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Celestino, pictured above, is a Tenetehara
Indian from Brazil. He was brutally tortured
by the Brazilian police for growing mari-
juana. Anthony Henman reports on his
story; the collison of cultures which engen-
dered it; the use of marijuana in Tenatahara
society; and how international anti-mari-
juana laws are being used by the Brazilian
authorities to suppress traditional Indian
cultures.
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Celestino: It happened like this. At about ten in the morning o
19th May last year (1977), the police came looking for me in m
village . . . They told me to accompany them to the local town,
Grajaii . .. When we arrived, they took me to the headquarters o
the Army battalion stationed there . . . A soldier called Andp $
came up to me and asked: “Are you Celestino?” I replieg.
“That’s me alright.” “You're under arrest,” he said, putting
handcuffs on me, as another guard drew a hood over my head .
Then they took me inside and left me sitting on a bench, unghje
to identify anybody except by their voice. Some of them |
recognized, including the colonel's voice . ..

Interviewer's question: Which colonel?

Celestino: Colonal Perfetti, the man in charge of the Indiang,
They. had been asking me a lot of questions, and I had been
denying evervthing, when suddenly he came into the room and
said: “You better try to cooperate with the boys, You tell them al
you know . .."?

The first part of Celestino’s testimony makes an un.
equivocal affirmation of the fact that Col. Armandg
Perfetti — at that time the chief officer of FUNAI (the
Brazilian government’s Indian agency) in the state of
Maranhao — was present at least at the outset of Celes-
tino's interrogation. In doing so, the colonel had
obviously chosen to ignore FUNAI's own official posi-
tion on the Tenetehara Indians’ use of cannabis, which
recognized that the plant played an important role in
their traditional customs, and was therefore protected
by Article 47 of the Brazilian Indian Statute, which
affirms: ‘‘Respect for the cultural heritage of the nativei
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communities.”’® The President of FUNAI, General
Ismarth de Araujo Oliveira, had himself stated the offi-
cial line: “‘The consumption of drug plants by the
Indians does not share the negative connotation that it
has among white people ... To forbid their use would be
to interfere in tribal culture ... which would have
extremely negative consequences ..."""

The condition for such freedom, of course, was to be
that the Indians should not engage in the production of
marijuana for trade, and a study was ordered to deter-
mine exactly how much they would need for their own
consumption. Such a study, though never in fact car-
ried out, would supposedly restrict the use of the
dreaded weed to more acceptable contexts, variously
described as ‘relgious rites’, ‘ceremonies and fest-
ivals’, and ‘mystic rituals’® Inevitably, FUNAI's liber-
alism on this issue has come under fierce attack not
only from the security forces, but also from the drug
watchdogs in the medical establishment, with at least
one eminent pharmacologist being quick to point out
that ‘‘even among the Indians there exist serious prob-
lems of drug abuse ...""® The emphasis on the so-called
‘mystical’ aspects of Tenetehara cannabis smoking has,
therefore, less to do with the Indian’s own perception of
the drug’s effects, than with the government’s rather
uneasy attempts to explain away their habit as a harm- l
less cultural aberration, quite at variance ‘with the
‘reefer madness’ of modern urban use. Such contorted
logic serves only to confirm entrenched cultural stereo-
types — the image of an innocent, child-like Indian as
opposed to the desperate, violent, city-bred ‘drug
addict'’ — and does little justice to the Tenetehars
people’s own considerable understanding and appreci-
ation of the plant.

























