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create direct and open conflict. one should avoid the person and 
create harmony by refusing to confront the issue directly. 

INTERMEDIARIES 

There is a second response to situations such as have been 
described. It is to not invade the other's individual rights by 
personally and directly confrontingthem. Instead, a go-between or 
intermediary is used to indirectly communicate between the par­
ties. In the casejust mentioned I was used as that go-between. Thus 
even in marital relationships inviolability and avoidance operate to 
prevent or at least reduce open conflict. Notice also that this is 
highly similar to the strategy pursued by Alvin and McKay with 
respect to the prayers at the funeral. Both of them came to me, and 
again I was the intermediary, and thus direct confrontation and 
conflict were avoided. 

The role ofan intermediary is rather formally defined in Apache 
culture. An intermediary is called ch'idii 'i/chtj,' naayi'aahft, which 
means something like "one who carries gossip back andforth."13 
What is interesting about the phrase is the use of the classificat~ry 

verb stem - 'aah, which metaphorically places ch'idii 'gossip' into the 
category of a solid, compact object (cf. Basso 1968). The image is 
of an individual literally carrying words back and forth from one 
person to anothere14 

THE SUPPRESSION AND EXPRESSION OF ANGER 

Since direct intervention in other's lives is not allowed, much 
anger generated between family members must be suppressed or 
redirected. This was first pointed out to me by a friend who is a 
family counselor. I was explaining about how Apaches cannot 
directly express their displeasure with each other's actions because 
of the inviolability of the individual, and her comment was that 
there must be a tremendous amount of repressed anger that has 
to be dealt with. Two of the Henderson children have spoken to 
me over the years about the -anger each had toward their mother 
because she left them in charge and never told them anything else 
about when she would be back. Both spoke with bitterness, regret, 
and rage about these incidents. Since direct confrontation is not 
allowed, however, the anger remains repressed. 
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There is one condition, however, that removes the inhibitions. 
This is when people are drinking. Direct physical attacks from 
friends or relatives who are drinking are common. These attacks 
can be extremely violent. At least three of the Henderson sons 
periodically drink heavily, as did Florida and Lawrence for many 
years. This sometimes results in fights. Florida was attacked a 
number of years ago by her oldest son, McKay. He kicked her in 
the side of the head when they were both drunk, and she lost sight 
in her left eye. 

Such incidents are, unfortunately, not especially unusual. I can 
remember obseIVing an Apache couple violently fighting in the 
back seat of a car the first day I arrived on the reseIVation in 1968, 
and hearing the story ofa father who in a drunken rage doused his 
children with kerosene and then went down the road trying to 
borrow a match when he could find none in his house. The 
children escaped in the meantime. 

Everett (1980:166-170) cites a number ofadditional cases where 
close family members either directly attacked and sometimes killed 
each other, or attempted or actually committed suicide as a way of 
getting revenge on their relatives. He notes thatjealousy, revenge, 
retaliation, and "getting even" are all factors in violent behavior, 
but he does not give a reason why people should have these feelings 
in the first place. Certainly one of the primary reasons relates to 
the inviolability of the individual, where much anger and hostility 
must be suppressed because of this dictate of Apache culture. 
There would seem to be no doubt that alcohol lowers inhibitions 
and allows suppressed rage to be expressed in ways that without 
alcohol would never be considered by Apaches with respect to 
family members. 

SANCTIONING BEHAVIOR 

If no one can be forced to act against his or her will, how does 
the society function? First, there is the complementary value of 
harmony. People believe they should cooperate: they have obliga­
tions to others, and they should not impose their will on others. As 
Shomaker (1984:38) and Lamphere (1977:36) point out for the 
Navajo, this involves the idea of a generalized exchange where if 
you cooperate with others, others will cooperate with you. Thus 
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some sort of compromise is made that results in cooperation if by 
no other means than by avoidance. 

Second, individuals can be sanctioned indirectly by gossip, indi­
rect criticism (as demonstrated by the "butterlly" comment above), 
and the desire not to stand out too much, another Apache value. 
Also, when they are younger, people are continually reminded by 
their elders ofappropriate ways to behave through the place names 
and associated stories mentioned above. Alvin adds that at the 
dinner table there is also continuous discussion of appropriate 
behavior. Children's behavior is privately noted in the context of 
the immediate family, and dirty linen is not hauled out publicly, 
but instead washed in the privacy of an intimate family gathering. 

