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RESUMO: Esse trabalho faz uma crítica a teorias deterministas que postulam
a existência de fatores am bientais lim itantes ao desenvolvim ento cultural na
Amazônia. Dois estudos de caso baseados em dados etnográficos são apresentados
para em basar essa crítica. Como alternativa, é sugerida uma hipótese baseada no
conceito de “modo de produção doméstico”.
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Introduction
For almost half a century, the leading Amazo
nian archaeologists have disagreed on alm ost
everything related to the pre-colonial history of the
region. The disagreements ranged from consider
ations about the poverty of the environment relative
to the support of long-term human occupations
(Lathrap, 1968a, 1970, 1977; M eggers, 1954,
1970, 1977, 1979, 1982, 1989; Meggers & Evans,
1957, 1983; M eggers et al, 1988); the loci of sup
posed centers of cultural innovation within or out
side A m azonia (Evans & M eggers, 1968; Lathrap,
1970, 1973, 1974, 1977; Meggers & Evans, 1957,
1983); the relative importance of manioc or maize
as m ajor food staples for flood plain societies
(Lathrap, 1970; Lathrap, Gebhart-Sayer & Mester,
1985; R oosevelt, 1980); the use of linguistic
evidence in setting clues to explain the origin and
patterns of distribution of pre-colonial societies (La
thrap, 1970, 1972; M eggers, 1977, 1979, 1982);

(*) Museu de Arqueologia e Etnologia da Universidade de
São Paulo.

the role of climatic changes as mechanisms prevent
ing demographic growth (M eggers, 1977, 1979,
1982; M eggers & Danon, 1989), among other to
pics.
That most of these questions remain unanswe
red is not surprising in light of the vast size of
Amazonia and the logistical and methodological
problems related to doing archaeological fieldwork
there. It is possible though to identify at least one
basic issue that divides the group of scholars
outlined above. On one side there are the ones that
support a notion of marginality for Amazonia. In
this perspective Amazonia is a peripheral area in
South America in terms of cultural development,
a recipient of populations and cultural innovations
originated elsewhere. This general point of view
has as its stronger proponent Betty M eggers of the
Smithsonian Institution, and her Brazilian coll
eagues of the PRONAPABA (Programa Nacional
de Pesquisas Arqueológicas na Bacia Amazónica).
On the other side, the late D onald Lathrap and
Anna Roosevelt, although often in disagreem ent
with each other, have similarly maintained priority
for Amazonia in terms of various broad innovations
in the Americas such as, for instance, the origins
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of food production (Lathrap, 1977) and pottery
(Roosevelt et al, 1991).
W hile M eggers has repeatedly postulated a
relatively late and discontinuous peopling of
Amazonia (Meggers & Evans, 1983), characterized
by se ttle m en ts o f short duratio n due to soil
depletion or drastic climatic changes (Meggers,
1954,1974,1985,1991; Meggers & Danon, 1989);
Lathrap and Roosevelt have individually empha
sized the long-term occupation of A m azonia,
mainly along the floodplains, which they believe
would have been continually occupied by semisedentary populations at least from the beginning
o f the H olocene. Such su ccessfu l long-term
adaptation would be guaranteed by an effective
exploitation o f a com bination of riverine and
terrestrial resources (Lathrap, 1968b, 1970, 1977;
Roosevelt, 1989).
The archaeological data to support either side
is still fairly scanty, so one’s given perspective
remains more a matter of faith than a matter of fact.
To counterbalance the lack of data from the ground,
archaeologists have turned to ethnographies and
early colonial chronicles to support their contending
perspectives. Both sets of data have also their own
problems, sometimes overlooked by archaeologists
too eager to find in them the confirmation of their
beliefs. Early chronicles are not numerous and often
vague, while late nineteenth century and twentieth
centuries ethnographies represent societies that
were likely to have been deeply transformed by the
European conquest.
In their search for subsidiary arguments to
support their contending claims, archaeologists
working in Amazonia have also - even if from
different perspectives - systematically turned to
ecological data. Ecological anthropology has had
an important influence on Amazonian archaeology
since the 1940s (see for instance Meggers, 1954,
1970, 1982, 1989; Meggers & Evans, 1957, 1983;
Lathrap, 1968a, 1968b, 1970, 1977; 1980; Roose
velt, 1989, 1991a, 1991b), partially because of
Julian Stew ard’s work as the editor of the “Hand2
book of South American Indians” . The “Hand
book” was not only a com pilation of the then

