by the Spanish, they withdrew into the
canyons where today they have no major contact with the regional centers,
except through Catholic missions (Kennedy 1978; Griffen 19813 Aguirre
Beltran 198001953):153-207). As another example, a study of the regional
structure in Chiapas de los Altos (southern Mexico) suggests that its
social system is dominated by Ladinos who have kept the rural population
marginal to the larger economic centers along the Yucatan coast where
henequen is grown (Collier 1975). When demographic pressures enter the
picture, groups such as the Chamula of Chiapas have become involved in a
regional agrarian structure oriented to the henequen plantation economy
(Pozas 1977019591).

One of the implications of research that follows the region of
refuge model in Middle America is that Indians are less than willing

participants in the Indian way of life that is attributed to them. For
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example, Friedlander (1975, 1976) describes how Indian identity is a
reflection of the view held by the dominant society that an Indian is
defined by language, exotic behavior (such as traditional weaving) and a
lack of access to resources. Using the case of Hueyapanos in Mexico, she
(1975:71-100) suggests that symbols expressing Indianness have changed
over time, but the position of the Indian as a subjugated people has not,
and indicates that unfair political and economic practices serve to
maintain the Indian’s inferior position in the national system. Her
statement is reminiscent of Fuente’s (1968:81-82) comments on the
devaluation of Indians by Ladinos but contraditory to his claim that
Indians accept their "ascribed inferiority” (1967:435-436, 1968:92).

Concern for a broader view of an oppositional tension is presented
in discussions that considér North America as one of several economic
centers absorbing products of the Third World. For example, what it
means to see oneself as Mexican has been examined for the nation-state of
Mexico by way of contrast with the Mexican view of North America (Paz
1961, 1972). As another exmaple, a view of the people of the isthmus of
Panama as Castelauros has arisen within an intellectualist tradition that
veered from, and contrasts itself with, the development of an economy
geared toward international linkages (Guardia 1975).4

For lower Central America, there is no comprehensive study of
exploitation similar to that prepared by Aguirre Beltran, although some
work has focused on specific regions such as Mosquitia (Floyd 1967) and
the isthmus of Panama (Guardia 1975; Castillero Calvo 1970). An implicit
use of the model postulated by Aguirre Beltran appears in a series of

three volumes which collate materials from recent studies of rural
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America (edited by Helms and Loveland 19765 P. Young and Howe 19763
Loveland and Loveland 1982). These studies emphasize such consequences
of “frontier” contact as changes in sex roles, the formation of urban
associations, creation of mixed economic strategies, reduced ritual
participation and the transformation of local mythology. Any mention of
structures exploiting these indigenous populations is left implicit
throughout the series. Helms’ (1976) introduction to the lead-off valume
emphasizes linkages between the heartland of Middle America (namely,
MesoAmerica) and one part of the "rim" surrounding it (namely, lower
Central America). She sets the stage for the volume’s contributors by
describing an increase in contacts between Indians and Latinos5 in the

corresponding frontier areas. Neither she nor the other authors of

volume introductions cite the region of refuge model nor do they use

{i.e., those who take as their goal the integration of the Indian into
national society; see Stavenhagen 1968[19631:12-13).

Groups that avoided colonial domination, and even those that once

—— e s - > - ———

as and benefited from their role as middlemen in the British quest to
gain control over frontier areas occupied by the Spanish from the 1600s
on through the 1800s (Floyd 1967; Nietschmann 1973). Their existence
today is one of impoverishment, and they remain isolated from the major
economic centers of Nicaragua located on the Pacific coast (Helms 1971,

1983, 19846). Since they neither rent land nor make use of innovative
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agricultural technology or sophisticated farming implements, their means
of livelihood is marginal (see Stavenhagen 1978:32-33) to the Nicaraguan
economy. Other groups that once were marginal now face an opportunity
for socio-economic development, if not also some degree of political
development within a system that seeks to proletarianize them. For
example, the Kuna of eastern Panama developed a complex sociopolitical
system that allowed them in the past century to extend their settlements
to the islands of San Blas and facilitate rural-urban linkages between
island and mainland Kuna, especially in Panama City (Holloman 1975;
Costello 19833 Swain 1982). A strong authority structure within Kuna
society discourages Kuna from altogether abandoning relations with their
local communities to become permanent wage laborers (Howe 1976, 1979).
The studies cited above represent a major portion of the research
from lower Central America that speaks directly to, or, more often,
indirectly to the oppositional conflicts engendered by the marginality of
indigenous peoples and the efforts of more powerful groups to dominate
them. However, studies examining the relationship of these conflicts to,
or their effect on, specific aspects of native culture have been absent
in lower Central America research, especially studies that consider a
group’s subordinate position in society (Castile 1981). There have been
no investigations that consider how the co-existence of indigenous and
non-indigenous populations within a single system in any of the several
regions of lower Central America, or their isclation one from the other,
affects patterns of culture within each group, or, more specifically,
whether their marginality is reflected in the occurrence of illness.

First, such an assessment requires a review of the context in which
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indigenous people have come to be what they are today in relation to the
sociohistorical process of cultural formation within a specific region.
Ngawbere, has not been well articulated in the literature on peoples of
lower Central America. The concept of "persistent peoples"” formulated by
Castile and Kushner (1981) refers to the sense of corporate survival
permeating a group’s identity despite acculturation pressures from the
dominant society. Based on contemporary observations that a number of
groups have persisted as sociocultural entities and resisted assimilation
by the dominant society, their position is contrary to acculturation
theory which assumes that groups eventually will acquire attributes of
the dominant group in society. Research from this perspective seeks to
understand how these peoples perceive themselves amidst a larger society
wherein they form an enclave. The groups they identify as "persistent
peoples” generally exist as bilingual populations who share a sense of
historical continuity as a people. Not too infrequently these groups no
longer are living on their aboriginal homelands (Spicer 19713 Griffen

198135 Erasmus 19813 Crumrine 19813 compare Jacobson-Widding 1983).

A concern for the occurrence of illness as the proper focus of study
within medical anthropology (Fabrega 1974, 1975, 1979) has taken two
avenues of investigation. First, the basis for (medical) decision-making
has been examined in a number of contexts, most of which assume that

19813 Janzen 19783 cf. Lewis 1975). Second, the study of treatment has
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emphasized methods of curing organized in such a way as to redress mostly
of imbalance that results in illness (e.g., Kleinman 1980; Fabrega and
Silver 19733 Ngubane 1977). For example, the ritual resolution of
tension inherent in women’s roles according to their dispensability as
daughters and sisters, and indispensability as wives and mothers, is the
focus of a study of 2ulu medicine (Ngubane 1977). A more comprehensive
view has considered the occurrence of folk illness as a response to the
pressures of living in a multi-ethnic society (Rubel, O’Nell and Collado-
Ardon 1984). This view assumes the existence of a pluralism of cultures
("parallel cultures”) and has served as a framework for the study of
Mexican Americans in south Texas (Rubel 19460, 1966:esp 155-200) as well
as a review of research on health and illness among indigenous peoples in
MesoAmerica (Adams and Rubel 1967:353-354).

Neither the intra-societal approach to medical decision-making or
the description of illness curation, nor the plural society position,
considers the question of illness within the context of marginality.
There has been no research on how people who lack the impetus of social
interaction in contexts where the oppositional "other” is not physically
present reflect on their marginal circumstances among themselves, or if
in fact they consider it important when alone.

As already suggested earlier, there is a larger issue concerning the
theoretical perspective within which both local communities and regional
societies are studied in Middle America. The possibility needs to be
considered that what appears to be a pluralism of cultures in regional

society represents reflections from distinct points of reference. It may
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be the case that an illusion of separateness actually is generated by the
same social system.

Since the study of marginality has given a voice to the dominated,
it follows that a close ethnographic examination of the occurrence of
major illness might illustrate some of the concerns of marginality in a
context in which only members of the group are present (presumably along
with the field investigator), as well as provide material on how people
view, and contend with, the social tensions with which they must live.

The present study, therefore, places little emphasis on medical
decision-making and local methods of treatment or concepts of illness,
although it is concerned with illness occurrence. The primary interest
of the present study is an examination of the social origins of two folk
illnesses within the context of Ngawbere marginality. Specifically, the
dissertation focuses on illness occurrence as a reflection of tension
within Ngawbere society as well as a tension between Ngawbere and all
others whom they perceive as outsiders to their way of life.

A historical overview of the antecedents of Ngawbere society is
presented in the next chapter, paying particular attention to the ways

that Ngawbere have remained relatively marginalized over the centuries.
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Notes

1. The research also assumes that the indigenous population either has
maintained cultural continuity with their ancestors since the time of
Spanish contact, or that contemporary indigenous culture, although
distinct from Ladino culture, owes much to Hispanic influence.

2. Stavenhagen (1968(19631:35) states that "both Indians and Ladinos
form part of the same economic system within a single society” (author’s
translation). Redfield (1941:58-85, 196201942]) suggests two distinct
societies were evident at Contact, but the Spanish program soon created a
single society comprising Indians and Ladinos (as well as Mestizos).

3. See also the assessment of Aguirre Beltran by Stavenhagen (1980
[19741) and Romano Delgado (1980).

4., For another example that was written from an insider’s perspective
of collective identity, see Thomas (1967) for an autobiographical account
of a Puerto Rican struggling to understand the lack of ethnic tolerance

in New York City.

S. The term Latino is used in lower Central America (including the
Republic of Panama). It implies the same process of sociocultural change
that has been described as ladinoizacidn in MesoAmerica and Guatemala
(Adams 1959[1956]; Redfield 1962[195461). The different terminology is

more phonetic ("d" to "t") than semantic.




Chapter 2: THE ANTECEDENTS OF CONTEMPORARY NGAWBERE

This chapter is intended to orient the reader to the historical
antecedents of the contemporary situation of Ngawbere north of the
continental divide in northwestern Panama. The discussion highlights
material culled from archival research and places Ngawbere within the
context of the literature on enclave populations in Middle America.

There has been more archaeological research on the prehistoric
peoples of eastern and central Panama than there has been for prehistoric
populations of western Panama. Scholars of Panamanian prehistory
postulate that the processes of migration and social formation and the
differentiation of languages that are true for east-central Panama in
prehistoric times also hold true for western Panama (Cooke 1982, 1984aj;
Linares 1968, 1970, 1976, 1977; Linares and Ranere 1980; Helms 1979).
Therefore, a framework for reviewing Ngawbere prehistory can reliably use
material from other prehistoric populations of Panama, and integrate it

with ethnonarratives from Ngawbere.

Pre-Contact Inter-Group Exchange

The prehistoric peoples of the isthmus of Panama, according to
archaeological evidence, lived in small bands for several millenia prior
to European contact; these bands generally constituted a family grouping

of no more than 50 people. There is evidence to suggest that a number of

el
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in the major river valleys of the isthmus (Helms 1979:10-13, 33-34; Cooke
1982:36-37. 43-44, 51-52;3 Von Ufeldre 1965[16821:92; see related synopsis
by Creamer and Haas 1985). These chiefdoms were associated with village
settlement and increases in population1 that occurred between 400-1000
B.C. (Cooke 19B4a:296-297; Linares and Ranere 1980:243-244). The village
settlements depended on maize farming and small mammals for food (mainly
the white-tailed deer), and concentrated themselves along the mouths of
large rivers on the Pacific side of the isthmus rather than the Atlantic.

The majority of the peoples of prehistoric Panama, however, lived in
dispersed settlement and, instead of maize, relied on the cultivation of
root tubers and tree fruits such as the peach palm. On both sides of the
continental divide, their protein sources were supplemented with fish and
crustaceans, often acquired by seasonal trips from the mountains to the
coast. Although these groups were marginal in many ways to the nucleated
villages, they maintained contact for purposes of commerce and allied
themselves with the powerful chiefdoms in time of war. From contemporary
linguistic evidence showing the use of borrowed words and even songs
between isthmanian populations (Lehmann 1920:1:158-177; Torres de Araiz
1964:22-24; Bletzer 1987:85-86) and archaeological evidence confirming
the trans-isthmanian diffusion of ceramics (Linares and Ranere 1980:81-
117), it is clear that contacts between the groups and the exchange of
commodities was rather common.

A few bands become subject to the control of the more powerful
groups in varying degrees, as the populations of the western and central
isthmus show little (archaeological) stability during this period (Cooke

1984a:283-284). Some of the bands that resided in the mountains never
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came under the control of the chiefdoms. These latter groups inhabited
mountainous areas located near Rio CaMazas east of Chepo, the Talamanca
region west of Almirante Bay, and most of the region south of Chiriqui
Lagoon (Helms 1979:47, 60-63; Cooke 1984b, 1985, personal communication).
The area south of the Chiriqui Lagoon was the (abloriginal homeland of
Ngawbere (Figure 3), according to narratives collected during fieldwork.
The region of western Panama around the Chiriqui Lagoon and the
Talamanca hill region were less populated than the rest of the isthmus.
There is evidence to suggest that this portion of the Atlantic coast
maintained settlements only sporadically. For example, there were four
homesteads ("hamlets") interspersed by uninhabited tracts of land along
the crest of hills on the western edge of the Chiriqui Lagoon (Aguacate
Peninsula) from about 900 to 960 A.D., but for unknown reasons they
disappeared several centuries before the Spanish arrived. As is true for
peoples elsewhere on the isthmus, the people of this coastal settlement
maintained contact with those living in what today is Chiriqui Province.

(Linares and Ranere 1980:462-66, 292-306).

Political jurisdiction for the western half of the isthmus was
shifted from La Audiencia de Santo Domingo to La Audiencia de Panamd
shortly after Spanish contact (around 1539). The region that was
designated as La Provincia de Costa Rica encompassed what today is Bocas
del Toro Province, and what today is Chiriquf Province at one time was
the eastern portion of La Provincia de Nicaragua. Beyond Chiriqui to the

east, almost as far as Panama City, lay La Provincia de Veragua. The
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historic province of Veraqua and portions of Costa Rica corresponded to
what roughly was Guaymf territory in prehistoric times.

Expeditions mandated by La Audiencia de Panamd made military forays

who had been given trusteeship over the land. Throughout the isthmus,

that were attached to the aggregated settlements. Their goal was to
diversify the native crops to corn, beans, plantains and manioc, and
coordinate the collection of honey and beeswax from the forest. The
product of these labors was taxable and a certain percentage went to
Church coffers (Von Ufeldre 196501682]:95-96; Fernandez 1886:V:438). For
example, all indigenous inhabitants over the age of 19 in the area that
surrounded Santa Fé@ in La Provincia de Veragua were required to produce
annual harvests of plantains and corn, and raise cattle. Later, their
tax was switched from crops to money (Torres de Aralz 1980a:441-442). A
similar program was placed into operation at Cot, located near Cartago
(BolaMs Jarquin and Quiros Vargas 1981:12-14).

