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Brazil, It is getting dark outside when Chief Kanhonk sits down in the yard outside his home, ready for a long evening of conversation. Night birds are calling from the bush that sparkles with fireflies. Whooping frogs make a racket by the river.

No one seems worried by the squadron of bats sweeping low overhead.

It is that important moment of the day when Indians of the Amazon, who use no written language, meet to talk, pass on information and tell stories. The night is when they recall ancestral customs, interpret dreams and comment on changes in nature and other events of the day. But from a nearby home come the sounds of a powerful rival: a television set is screeching cartoons at a group of children. I understand now why, that morning, by way of saying hello, these naked children of the rain forest had shouted things like ''He-Man'' and ''Flintstones.''

Three years ago, when money from the sale of gold nuggets and mahogany trees was pouring into Gorotire, Chief Kanhonk agreed to bring in television, or the ''big ghost,'' as it is called here. A shiny satellite dish now stands on the earthen plaza like an alien sculpture, signaling that Gorotire - a small settlement of some 800 people on the Fresco River, a tributary of the Amazon - has become one of the wealthiest Indian villages in Brazil.

Yet Chief Kanhonk appears to regret his decision. ''I have been saying that people must buy useful things like knives or fishing hooks,'' he says darkly. ''Television does not fill the stomach. It only shows our children and grandchildren white people's things.''

The ''big ghost'' is just one of the changes that have been sweeping over Gorotire, but it seems to be worrying the elders the most. Some believe it is powerful enough to rob them of their culture. Bebtopup, the oldest medicine man in the village, explains his misgivings: ''The night is the time the old people teach the young people. Television has stolen the night.''

When I discuss this with Eduardo Viveiros, a Brazilian anthropologist who works with a more isolated Amazonian tribe, he seems less worried. ''At least they quickly understood the consequences of watching television,'' he says. ''Many people never discover. Now Gorotire can make a choice.''

It was the issue of choice that first drew me to the Kaiapo Indians of the lower Amazon Basin. They seemed to be challenging the widely held notion that forest Indians are defenseless in face of the pressures of the competitive and predatory Western world around them. Unlike most of Brazil's 230,000 Indians, they go out into the white world to defend their interests, and it is no longer unusual to see Kaiapo men - in their stunning body paint and feathered headdresses - showing up in Congress in Brasilia, the nation's capital, or lobbying by doing a war dance outside a Government office. They have even bought Western gadgets to record and film their festivals.

Once the masters of immense stretches of forest and savannas, the Kaiapo were for hundreds of years among the most skillful farmers and hunters and fiercest warriors of central Brazil. They terrified other tribes with their raids. From the 17th to the 19th centuries, they not only resisted the slaving raids of the Portuguese invaders but they also attacked white traders and gold prospectors with such a vengeance that royal orders came from Portugal to destroy the Kaiapo. The white man's wrath and his diseases killed many, yet there are still close to 3,600 Kaiapo in more than a dozen different villages near the Xingu River. They have quarreled and regrouped, but their lands, several vast reservations, are more secure than those of many other tribes.

After many years of isolation in the forest, the Kaiapo now have to deal with the growing encroachments of white society. ''They are going through a great transition,'' says Darrell Posey, an American anthropologist who has worked in Gorotire for more than a decade. ''Their survival is a miracle in itself. But I worry whether they can go on making the changes on their own terms.''
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