(1) This latter point has emphatically been stressed by Myers
(1973) and Roosevelt (1989).
(2) Roosevelt (1980) and Hames & Vickers (1983) provide
thorough reviews on the influence of cultural ecology on
archaeological and ethnographic works done in Amazonia.
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available data on native South Americans, but due
to Steward’s editorship, it was also an attempt to
classify Amerindian societies according to a deve
lopmental framework based on a combination of
geographical and ecological principles. Stew ard’s
ideas were clearly appealing to archaeologists
working in Amazonia. He presented a developmen
tal sequence that could only be assessed through
archaeology and it dealt with a set of phenomena,
related to adaptive patterns, that were potentially
identifiable in the archaeological record.
Regardless their differences, Meggers, Lathrap
and Roosevelt all share a basic assumption derived
from the ecological approach: they all emphasize
the basic distinction between floodplain - “varzea”and hinterland - “terra firm e”- environm ents in
Amazonia (Lathrap, 1970; Meggers, 1971; Roose
velt, 1980). According to this distinction, popula
tions settled along the major floodplains of the
Amazonian whitewater rivers could have a perm a
nent and predictable intake of animal protein and
fat through fishing and intensive cultivation of
staples like manioc, maize and beans. The densely
populated villages the Europeans found along the
Amazon and its major tributaries in the sixteenth
century or the mounds of M arajo Island would be
then supported by these productive activities.
In the hinterlands, on the other side, major
ecological constraints would determine the ephe
meral existence of the settlements. The poverty of
the soils, the scarcity of terrestrial games, and the
distance from the major streams would limit hinter
land populations in terms of cultivation and fishing.
As a consequence, a fragile subsistence strategy
developed in these settings, based on slash and bum
cultivation of manioc, hunting, gathering and fish
ing. Because of this productive basis, this adapta
tion was not able to support large, stable settle
ments (Lathrap 1970; Meggers, 1971; Roosevelt,
1980). Two major environmental forces would then
account for the short duration, small size and low
population density of hinterland settlements: a scar
city of predictable and reliable sources of animal
protein; and the poor quality of soils for intensive
agriculture. The seemingly lack of archaeological
evidences for densely populated villages in the
hinterlands were taken as a confirmation of this
belief. Given the underlying evolutionist back
ground of cultural ecology, constant village move
ment and fissioning were identified as major obsta
cles to the development of complex forms of social
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organization. The basic assum ption here is the
belief that a “large, nucleated, sedentary population
is a necessary condition for the development of a
complex society” (Gross, 1975: 526).
There are, however, at least four major pro
blems with the above assumptions. First, the divi
sion hinterlands/floodplains as the two basic eco
systems units, when it becomes clearer that the
ecological diversity of Amazonia is much wider
(Moran, 1990: 137). Second, the assertion that agri
cultural soils and animal protein represent scarce
resources in the hinterlands, when there are no data
enough to support this claim (Beckerman, 1979;
Carneiro, 1957; Chagnon, 1983; M oran, 1990).
Third, the passive way these hypotheses focus
native Amazonian populations, ignoring the trans
formations they perform over the environment in
order to overcome possible limiting factors (Balée,
1989). F ourth, these assum ptions all share a
monocausal determinism, or the belief that a single
environm ental variable can account for a range of
social processes.
The discussion of this latter issue will take the
remainder of this paper. It will be shown that among
two contemporary Amazonian Indigenous socie
ties, the Yanomami and Kayapo, documented vil
lage fissioning and movement were consistently
the outcome of political tensions rather than of eco
logical limitations. The implications of these data
will be further discussed and it will be suggested
that by shifting the unity of analysis from focusing
on what is produced, to focusing on how produc
tion - and distribution, consumption and repro
duction - are realized another explanation to village
fissioning and movement can be attained.

Two case studies:
village fissioning among two
Yanomami and Kayapo population blocs
The Y anom am i and K ayapo are different
Indigenous societies with different histories and
located in widely different areas of the Amazon
Basin. There are however available data on pro(3) Lathrap’s concept o f “house garden” (1977) can be seen
as an attempt to model changes in the environment made early
by Amerindian societies. In the same way, Roosevelt (1989)
has pointed out to a wider ecological diversity in the
hinterlands than previously believed.

cesses o f village fissioning or movement for Ya
nomami and Kayapo “population blocs” dating
back from the beginning of the twentieth century,
w hat w arrants a com parative analysis for the
purposes of this paper. In each case, a brief sketch
on the history, productive econom y and social
structure of each of these societies will be presented
before the data on movement and fissioning are
laid out.
The Yanomami-Hayiamo case
Yanomami is a generic denom ination for a
population of around 25,000 people linguistically
and culturally divided into four wide subgroups.
They occupy a territory of around 192,000 sq km
in the Parima highlands and in the headwaters of
the Orinoco River, on the border o f Brazil and
Venezuela. The degree of direct contact between
these groups and the national governm ents is
variable. Some of them are still officially without
contact, others are regularly visited by medical
team s, governm ent officials, anth ro p o lo g ists,
missionaries and gold miners. In the last decade,
the systematic invasion by goldminers of Brazilian
Yanomami land has precipitated a severe increase
in mortality rates, what makes it difficult to assess
the current size of their population.
Until recently, the Yanomami were undergoing
both geographic and economic expansion. Their
original homeland was in the Parima highlands,
and from the end of the eighteenth century on they
started migrating to the southwest, settling in the
lowlands around the Upper Orinoco and some of
its tributaries, a territory that was formerly occupied
by Carib and A raw akan populations that were
decimated earlier in the Colonial period (Hames,
1983: 426). The two major causes of such expan
sion were the introduction of Old World crops, like
plantains, bananas, and sugar cane, as well as the
introduction of metal tools (Colchester, 1984: 293).
Before these technological innovations, Yanomami
subsistence was characterized by a higher emphasis
on trekking, hunting and cultivation of small plots
of land with peach palms, maize, sweet and bitter
manioc (Colchester, 1984: 308).