Claimed by Juan Vasquez de Coronado in the 1560s during one of the
earliest expeditions organized by the Spanish (Peralta 1883:230-293,
695n; Von Uffeldre 1965[16821:99), a portion of western Panama was called

Valley of the Guaymi{ (el valle del gquaymi, a.k.a. el valle del duy); this
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e
was the aboriginal home of Ngawbere. One of the first expeditions to

enter Cricamola River, the alleged entrance to the Valley of the Guaymi,
was that of Pedro Godinez Osorio in 1573. His account describes the
local population living in huts "[dispersed] in two’s and three’s, a
quarter league apart" (Peralta 1883:521-526; Fernandez 1886:V:74). Few
expeditions had the success of Osorio, such that little material was
written, or, if written, has survived, describing the practices of the
indigenous population known as Guaymi during this early period.

After 1576, the authority to organize expeditions was given to the
Spanish Viceroyalty in Cartago (La Provincia de Costa Rica) who had made
Valley of the Guaymi (Peralta 1883:130-134). These land grants were
proposed as a boost to the flagging isthmanian economy of the late 1500s.
Peru and Nicaragua with their indigenous charges, Panamanian authorities
had turned to trans-isthmanian commerce. These "transit activities"
relied more on slave labor than a by-now almost exhausted indigenous
population in central Panama (Carmen Mena Garcia 1984:176-197, 340-348).
hopes of renewing agricultural production on the isthmus. From the
start, their efforts were unsuccessful. For example, the city that was
to be constructed by Diego Artieda on Isla Coldn never was built; he was
unable to establish any kind of settlement even though his expedition
went to the mainland to search for an alternative site (Peralta 1883:545-
547, 174, 526mn).

Spanish expeditions easily penetrated those areas of the isthmus
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having flat terrain, namely, the lowlands and savannahs along the Pacific
coast (the Azuero Peninsula and the foothills of what today is Chiriqui
Province). Along the steeper hills of the Atlantic coast, entrance into
indigenous territory was more formidable and the Spanish were forced to
navigate their two-masted sloops and three-masted frigates as far upriver
as possible. According to the archival data that is available for the
first two-hundred years of Spanish settlement on the isthmus, no more
than four military expeditions successfully penetrated indigenous
{Ngawbere) territory in what today is Bocas del Toro Province.3

Those people who lived in the mountains above the savannahs of the
Pacific coast sometimes worked for brief periods in the missionary towns,
but they eventually returned to the mountains, often taking with them
cattle for raising at home (DAl 14235 ANP 1889). Since most of the
settlements were located along the transit route that traversed the
central portion of the isthmus, or near the administrative center at
Cartago, the areas around Santa Fé to the east and the area around Cot to
the west were at the respective edges of the frontier borders separating
the Valley of the Guaymi from colonial settlements (Figure 4).

Terrain appears to have been as formidable an obstacle in entering
Cricamola River and the rest of western Panama (DAI 1565, 1575; Peralta
1883:524-525) as were the raids that were inflicted upon the Spanish by
the indigenous groups who inhabited the mountains facing Almirante Bay
(Fernandez 1886:V:1254-259, 100-114) and Talamancan peoples further to the
west (DAl 15835 ANCR 1680; Fernandez 1886:V:235-245, 409-411;5 Pinart
1887b:119-120). Talamancan yndjpgs gained a reputation for bellicosity

both against other indigenous groups as well as the Spanish (Rocha 1964
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[16821:1033 Franco 1978017921:51). During this period of strife with the
Spanish, little apparently was written about the more elusive portion of
the Guaymi (Ngawbere) who aboriginally inhabited what today is Cricamola
River.

A number of isthmanian chiefdoms in central and eastern Panama had

been exterminated by the end of the 16th Century. Scores of yndios had

4
died from disease, starvation and warfare against the Spanish. The

indigenous peoples who remained either became Mestizos or withdrew from
the areas where the Spanish were encroaching on their lands and took
refuge in the mountains of western Panama. The Spanish chronicles that
are available tell of an indigenous population scattered on the northern
side of the continental divide away from the encroachment of cattle

southern slopes (in what today is Chiriqui Province). Inhabitants of the

refuge on the northern slopes. Those remaining on the southern savannahs
1887a:35, 1892:2). The use of separate terms is not an accurate one that
reflects cultural identity, however. Despite the fact that the groups in
both regions traced their origin to the same aboriginal people, the two
names imposed by the Spanish were based on geographic displacement rather
than geographic origins.

In 1630, military forays were prohibited by the Spanish Crown.
Unlike other parts of MesoAmerica, the Spanish had not been able to
establish any kind of infrastructure among the indigenous peoples of

western Panama. Mining and the production of cochineal, indigo and
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cacao, which were important to the colonial economy elsewhere (Wolf 1982:
135-141), never became isthmanian products. After prohibiting the
forays, efforts to penetrate indigenous territory in western Panama fell
to the misssionary programs (categuizacidn). Initial efforts were made
by Dominican priests trained in Lima, Peri. Two documents exist which
describe these early ecclesiastic efforts; one was written by a Flemish
priest (namely, Fray Adrian Von Uffeldre 196501682]) who worked among
Ngawbere between 1622-1637; the other was written by a Peruvian priest
(namely, Fray Antonio de la Rocha 1964[1682]) who worked among the
Doraces-2uries [a.k.a. Changuinas] from 1637-1642. O0Other than their
work, very little is available that communicates any kind of historical
detail about the Church programs in western Panama. Along Cricamola
River, efforts were being directed by French priests around the latter
1600s and early 1700s (Atencio 1891017871:311-316; Fernandez 1886:V:165-
215, 235-245; Ximenez Donosso 195701784]:257-258; Palazuelas 189101757]:
350-352). For example, two European maps from the 1700s show the name
"Taureau" along the eastern coast of the Valiente Peninsula, rather than
along any part of the Chiriqui Lagoon.5 However, little is known about
the impact of the priests’ work on the indigenous population. No doubt
there are more documents available which were prepared by these French
priests, but their whereabouts is still unknown (LeCarrer 1987, personal
communication).

There is evidence from narratives heard at Rib Jali that the Spanish

in the 1700s extended even into the region that today is Cricamola River.

The commissioner system had been established elsewhere on the isthmus
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among rural peoples having irregular contact with the Spanish (Atencio
1891017871:300-301). Their purpose was one of "monitoring"” indigenous
peoples, as a means of protecting them (from Miskito raids, for example)
more than controlling them. However, no vestiges of the commissioner
system appear in narratives concerning Ngawbere life of the late 1800s or
this century, and nothing has been written to assess its impact on the
local population in western Panama during the 1700s when the commissioner
system was in operation.

To the west of Cricamola River, the program among the Talamancan
peoples was directed by Franciscan priests who generally were trained in
Santiago de Guatemala. These priests made intensive language studies
(clarifying the existence of two distinct languages rather than several
as was believed initially), conducted detailed census counts of all the
settlements (including counts of houses and families), and established
fourteen towns, ten churches, eight monastic centers and six convents
(Fernandez 1886:V:430-441, 450-461). The accounts they left behind
directing their efforts (two of which they wished to relocate), only
three survived and currently reside in reduced numbers in northeastern
Costa Rica (Cabecar, Bribri) and western Panama (Teribe). Using their
Talamanca program as a model, the Franciscans planned to move eastward
among the Doraces-Changuinas into the area between Cricamola River and
the Talamancan mountains (Fernandez 18864:Vi417, 430-437). Cut short by
the yndio uprising of 1709-1711 that culminated in the destruction of
mission settlements and the expulsion of Franciscan priests (Fernandez

1886:V:426-476, 369-374), the missionaries’ plans were never realized.
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Panama remained under the authority of New Spain until 1722, and,
then, during a period of shifting jurisdiction, control over the isthmus
was given to the Viceroyalty of Peru for seventeen years before being
placed under the Spanish crown (Ireland 197101941]:212-214). During this
time, the Atlantic coast of Panama was besieged intermittently by Miskito
incursions; the worst attacks took place around 1729-1731, 1757 and 1775
(Rojas y Arrieta 1929:112, 1523 Ximenez Donosso 1957[17841:258). Miskito
efforts were aided and abetted by the British who were carrying out a
policy of harrassing Spanish settlements and abducting the local
population in frontier areas along the Caribbean rim.

There is some question among scholars of isthmanian history whether
the people who withdrew from their homelands established separate groups
among the bands already living in the mountains, or whether they became
incorporated into the mountain population. Helms’ statement that "(t)he
Guaymi Indians still resident in the mountains are probably descendants

of these refuges" (1976:11 [citing P. Young 1971, 1976al) can be taken to

become Ngawbere and Buglere (western and eastern Guaymi). There is
contrary evidence, such as Franco’s (1978017921:43) comment that the
various pre-contact groups speaking distinct languages at one time were
as Guaymi. Franco neither suggests that the peoples in the mountains
were refuges nor that they were living as a single group in the 1700s;
for similar viewpoints, see also McNiel (1887), Navarro (1912).

According to ethnonarratives, it appears that some of the larger
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groups that fled to the mountains survived intact for a time. Continuing
their practice of leaving the mountains to raid the Spanish, however,
these groups eventually succumbed to military reprisals by the Spanish
(Rocha 1964016821:103-104; Pinart 1887b:118; Wassen 1952:89-91). By the
mid-1800s, fewer than one hundred survivors of the Doraces were assigned
to the protective custody of cattle ranches that had been established by
law near Dolega and Gualaca (Candanedo 1862). By the 1880s, the last of
these surviving members had passed on (Pinart 1887b: 117-119, 1890:1-3,
1892:1-2). The one group (Ngawbere) that lacked the inclination and the
internal leadership to organize counter-raids against the Spanish was
ultimately the only group to survive.

Ngawbere narratives collected on the Bocas del Toro coast identify a
river valley along one of the western branches of Cricamola River as the
aboriginal home of the indigenous population from whom are descended
present-day Ngawbere. Other narratives indicate where in Panama and
Costa Rica some of the other prehistoric populations once lived. These
accounts describe groups that correspond to contemporary populations in
eastern Costa Rica (Cabecar, Bribri, Boruca) and western Panama (the
Teribe) who in prehistoric times were more numerous.6

One of the most frequent narratives heard among Ngawbere of the
Valiente Peninsula is the account of a mass flight of the whole coastal
population over a short period of time into the mountains, and a slow
return to the Bocas del Toro coast centuries later. These prehistoric
peoples were temporary inhabitants of the coast, drawn there by the

seasonal migration of marine resources such as turtles and sardines.

Although the arrival of the Spanish restricted their use of the coast as
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an alternative source of protein, there is evidence (Atencio 1891[17871]:
318-319; Roberts 1827:69-70) that the mountain people of western Panama
continued to seek protein sources along the coast, on a seasonal basis,
after Spanish contact and even during the period of the Miskito
incursions. During the late 1700s and early 1800s, English traders
evidently knew their seasonal habits and arrived at selected sites along
the coast and islands to trade with the indigenous population during the
months of May and June, which were the months of the turtle migrations
(Roberts 1827:77-79).

Although some authors (e.g., Floyd 1967:87-101; Miranda de Cabral
1963:80-81) hold that the Miskito raids hastened the extinction of groups
living to the west of Ngawbere, they say little about the mechanisms used
by Ngawbere to survive during this period. Some authors speculate that
Ngawbere were spared by Miskito because the mountains of Cricamola River
were inpenetrable (Atencio 1891[17871:320-322; Von Ufeldre 196501682]:
88). This would suggest that Ngawbere, as well as their territory, were
marginal to the plans of the British. Others claim that the Miskito were
more interested in forming an alliance than in annihilating Ngawbere
(Herrera 1982:68-74; Roberts 1827:49-53, 92).

From the narratives, it is evident that Ngawbere resisted Miskito
efforts to enforce tribute payments, using tactics much like thaose of
contemporary Malaysian villagers against tenant landlords or government
officials (Scott 1985:28-47). They moved about before the Miskito boats
arrived to collect tribute, allowed no one person to speak for the whole
group and frequently claimed that they were suffering from poor harvests.

When pressed too hard, their "moral passion" was inflamed (Scott 1976:
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157-192) and Ngawbere took more decisive measures: they once entertained
a large delegation of Miskito (including the Miskito king’s son), before
poisoning them at a "banquet” (see also Roberts 1827:71; Bourgois 1984b,

personal communication).

——— e e e e S e mam etk e e e e e e e e e e e e

Beginning in the 1B810s, peoples of diverse origins entered what was
La Comarca de Bocas del Toro as immigrants. There were English fishermen
from the Nicaraguan islands of Providencia, San Andrés and Las Islas de
Maiz who came with slaves; English-speaking laborers with families from
Jamaica by way of Portobelo (Panama); Spanish-speaking peddlars who came
without families from Cartagena (Costa Rica) and Bogota (Colombia)
(Roberts 1827:80-81; Aizpurua 1960:90-91; Anderson 1964:27). At the time
that settlements along the Bocas del Toro coast were being established,
the size of Ngawbere territory had been reduced slightly. Despite the
influx of the first permanent non-indigenous immigrants into Bocas del
Toro and extensive population losses among other groups, Ngawbere were
the only group in eastern Costa Rica or western Panama that had retained
their homelands and, despite a brief period of territorial constriction,
some degree of demographic stability (P. Young 1985). Other groups lost
large numbers of people or were eliminated completely by the usurpation
of their ancestral homelands by the Spanish (Gabb 1981 [18741:17-19).

The colonial system that was focused on exporting dyes and minerals
from a base in MesoAmerica shifted in the 1500s as regional economies
became prominent throughout Central America (Wolf 1982:141-157). This

was true in lower Central America; for example, "partnerships" formed
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between the English-speaking settlers and Ngawbere from Cricamola River
led to an increase in their production of cacao and coconuts. Ngawbere
learned to dig sarsaparilla roots, and, along with raising pigs and
cattle, took to hunting turtles to secure meat and shells for trading
with the new arrivals. The non-indigenous population served to link
Ngawbere in Bocas del Toro with national and international markets
(Roberts 1827:55-58, 78-79; ANP 1873; Boyd 1871, 1873).