Third, the fear ofboth witchcraft accusations or being bewitched 
tends to inhibit disruptive individualism to a great degree (Basso 
1969:59-64; Kluckhohn 1944). 

Fourth is the fear of revenge or retaliation, especially during 
periods of drinking. In the past, of course, revenge was a primary 
goal when other, nonrelated groups were involved (cf. Basso, ed. 
1971). 

All of these act to mitigate or control what might be unmanage­
able expression ofself-interest and could no doubt be linked along 
with inviolability to Boehm's (1993) attempt to explain egalitarian 
societies in terms of overt human intentions to create equality. 

CONCLUSION 

How can we explain and interpret the origin and persistence of 
inviolability and its related values, customs, and behaviors in con­
temporary Apache society? Currently there are two different views, 
both of which have been argued in the recent anthropololgical 
literature. 

One perspective is that these values and customs have persisted 
from a time when they were adaptive to a horticultural, hunt­
ing/gathering subsistence base. Parents no doubt had to rely upon 
older siblings to take care of younger ones while they went off to 
farm, hunt, gather, and raid. Individuals from a very young age 
were expected to fend for themselves and assu~e responsibilities 
in order to suIVive. There are a variety ofreasons why such behavior 
continues to be positively functional in the society. Rushforth and 
Chisholm (1991) argue fervently this positive adaptative signifi­
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cance, even invoking a game theory model as to why Bear Lake and 
other Athapaskans have retained this value. 

A second perspective is that these are not persistent older values, 
but that what we see today in Apache society are "default" values 
produced by the breakdown of traditional society in the context of 
intensive social and cultural disruption and containment on a 
reservation. Harriet Whitehead (personal communication, No­
vember 1993) brought this up in commenting on this article, 
noting that the behavior described, including leaving children for 
long periods of time in order to' work, visit, or drink, is hardly 
positively adaptive and should be viewed as child neglect, not 
traditional cultural persistence. I5 Edgerton (1992) would seem to 
agree that values which generate such behavior cannot be viewed 
as positive. Hauswald (1987), dealing more specifically with the 
Navajo, also seems to support this negative evaluation when invio­
lability leads to child neglect. 

I find neither view completely satisfying. I agree with Edgerton 
that many aspects of any culture are either dysfunctional or non­
functional and yet are maintained; thus one does not need to 
necessarily make a case for its functional importance either today 
or in the past. Yet in the Apache case I agree with Rushforth and 
Chisholm that these values were important in the past and that 
their presence in the culture today is because of persistence, not 
breakdown. 

The comparative evidence that all the Athapaskan societies seem 
to behave very similarly is too compelling to argue cultural break­
down in every case. It is clear that, today, inviolability does some­
times create dysfunction in the society, but not on so great a scale 
as to warrant the negative evaluation given by Edgerton that such 
societies are "sick." In fact, one could make a case that this value 
does in fact contribute to and support the related value ofharmony 
in the society in that individuals avoid conflict, are extremely 
generous, and attempt to respect the rights of others, all results 
that most people would agree are desirable, positive goals. Inviola­
bility has a negative effect when personal irresponsibility associated 
with drinking occurs, or when passive decisions are made by par­
ents that limit choices for the future of individuals such as when 
children are allowed to drop out of school. But such choices are 
made even in societies that give people dictatorial control over 
others, such as our own. 
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NOTES 

Acknowledgments. I would like to thank Phyllis Easland-Whitney, Hadly Wood, and Harriet 
Whitehead, among others, for commenting on this article. I would also especially like to 
thank the consultant I refer to as Alvin Eagleson. Since so much of the case material cited 
herein is highly personal, I thought it only ethical if I reviewed it and received permission 
to publish it from a spokesperson for the participants. Alvin did not like the article, but not 
for the reasons I had envisioned. It was the impression that Apaches were too permissive 
with their children and similar interpretations of the material that upset him, not the case 
materials themselves. He wanted me to assure people that Apaches did discipline their 
children. Mter some discussion, however, we agreed that Apaches did act differently than 
most Anglos in this area and others, and discussed some of the ways in which Apaches 
attempted to correct their children. I agreed to incorporate some of this material in the 
discussion, which I have done in this final version. 