(4) A “population bloc” refers to a group of villages that share
and recognize a common historical origin which is identifi
able in time (Chagnon, 1974: 71).
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The bulk of the Yanomami diet comes from
gardening (Chagnon, 1983: 59). Plantains and
bananas represent the main cultigen, providing
almost 75% of their food (Chagnon, 1973: 127).
Land is not privately owned and, while depending
on the community approval, the choice of a plot
for a new garden is personal. Individual gardens
can either be isolated in different plots or grouped
together according to kinship links, but their cul
tivation is always the duty of a nuclear family
(Chagnon, 1983:67;Lizot, 1971b: 155). According
to Lizot (1971b: 156), a higher production can be
verified on gardens of important leaders of the local
com m unity, since they are the responsible for
providing food and allucinogenic snuff for ritual
occasions. Hunting is both collective and individual
and there was plenty of animal protein resources
in the Yanomami territory, at least until the 1970s
(Chagnon, 1983: 57).
Village size and population is variable, being
higher - an average of 76 inhabitants - at the center
and smaller - average of 53 inhabitants - at the
periphery of the Yanomami territory (Chagnon,
1973: 134). A Yanomami village is composed by
groups of extended or nuclear families, called “teri”, clustered together in a circular structure, called
“shabono”, that at a first sight resembles a single
communal house. In fact however, every family
builds and owns its own part of the shabono (Chag
non, 1983: 116; Lizot, 1971a: 42) and it is the
family-owned dwelling, the teri, that composes the
basic economic unity of the village (Lizot, 1971a:
40). The teri is the space where mutual support is
perform ed trough the sharing of activities, the
sharing of meat and assistance to elder or disabled
people.
The ideal pattern of post-marital residence is
patrilocality w ith tem porary uxorilocality; the
descent is patrilineal; and preferential marriage is
between bilateral cross-cousins (Chagnon, 1983:
124-128; Lizot, 1971a: 39). Therefore, the structure
o f the society is characterized by a division into
two intermarrying moieties (Chagnon, 1983: 128).
Politically strong individuals tend to have more
than one wife, and they attempt to get the support
of men of other lineages by promising them their
w ives’ unborn daughters (Chagnon, 1983: 124). It
is the possibility of having more than one wife,
and consequently to control a larger number of
female offspring, that enables leaders to strengthen
their position through the mobilization of men
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belonging to other lineages (Chagnon, 1975: 99).
The exchange of women between different lineages
also represents an attempt to nullify the internal
opposition that results from the division of the
society in exogamic patrilineages, since such di
vision provides the basis for the formation of dif
ferent, and eventually conflicting, political groups
(Lizot, 1971b: 149).
The maximum size of a village is constrained
by the amount of relatedness or degree of solidarity
betw een individuals (Chagnon, 1975: 96). For
C hagnon (1975: 98), the degree o f solidarity
between individuals - and by this he means internal
cohesion or social bonding - springs from three
sources: kinship relations, marriage ties, and the
influences of political leaders. The possibility of
these elements to maintain internal cohesion is
weakened by population growth because as villages
become larger, the average amount of relatedness
among the members goes down (Chagnon, 1975:
102-103), in the same way that the integration of
families into the local com m unity becom es in
creasingly fragile. Village fissioning is thus favored
by the loosening of kinship ties provided by popula
tion growth and when it happens it keeps close kin
together but separates them from more distant kin
(Chagnon, 1983: 141). Consequently, the potential
line of cleavage is furnished by the division in
patrilineages (Lizot, 1971a: 39).
But fissioning has its costs. Individuals have
to consider the burden of opening new gardens;
the costs of transporting heavy plantain seedlings
across sometimes broad areas; and the fact that
when a runaway group finds temporary shelter in
an allied village, the hosts m ight dem and and
receive their women without reciprocating in kind
(Chagnon, 1983: 147). Most importantly, a smaller
village is much more powerless when confronted
by an enem y’s raids. Several mechanisms exist,
such as chest-pounding duels and other forms of
in stitu tio n aliz ed co n fro n tatio n , that serve to
attenuate internal conflict and avoid fissioning. The
most alleged reasons for internal conflict are quar
rels about women, and for leadership roles in the
local group (Chagnon, 1983: 113,124) as well ac
cusations of sorcery (Hames, 1983: 409).
The patterns of fissionning over time o f a
particular Yanomami population bloc are instruct
ive here. The data to be used here comes from the
Haiyamo population bloc in the Padam o River
Basin in Venezuela (Hames, 1983).
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In 1976 the Haiyamo bloc was com posed of
eight villages, with a total com bined population of
412 people. Their ancestors originated in a village
called Teemoba prior to 1920(Ham es, 1983:407).
Figure 1 illustrates the settlement history of the
Haiyamo bloc, with the location of the villages that
have been occupied and abandoned since 1920, as
well as indications of the patterns of fissioning of
these villages.
As the map indicates, the Haiyamo bloc villa
ges are currently located along the Padamo River.
The distance between them ranges from 4 to 24km,
with a mean of 11km. The average village popu
lation is 52, ranging from 23 to 92 (Hames, 1983:
407). The village of Teemoba (Figure 1), is the
oldest place that the senior members of the Haiya
mo bloc villages recognize as their ancestors’ ho
meland, and it was occupied from about 1915 to
1920 (Hames, 1983: 408). After this, the members
of the Haiyamo bloc had to leave their territories
in the Ocamo River because of raiding from other
villages, and by the late 1930s they arrived in the
Padamo Basin (Hames, 1983: 408).
In his analysis of the settlement history of the
Haiyamo bloc, Hames presents the different causes
that promoted the fissioning of these villages over
a period of about 55 years. Two basic types of villa
ge movement were identified. The first, called “ma
crom ove”, results in the relocation of new villages
at least several kilometers away from the original
village, being a result of either village fissioning
or warfare. M acrom oves resulted usually from
political causes and rarely from factors related to
subsistence (Hames, 1983:415). The second type,
called “micromove”, designates movements from
50m to 1km every 4 to 5 years and they result from
the ecology of swidden agriculture. Micromoves
do not result from the tensions that lead to village
fissioning but rather they “are not really moves at
all” (H am es, 1983: 419), since, although new
gardens need to be opened, hunting, fishing, gather
ing and gardening territories are basically the same
of the former village. Thence micromoves tend to
have no influence on potential village growth.
In 55 years, 22 macromoves have been recor
ded for the Haiyamo bloc. The moves ranged from
5 to 42km, with a mean of 16.7km and a average
of one move every 9.2 years. As a result of these
moves, the population of the Haiyamo bloc was,
in the mid 1970s, living around 100km away from
their ancestors’ village of Teemoba (Hames, 1983:

409). Table 1 depicts a summary of the settlement
history of the Haiyamo bloc.
As the data show, am ong the 22 moves, 6
resulted from village fissioning; 4 were a direct
result of raids from more powerful enemies; 4 resul
ted from fear of raids but always combined with
another reason (“asked to leave by the Ye’kw ana”,
“lack of garden land”, “abduction of w om en” ,
“desire to be nearer allies”); 3 resulted from con
tacts with the Ye’kwana Indians; 2 from sorcery
and witchcraft; 1 from trekking; 1 from abduction
of women; and 1 from a poor garden site.
The above data show that village fissioning
was the major single reason for the macromoves
of the Haiyamo bloc villages, accounting for 27.3%
of them. In only three situations - “lack of garden
land”, trekking”, “poor garden site” - or 13.6% of
the cases, a macrom ove was done for explicit
subsistence reasons. Subsistence alone cannot
therefore account for these processes.
The Kayapó-Gorotire case
Among the Kayapó, the picture is similar. The
Kayapó are a Gê speaking group inhabiting diffe
rent territories between the mid Tapajós and Tocan
tins basins in south-central Amazonia. Using data
drawn from the Kayapó living in reservations, one
has a figure of around 4,000 people settled in 8
discontinuous reservations, with a total area of
5 ,3 7 6 ,6 5 0 ha (C E D I/M U S E U N A C IO N A L ,
1987).
In the same way as the Yanomami, the Kayapó
were an expanding population until regular contacts
were established with the national society. In his
“Mapa Etnohistórico do Brasil e Regiões A dja
centes”, Curt Nimuendajú proposes a southeastern
origin for the Kayapó, in the savanna region of the
A raguaia River Basin. According to this hypo
thesis, the Kayapó have only occupied the area
they currently settle after the Tupi: populations that
lived there were exterminated or pushed away by
the P ortuguese before the eig h teen th century
(A rnaud, 1987: 7; N im uendajú, 1981, 1982).
Conversely, Joan Bamberger (1968: 374) considers
the Kayapó as traditional inhabitants of the same
area even before the arrival of the Portuguese.
However, if one considers that until the 1950s,
warfare and village fissioning were driving Kayapó
sub-groups such as the M ekranoti to new territo
ries westward from their original villages (Werner,
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Fig. 1 - Haiyamo population bloc settlement history (1920-1976). Dots indicate form er Yanomani Village
sites, arrows show direction o f movement, stars indicate current (1976) Yanomani Villages, and triangles
show Yekwana Villages. (Adapted from Hames (1983: 406).
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T A B L E 1 - (Hames, 1983: 416)
Causes o f Micromoves for the Yaiyamo Population Bloc
Cause o f move

N

%

Garden land too distant
Garden land of good topography used up
Well-drained soils used up
Deteriorated village structures
Poor so il3
Unattractive village siteb
High levels o f insect pests
More attractive stream nearby
Too many large and hard trees for easy garden-making
Unpleasant, ugly, or tiresome site

12
6
4
3
3
2
1
1
1
1
34

35
18
12
9
9
6
3
3
3
3
100

3 C rops yielded poorly on these soils, forcing a quick move.
b A m uddy village site that took a long tim e to dry out during the rainy season.