Beginning in the 1880s and 1890s, linkages to transnational commerce
were instituted on a much larger scale along the Bocas del Toro coast
(McCarthy 1976:67, 87, 975 ANP 1877, 1901; Boyd 1904), and the pattern of
exchange in which Ngawbere were engaged began to shift. According to the
reports of the municipal treasurer in Bocas del Toro in the latter 1880s,
for example, there is evidence that peninsular Ngawbere had a slight edge
over Ngawbere along Cricamola River in cash cropping and the exchange of
such commodities as turtle meat and sarsaparilla. The single trading
post owned by two brothers in Bluefields (Valiente Peninsula) paid more
than one-hundred-twenty dollars for licensing fees in successive years,
when compared to the combined contribution of less than eighty dollars
from the three Cricamola River posts (ANP 1887). Ngawbere along the
coast of the Chiriqui Lagoon and those of the Valiente Peninsula devoted
some of their land to growing bananas, sugar cane, pineapples and cacao,
for selling to the company ships that made periodic stops at selected
points along the Bocas del Toro coast.

By 1899, the Boston Fruit Company had replaced most of the thirteen
independent banana producers operating along the Bocas del Toro coast

near Ngawbere territory (Figure 5); they then joined eleven other firms
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in lower Central America to form the United Fruit Company. After they
had consolidated, the Boston Fruit Company became the Chiriqui Land

Company (Ellis 1983:35-59). About this time, the Chiriqui Lagoon was hit

production and forced the Company not only to move their operation but
also to expand its efforts to other commercial ventures, such as cacao
and cattle (Kepner 1936).

When the plantations were closed along Chiriqui Lagoon and moved to
the lowlands near Rio Changuinola, Ngawbere returned to subsistence crops
(bananas among them) rather than cash crops. A few Ngawbere along the
Valiente Peninsula were able to continue growing bananas in reduced
amounts as a cash crop for the regional market, which they sold to ships
that continued to operate along the coast. Unable (or unwilling) to
compete with the plantations that were producing bananas in quantity,
peninsular Ngawbere stopped growing for the market in the 1920s and
1930s. Banana production was facilitated by the arrival of large numbers
of Antillian laborers who migrated to Bocas del Toro once work on the
Panama Canal was finished; many of the newcomers died from the effects of
malaria and yellow fever shortly after arriving in the province (Diez
Castillo 1981:84-92). As their involvement in the regional market
declined, peninsular Ngawbere began to use the surplus of pineapple and
sugar cane for ritual consumption, rather than as cash crops, and
incorporated the cacao and bananas into their daily diet. Their shift to
consumption from production for the market was an act of retrenchment,

not only as a way of affirming ritually their solidarity as Ngawbere but
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also as a means of consuming crops already planted in anticipation of the

market.

The principal form of contact with the outside world in the early

1980:161-164). Since the 1800s, Ngawbere had obtained commercial items
such as soap, cloth, salt, sugar, coffee and, much later, kerosine from
itinerant European traders. At the times they lacked these products,
Ngawbere continued to use natural materials. There were unsuccessful
efforts to introduce Protestant missions among Ngawbere in Cricamola
River and the Valiente Peninsula; these efforts lasted less than a year

(Anonymous 188%a, 188%9b).

The Threat of Proletarianization
In the 1950s the Panamanian rural school system was established in
rural areas of Bocas del Toro, and Ngawbere were allowed to work as wage

laborers on the banana plantations. They entered the wage labor stream

about the same time as the Kuna from eastern Panama (Bourgois 1986:3-5).

1984, personal communication). During the 1960-61 strikes that halted
plantation production, a number of Kuna and Ngawbere formed worker
councils (directivas). Ngawbere complained that the Kuna were being
given preferential treatment by the Company, but eventually the two
indigenous groups alligned with the larger protest movement comprising

Latino workers (Pereira Burgos 19461:30-32; Bourgois 1985:34-38). A few

Ngawbere today serve as foremen (jefes) in what Bourgeois (1985) calls
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"low prestige” positions that entail primarily outdoor work. At more
than 40% of the workforce, Ngawbere continue to comprise the majority of
the day laborers on the banana plantations (Bourgois 1985:3-9).

The inclusion of Ngawbere in the wage labor force also coincided
with increases in migration from Cricamola River to uninhabited areas
outside the Indigenous Reserve. For example, several men who had been
active in the 1960-61 strikes left wage work and settled south of the
plantations in one of the many river valleys of western Bocas del Toro
(Lozano, Sanson and Taylor 1980:202-205). Others from Cricamola River
settled in the tropical forests of eastern Costa Rica (Laurencich de
Minelli 1974, 1983), as well as several of the islands in the Chiriqui
Lagoon.

Except for a few indigenous growers in the Valiente Peninsula, most
Ngawbere remained isolated from either national or international commerce
following the demise of banana production in Chiriqui Lagoon. From the
1900s onward, the island population of Bocas del Toro with whom a few
Ngawbere had established economic liaisons were active in the practice of
receiving indigenous children for purposes of schooling while living with
non-indigenous families (Pinzon 1946:1313 Reid 1980:17-18, 109-110). A
number of Ngawbere spent their youth in the provincial capital in this
fashion, returning to their homes at the age of eleven or twelve. Except
like Juan Peréz Jolote, the central figure in Pozas’ (19421 literary
account of a Chamula Indian), Ngawbere forgot their experience on the
outside when they rejoined their families within the Indigenous Reserve.

A number of elder Ngawbere living in the Indigenous Reserve remember
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their brief experience as youth in the provincial capital.

Since the 1970s, the number of Ngawbere involved in wage labor has
increased (Bort and P. Young 19855 Bort 19835 P. Young 1983), but not to
any great extent since the plantation system cannot tolerate too great an
expansion in the numbers of workers it employs. Much like the situation
in Mexico and Guatemala where only a small percentage of the rural
population have been lured from their homelands to work on plantations
(Stavenhagen 1978:31-32, 35-36; Falla 1979; cf. Smith 1978:575-576), the
majority of Ngawbere continue to live within the Indigenous Reserve. For
those who live south of the continental divide, wage work for Ngawbere is
on the coffee farms (Chiriqui) and sugar cane plantations (Veraguas).

For those in Bocas del Toro Province, the main source of employment is
with the banana plantations owned by the Chiriqui Land Company. As will
be discussed in the next chapter, the involvement of Ngawbere in wage
labor is more temporary than it is seasonal or permanent since most
return to the Indigenous Reserve after a few months to a few years of

employment.

The tract of land occupied by Ngawbere north of the continental
divide was declared "Bocas del Toro Reserve” by law in 1935 and 1952 and
includes the whole of east-central Bocas del Toro Province and the
Valiente Peninsula. The region south of the continental divide, that is,
eastern Chiriqui Province and western Veraguas Province, was declared
"Tabasara Reserve" (Figure 1, Chapter 1, p. 5) and incorporated intoc the

rest of the Indigenous Reserve by law in 1952 and 1954 (Jimenez Miranda
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1984:49-783 Pinnock 19815 cf. Rubio 1956:205-206).

In 1970, the Panamanian census placed the number of Ngawbere living
within the Indigenous Reserve at 73,026, which, at S5.1% of the national
population, makes them the largest indigenocus population anywhere in
Panama (Heckadon Morenoc 1982:Table 1, p. 88). The number of Ngawbere
currently living along the northern Valiente Peninsula surpasses 2700
persons (estimate from the present study), having increased from around
700 in 1940 and 1200 in 1960, according to data from the national census
(Contraloria General 1945, 1962). Ngawbere form the majority population
in Bocas del Toro Province; south of the continental divide there are

fewer Ngawbere than Latinos.

For millenia prior to Spanish contact, the prehistoric peoples of
the isthmus of Panama inhabited the river valleys and maintained networks
of exchange with each other. At the time that they began to diverge into
separate languages, some of the bands formed small chiefdoms. Several of
these chiefdoms eventually became dominant groups that directed commerce
and, in some instances, even extracted resources from the smaller groups.
Most of the peoples of western Panama, however, were neither organized to
any great extent nor even dominated by the other groups. Among these
prehistoric enclaves of marginalized peoples were the antecedents of
contemporary Ngawbere.

For two centuries following the exploration and settlement of the
Spanish on the isthmus, the indigenous population of the isthmus of

Panama underwent extreme dislocation and decimation. In eastern and
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central Panama, whole areas were ridded of population through the Spanish
program of conquest and pacification. When some peoples resisted too
little, they were assimilated into the dominant society (primarily in
what today is Chiriqui and the Azuero Peninsula). A few peoples left
their homelands to take refuge in the mountains of western Panama and a
mountainous section of eastern Panama. Except for Ngawbere, the groups
who lived in the mountains and continued to retaliate against the Spanish
soon were annihilated too.

The arrival of the Spanish altered the prehistoric structures that
had begun to dominate the smaller bands scattered throughout the isthmus,
but it had negligible effect on the marginal populations of western
Panama who lived in dispersed settlements, generally without formal
leadership. Among these acephalously-organized survivors were Ngawbere.
Having lived through centuries of inter-group contacts and exchange of
resources with the other prehistoric peoples of the isthmus, Ngawbere
were accustomed to a marginal existence. Ngawbere remained on their
homelands, which were the mountains where other populations were taking
refuge. Despite their contacts with outsiders, Ngawbere never took the
opportunity to settle closer to the people with whom they exchanged
goods, work on a regular basis for them or wage war on them, preferring
instead to maintain their homes in the mountains away from the centers of
political-economic activity. The formidability of the mountainous
environment to which Ngawbere already were accustomed and the avoidance
of continued contacts with outsiders allowed the Ngawbere population, but
not the others in western Panama, to survive the Spanish program of

population extermination and displacement.
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By the time English-speaking settlements were established along the
Bocas del Toro coast, Ngawbere had lost less population than the other
groups and they had not been forced from their homelands. For a time,
Ngawbere participated in producing cacao and coconuts for the immigrants
who acted as intermediaries between small growers living along the coast
(among them Ngawbere) and the international market. Later, Ngawbere
shifted to producing bananas; then they withdrew completely from
participation in regional commerce when banana producers moved from the
Chiriqui Lagoon to the western portion of the province. For awhile
Ngawbere were sending their children to the provincial capital to live
with non-indigenous families for purposes of schooling, but this practice
stopped in the 1940s just before the rural school system was instituted
in Bocas del Toro.

When transnational enterprises for the production of export
commodities like bananas were formed, Ngawbere were denied an opportunity
to participate as wage laborers. Non-indigenous settlers were employed
first, and then Antillian workers from the Canal project were hired in
the 1920s and 1930s. It was not until the early 1950s that the regional
system first incorporated large numbers of indigenous workers. The early
policy of the banana plantations to limit wage labor opportunities to
non-indigenous peoples prevented the formation of too great a wage labor
force, which the regional economy would not have been able to handle.

Since the 1950s, Ngawbere have become more involved in wage labor
opportunities centering around banana production. Although a small
portion of the indigenous population is proletarianized, and for all

intents and purposes has severed contacts with their brethern, the
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majority of Ngawbere remain within the Indigenous Reserve, marginal to
the regional as well as national system of commerce.

This study, therefore, concerns Ngawbere as they were encountered in
the early 1980s, after numerous centuries of fluctuation between long
periods of isolation and short periods as an enclave in whatever was the
contemporary regional economy. As has happened in their past, Ngawbere
now face another wave of foreign contacts, this time through the banana
plantations (Changuinola and Almirante) and the isthmanian pipeline
project (Chiriqui Grande).

How Ngawbere maintain themselves within the Indigenous Reserve,
separated from the national as well as the regional society, is described
in Chapters 3 through S. To what extent Ngawbere remain marginal to the
regional society and culture of Bocas del Toro, and how their marginality
is reflected in two folk illnesses will be discussed in the remaining

chapters.
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Notes

1. There are indications of population movements in the mountains and
savannahs of the isthmus during the period that village formation was
taking place along the Pacific coast (Cooke 1984a:283-284).

2. Among other things, the narratives use the term dui as the name of
the headwaters for a western branch of Cricamola River where Ngawbere
located themselves aboriginally after migrating from what today is

Chiriqui Province.

3. Besides Osorio, other expeditions were headed by the following:
Juan Solano, Juan Cabral and Veldsquez Ramirez (Anderson 1964).

4. Floyd (1973:189-193) counters Las Casas’ contention that decimation
of the Caribbean yndio population occurred through starvation, overwork,
suicide, inability to procreate (when men were separated from women for
purposes of labor) and extermination by military raids. He subscribes to
that were brought to the Americas by both the Spanish and the slaves they
imported from Africa. The situation on the isthmus of Panama replicates
many of these same factors, particularly the separation of indigenous
families, excessive work and disease (Carmen Mena Garcia 1984:74-82,358).
For data on related concerns in Middle America, see also Sauer (1966:283-
289), Service (1955:413-416) and Sherman (1979:39-63).

5. The site is listed as Jeste du Jaureau and teste du tareau on maps
that were prepared by a French Naval Engineer (Bellin 1754, 1762,
respectively).

6. The terms for the principal groups having a part in isthmanian
{pre)history from Ngawbere perspective are: deko (the dominant coastal
population that extended their sphere of influence into what today is

the various isthmanian peoples who were captured by Miskito).



Chapter 3: NGAWBERE AND THEIR PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

This chapter presents an overview of the way Ngawbere of the
northern Valiente Peninsula view their existence as marginalized people
in contemporary times. Their dependence on the land and sea for purposes
of subsistence, and their participation in wage labor are described. The
chapter also discusses the system of place naming in relation to how
peninsular Ngawbere perceive their relationship to the natural and social
environment in which they live. Ngawbere along the Valiente Peninsula
have remained relatively isolated from outside influence, despite being

surrounded by non-indigenous populations for at least the past 160 years.

Overview of the Environment

The Valiente Peninsula extends north from the Bocas del Toro coast
about 20 kilometers into the Atlantic Ocean and forms the eastern
boundary of Chiriqui Lagoon (Figure 6). To the east of the Valiente
Peninsula is a sparsely populated area inhabited by scattered settlements
of Ngawbere, and to the south lies Cricamola River, the heart of Ngawbere
homeland. To the southwest are small groups of Ngawbere on the coast and
inland along the rivers, and much farther to the west are a few small
settlements of non-indigenous subsistence cultivators near the banana
plantations of the Chiriqui Land Company. Recently settled in the past

decade, at least one small Ngawbere homestead is located in this general

area. Nearby, the banana plantations encompass more than several hundred

47
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square kilometers on some of the best land in the province.
Isla Colén and Isla Bastimentos, as well as the western coast of
Bocas del Toro Province, are inhabited by a predominantly Afro-Antillian

fishermen; Ngawbere refer to these people as Chen. Spanish-speaking

a second wave of former Canal employees who migrated into Bocas del Toro
in the 1920s and 1930s (Diez Castillo 1981:90-92). Whereas the first
wave was primarily English-speaking, the second wave was Spanish-
speaking. The specific term Bocatorelo is used locally by the non-

indigenous population as a means of designating that one’s origins stem

from those people migrating into the region at some time within the past

1
Panamanians to refer to their mixed Middle American heritage.

Whereas the non-indigenous population along the Bocas del Toro coast
rely on marine resources (through fishing and turtling), the indigenous
population is dependent on the lands and rivers for subsisten&e purposes.
Ngawbere distinguish between the coastal population as those "[whol fish-

fish" [gwari-qwaril, implying that the latter perform little work, and

koitel. Reference to a land/sea opposition reflects a much broader

distinction made by Ngawbere between themselves as "indigenous" to the
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Terrain

Most of the peninsular terrain is hilly and rocky. Elevation in the
Valiente Peninsula is graduated from sea level to a series of small hills
in the central and southern portions (high elevation 102 meters) to a
range of steep hills in the northern portion (high elevation 213 meters)
(Figure 7). The few sections of flat terrain are swampy patches located
near the mouths of streams.