1. I have changed names and some other facts so as to preserve people's privacy, but at 
the same time I have tried to keep the "flavor" of names used by Apaches today. Compare 
Basso 1988b:28 for more flavor. 

2. The White Mountain Apaches are a division of what is known ethnographically as the 
Western Apache. The reservation where this research took place is located in north-eentral 
Arizona. For detailed ethnographic background see Goodwin 1942. 

3. This comment takes on added meaning when one considers what Goodwin says about 
Apache beliefs with respect to girls and butterflies. He notes, "It is said that a man by using 
love power may make a girl's mind like a butterfly flitting to flowers which attract it, without 
apparent control over its self' (1939:29, n.1), so it seems the grandmother's comment may 
have reflected upon the girl's sexual behavior. It is also reminiscent of "She just goes from 
man to man," a comment I have heard numerous times about bizhaan 'loose women'. 
Obviously they act like butterflies. Considering the high value placed upon sexual chastity 
in this culture, it was a harsh criticism indeed. 

4. I think that the term is probably 'ilk'e didiih, which Alvin translates as "being angry at 
each other." 

5. As a methodological aside I might note here that although I have neverseen it discussed 
in the literature, a methodology that complements participant-observation is what might be 
termed "consultant participation." This would be the case where a member of the society 
being studied is voluntarily removed from his or her own social context and brought into 
the participant-observer's society and culture. When observing and participating in a foreign 
society, much of what constitutes day-to-day interaction is obscured by the fact that it does 
not differ enough from the exotic background constantly present. When that same behavior 
is highlighted against the background of the observer's own culture, however, it becomes 
much more noticeable. I feel I learned more about Apache culture from having Henderson 
living with us for two months in California than I did by living on the reservation for a year. 

6. Alvin's interpretation of this incident is that she was nota "flashy" person, and that her 
giving it away reflected her lack of interest in jewelry; but this supports my point that once 
it was hers it was hers to do with as she pleased, and that a material item is just something 
you pass along to someone who needs and wants it more. 

7. Goodwin (1942:549) discusses this and notes how some Apaches began to take 
advantage of this when Christmas gift giving became customary. 

8. Compare·Shomaker (1984) fora detailed discussion offosterage and adoption among 
the Navajo. 
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9. Alvin, in discussing this article and attempting to defend his mother's behavior, 
suggested that the reason she left to drink was because she could not stand seeing her kids 
suffer because of their extreme poverty. 

10. It perhaps should be noted that avoidance is not only used in Apache culture to 
prevent or avoid conflict, but is an institutionalized strategy in a number of different 
situations where potential for conflict or inappropriate action is present. Mother-in-law 
avoidance, for example, is still observed by many Apache men. Being alone with your sister 
is also inappropriate; in fact, being alone or in a private space with anyone of the opposite 
sex with whom you do not have an approved sexual relationship is inappropriate. One lady 
in her nineties once turned her back on me when she spoke to me because I was a stranger, 
thus suggesting an even stronger avoidance ethic in the past. 

11. Ellie and Mano live in town next to Mano's sister's place rather than with her mother, 
as Apache custom would prefer. Both have jobs at the school, and convenience is certainly 
one reason they do not live matrilocally. On the other hand, he lives next to his sister, which 
is also acceptable in that an Apache like a Navajo "may live wherever his or her mother has 
the right to live" (Witherspoon 1975:74). 

12. This refers to part ofa series ofgift exchanges related to the girl's puberty ceremony. 
13. Ch'idii 'gossip' (literally, "they say"); 'ilch?'or lich?' 'running back and forth between 

two points'; naayi'aahn 'one who carries a solid, compact object around'. 
14. Basso (1988a:l08) notes additional metaphoric reference to Apache conceptions of 

language and thought. 
15. A version of this article was read at the 1993 American Anthropological Association 

meeting in Washington, DC, where Whitehead was a discussant. 
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