1983), N im u en d ajü ’s hypothesis seem s more
plausible.
Regular relations between the Kayapo and
Brazilian society were established in the nineteenth
century. In 1860 a first mission was established
and around the end of the century, it was composed
of four villages with almost 5,000 people, the lar
gest of them inhabited by 1,500 individuals. Howe
ver, the intensification of contact and the spread of
western diseases promoted the extinction of this
sub-group in the twentieth century (Posey, 1987:
139).
As among other Gê societies of Central Brazil,
Kayapo economy is characterized by a strong em
phasis on hunting and gathering, activities which
are sometimes performed in trekking expeditions
that can last from a few days to several months
(Werner, 1983). Because of this, the Kayapo were
formerly considered to be “true” hunter-gatherers,
which is absolutely not the case. Studies of time
allocation am ong the M ekranoti-K ayapo have
shown that in one year they spent almost the same
amount of hours (456.6 and 441.8 respectively) in
getting wild foods and gardening (Gross et al,
1979: 1047).
Swidden cultivation accounts for more than
one half of the total food production (Turner 1979a:
149) and manioc and sweet potato are the basic
staples providing more than 80% of the energy yield
from cultivation (Gross et al, 1979: 1047). New
gardens are opened every 2 or 3 years, but old gar
dens keep producing fruits, medicines and raw m a