The sections of the coast of Bocas del Toro adjacent to the base of
the Valiente Peninsula are drained by large rivers, rather than the many
streams which drain the central and northern portions of the Valiente
Peninsula. For this reason, much of the Bocas del Toro coast is swampy
lowland. Ngawbere view the flow of water through the hills as a
necessity wherever human settlement is established. They contrast the
daily movement of streams with the stillness of swampwater and, pointing
to these differences in drainage, indicate that their settlement of the
Valiente Peninsula concentrated itself initially near the sources of the
larger streams located in the hills.
as smaller versions of the mountainous environment where most of the
Ngawbere population live in Cricamola River. Whereas the hills and
mountains are viewed as sources of strength and sustenance, the coastal
swamps are perceived as obstacles to any form of human settlement or
subsistence production.

Peninsular Ngawbere tell narratives of family migration and early

peninsular settlement which indicate a sense of cultural affinity that

they share with Ngawbere who live in the valleys of Cricamola River
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tributaries. Contrasting their own origins with those of the non-
indigenous population, Ngawbere say that to be born Ngawbere is to be
descended from those who were born in the hills and mountains "above the
one’s livelihood from the sea is a way of life that is associated with

the non-indigenocus population inhabiting the coast.

Ngawbere settlement in the northern Valiente Peninsula occurred
sporadically as people from Cricamola River came to the coast in the
1800s. When banana growers began establishing plantations along the
Chiriqui Lagoon coast at the turn of the century, Ngawbere migration
increased. Settlement of the Valiente Peninsula initially comprised
small homesteads of mostly siblings with their respective families, as
siblings followed siblings (cousins) often through an arrangement to
marry someone who had migrated earlier. Descendants of these families
remained in the Valiente Peninsula, and either continued to live on the
same land or claimed new land quite close to that which had been claimed
by earlier generations.

Today there are seven larger peninsular homesteads in the northern
Valiente Peninsula ranging in size from 13 to 102 households, as well as
a.number of smaller homesteads (Figure 8). The mean number of households
for the seven larger homesteads is 39 (inhabited by different families),
whereas the smaller homesteads comprise less than twelve households whose
members belong to, or have married-into, the same family.

As already indicated, peninsular homesteads (with one exception) are
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located along beaches that have sheltered harbors and at least two
streams that can be used for drinking water and toilet facilities,
respectively. Ngawbere, therefore, have become a coastal population
following their migration from the mountains. For the most part, the
larger homesteads have grown at a slightly faster pace than the smaller
ones. For example, the geographic center of one of the fastest growing
homesteads in the northern Valiente Peninsula moved westward since its
initial settlement (Figure 9). The two original families cleared land by
streams called Oreri and Sabori, respectively. Their descendants and
later Ngawbere immigrants were allowed to settle to the west of these two
streams. Today this community comprises six homesteads (Figure 10) and,
by the estimates of Ngawbere, has one of the largest concentrations of
Ngawbere population within the Indigenous Reserve.

Ngawbere take note of their more recent settlement along the beaches
which have sheltered harbors. In these areas, they have developed a
system of ditches to drain the swamps to make the land inhabitable. They
indicate that their pattern of later settlement was a response required
by a peninsular environment that has only hills and streams, instead of
mountains and rivers. Ngawbere recognize that their means of livelihood
has become "coastalized.” "[Ourl surroundings differ," they say, "Now we
are coastalized.” Their statements are intended to reflect a historic
continuity with those who settled the Valiente Peninsula before them,
without implying that they are anything other than Ngawbere, much like
Barth’s (1967) contention that Swat continue to think of themselves as
Swat despite having moved to the national capital.

As they migrated to the Valiente Peninsula, Ngawbere adapted a
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coastal housing style that relied more on the natural materials of the
coast than what they had been using in the mountains. Narratives
indicate that the original housing style was round, with high roofs.8
Despite a shift in housing from round to rectangular shapes, especially
along the coast, platforms are used to keep people off the ground while
sleeping at night. Today staggered "living platforms” have raised the
function of cooking from the ground, while keeping it "lower" than the
sleeping area. A shift from natural to commercial materials has occurred
only in the past decade, however. Ngawbere distinguish between houses
made from natural materials and those comprising either aluminum sheets
for roofing and/or mill lumber for floors and walls, but natural material
is preferred for the roof, since they claim that palm thatching lasts
longer and experiences fewer leaks than the aluminum sheets. Even today,
regardless of what materials are used, all of the houses in the Valiente
Peninsula continue to be built on supports above the ground.3

Throughout the entire province, the major mode of transportation is
by boat and by foot. Except when rough seas make travel impossible, boat
travel is the only means of transportation between the northern Valiente
Peninsula and other parts of the province. Since the introduction of
motors among peninsular Ngawbere sometime in the past 30 to 40 years,
long distance travel between points along the provincial coast is
accomplished in log-hewn canoes powered by outboard motors. Smaller
versions of these same craft using either sails or paddles are employed
for short distance travel, especially along the peninsular coast. All

the homesteads in the Valiente Peninsula are connected by foot trails,

and there is a little-used foot trail which connects the northern portion
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of the Valiente Peninsula with a few of the homesteads along the southern

peninsular coast and even Cricamola River.

Provincial Government

Bocas del Toro Province is divided into three districts (namely,
Bastimentos, Chiriqui Grande, Bocas del Toro), and each district is

further divided into smaller units known as "parishes" (corregimientos).

district, respectively. There also is a system for selecting legislators
represent the province before the National Assembly. The right to elect
the assemblymen is "rotated" every two years among four separate parishes
within each province.

The primary responsibility of the mayor is the approval of licenses
for the operation of commercial establishments within his district. The
magistrate oversees the recording of vital statistics on births and
deaths, enforces municipal laws regarding domestic animals and arbitrates
complaints involving land ownership or public disturbances. During the
period of fieldwork, the magistrate of Bahia Azul and the mayor of the
District of Bocas del Toro were Ngawbere, and one of the four provincial
assemblymen was a resident of Bahia Azul. None of the three became
greatly involved in local affairs, however, preferring instead to allow
the heads of families to handle most complaints involving land disputes
and public disturbances. When requested, the Bahia Azul magistrate

arbitrated some land disputes in congress with the heads of families.
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Ngawbere prefer traditional ways of litigation over Panamanian laws, and,

hence, they distinguish between the "rules of Ngawbere (culturel” [lei

Religious Organizations

A total of three Protestant denominations have organized local
congregations among peninsular Ngawbere. All three congregations are
sponsored by a parent organization in the national capital, but local
residents serve as lay preachers.

As the oldest and largest, the Methodist mission has been operating
for over 60 years in the Valiente Peninsula. They have constructed
cement block facilities in two of the larger homesteads, and local
residents in two other locales have constructed smaller chapels using
natural materials. Following the lead of a single individual who was
converted while working on the banana plantations, two Protestant
denominations in the past decade have established a small following in
several peninsular homesteads. One of these, the Panamanian Jehovah’s
Witness Society, has constructed a small wooden chapel in one homestead,
and local residents from this homestead visit other homesteads for
purposes of proselytizing. And still another homestead has a small
chapel constructed with the support of the Apostles’ Creed mission.

Most of the local residents, however, belong to the native Ngawbere
church known along the Bocas del Toro coast as Mama Tata (and elsewhere
in Ngawbere territory as Mama Chi). The main Mama Tata facility alomg
the northern Valiente Peninsula is located in the community of Cusapin,

although many homesteads along the peninsular coast have a small chapel
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or local household wherein Mama Tata services are held. The movement has

been active throughout the Valiente Peninsula almost since its inception
4

in Chiriqu{ Province some twenty years ago.

Members refer to their nativistic movement variously as "the

Catholicism of Ngawbere" [Ngawbere katdlikol and "the way of the cross"”

[krusogobranl. Both epithets refer to the syncretistic nature of the
movement wherein Ngawbere have incorporated more from the teachings of
Catholic than Protestant missionaries over the centuries. Ngawbere note
similarities between their poverty and the teachings of Catholicism, but
they have not adopted Christian tenets without modification. Despite an
observation that both groups are poor "wilderness" people who derive a
part of their livelihood from fishing, Ngawbere distinguish their origin
from those of the Christians who live across the sea. As a result, the
Mama Tata movement refines its teachings from time to time to emphasize a
separatistic attitude toward inter-ethnic relations. One of the focal
points of Mama Tata philosophy in this decade is a call to members to
reduce their reliance on cash by increasing their involvement in a
horticulture-oriented livelihood within the Indigenous Reserve.

Whereas the Protestant denominations maintain informal ties with
their respective organizations in the national and provincial capitals,
the Mama Tata church seeks to maintain active ties throughout the
Valiente Peninsula as well as along the coast as far east as Rio Caha and
as far west as the banana plantations. To this end, Mama Tata leaders
attend organizational meetings with similar groups in Rio Caftya, Rio
Cricamola, Rio Jali, Changuinola, Almirante and the Chiriqui Lagoon

islands. (Refer to Figure 6, p. 48)
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Land-Use

The unsettled portion of the narthern Valiente Peninsula is covered
with regrowth vegetation of varying density that is interspersed in many
areas with evergreens, deciduous trees and, near the beaches, mangrove
swamps. Ngawbere in the Valiente Peninsula refer to the tropical forest
allusion to the uneven appearance of the forest vegetation. The
undergrowth is reduced more where the tree canopy is thickest owing to
a lack of sunlight penetrating to the forest floor. Along the ridges it
is reduced the most, since the staggering of trees on the slopes allows
more sunlight to penetrate than on the ridges (Gordon 1982:59-61).

In contrast, areas of human settlement on the northern Valiente
Peninsula show intensive clearing of underbrush, trees and most stumps.
In the homesteads having the larger populations, these cleared areas
serve jointly as cattle pasture and human settlement. When Ngawbere
they are alluding to the clearing of a forested area by human labor in
much the same way the land surface around a house is denuded by removing
all the surrounding weeds and stumps.

There is an interrelationship between the periodicity of forest
vegetation growth and the land-use practices employed by Ngawbere. They
recognize aspects of these interrelationships and describe the advantages
of their land-use practices by making reference to those who preceded

them: "my father used to .. "[ti umbre ..] or, talking to the field
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The land-use cycle includes a phase of (natural) shrub regrowth for
approximately five years after the clearing-planting of a parcel, which
is then followed by a (natural) thinning of the shrubs beyond five years
as the trees begin to form a canopy above the forest floor (Gordon 1982:
81-88). Leaving the trees atop the ridges serving as forest trails,
Ngawbere complement the natural process by planting fruit trees along the
slopes and ridges of the hills they have cleared for cultivation.

The primary crops on which Ngawbere depend for food along the
northern Valiente Peninsula are root tubers, banana plants and fruit
trees. Less work is required to produce these crops than the more labor-
intensive corn and rice,s which form the basic diet of rural peoples in
other areas of tropical forest areas in Panama and Costa Rica.

Ngawbere produce some four kinds of root tubers (yam, manioc, taro,
otoe), several varieties of banana and peach palm, and fruits such as
coconut, cacao, breadfruit, mango, soursop, pineapple, sugar cane, malay
apple, oranges and others. The yam, peach palm, bananas and cacao
provide the bulk of the diet for Ngawbere on the Valiente Peninsula and
are augmented in varying amounts by manioc, taro, otoe and breadfruit.
When Ngawbere have access to cash, their diet is complemented with mill

rice, flour, sugar, salt and coffee.

Horticulture
The form of swidden agriculture that is practiced by Ngawbere along
the northern Valiente Peninsula is one of "slash" [ko mptel without the

"burn." First, a section of land is cleared. The men use machetes to

clear away the brush and the overhanging vines, leaving the larger trees.
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A few days after the field is cleared, seeds are collected by each
household for planting. Prior to the full moon, the cleared land is
seeded [niiko]l. Since the controlled shade suppresses weed growth (Gordon
1982:61), leaving the trees reduces the weeds which would compete with
the seedlings once they begin to grow. After planting, the trees are cut
down [kri netel. This opens the field to sunlight, which promotes the
growth of the seedlings as well as weeds.

The harvest period for the yam occurs simultaneous with its
planting. Machetes and digging sticks are used to extract the yams from
the earth. Since the "head" [dokwo] of the yam serves as its seed, the
"heads" of the harvested yams are replanted in the loosened earth from
which the whole yam was extracted. This allows the loosened earth to
serve as the bed for (rel)planting before the rains harden the earth, and
eliminates having to loosen a new patch of earth with either a digging
stick or machete.

Fields are replanted each year for some two to five years following

their first planting. Then the land is left to fallow for periods of

eight or more years. The term konsenta (after konsen, ’rumpled, ruffled

vegetation that springs up after a field is cleared. For the first five
years, as already indicated, the re-growth vegetation is thick, but after
five years it thins out as a new canopy of trees develops above the
undergr:rth below. There is another advantage to letting the fields

fallow, since many of the tree species which have been cut require about

eight to ten years to reach a diameter which is the right size for the
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triad logs used in the domestic cooking fire.

Although most of the planting of yams is accomplished in the same
fields from which they are harvested, fallowing fields occasionally are
re-introduced into the agricultural cycle. To do this the land is
cleared (as described above), and the fullest yam "heads" are set aside
along with yam "heads” borrowed from neighboring households. This means
that lands are cleared thoroughly when first introduced into the
agricultural cycle and when they are returned to use, but only cleared
minimally in those portions, and at the same time, that the crops are

being harvested.

Procurement of Protein

Fishing, turtling and sardine catching are the major activities for
procuring protein. Whereas fishing is a year-round activity, turtling
and sardining are seasonal.

The principal means of fishing is hand-lining, either by using bait
The men customarily travel to offshore sites which they regard as fishing
banks, or they fish from the beach and rocks along the peninsular coast.
During periods of calmer weather, the younger men go skin diving along
the shore, where they secure a variety of reef fishes, lobster and crabs.

Ngawbere consider May through August as their primary fishing
season. These months correspond to the migration of the hawksbill and
green turtle to nesting grounds in Costa Ricaj their sea routes pass

along the Bocas del Toro coast. The principal means of securing the

turtle is by boat, using either long lances or nets. Paddling out to
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sea, the men use the lances to spear the turtles (ngiri tokel when they
surface to breathe. Otherwise, nets are used to catch the turtles; most
of the men who set nets travel to two deserted islands in fhe nor thern
portion of the Chiriqui Lagoon or to Escudoc de Veraguas off the Atlantic
coast, where they spend several weeks tending their nets. The turtles
are butchered, and their meat is distributed among kinsmen much like the
distribution of animal meat following a hunt in historic times (Guardia
1982).

Several times during the year, Ngawbere take advantage of the
"sardine runs” which occur along the beaches of the northern Valiente
Peninsula. When these occur, the women form sardine-catching teams and
The men sometimes join them during the months of November and February
when the two preferred species of sardine arrive in large numbers.

Unlike the turtle and lobster, the sardines are caught primarily for home
consumption. A small portion of the catch generally is used by the men
and young boys as bait for fishing trips.

Cattle, pigs and domestic fowl provide a supplemental source of
protein along the northern Valiente Peninsula. Nearly every household
raises chickens, and a few raise ducks, although fowl is eaten only on
special occasions. Since few households raise cattle or pigs owing to
the extra expense, meat sources rarely are limited to consumption by a
single household. Instead, when these animals are butchered, the meat is
distributed among kinsmen within the homestead and/or sold to unrelated
Ngawbere who live within proximity. Notice of an animal butchering often

is passed around by word of mouth the day before it is to occur.
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The pressures of land shortage in western Panama that reduce the
availability of land for subsistence compel some Ngawbere to migrate to
other areas (Bort and P. Young 1985; P. Young 1985; Sarsanedas 1978;
Cabarras 1979; Bort 1976:34-65). For peninsular Ngawbere, the reasons
for leaving are opportunities for land, marriage and wage labor.

A few Ngawbere leave for purposes of claiming and working new lands
(ko denl. Even though they reside seasonally on these lands for several
weeks or several months, Ngawbere are not "homesteading” since their
primary residence remains in the Valiente Peninsula. In most cases, the
new homesteads are located on the muddy floodplain of Cricamola River or
adjoining rivers. Since the closing of school overlaps with the start of
the yam cycle, a few families make the effort to harvest and plant on
both their family’s peninsular lands and land claims elsewhere.

Both men and women are included among Ngawbere who leave for
purposes of marriage to someone from a homestead outside the Valiente
Peninsula ("marrying-out”). Some of them return to visit their natal
homesteads, frequently in some cases in order to continue working family
lands during the harvesting/planting season, or less frequently in those
cases where their share of family lands is minimal.

There are a few Ngawbere who re-initiate contacts with their natal
homesteads following an absence of several years. This practice appears
most common in Cusapin which has an extended school program of grades 7-
9. Since many areas of the Indigenous Reserve lack schooling beyond
grade &6, those who have ties to Cusapin make the most of them in order to

send their children for additional schooling. While in school, these
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children live with relatives in Cusapin.

The majority of Ngawbere who leave are young men who are attracted
by the opportunity for wage labor in the western portion of the province
("working-out”). Most work as unskilled laborers. Since relatively few
Ngawbere ever find opportunities for seasonal employment, many remain
away from their natal homesteads for extended periods. For all intents
and purposes, employment for these Ngawbere is "semi-permanent." After a
number of years, the men return home to the Valiente Peninsula. Thus, a
number of households in the Valiente Peninsula have direct access to one
or more kinsmen who are employed in the wage labor force (Table 1). Wage
work brings access to cash and medical insurance.

The most common form of wage work for Ngawbere is on the plantations
owned and operated by the Chiriqui Land Company. Among the 102 households
in Cusapin, almost two-thirds (64%) of the "semi-permanent" wage laborers
work on the banana plantations; the parents and/or spouses of each worker
continue to live in the peninsular homestead. The workers’ housing is
limited to the plantation camps, as housing in the plantation towns of
Changuinola and Almirante is too expensive for the workers’ wages. Since
members of the family are allowed to visit the workers, they arrange
their visits to coincide with the workers’ payday on the fifteenth of
each month. Men with boats from the larger homesteads transport the
workers’ wives and children, leaving a day before payday and returning to
the Valiente Peninsula two to three days later.

The Chiriqui Land Company permits its workers vacation periods which
vary from 15 days to two months. Sometimes the vacation period is

divided, and the worker has the opportunity to return home to his natal



68

Table 1:
ESTIMATE OF EXTERNAL WAGE LABOR PARTICIPATION FOR CUSAPIN MALES,
BY LOCUS OF EMPLOYMENT, MARCH 1982-MARCH 1984
(N = 98 HOUSEHOLDS)

TEMPORARY PERMANENT
OPERATION OPERATION
Residence a b c
in pipeline C.L.C. Govt Other
Communi ty No. % No. % No. %  No. %
household head léi 52.2 10 11.1 12 38.7 1 S.0
sibling of
household head 3 13.0 4 4.4 0 0 3 15.0
sons (virilocal) 4 17.4 48 53.3 12 38.7 14 70.0
spouses-uxorilocal 4 17.4 28 31.1 7 @ee.é 2 10.0
23 90 31 20

a) Includes trailcutters, supply loaders, boathands, kitchen help
and other laborers for Petroterminal de Panama, the transisthmanian
comprises about QO-;;;E;;;-éovernment ownership (through COFINA de
Panama) and 60 percent North American ownership (through Northville
Industries). Most of the workers were "laid off" by June-July 1983.

b) Includes packers, washers, porters, cutters and other laborers
for Chiriqui Land Company (CLC), a Delaware-based subsidiary of
United Brands Company. For a more detailed list of the kinds of
employment held by Ngawbere, see Bourgois (1985:Figure S5, pp. 19-
20).

c) Includes spray applicators for the malarial eradication program
{Sindicato Nacional para Eradicacién de Malaria), several rural
school teachers for the Ministry of Education (Ministerio de
Educacidn), health assistants for the Ministry of Health (Ministerio
de Salud), laborers for the Public Works Ministry (Ministerio de
Obras Piblicas) and policemen in the national guard (formerly
Guardia Nacional, now it is called Las Fuerzas de Defensa).

d) Includes one case of a household head leaving the malarial
eradication program to work for the pipeline project, but returning
to his former government employment once the pipeline project was
completed.
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homestead twice in a single year. As Ngawbere use their vacation leave
periods to visit their families, the most popular time for leaving work
on "vacation" is November and December (Bourgois 1985:45); these two
months begin the harvesting and planting of the yam. A few workers
occasionally travel to Costa Rica to purchase foodstuffs (salt, sugar,
rice) which are cheaper across the border than in Panama. The supplies
they purchase are then "sent" with a kinsman to their families, or they
"bring” them home during the remaining days of their vacation.

Since most workers eventually return to the Valiente Peninsula,
their time away is viewed as a "sojourn." Except for obtaining cash for
needed materials and social security insurance, the experience of
Ngawbere who perform wage work is of little consequence once they return.
Ngawbere describe those who are working on the banana plantations by
saying that "[they arel here-there-and-back" [ne dawn kworil. The
statement alludes to the workers’ identity as Ngawbere and temporary
absence from their homes by stressing their origin from and return to the
Valiente Peninsula. For example, several peninsular residents had worked
more than ten years with the Chiriqui Land Company before returning to
live on the lands of their family or spouse’s family.

The next most frequent form of employment is working for the
government (about 22% of the "semi-permanent" wage laborers). Most of
this employment is with the malarial eradication program (SNEM) and the
ministries of education, health and public works. The arrangements for
vacation leave are similar when working for the government to that of the
Chiriqui Land Company. Some employment such as the malarial eradication

program, for example, permits workers a leave period of one month for
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each four to six months of work. The school teachers, in contrast,
receive some three months leave from mid-December through mid-April.

The remaining wage laborers (about 14%) are employed by local firms
in one of the three urban centers in the province, where they generally
work as laborers. The others work as lay pastors along the coast.

Between 1982 to 1983, a number of Ngawbere worked for the coast-to-
coast pipeline project, even though they knew the work was temporary.
Most of them worked less than twenty months before returning to their
homes. Since the rate of pay as well as the severence bonus was higher
than any other available employment, Ngawbere lauded the hiring of a
number of their people. They facilitated the process by providing boats
for transportation and by passing along information on desirable kinds

of work offered by the transnational company in Chiriqui Grande.

——— e e e e o T - — ——— o -

The use of place names by Ngawbere serves to identify the rights to
and the reqular use of a given parcel of land. The place name that is
chosen is linked conceptually in some way to the land and sea and
identifies a special feature that is characteristic of that location,
such as the abundance of a particular species of tree, an animal that
makes its home on the land or an event that occurred in the historic
past. For example, the hill where one of the two original Cusapin
familes settled is known as Kikatu (’wild pineapple hill’), owing to
several stands of wild pineapple [kikal growing near the stream at its

base. Another hill farther away (that is identified on provincial maps

as Punta Valiente) is called Braitu (’good fortune hill’), owing to
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successful hunts in historic times.

Still another source of place names is a location in Cricamola River
that is associated with the natal homestead of an ancestor who settled in
the Valiente Peninsula. Names like Kankintu (’red hawk hill’), Miliri
(’manatee creek’), Muratu (’pataste fruit (treel hill’) and Sirain
(meaning unknown) have their counterparts in both Cricamola River and the
Valiente Peninsula. The replication of Cricamola River place names is
one way that Ngawbere bring a sense of continuity to the migration of
families from their homeland to new areas.

Once a place name is chosen, clarifiers are added to the name to
designate whether the specific patch of land wherein the site is located
is a bluff, at the top of a hill, at the mouth, headwaters or alongside a
stream, or, especially in the Valiente Peninsula, on the beach. For
example, the top of the hill facing the beach where one of the first
Cusapin families settled was called Kikatlbiti (’wild pineapple hill-
atop’) as a way of distinguishing the top of the hill from the whole hill
(known as Kikatu). As another example, one of the two beaches along the
northern Valiente Peninsula where turtles are known to beach to lay eggs
is known as Kruoinumain (’balsa landing-sand at’).

There is a tendency among Ngawbere to select trees and birds more
frequently than animals or insects to serve as place names for sites on
land, at least in the Valiente Peninsula. The imagery of trees bearing
fruit and as a source of material (wood) for the foundations of human
settlement is only part of the reason Ngawbere choose trees for place
names. More importantly, the trees have the appearance of variability.

Each type has a known longevity and a studied utility, much like the
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differences between the types of soil, drainage of water and forest
resources on the sites that are chosen for cultivation. The imagery of
birds reflects the spontaneity and gaiety that they bring to the forest
through their songs and movement, much like the sense of personal freedom
that Ngawbere feel is instilled in people by working in the forest.

Other choices for naming the sites of cultivated land include plants and
animals that have utilitarian traits valued by Ngawbere such as strength,
stamina, speed, accuracy and beauty (Table 2). Although climate-related
phenomena are used for place names in Cricamola River, they are not used
along the Valiente Peninsula.

The names of mythic locations are not used by Ngawbere for naming
places on the land or sea. In prehiétoric times, those areas outside
Ngawbere territory were thought to be inhabited by human-like beings.
Today Ngawbere designate these locations as "the far reaches of the
universe," and associate them with climatic phenomena or the unknown
forces of coastal swamps (Termer 1919:53n3 cf. Jimenez Miranda 1984:18-
23). Identified with the affix ni designating human attributes, these
figures were embodied with human motivations and extrahuman powers.

Clashes and contacts with prehistoric populations likewise added to
the number of mythic names for faraway places; the names seldom were
embodied with extrahuman powers but often referred to motivations akin to
animals more than humans. Over time the names given to places outside
Ngawbere territory were remembered for the popdlation that aboriginally
had once inhabited that locale but were forced to make adjustments to
regional prehistoric raiding and other forms of regional population

movements by noting where the group next went, or that they no longer
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Table 2: PLACE NAMES: SOME EXAMPLES

PLACES IN THE FOREST

Hills/Slopes: Betu (’gourd hill’), Bekriatu (’mahogany hill’), Bientu
(’given hill’) Deketu (’mangrove hill’), Gwaritu (’fish creek hill’),
Gwarikiaibiti (’little fish creek-above’), Gwariboto (’fish creek-
alongside’), Keberitu (’[fresh water] shrimp creek hill’), Sabotu
(’monkey’s head fruit hill’), Tabatu (’medlar fruit hill’).

Streams: Gwari (’fish creek’), Gwariokwote (’fish creek rapids’),
Nukwatarikri (’big swallow creek’), Nukwatarichi (’little swallow

head fruit creek’), Tukiari (’grey mouse E;;;i’), Tukiarikudete (’grey
mouse creek-headwaters’).

Trails: Dawbrawrihiere (’bongo (treel creek trail’) and Sintuihiere
(’buttressed water [creek] trail’).

CLEARINGS FOR SETTLEMENT

Hills: Badibatu (’fire ant hill’), Chibotu (’goat hill’), Hoboribiti
("jobo fruit creek-above’), Kikatubiti (’wild pineapple hill-atop’),

Kituya (’enclosure hill-all of it’), Kuoawriboto (’cacao creek-at’),

Michitu (’hummingbird hill’).

Land Adjacent to Beaches/Streams: Chenffiii (’black man’s creek’),
Gwianinkote (’pidgeon [covel creek-mouth of’), Koturéboto (’swampland-
alongside’), Kruoin (’balsa landing’), Kbtuawrikote (’fish trap creek-
mouth of’), Nutainchikote (’little red water [creekl-mouth of’),
Nutainkrikote (’big red water [creekl-mouth of’), Siblirikote (’coquina
shell creek-mouth of’), Saborikote (’monkey’s head fruit creek-mouth
of’).

ISLANDS, OFFSHORE ROCKS, BLUFFS

Ibiatu (’wild cane island’), Ktratu (’ant tree island’), iUbatu (’hornet
island’), Krio (’huge-watch out’), Hodokwo (’rock head’), Hamdokwo (rock
where Latino named Abraham drowned while trying to free his fishing line
from rocks), Mituhudbboto (’pig’s point [(bluffl-alongside’).

FISHING BANKS

Chénboto (’vulture [island)-alongside’), Hevébiti (’Jehovah-above
[bankl’), Hodokwbbiti (’rock head-above (bankl’), KlabGbiti (’pointed
yam-above [bankl’), Kriobori (’huge-watch out straits’), KaratGbiti (’ant
tree island-above [bankl’), Kbratubori (’ant tree island straits’).
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existed. After the arrival of the Spanish, Ngawbere came to identify
themselves with the other prehistoric peoples whose historic origins were
similar to theirs, that is, they were "indigenous" to the land. They
gave names to the European peoples (as outsiders) more on the basis of
quaint features than on the basis of any extrahuman powers or qualities.
For example, the name for North American refers implicitly to "the flow

A place name is given whenever a person first "takes from" any
location something of the environment or "strikes” it in some fashion.
Ngawbere give place names to specific aspects of those areas within which
they live and seek their livelihood (forest, cleared land, fishing
banks). For example, the community of Cusapin has five beaches, four
bluffs, seven major hills, nine streams and six offshore islands. Each
one was given a separate place name as Ngawbere cleared, settled or
planted the land in the forest and the islands located offshore.