terials for several years (Posey, 1986: 174-175).
Therefore a garden is never completely abandoned
and the Kayapo keep visiting them even after
villages are relocated. Every nuclear family, the
basic unit of production and consumption, keeps
at least two or three gardens in production at the
same time (Bamberger, 1968: 376).
Follow ing the characteristic pattern of Ge
societies, Kayapo villages are circular, with a
central plaza, and the houses are located at the
periphery of the circle. Every house has its location
determined by norms that are followed when a new
village is built in another place (Vidal, 1977: 63).
Kayapo houses are occupied by uxorilocal extended
families, and although there are no clear internal
divisions, every nuclear family owns a discrete
spatial unit, characterized by a fire and the presence
of personal possessions. Even within the extended
uxorilocal family, the nuclear family remains an
independent core of production and consumption,
and there are no forms of prescribed cooperation
betw een nuclear fam ilies (A rnaud, 1987: 80;
Turner, 1979b: 180). Descent is bilateral (Vidal,
1977: 54). For Turner (1979b: 181), “the uxorilocal
residence pattern can be understood in dynamic
term s as a se ttin g for ex ch an g e o f sons fo r
daughter’s husbands, in a way that exploits m en’s
control over women (and to some extent m other’s
control over their daughters) to gain control over
m en” . T here are no strict m arriage rules, but
individuals cannot marry close relatives, and, most
importantly, two brothers can never belong to the
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same extended uxorilocal family after they marry
(Vidal, 1977: 128).
Corporate groups have an important role in the
organization of the society and every individual,
male or female, adult or child, belongs to one of
th ese groups. C ontrary to other G e-speaking
groups, Kayapo society is not currently divided into
moieties, although this could have been the case
in the past (Turner, 1979b: 209). Corporate groups,
like m en’s societies or age groups, compose distinct
political and econom ic entities, and tasks like
trekking, the opening of a new garden, or division
of game meat can be performed collectively by such
groups (Vidal, 1977: 137; Werner, 1982: 342).
Because of the uxorilocal residential rule, women
tend to spend most of their lives in the same house
with their sisters, mother, and female offspring.
Boys, conversely, leave their parents’ house at an
early age to reside in the m en’s house. After his
first child is bom, a man moves to his father-inlaw ’s house, where he will eventually reside until
he is powerful enough to constitute an extended
family himself. Thence, marriage and the consti
tution of a fam ily m ark first the transition to
adulthood and then the possibility of attaining
political prestige am ong Kayapo men (Turner,
1979a: 160). The uxorilocal pattern of residence,
and the consequent use of women as a means to
attract potential allies, represents an effective way
through which seniors strengthen their political
status in the local group. For Turner (1979a: 159),
the uxorilocal pattern enables seniors to extend the
control of women they exert in the nuclear family,
which is the basic productive unit, to the control
over other men (sons-in-law and brothers-in-law)
who become incorporated to the family through
marriage.
Therefore, the possibility of having a large
number of offspring constitutes an important point
in strengthening one’s status within the local group
(Turner, 1979b: 205). Dennis Wemer (1982: 343)
noticed that in the M ekranoti village where he
worked the main leader had more adult sons than
anyone else. There is no specific descent rule for
leadership, and the main criteria that qualify one
as a leader are “ambition”, “intelligence”, “knowl
edge of civilized ways” and “generosity" (Bamber
ger, 1979: 139; Wemer, 1982: 345). In the same
way as among the Yanomami, leadership is transfe
rable from one situation to other - like war or ritu
al - and the role of leaders is limited mainly to
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offering advice which others can refuse to accept
(Wemer, 1981: 370). For Wemer (1981: 371), there
are few absolute differences in power among the
Mekranoti, but there is inequality in opportunities
to acquire it.
The process of transmission of names exem 
plifies this point: some names allow one access to
positions of prestige in ritual (Bamberger, 1974:
363). The required ceremonial activities related to
the transmission of a great name, which can last
up to four months, can be organized only by parents
that have prestige and influence strong enough to
mobilize people to work for them or to donate part
of their garden production in the supporting of the
ceremonies (Bamberger, 1974: 367). Correspon
dingly, it is likely that the offspring of powerful
men will receive more prestigious names than ave
rage people. Although such an incipient concentra
tion could eventually lead to the formation of dis
tinct, dominant groups, the political instability and
the consequent pattern of village fissioning that
characterizes Kayapo society inhibits the develop
ment of more established forms of hierarchical poli
tical organization.
Corporate groups like m en’s societies or age
groups constitute the lines o f cleavage when a fis
sion happens (Frikel, 1963: 151; Turner, 1979b:
213; Vidal, 1977: 139). Therefore, contrary to the
Yanomami case, village fissioning among the Ka
yapo tends to separate blood relatives and close
kin because of the structural importance of corpora
te groups. The reasons that led to past fissions were
variable: disagreements about the way the group
should relate with Brazilians (Frikel, 1963: 151);
cases of adultery (Vidal, 1977: 25); fights for wo
men (Bamberger, 1979:133); and political disputes
between corporate group leaders (Am aud, 1987:
81). In the same way as the Yanomami, the Kaya
po have a set of mechanisms that aim to attenuate
conflict and avoid fissioning because they are aware
of the fact that smaller villages are militarily wea
ker. If the leaders’ word is not strong enough to
alleviate the tensions, forms of ritualized combat
are undertaken in order to reestablish internal cohe
sion (Bamberger, 1979: 139; Nimuendaju 1982:
239).
The patterns of fission of the Kayapo-Gorotire
population bloc will be examined. The data here
are not so explicit as with the Hayiamo bloc, but
they are still revealing. The Gorotire bloc is compo
sed of five villages located along the Xingu, Fresco
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and Riozinho rivers (Figure 2).5 Around 1850, ma
jo r divisions already existed among the Kayapo in
cluding three m ajor subgroups: the Xikrin, the Iraamkaire, and the Gorotire. Towards the end of the
nineteenth century, the Gorotire were already settled
in the Fresco River area (Amaud, 1987: 82-83).
The first major fissioning among the Gorotire
themselves happened sometime between 1905 and
1910. After a duel between two leaders of different
m en’s societies, one of them left the village with
250 men, forming the Kubenkragnoti group that
moved to the Upper Irirf River (Arnaud, 1987: 84).
The second m ajor fissio n in g o f the G orotire
occurred in the 1920s and was also a result of
rivalries between leaders of m en’s societies. As a
consequence of this fissioning, one of the new
groups - called Kararao after a leader of m en’s
society - moved downstream to the confluence of
the Xingu and Irirf rivers. The third major fissio
ning happened in 1936 and promoted the formation
of the Kubenkrakegn group, that remained in the
Riozinho River area, while the Gorotire moved
down to the Fresco River (Arnaud, 1987). Shortly
after they fissioned from the Gorotire, the Kuben
krakegn fissioned again; one of the groups, with
250 people, joined the Kubenkragnoti and the other,
with 400 people, moved down to the Xingu River
(Arnaud, 1987: 87).
During the 1940s the Gorotire were already
being assisted by the federal governm ent, but
internal conflicts continued and in 1942, one of the
leaders of the group was killed by a young emerging
leader (Arnaud, 1987). Conflicts within Kayapo
society have continued until the present. The fact
that the Kayapo now live in reservations together
with the increase, since the early 1970’s, of the
occupation of Southeastern A m azonia by nonIndians reduces the efficiency of village fissionning
as a conflict-solving strategy.

Discussion
The evidence presented above suggests that
subsistence needs were not necessarily the major
fac to r acco u n tin g for v illag e m ovem ent and
fissio n in g am ong tw o h in te rlan d A m azonian
Indigenous populations. The explanation for such
a phenom ena cannot thence be sought in mono-

(5) This figure is valid for the mid 1980’s.