Owing to the omnipotence of the mythic forces, the "far reaches of
the universe" cannot be "struck" by anyone since the "heads" of these
forces create and destroy rather than exist for the taking. Hence, the
naming of areas above the earth represents a process of ethnocosmology
rather than human contact. Like the use of place names on land, these
mythic places retain the names generated over the centuries by Ngawbere.
The names for these figures and their places of origin today appear
mostly in the songs sung during some rituals and in the narratives
performed by the healers and elders.

For horticultural purposes the first time that a plot of land is

cleared the person clearing the land names it to "lay claim” to it for
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use by the members of his household and his descendants; the plot can be
an entire hill or the hill slopes that cradle a stream. The following
generation the slopes of the hill are divided among the "claimant’s"
children. Where the plot is further divided into smaller parcels, a
curve in the stream, boulder or a large tree serves to separate the
individual parcels.

The original place name is retained to identify the exclusive rights
of the family to cultivate the land. For example, the rolling hills
known as Kuntonintu (’squirrel hill’) are worked by the members of one of
the larger extended families in the northern Valiente Peninsula. A
nearby plot of land wherein a spring initiates the creek that runs
alongside Kuntonintu is known as Kuntoninkudete (’squirrel stream-
headwaters’). Each name corresponds to the land worked by (now) separate
families. The specific locale where a family clears the land to
establish its homestead likewise receives a name. These locales
initially were located in the forest where Ngawbere first settled in the
peninsular hills; today they primarily include the land that remains
cleared but uncultivated along the beaches.

The fishing banks that are used by Ngawbere men also carry place
names. These banks are located at varying distances offshore and carry
place names that correspond to a location on the mainland or to one of
several islands located near the beaches. The reason that many fishing
banks repeat the place names of islands and mainland sites is to identify
their locations with respect to specific landmarks (such as island rocks,
etc.) that can be seen along the coast to guide the men when they are at

sea. Although naming a fishing site with the name of a place on the land
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occasionally serves to designate which family first began to use a site
for fishing, anyone with a boat can fish the banks located offshore or
the straits located between the islands.

As indicated, the plots of land used by Ngawbere retain their first
given name even after divisioning the land over several generations.
Ngawbere land claims in no way follow the practice of partitioning place-
names that is described by Basso (1984) for the western Apache. Ngawbere
homesteads that remain small in size exclusively occupied by a single
family likewise retain the name first chosen for the site. The site of
the dwelling, therefore, carries a single name without any subsequent
(re)naming even when sons and daughters have left the main house and are
raising families in the adjoining houses on the same plot of land.

A partial exception to place name partitioning occurs in aggregated
settlements wherein unrelated Ngawbere families live as neighbors on
proximate parcels of land. The place known as Kruocin (’balsa landing’),
for example, refers to a wide stretch of beach in the northern Valiente
Peninsula that includes the mouths of three streams. Originally settled
by a single family several generations ago, a small patch of land within
Kruoin was settled by two brothers who were unrelated to the first
settlers; the patch occupied by descendants of the two brothers is known
as Keklakro (’sea grape strip’).

A more complicated example occurs in the community of Cusapin. One
of the larger hills in Cusapin was named Kuointu (’high hill’). Since
three additional families unrelated to the original family were allowed
to construct houses on its slopes several decades after the hill was

first cleared, each patch of land came to have a separate name even
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though the entire hill technically has but a single name. Kuointu now
comprises sites that have names alluding to the uneven outcroppings on
the larger hill, including Kubinboto (’high-alongside’), Utdbiti (’manioc

hill-atop’), Nomontu (’mamey [treel hill’) and Siorotu (’oak tree hill’).

Ngawbere are familiar with a number of locales within the Indigenous
Reserve that are located outside the Valiente Peninsula. Those who have
traveled extensively can recall the names of the settlements thay have
visited in Cricamola River and elsewhere. Even the settlements that were
later established on rivers adjoining Cricamola River receive names from
whomever (Ngawbere) settles the area. For example, the homestead that is
located at the entrance to the adjoining rivers Rio Mananti and Rio
Guaribiara is called Keiaininkote (’milk plant [riverl-mouth of’),
although the two rivers themselves as well as the separate streams that
feed into these two rivers carry distinct names such as Kiain (’lowlands
[river1’), No Hal{ (’own pact river’), Umani (’sand [riverl’), etc. As
another example, the Ngawbere settlement at Mann Creek is called Yokibiti
(’departure [river]-above’), since it is located several miles upriver
from the river’s entrance.

Those who have not traveled extensively within the Indigenous
Reserve have little command over the names of the various settlements
located along the numerous branches of Cricamola River. Nonetheless,
peninsular Ngawbere are conversant with the common names that were given
long ago for the principal rivers and islands along the Bocas del Toro

coast. For example, Cricamola River is known as No Kri (’big water’),
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Rio Mananti as Ukra (’manioc bag [riverl’), Cayo de Agua as ﬁhnqutéiboto
(’bead imprint-alongside’), Patterson Key as Katdboto (’lard-alongside’)
and Escudo de Veraguas as Dekdboto (’east-alongside’). (For a map of
these locations, refer to Figure 4, Chapter 3, p. 28)

In recent times, Ngawbere have given place names to some of the more
distant locales with which they have contact outside the Indigenous
Reserve. Chiriqui Grande originally was called Srikokote (’spinning
joining [riversl-mouth of’), but once the port for the oil pipeline
project began to offer wage labor opportunities the name was altered to
Sribikote (’work port’). The island on which the site for the provincial
capital is located appears to have lost its original name, and today is
known simply as Bokase (an adaptation of Bocas del Toro). When Ngawbere
families began to homestead several tracts of land inland from the town
serving as the provincial capital, these sections of the island soon came
to be identifiable to Ngawbere from the place names given to the newly-
settled land.

The banana plantations are another locale in Bocas del Toro Province
with which Ngawbere have frequent contact. The most common designation
for the general area of the camps where Ngawbere are housed and the
line”). The individual camps where the wage workers stay are called by
their company-assigned Spanish names (for example, Finca Cuatro, Finca
31, California, etc.). No effort is made to distinguish the two company
towns that are responsible for administering the plantation operation,
and they retain their Spanish names (namely, Changuinola and Almirante).

Since they originally did not settle the area of the banana plantations,
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Ngawbere have not given (their own) place names to the various locales
wherein they work and live while engaged in wage labor.

There is a tendency to refrain from naming large tracts of land and
extended areas, particularly if they correspond to the divisioning of
places inhabited by ocutsiders. The main reason for this is that Ngawbere
give names for the places with which they are most familiar, which
include primarily the small plots of land that correspond to the sites
used by families rather than larger groups of people. For example, there
is no name for the Atlantic Ocean or Chiriqui Lagoon other than the
common term for "sea", and there is no way to designate the provinces of
Veraguas, Chiriqui and Bocas del Toro, or the Republic of Panama. One
exception is the region of Chiriqui Province that is known as Mikibiti
(’pasture grass-above’) in an allusion to the presence of Ngawbere
settlements in the mountains above the cattle ranches located on the

savannahs. There is no corresponding term for the area inhabited by

Ngawbere in Bocas del Toro Province, other than a general distinction

There are two basic distinctions that underlay the way Ngawbere view
their relationship to the environment. First, they distinguish between
themselves as indigenous to the land and all others as outsiders who
arrive by sea and earn their livelihood from marine resources. Second,
they distinguish the lands they clear for settlement and cattle pasture

from the forest and the waters where they obtain their livelihood. These
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waters once were the rivers of the mountains, but for Ngawbere of the
Valiente Peninsula these waters today represent the sea and peninsular
streams.

Whereas Ngawbere territory is predominantly hills in the Valiente
Peninsula and mountains in Cricamola River, the coastal area inhabited by
the non-indigenous population for the most part is swampy lowland. As
such, peninsular Ngawbere liken their way of life in the peninsular hills
to the dispersed settlement of their brethren in the nearby mountains and
associate a non-indigenous way of life with the swamps and sea from which
marine resources are secured.

Ngawbere of the Valiente Peninsula recognize that the principal
livelihood of their ancestors was dependent on hunting and foraging
activities in the tributaries of Cricamola River. They liken their
first settlement of the northern Valiente Peninsula near the headwaters
of streams to the origins of Ngawbere in the headwaters of Cricamola
River tributaries. Furthermore, they recognize that their livelihood has
been changed since they migrated to the Valiente Peninsula, that today
their lifestyle has become "coastalized."

Horticultural production centers on the cultivation of the yam and
other root tubers; the former is planted and harvested roughly from
November through March. Bananas, the peach palm and breadfruit are grown
as the other main sources of food. Whereas the root tubers produce once
during a single season and therefore require replanting, the planting of
bananas is staggered in conjunction with the other crops to assure the
availability of food throughout the year.

Both men and women participate in the responsibilities of planting
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and harvesting, although the men assume the heavy task of using machetes
to clear the underbrush in the fields before they are planted. Once a
field is planted, the trees which have been left are cut down. Although
the preferred period for fallowing ranges from eight to twelve years, or
roughly the time it takes for some tree species to grow to a size where
they can serve as firewood, the fallow period has been reduced by
families that are experiencing a shortage of land.

Ngawbere subsistence practices are based on a system of land use
practices which replicate some aspects of the forestation process. Trees
are left along the ridges of hills to inhibit the growth of weeds, just
as fruit trees are planted along the ridges and on the hillsides once
they are cleared for cultivation.

The men procure protein from fishing which is a year-round activity
and from turtling which is seasonal. Both men and women participate in
sardine catching, however, which is a seasonal activity. Some domestic
animals also are kept as supplemental sources of protein. Once they are
butchered, the meat from these animals as well as those captured from the
sea is distributed among extended family members rather than raised for
consumption by a single household.

Faced by land shortages, Ngawbere have availed themselves, whenever
possible, of opportunities to claim new lands and/or marry outside the
Valiente Peninsula but within the Indigenous Reserve. Most who leave the
Indigenous Reserve make use of regional opportunities for wage labor.

The most popular form of work is with the banana plantations operated by
the Chiriqui Land Company. The next most frequent form of employment is

with government agencies. Nearly all of the employment outside the
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northern Valiente Peninsula is semi-permanent, since Ngawbere return to
live on their family lands or the lands of their spouses a number of
years after working outside the Indigenous Reserve.

Although Protestant missions have established local congregations,
most of the peninsular population adheres to the teachings of the Mama
Tata movement. Resembling Catholicism in some respects, its organization
is wholly indigenous. 1Its teachings advocate that Ngawbere strive toward
self-autonomy by earning their livelihood from the land and minimizing
their contacts with outsiders, especially with respect to working wage
labor.

Place names are given to designate the use of land by Ngawbere
families. The composition of place names is derived from natural
phenomena. Some preference is shown in the Valiente Peninsula for using
trees and birds as place names. The system of naming is limited to small
parcels of land that correspond to what is used by a single family.
such as provinces and oceans that are associated with the outside world.
Places in the Valiente Peninsula are identified and named in separatistic
fashion much like the individuation of Ngawbere society into families and

households, as will be discussed in the next chapter.
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Notes

1. Falla (1978:45,66) stresses the structural aspects of ladinoizacifn
in Panama and indicates that indigenous children undergo a process of
panamenizacidn through the government school system. P. Young (1971:31,

- - - o o -

to referring to Ngawbere as autoctono, indio and indigena. Sarsanedas
(1978:32, 48, B84, etc.) uses the terms latino and mestizo synonymously;
he also provides a detailed footnote (1978:89n) on the range of terms
used by Ngawbere for identifying themselves and others, as well as the
terms Panamanians use to identify Ngawbere. The term for Latino [sulial

may be derived from another isthmanian language, now extinct; compare the
two related terms presented in Lehmann (1920:1:158-159, 162-163).

2. Compare the circular dwellings in photographs appearing in P. Young
(1971:Plate 7, B, 9, pp. 110-112, Plate 16, p. 19), Sieiro de Noriega
(1980[19691:37), Comité (1982:82-83, 135), Cheville and Cheville (1977:
154), Alphonse (1980:7, 79), Gordon (1982:122-123, 21), with those taken
in the 1930s by Johnson (194Ba:Plates 37 and 39, pp. 252ff).

3. The two preferred species of palm for roof thatching are huraka

house posts is urd (Minguartia guia). One of the two vines that is

preferred as cord for tying roof thatch (that is, tindra) is no longer
available in the northern Valiente Peninsula.

4, On the commencement and consequences of the Mama Chi movement in
Chiriqui Province, see P. Young (esp 1976b, 1978b, also 1971:1-4, 202-
232) and Sieiro de Noriega (1980[19691:51-54, 59-75). On the status of
Mama Tata in Bocas del Toro Province, see Cabarris (1979:46-50).

5. Some rice and corn are grown in the southern portion of the
Valiente Peninsula, owing to the lowlands there rather than in the
steeper hills to the north.

6. Regarding the effect of fallow procedures on Ngawbere land use in
Chiriqui Province, see P. Young (1971:74-81, 1985:359-340).



Chapter 4: NGAWBERE SOCIETY

This chapter emphasizes the structuring of social relations for
smutual assistance as the basis of Ngawbere society. Requests for
assistance are imbedded in the practice of visiting between households.
Since mutual assistance embodies the exchange of tangible and intangible
goods, it is the principal manner by which Ngawbere, lacking access to
the provincial centers of political economic activity, meet their
subsistence needs. The chapter concludes with a discussion of personal
names and suggests how word play on names, apart from comic relief,
reflects some of the social virtues that are essential to the maintenance
of Ngawbere society.

The materials herein are based on fieldwork and in most instances,
especially in the first portion of the chapter, repeat the baseline data
presented by Philip Young (1971). His study of Ngawbere social structure
in Chiriqui Province both supersedes and supplements earlier accounts of
Ngawbere, which, based as they were on superficial contacts, chiefly
emphasized the isolation of Guaymi in the mountains of western Panama,
their dispersed settlement, practice of polygyny and the use of fermented
Iannello 1958; Lombardo Vega 19603 Candanedo M. 19623 Johnson 1948a,
1948b:51-54; Mérida 1963; Lothrop 1948; Pinart 1978(1885]). Since the
material on visiting, exchange relations, personal naming and word play

extends Young’s discussion and represents new ethnographic material, very

B4
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little reference is made in the body of the chapter to the earlier work

on Ngawbere.