causal determ inist ways. Perhaps an approach
correlating social organization with the organiza
tion o f production could bring better explanation
for this problem. The concept of “kin-ordered mode
of production” will be now presented as a alter
n ative tool to ex p lain v illag e fissio n in g and
m ovem ent am ong co n tem p o rary In d ig en o u s
Amazonian societies.
As elaborated by Marx, the concept of “mode
of production” was proposed mainly to understand
the h isto ric a l d ev e lo p m e n t o f c a p ita lism in
Europe. During the nineteenth century anthropo
logy was beginning to develop as a discipline in
the social sciences and system atic know ledge
about “prim itive” populations was still scanty. As
a co n seq u en ce, M a rx ’s k now ledge about the
structure and functioning of A m erindian popula
tions was scarce, if not nil (Hobsbawn, 1964: 26;
M eillassoux, 1972: 97). Therefore, one needs to
rely on further developm ents of the concept o f
mode of production to apply it to the study o f
native Amazonian populations.
The basic premise of the concept of mode of
production is the distinction between “w ork” and
“labor” . W hile labor is always socially mobilized,
work is the individual spend of energy to produce
further energy (Wolf, 1982: 74). This distinction
a llo w s the re c o g n itio n th a t the d e te rm in is t
hypothesis previously mentioned deal solely with
the work process, rather than with the labor process,
for they focus only on the extraction of energy from
nature w ithout considering the social relations
m ediating these procedures. Their potential to
explain social phenomena is therefore very weak.
A mode of production is com posed by the
combination of forces of production and relations
of production. While “productive forces determine
the degree of control over natural resources, the
relations of production are those institutions and
social mechanisms that determine the way in which
(at a given stage of productive forces) labor power
is combined with the available means of product
ion. Regulation of access to the means of product
ion also determines indirectly the distribution of
so c ia lly p ro d u c e d w ea lth . T h e re la tio n s o f
production express the distribution of social power”
(Habermas, 1979: 138-139).

(6) “Contemporary” is used here to indicate societies that have
been ethnographically documented in the last hundred years
or so.
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Fig. 2 - Villages of the Kayapd-Gorotire population bloc around the early 1980's. From Arnaud (1987:126).
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In the case of contemporary hinterland native
Amazonian societies, every individual potentially
has access to the means of production. Land is avai
lable; individuals have the required knowledge and
opportunity to make their own tools for gardening,
hunting, fishing, or gathering; kinship relations are
not strong enough to coerce individuals to long
term compulsory or exploitative labor; and more
importantly, the nuclear family constitutes in most
cases the basic autonomous unity of production and
consumption. Consequently, if one is to apply the
concept of mode of production to the study of these
societies, one needs to move away from studying
the control of the means of production and verify
the other ways political prestige and status can be
obtained through the control of the labor process.
In other words, one needs to focus on the relations
of production.
Among native Amazonians, kinship is a major
force in the organization of production. For Eric
Wolf (1982: 91), “kinship can be understood as a
way of committing social labor to the transforma
tion of nature through appeals to filiation and mar
riage, and to consanguinity and affinity. This labor
can be mobilized only trough access to people, such
access being defined symbolically” (Wolf, 1982:
91). Wolf named this particular pattern of mobi
lization of labor “kin-ordered mode of production” .
In the kin-ordered mode of production, the mobi
lization of labor operates through the control of peo
ple, and not through the control of the means of
production.
In kin-ordered societies the control of subsis
tence is exercised through the control of the means
of physiological reproduction, or in other words,
the control over women and m arriage policies
(Meillassoux, 1972: 100). For Meillassoux (1972:
102) societies similar to the ones under discussion
here “rely less on the control of the means of mate
rial production than on the means of human repro
duction: subsistence and women. Their end is re
production of life as a precondition to production”.
W olf ( 1982: 93) contends that the two major sour
ces of power in the kin-ordered mode are control
of women and parentage. The first allows for prero
gatives over the labor of females, offsprings and
affines; the second organizes the range of potential
allies trough appeals to descent, lineage, or relate
dness.
Marriage marks the transition to full maturity,
the introduction of an individual to adulthood and