The purpose of kinship in Ngawbere society is: (a) to determine
land ownership, which is based on lineal descent, (b) to establish family
membership, which is based on ties of consanguineality, and (c) to
distinguish non-family from family, for purposes of marriage. Emphasis
on the divisioning of Ngawbere society into households and families
circumscribes the organization of subsistence-related activities and

defines the primary networks within which help seeking occurs.

The system of kin reckoning employed by Ngawbere to identify
genealogical relationships encompasses nine generations, that is, Ego’s
generation plus four generations of cognates above Ego and four
generations (below Ego) lineally descended from the cognates in Ego’s
generation. The nine generations include both living and deceased
relatives (Table 3). The farther one moves from Ego’s generation, the
fewer the kin terms for identifying male and female relatives. Beyond
two ascending and two descending generations, there is a generic term to
designate the generation (listed in Table 3 as the first, second, eighth
and ninth generations, respectively). The multiplicity of kin terms for
kinfolk in the generations closest to Ego indicates the importance of
living relationships in meeting the responsibilities of subsistence

activities.
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Table 3:
TERMS OF ADDRESS/REFERENCE USED FOR KIN RELATIONS OF EACH SEX

AFFINES 2 LINEAL COGNATES Term for
Male  Female Male Female Male  Female Generation
NT NT NT NT NT NT ngobo (1)
NT NT NT NT NT NT etebaire (2)
ktbdna k(bGna roa bicho roa bicho NT (3)
u/NT me#*/NT tata/s mama/ gru bi NT (4)

dun meye
nadan® yawraw* Ego Ego eteba® ngwaed NT (5)
kdbtna kd'bOna ngobo ngawngaw nuro nuro NT (6)
(bosi) (dwanane) (bosi) (nikri)
ktbdna kbbana braw bun braw bun NT (7)
(bosi) (dwanane) (bosi) (nikri)
NT NT NT NT NT NT etebaire (B)
NT NT NT NT NT NT nuro (9)

a) Specific terms for affines are only given for spouse’s
lineal relatives and siblings. The term for one’s own spouse
is muko, and the generic term for one’s spouse’s cognates, as

indicated above, is kGbdna.

b) The numbers to the right of the rows indicate the nine
generations for which Ngawbere have kinship terms.

c) Same-sex siblings.
d) Cross-sex siblings.

Note: "NT" indicates that there is no term. The "slash mark"
{/) separates terms of address from terms of reference, where
appropriate. The term for spouse is placed in parentheses.
Unless otherwise indicated by an asterisk (#) which identifies
those terms used by males only, all of the terms are used by
both males and females.
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Ngawbere employ special kin terms when it is necessary to indicate
whether one is talking about one’s mother’s or father’s side of the

family (i.e., meye kiri and dun kiri, respectively); distinguish close

from distant kinsmen by attaching the suffix -reta for distant male and
identify a specific genealogical relationship. For example, the phrase
"grandfather’s father on my mother’s side" [roa dun, meye kiril can be

used rather than the generic term "great grandfather” [etebairel. The
use of compound terms often occurs in land tenure debates, when a visitor
wishes to establish entry in a relative’s community that is distant from

his own natal homestead and, occasionally, during evening conversations

when family histories are described.

—— e e e -

The basic unit of subsistence in Ngawbere society is the household
{hul. The members of the household constitute the inhabitants of a
single dwelling and are responsible to each other for the production of
foodstuffs, and share in the preparation and consumption of what is
produced. It is the household that assumes the primary responsibility
for rearing children in the social virtues and practices of Ngawbere
society and, with the family, shares a large part of the responsibility
for health caring during illness.

The composition of the household in the northern Valiente Peninsula
is variable. Basically, there are two types. The first type is the
nuclear family'household, comprised of @ man, his wife and their

unmarried children. The members of this type of household are younger to
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middle-age parents whose children range in age from infants to teenagers.
The second type is an extended family household. Its nucleus is a man,
his wife and their children, among whom are included one or more children
with their families. Generally, the married child is a daughter in the
initial stages of forming a nuclear family, rather than a married son
whose wife typically lives with her parents prior to the later stages of
marriage when the couple may live either near or with his parents. In
Cusapin, some 54 of 102 households are nuclear family households, and the
other 48 households are extended family households.

couple assume the responsibility of subsistence management. Daily the
couple select who will go where in order to perform the work that is
needed to maintain the household. The husband-wife pair decide when it
is time to go to the forest to work subsistence plots or secure food,
when it is time to procure protein, and who will feed and care for the
household’s animals, if they own any. If necessary, subsistence chores
are divided. For example, the man and his sons may go fishing while the
wife and daughters go to the forest, or one or two sons may go fishing
while the rest of the members of the household go to the forest. The
heads of household also decide whether they have sufficient food to spare
if a family member visits the household in order to ask for food.

If the couple are living on the lands of the man, he decides, when
he is requested, whether his household can spare someone to work in the
field of another family member. If living on the wife’s lands, the
female spouse coordinates the household’s subsistence activities in

conjunction with those of her parents. In either case, the male spouse
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assumes responsibility for procuring protein, usually by fishing or
turtling. He may go alecne, or he may accompany his own or one of his
wife’s kinsmen. If the household has very young children, the female
spouse or one of her older daughters may stay home to care for them,
while its other members are performing subsistence work.

Through the household, Ngawbere children are taught how to perform
the major activities of subsistence horticulture (planting, harvesting,
transporting). Apart from the basics, girls and boys also learn a number
of other skills that are essential for living in Ngawbere society. Girls
learn about cooking, sewing, washing and child-rearing by helping their
mothers and other kinswomen in these tasks. Boys learn about clearing
land, cutting and transporting firewood as well as how to procure protein
by fishing and butchering domestic animals through participating in these
tasks with their fathers and other male kinsmen. While learning these
tasks, children are imbued with the social virtues of calmness in the
face of tribulation, stamina for completing a task despite obstacles and
patience in the knowledge that all things are reciprocating, that
hardship can become plenty as much as plenty can turn to hardship.

Besides teaching children the principal activities necessary to make
them well-rounded subsistence workers, each child is taught to find the
tasks that he or she performs best and develop the skills necessary to
perform these tasks well. These tasks may be subsistence-related chores
such as fishing, or they may be related to other activities such as tool
making, weaving bags, sewing clothes, performing narratives, as well as
introduced activities such as forming political parties, repairing

motors, or performing well in school.
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The Ngawbere "family"” [ha mrokol is comprised of all consanguineal

kinfolk ascending two generations from one’s mother and father, and
descending three generations from oneself and one’s spouse. All others
are "non-family.” Non-family include (a) one’s affinal relatives, who,
as Ngawbere say, comprise "the world one step away" [kbdna, and (b) all
affinally. One’s affinal relatives include one’s spouse [mukol, spouse’s
family and one’s kin’s spouses. There are fewer kin terms to identify
one’s spouse’s relatives than for identifying one’s family’s spouses.
Whether one is a man or a woman, one’s in-laws are called by the generic
term kdbfna, whereas specific terms refer to the spouses of individual
kinsmen/women. This is because Ngawbere emphasize cognatic relationships
("family") above those with non-cognates ("non-family").

The lineal descendants of each couple are assigned land privileges,
as well as responsibility for the maintenance of fruit trees. The oldest
responsibility for distributing land to lineal kinsmen, arbitrates
ownership disputes, and assigns times to lineage segments (or households)
for cleaning and harvesting the familial fruit trees. Ngawbere define
one’s family as "[the peoplel] with whom one eats" (ha mrokol. They are
alluding that the family are those relatives with whom one works in
subsistence production and, regardless of who performs the work of the
individual parcels from which the food has been secured, with whom one

shares what is grown by means of circulating and giving away foodstuffs.

Since subsistence is so crucial to their livelihood, Ngawbere view
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subsistence-related social interaction within their own family group as
paramount. They emphasize in their social interactions with one another
the primacy of first seeking assistance from consanguineal kinsmen, then
affines, before requesting help from someone to whom they are not
related. Some tasks such as house construction and boat building are
completed in collaboration with cognates as well as affines, before

approaching unrelated Ngawbere to ask for their assistance.

Residence

The two predominant patterns of residence in the Valiente Peninsula
are virilocality and uxorilocality. In the former, a couple establish
their household on the husband’s lands, and in the latter on the lands of
the wife. Some 46 instances of each (45%, respectively) were recorded
among the 102 households in Cusapin. Both types appear rather evenly
divided between nuclear and extended family households (Table 4). The
virilocal households frequently are those whose families maintain large
land holdings, simply because they have sufficient land and there is
little need for sons, when they marry, to remain for an extended period
with their spouses’ family.

Ngawbere call the household in nearest proximity to their own the
"encircling bunch [apart from usl" (Ukwatitel. Neighbor households
generally are those that are related to the man in cases of virilocal
residence, and those that are related to the wife in cases of uxorilocal

residence. One’s closest neighbors frequently are also one’s closest

kin.
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Table &:
RESIDENCE IN CUSAPIN, BY TYPE OF HOUSEHOLD (N=102)2

Type of VIRILOCAL UXORILOCAL  OTHER
Household No. % No. % No. % Total
Nuclear family 24 @23.5 24 @23.5 6 5.9 54
Extended family 22 21.6 21 20.6 3 4.9 48
46 45 11 102

a) From October 1982 to April 1985 the number of households

in Cusapin increased from 98 to 102.

Other forms of residence are rare. There are a few households which
approximate bilocal residence; these are rarely more than temporary
arrangements. Neolocal residence is not possible today in the northern

1
Valiente Peninsula, owing to the absence of unclaimed land.

Marriage in Ngawbere society creates a relationship between two
families which ideally lasts the lifetime of a couple and serves to
assure the availability of assistance, when needed, between two otherwise
unrelated families.

During the initial stages of forming a marriage, a man passes a
He assists her with subsistence on her land and provides fish and meat,
as he is able, to her parents. He also provides material goods, or even
cash, if he is working as a wage laborer. The young couple are called
upon to assist with projects such as clearing land for planting, building
2 kinsman’s house or boat, and assisting with the care of someone who is

ill.
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The period a man resides with his affines is not set. If there is a
shor tage of available land, a couple may pass several years in which a
wife stays with her parents while her husband works his parents’ land or
performs wage work ("works out") outside the Indigenous Reserve.
Otherwise, a couple establish a household near one set of parents, either
on the lands of the wife’s family (uxorilocal) or the lands of the man’s
family (virilocal).

As a rule, Ngawbere marriage cannot occur between anyone who is
Since marriage by consent is today the basis for most unions, a few
peninsular couples are related to each other closer than four
generations.

A less common form of union is the exchange pact [kobal wherein the
owners of a house arrange the betrothal of a son or daughter, or a
sibling’s son or daughter, to someone from another family. The two sets
of parents become "co-parents by marriage” [kobal viz-a-viz the married
couple tggggil.a The pact marriage guarantees that, should one or the
other member of the young couple break off the relationship, his or her
family is obligated to offer another partner to replace the spouse who
leaves.

The "pact" of partner replacement is further articulated within the
practice of the sororate and the levirate. In the former, a man marries
the wife of his deceased brother, and in the latter a woman takes for a
husband the brother of her deceased husband. The levirate evidently
occurs more frequently among Ngawbere according to data presented in P.

Young (1971:181-184) and data from the present study (six cases of the
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levirate and one of the sororate over three generations in a peninsular

community comprising 102 households).

Social Interaction

Ngawbere employ a system of personal naming along with kinship for
interacting with one another. The naming system is structured as
follows: (a) simplified variant of compound (Ngawbere) name for
interaction among members of the family, (b) simple (Ngawbere) name for
interaction with non-family, and (c) baptismal name for interaction with
non-Ngawbere.3 Personal names are taken from the world in which Ngawbere
live and incorporate features of sentient phenomena [nil such as birds,
animals, insects, wild plants and crops, along with parts of the body,
human behavior, and physical attributes; Ngawbere also adopt the names of
mythic figures for personal names (Table S). The domains of non-sentient
phenomena [kol and location and movement [nol are not used for personal
names. Topographic features cannot be used since they form the basis for
place names. Many names have a meaning, although sometimes cliticsq are
used to form names simply because their sounds are pleasing.

Ngawbere names often comprise synonyms and metonyms from the names
of others, especially within the same family but rarely within the same
household. The possible range of names, therefore, is unlimited since
names can be improvised from the names of others. Whereas such names as
Meri Chi ("little woman’) and lachi (’corn penis’) are sex-specific, most
names can be used to refer to either sex and include such indeterminate

epithets as Krochi (’slender’), Ortro (’fatty’) and Keso (’send forth

vice’). Several persons in the same geographic area occasionally share
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Table 5: PERSONAL NAMES: SOME EXAMPLES

SENTIENT PHENOMENA [nil) and related forms:

animals, such as Naw (’rabbit’), Kuaré (’puma’), Hurin
(’monkey’), Kwiso (’tree possum’), Kunton (’squirrel’).

birds, such as Chan (’vulture’), Chacha (’kingfisher’), Bis{
{’tucan’), Choli (’sand egret’).

fish, such as Chokwata (species with sharp fins), Gwoshan
(species with tough skin), etc., but never Tro (’shark’).

marine animals, such as Hinchigog (species of shrimp), Nobo
(species of shrimp), Holé (species of sea crab).

insects, such as Chube (’grasshopper’), Tuli (’wasp’), Rin{i
(species of gnat), Nin (’earthworm’), but never Sulia
(’cockroach’), the term used by Ngawbere for Latinos.

reptiles/amphibians, such as DO (’iguana’) and Ta@bu (’carey’),
but rarely any derivatives of species of snake.

domestic animals, such as Chochi (’chick’), Nukrochi (’puppy’),
but never Minchi (’domestic cat’).

principal crops/fruits, such as U (’manioc’), Be (’squash’),
Mruchi (’little plantain’), Ichi (’little corn’), but never
any type of prepared food except ’bread’ (Chanchan).

parts of the body, such as Tutu (’double tooth’), Bola Tain
{(’red balls’), Klo (’beard’), Brukwo (’heart’).

physical characteristics, such as Doboko (’heavy’), Ortro
(’fatty’), Dichi (’little strength’),

abstract notions, such as Anti (’and me!’), Ike (’burnt
crust’), Keso (’send forth vice’), Kwaka (’bitter’), Kolinto
(’machete imprint’ in an allusion to Collins trademark).