the possibility o f making political alliances: “it is
the significance of sexual access for the establish
ment of both male autonomy and adult coopera
tive relations that turn wives into valuables to be
exchanged and guarded” (Collier & Rosaldo, 1981:
292).
Since marriage is important, it is regulated by
rules that narrow the range of individuals’ options,
and this is the way kinship furnishes the ideology
for the control of reproduction and the formation
of political alliances within the local community.
Therefore, a discussion of the kin-ordered mode
has to also encompass an analysis of the ways poli
tical prestige is assured: the control of the flow of
women through marriage as it is determined by
kinship.
The problem under discussion here - village
movement and fissioning - can be seen as an indi
cator of the tensions intrinsic to the kin-ordered
mode of production. By identifying these tensions,
by understanding why they arise and how people
manage to resolve the problems they engender, one
can arrive at a more satisfactory explanation for the
reasons behind village movement and fissioning.
As stated above, one of the basic characte
ristics of the kin-ordered mode is the fact that every
individual has access to the means of production,
and that the household composes the basic unity
of production and consumption. There are certainly
tasks that can be performed collectively - like the
opening of a garden or trekking expeditions - and
there are reso u rces th at are o b tain ed trough
exchange, but nevertheless the household remains
as the basic productive unit in kin-ordered socie
ties. As shown above, even in cases of extended
uxorilocal families, like the Kayapo, every adult
couple is responsible for assuring the basis of the
subsistence for themselves and their offspring. As
stated by Sahlins (1972: 93): “The household in
tribal societies is not the exclusive owner of its re
sources: farmlands, pastures, hunting or fishing ter
ritories. But across the ownership of greater groups
or higher authorities the household retains the
primary relation to productive resources” .
It is in the independence of the household as
an unit of production and consumption that one
finds the key for conflict solving in kin-ordered so
cieties. Kinship relations are not strong enough to
maintain solidarity under situations where it could
be more favorable for individuals to leave and form
new villages. According to W olf (1982: 95): “con-
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flict resolution encounters an ultimate limit in the
structural problems of the mode itself. Cumulative
conflict often exceeds the capacity of kin-based me
chanism s to cope with them” . The economic inde
pendence of the household is also a major force
that promotes the characteristic pattern of leader
ship weakness in kin-ordered societies where a lea
d er’s success will normally depend more on his
personal charisma than in his status of leader per
se.
Based on the foregoing discussion, at least two
major sources of conflict within kin-ordered socie
ties can be identified. The first happens between
age groups, as they represent married versus un
married man, or elders versus juniors (Wolf, 1982:
94). In this case, conflict arises around the need of
juniors to obtain women, which are controlled by
seniors, to assure their own economic and political
autonomous status in the local group. The second
source of conflict is between corporate groups like
moieties (Turner, 1979b: 210), or lineages (Chagnon, 1983: 141).
Finally, using the elements presented above,
it can be stated that village fissioning is a major
way to handle internal conflicts at the local group.
Given the economic independence of the house
hold, and the weak leadership characteristics of the
kin-ordered societies, village fissioning is the major
way through which the problems that arise from
internal conflict are resolved, at least in the sense
of avoiding open armed confrontation. Interestingly
enough, the data about the Yanomami and Kayapo
presented above show that most currently enemy
groups formerly belonged to a same local group
that fissioned.

Conclusions
The concept of mode of production provides a
theoretical framework that only makes sense when
confronted w ith phenom ena of the real world.
W hen such a task is accomplished, we can avoid

(7) See Johnson and Earle (1987: 122-123) for a recent evolu
tionist attempt to explain this pattern of leadership. On the
other hand, the archaeologist Michael Heckenberger (pers.
com.) believes that in the South American lowlands the weak
leadership patterns documented ethnographically could be a
result o f the population reduction promoted by the European
conquest.
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the monocausal determinism and arrive at a more
dynamic picture of the functioning and change of
native Amazonian societies. The concept of a kinordered mode of production was employed here in
the explanation of village fissioning among two
native Amazonian societies. Because it links social
organization and the organization of production, it
m ight be indicate a way to avoid monocausal
deterministic thinking. It demonstrates that the con
trol of people through kinship is the major organiz
ing force among the societies discussed here. It also
demonstrates that such control is not always effecti
ve, that kinship links cannot accommodate political
differences. When open conflict emerges, village
fissioning might be the best solution to deal with
them.
The data for the Yanomami and Kayapo popu
lation blocs presented above suggest that intra villa
ge political instability is a major force accounting
for village fissioning. This political instability is
directly related to the way production is organized
among these societies. The independence of the
household or the nuclear family as units of produc
tion and consumption hinders the development of
stronger means of social control. This independence
springs basically from the lack of mechanisms for
control of the means of production and also from
the relative availability o f resources. The control
of women and kin, although effective in the short
run, is not solid enough to assure any kind of poli
tical continuity at the village level. Thence, leader
ship is weak, not hereditary and ineffective in the
administration of internal conflict.
In the long run, this instability could also ac
count for the patterns of descent for native Amazonians. Robert Murphy (1979) believed that the ge
nealogical shallowness of Amazonian kinship is a
result of the lack of rights of ownership of resources
such as land, fishing spots and hunting territories.
The abundance of these resources hinders the deve
lopment of effective mechanisms for control of pro
duction because individuals always have the poten
tial to leave if conflict arises at the level of the local
group. Even in the case of the Yanomami where
patrilineages do exist, the pattern of constant fis
sioning impedes the formation of long-lasting clans
or lineages.
One of the major challenges for archaeologists
working in Amazonia is to understand social dyna
mics in pre-colonial times, when population densi
ties were higher and wide-ranging trade networks
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existed, making resource distribution and availa
bility different from what they are today. In pre
colonial times is possible that what Cameiro (1970)
has called “social circumscription” existed in some
areas. If this was the case, higher population den
sities could have stimulated agricultural intensifi
cation and also the development of forms of resour
ce ownership unlike those characteristic of contem
porary Indigenous Amazonian societies. Therefore
patterns of social organization before the conquest
may have been quite different from what they cur
rently are (Roosevelt 1989).
The ideas presented here need to be tested with
further data in order to assess their usefulness but
the above discussion suggests that monocausal

determinism is not adequate to explain social phe
nomena among contemporary Amerindian socie
ties. It is therefore even weaker as an explanatory
tool for the archaeological record.
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ABSTRACT: Deterministic theories proposing the existence of limiting factors
to cultural development in Amazonia are criticized here. An alternative hypothesis
based on the concept of “domestic mode of production” is suggested based on the
discussion of two case studies.
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