NON-SENTIENT PHENOMENA [kol and LOCATION AND MOVEMENT [nol:

There are miscellaneous examples such as Dobro (’earth’) and
Ho (’stone’); but never climatic phenomena such as "clouds,"
“rain,"” “waterspout," "thunder," and never topographic terms
such as "hill," "stream,” "bluff," "beach," and never terms of
location or movement such as "forward," "reverse," "fast,"
"slow,"” "up," "down," "in," "out," etc.
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the same name. For example, there were two men in the northern Valiente
Peninsula called Kin{ (either a shortened form of the term for North
American or a coined term referring to “continual enclosure"), at least
two men called Ochi (’small danger’), two women called Okwo (’eye’), and
several persons from different families called Chichaw, a shortened form
of Kriawchichaw, the son of one of the first two settlers in the area
that is now Cusapin.

There also is a system of compound names that are used in special
contexts. These include a man’s drinking name, which he chooses himself
on the first occasion in which he engages in ritual drinking, and the
name bestowed by a senior healer upon a younger noviate healer. The
compound drinking name indicates the birthplace of a person’s mother and
father. A double compound name (such as Krisi Gwarie, Krisi Munkoni)
indicates that one’s mother and father are from separate homesteads, and
a single compound name (such as Dote Gwarie) indicates that both mother
and father are from the same homestead. For example, the name Dote
Gwarie indicates that both a man’s father and mother were born near
Gwari(kote). The healer’s compound name indicates his place of birth and
where he is living, but not the place(s) of birth of his parents. For
example, the name of the healer Gwa Bla Kika indicates that he was born
at Kika(tu), whether or not his parents also were born there.

Ngawbere names may change in response to the changing nature of a
person’s daily interaction with others, for example, he may assume a new
role (such as corregidor) and act in a manner different from his usual
demeanor. Or, a person’s name may change at any point in his lifetime

simply because of something significant he has done. For example, a man
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of slow wit was given the non-family name of lke (’burnt crust’); since
he could be sent into tears at a slight provocation, several people in
the northern Valiente Peninsula occasionally called him by such names as
Chichi Kri (’big baby’) and Kunkwon Miro (’shattered chaff’). Since it
was known that he wished “to marry" but could not, he sometimes was
called Kwaka (’bitter’). Another man was called Kwaka many years ago
when he was coerced to marry his deceased brother’s wife (who had one
child)s he returned with medicine for his ill brother, only to learn upon
arriving that in the interim of his trip into the mountains of Cricamola
River, his brother had died. As he learned to control his youthful
frustration over the years,; he later was called by his Spanish name as a
sign of respect for his assuming the burden of family responsibility with
equanimity.

The bestowal of personal names coincides with major social changes,
namely, birth, youth, a second marriage and old age, or special qualities
of the person, such as healership. It is possible for someone to have
several Ngawbere names during his or her lifetime that may change or
remain with him throughout certain stages of his life.

At birth, an individual receives a Ngawbere name from his parents,
generally under the advice of an older relative such as a grandparent
living in the same homestead. Some time may pass before a particular
name is agreed upon, which generally occurs by the time a child is able
to walk at about two years of age. The name that is finally selected
often makes reference to the parents-in-law or is an adaptation of a name
that was once bestowed on someone else (deceased) in an earlier

generation. For example, the sixth child in FL’s family was called
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various names as an infant by his mother’s kinsmen on whose lands the
boy’s household was living uxorilocally; his mother called him Titi
(’small fry’), his brother called him Piri (has no meaningi. his maternal
grandmother called him Chi (’infant’) and his maternal great-grandmother
called him Chilio (a metonym of his grandmother’s brother’s name which
was Chili). Although his father called him Papato (’father’s imprint’),
relatives from his father’s family visited too infrequently to have their
own names for the infant.

Since the young infant remains relatively close to home and since
the most frequent visitors to interact with the people in his household
are members of the same family, the family name is reinforced throughout
the formative period of enculturation. The child learns to recognize
that those who call him by his family name are the cognatic kin with whom
his parents most frequently interact through giving favors, assisting in
some way with subsistence and in sharing meals. Those who are not
members of the child’s family, if they happen to pass by or visit the
household, do not use the infant’s name, since they infrequently become
involved in subsistence activities or give assistance to the household.

Once a child becomes older, he is given a non-family name by the
elders in his natal homestead. This is the name that is used by anyone
who is not part of his family. The bestowment of the non-family name
brings closure to the primary process of socialization that takes place
within the household and marks the beginning of increased contact with
both kin and non-kin in the natal homestead and even in neighboring
homesteads.

The Ngawbere names that are bestowed by family and non-family are
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distinct from the baptismal name that is given shortly after birth for
the purpose of registering births with the government, which, by law,
must be done within two weeks of the child’s birth. Baptismal names
often are given in Spanish although English and French names alsoc are
bestowed; they remain the same from birth until death. The baptismal
name is the one that is used in government schools for interaction with
school teachers and between Ngawbere wage laborers and their employers.

Additional names may be given by a man’s second set of affines, if
he takes another wife and, as a form of respect, as a person gets older.

At death, the name that was bestowed by the family falls into disuse
for that person and a kin term is used to refer to the now deceased
individual. In contrast, those who are non-family continue to refer to
the (deceased) individual by his or her non-family name.

Whereas kinship reckoning is a permanent system of specific terms
for distinguishing people according to genealogical relationships viz-a-
viz other people (social classification), the system of personal names
reflects the social obligations that people assume in passing from one
social role or category to another (social formation).
than himself, only with those who are his junior [(batil. A person uses a
kin term when speaking with an elder, that is, ideally, any elder except
a parent-in-law. He uses a personal name more often than a kin term when
speaking with those who are younger than himself. He uses a family name
for family members, and a non-family name if they are unrelated.

The system becomes more flexible when a person is speaking about

someone else. He refers to those younger and those older than himself
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Table 6: SOCIAL INTERACTION IN NGAWBERE SOCIETY

MEANS OF REFERENCE/ADDRESS (Men Only)

Kin Term Family Name Non-Family Name

Speaker Ref Addr  Ref Addr Ref Addr
THOSE YOUNGER THAN

-- One’s Family yes no yes vyes no no
-- Affines yes yes no no yes vyes
== Non-Kin no no no no yes yes

THOSE OLDER THAN

-- One’s Family yes yes no no no no
-- Affines yes no no no no no
== Non-Kin no no no no yes no

NOTE: Male and female spouses use non-family names when
speaking to each other and when referring to their mate.

with a kin term or a personal name, as he chooses, except, in the case of
parents-in-law. His choice of a personal name depends on whether the
other person to whom he is referring is family or non-family (Table 6).

The similarity in a number of names within the same family reflects
the view held by Ngawbere that members of the same family share
expectations of mutual assistance and reinforces the notion that family
comes before non-family. Dissimilarity in personal names within the same
household on the other hand reflects the distinctiveness which parents
seek to inculcate in their children as they train them to find the tasks
and perfect the skills they perform best.

Both kinship and personal names identify the extent of familiarity
whereupon others can be called upon to help with the obligations of
subsistence production. Children are expected to help their parents, and
siblings are obligated to help each other as well as parents and parents’

siblings, even when they attain adulthood and acquire additional kin
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obligations through marriage. Everyone who is married is expected to
assist the closest kinsmen of his spouse, especially same-sex siblings,
parents and mother’s brothers.

Prominent features of the phenomena from which names are chosen are
perceived as the most salient characteristics (interpretively, jokingly,
wishfully) of the people they name. It is one way that Ngawbere pay heed
to the notion of personhood in a society whose maintenance depends on the
sub jugation of the individual to the group, which expects people to "pull
together" for survival. Personal names also reinforce the virtues which
are paramount for the maintenance of Ngawbere society and provide

material for comic relief from social tensions.

Requests for assistance in Ngawbere society are imbedded in the
custom of visiting between households. Any social interaction in which
one or the other is using the occasion to request help. Depending on the
kind of assistance that is needed, visiting is instituted in most cases
by the male or female head of household. The practice of visiting
proceeds through four stages, as follows:

a) announcement of desire to hold a visit,
b) acceptance of invitation to hold a visit,
c) organization of the visit,
d) statement of purpose (making the request).
The visitor upon arrival at the house of another gives a simple

greeting and identifies the person with whom he wishes to speak by using

a personal name or 8 kin term. He then indicates his desire to hold a
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consume food or beverage, with the understanding that the implicit
purpose of the visit is to request some kind of assistance. The phrase
ti ki mo konti signals that the speaker intends to make a request for
assistance to that household or present a problem requiring resolution.
It implies that the kinsman, or whomever is being visited, was considered
to be the person most able to help out. If the person being petitioned
cannot help out, say, for work to be done that day, he may have another
household member take his place (like a son) or he can recommend that
someone else be approached (like a cousin or an affinal relative).

A principal feature of Ngawbere visiting is the serving of food
and/or a beverage to the visitor; most of the time, the beverage is
chocolate drink or fruit puree. This holds true if the visit is a first
visit; if the visitor arrives at a time when food is being prepared; if
the visitor is known to the household and has not been seen in a long
time. A visit lasts as long as it takes the household to prepare and
serve a meal and/or beverage.

Since food consumption signals closure to a visit, the visitor can
estimate roughly how long the visit will take by watching the women of
the household prepare a meal, or re-heat the cacao, and judge when to
make his request. The departure is undertaken with minimal interaction,
and the visitor is not obligated to state when or if he intends to
return, but may do so, as a courtesy.

The implicit purpose of holding a visit is to request assistance



103

from another household [ayudairel. At some point in the visit, the
visitor states his reason for visiting, or, as already indicated, the
visitee asks the purpose. The assistance may be required for the same or
the following day, or the visitor informs the visitee of his need for
help at some time in the future. Information is given by the visitor on
what, for whom, and when the assistance is needed. Based on this
information, the visitee decides whether or not to honor the request for
assistance. He can agree on the spot to honor a request, or give an
excuse, or state his intention to think about the request.

Requests for assistance between Ngawbere households resolve into
exchanges of foodstuffs, animals, materials, equipment, or labor and
services, All exchanges assume reciprocity. Reciprocity is the balance
of payment which occurs between two parties in kind or in value as part
of an exchange of goods or services.

The two basic types of reciprocity that occur in small-scale society
have been identified as "generalized" and "balanced” reciprocity.s The
balance of payment can occur as a part of the exchange or it may be given
shortly thereafter; it may or may not represent a value equivalent to
what was initially exchanged, that is, balanced reciprocity. Otherwise,
the balance of payment is left open to the discretion of the receiver in
the initial exchange; it simply may be part of an ongoing relationship
with each person helping the other when and if possible, that is,
generalized reciprocity. As alluded, some exchanges are "paid off"
immediately whereas others are left "open" for eventual repayment,

whether in kind or by some other means and whether equal in value or not.

The notion of reciprocity is strong in Ngawbere society, both among
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members of the same family and between individual households unrelated
through blood but through marriage. Ngawbere expect assistance of
various kinds from their closest relatives and nearest neighbors. even
under a situation of partial hardship for the giver. If and when the
petitioner is approached at some future date, he must feel a sense of
obligation similar to that which he imposed upon the visitee with his
earlier request.

Generalized reciprocity occurs in Ngawbere society in nearly all
if possible when requested or voluntarily, with the expectation of
eventual return. The time, amount and conditions of return are left
open. The sense of obligation repeats itself when the giver, at some
future date, becomes the person petitioning assistance. Balanced
whether in kind or in value. It occurs less frequently in Ngawbere

society than generalized reciprocity.

Exchanging Goods

Kinfolk who reside in close proximity rely on each other for food,
if a household has extra available. "Circulating” (bukel and "giving
Foodstuffs include both staples and fish. Since those who reside in
proximity are cognatic or lineal relatives, as already mentioned, they
are expected to help out when requested and in times of need.

The example below illustrates the circulation of subsistence

foodstuffs.
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#3.1 19 Mar (Sat): In the morning, FL, his wife and two children
head by boat for his family’s lands, some 45 minutes away (they
paddle). They return by afternoon, after digging yams and cutting a
few bananas. They carry the foodstuffs in woven net bags [kral from
the boat to their house (a 20-minute task); FL and his sons return the
boat (and later they’ll send some yams to the boat’s owner). FL then
leaves to talk with [his maternal uncle’s son-in-lawl about possibly
going snorkling tomorrow, in order to catch some fish. Meanwhile, his
wife sends a yam and a hand of bananas to her paternal aunt (living
Ukwatite). She cleans and peels several more yams for supper. She
then places some six to seven medium yams in a net bag, sends it with
her oldest son to [her uncle’s second wifel, where her grandmother is
staying temporarily. She places three to four yams and two hands of
bananas in another net bag and sends it with her second son to her
cousin’s household [where her aunt livesl. The son makes a second
trip with seven to eight yams to her mother (she intended to re-send
her oldest son, who, apparently aware of the second errand, has
already disappeared after his first delivery). She then finishes
preparing some yams for supper, and arranges seven plates for
distributing the cooked yams among members of her household.

In this example, the circulation of foodstuffs from what FL and his
household secured in the morning is accomplished by his wife. This is
because FL’s family is living on the lands of his wife’s father’s parents
(uxorilocally). Each of the households receiving food from FL’s wife are
her family: her paternal aunt (first household), her paternal uncle and
grandmother (second household), her paternal cousin (third household) and
her mother (fourth household). The wife proportions out slightly more
than usual, since only one or two households among the above four usually
receive from FL’s household per trip to the forest. This is because two
days earlier FL’s household made a trip to his wife’s parcel (her
paternal grandfather’s lands) supplying their household with sufficient
food for a few days. It is worth noting the inclusion of her children in
the process of circulating the extra food.

There is a variation in the circulation of foodstuffs that occurs

when someone approaches a household and requests to be allowed to harvest
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food from the owner’s field [huritel. It is understood that what one can
harvest and carry, one may take, once permission of the owner has been
obtained. This commonly entails digging root tubers rather than
harvesting the more easily obtained bananas or peach palm. The owner
generally accompanies the petitioner to the farm on the day he himself
has planned to go. This form of circulating foodstuffs in which one digs
his own food from another’s parcel more often occurs between close than
distant relatives, and nearly never between non-family. The lands on
which the petitioner is permitted to go, therefore, are part of "his"
family’s lands although neither he nor members of his household may have
ever worked in that particular parcel.

When food is prepared by cooking and is intended for exchange
locally, it is sold for cash among the households in close proximity
rather than exchanged for some other food item. This generally includes
items such as bread rolls [sal, rather than such staples as root tubers
or protein foods such as fish. Sometimes, a woman may prepare a batch of
bread, carry it to a neighboring homestead where she has a relative she
wishes to visit, then ostensibly sell it to households known to her
relative. Otherwise, the more common practice of food exchange in the
northern Valiente Peninsula assumes generalized reciprocity which, as
indicated, facilitates the circulation and giving away of foodstuffs.

Circulation 