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tention of marriage. But an intention of marriage did not insure exclt1sive 
sexual rights. Tl1e man usually continued to get gratification wherever 
he could find it. The. knowledge of his other liaisons did not particulatly 
disturb his bride-to-be, as she herself may well have been receiving 
attentións fróm other lovers. After marriage, such transgressions were 
not so tea.dily tolerated. 

The chief obstacles in the way of the marriage-bent Trumaí swain were 
the necessity to shout down bis rivais and gain tl1e approval and con­
sent of the girl's kinsmen. The woman's consent was not necessary in 
making the. man·ia,ge, and she usually remained aloof, waiting to see 
who won. If, however, she was not pleased with the mate. to whom she 
was awarded, she was free to leave him. And this she often did. While 
Quain was in the village, there weTe tnarriages that lasted 0nly a day 
or two d11e to the bride's dissatisfaction. 

ln addition to the argumenta that pTecede most marriages, t he man 
was expected to go through oertain forma.lities. He went to the girl's 
mother a11d stated his intentions. If the girl had no mother, he ap­
proached the nearest male relative. ln order to gain the favor of her 
kinsmen, he distrfbuted gifts, the most important to the girl's mother, 
others to her father, siblings, and her mother's brother. The gift to tl1e 
latter was espeeially im.portant, as he was the one who formally gave 
the woman, or as the Trumaí phrase it, "spreads her legs." Gifts were 
also given the girl, eulminating with a present of fish. In the meantilne 
the girl made an especially fine hammock which she"gave to the groom. 

If everything was accepted, the man was free to take the girl to bis 
house. The wedding was preceded by a fishing expedition in which 
nearly all the me11 participated, and by a wrestling match for whlch 
the groom was beautilully painted. The women held a trade game. The 
actual eeremony consisted of notbing more than the woman's moving int o 
the house of her mate. A male relative carried her hammock to his home. 

Tbis was the way weddings should have been conducted in the 
Trumaí village. Actually, they were even less formal, especially i11 the 
case of second wives in polygamous unions. Marriage and sex preoecupi­
ed the Trumaí, for there were not enough women to go around; but 
even the few formal acts involved interested the Trumaí little. If the 
marriage was durable, the couple settled down and had children. After 
marriage and the birtn of children no great change occurred in their 
positio11s in the communit.y until they reached old age. 

Old Age 

Everyone in the village was classified as "younger" or " older." The 
men were either axosek (younger) or tdakek (older), while the tetms for 
the women were, respectively, axosekt;sa and td,akit;s. These were not age 
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grades except in the broadest sense, as the term for "younger" covered 
everyone from infants to people in the prime of life. The terms, however, 
indicate a keen consciousness that those who have passed their prime 
are distinct from those who are still developing or are at the height of 
their physical powers. 

The Trumaí believed that it was good to be yotmg, vigorous, and 
strong, while advancing years were a stigma. Quain always met with a 
stout denial whenever he suggested to someone that he was C?lder than 
someone else. An old person, they said with contempt, was one who did 
not bathe or shave the crown of his head any more. Mayuva did not 
bother to bathe one morning and was derided by Kerami, who accused 
him of being old. A short ti.me later he reappeared freshly bathed. 

While several individuais were considered "older," the only ones who 
fell into the Trumaí category of true old age were Matiwana a11d Yahu. 
The latter's status was further lowered by the fact that he was con­
sidered to be a Kamayurá; his father was a member of that tribe and he 
had a son living with them. However, Yahu was still sexually potent 
and a full participant in the economy. 

A person of truly advanced old age was called dewan. This term, which 
has uncomplimentary connotations, was applied only to men "whose 
penis is dead" or to women past menopause. Matiwana was the only 
person of either sex who fitted the dewan category. The only tasks for 
which he was suited were light craft work, gathering firewood, and an 
occasional fishing trip. He was, however, the fount of nearly all Trumaí 
ceremonial knowledge. Matiwana was well cared for by his son and by 
his household. The son's a:ffectio11 and loyalty to his father were deep, 
and he was the old man's constant companion. The rest of the villagers 
remained aloof from Matiwana. 

The Trumaí abhorred the thought of their own future old age, and 
they transferred some of this fear to the perso11s of the aged. Status 
declined with age, a11d Matiwana had his ceremonial lore and sl1ama11Ístic 
skill to thank for what position he still maintained. 

Death 

N either the village site nor the house of the deceased had to be 
abandoned following death. Burial took place in the village pla~a. The 
corpse was interred lying on its back in an extended position, wrapped 
and bound in its hammock. Numerous cooking utensils, including a 
ja'meo (ceramic griddle for baking beijú) were buried with both male 
a11d female deceased. 

No deaths occurred while Quain was in residence, but mourning was 
still going on for a man who had recently died. The burden of mourning 
fell on the female relatives of the deceased. The only observance in-
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cumbe11t upon the males was a prohibition against wearing body paint 
for several months after the death. This ban extended to women, also. 
ln addition, the female mourner could not sing in any of the ceremonies, 
and she cut her hair jmmediately after the death. M arr1age was also for­
bidden her during the moUl'Iling period. (Autu carne under censure as 
she had married her dead husband's sister's son - which at any time was 
reprehensible - even though her hair, cut when he died, had not yet 
grown back.) The woman ·~:as also required to wail occasionally for the 
dead person dul'ing the time of mourning, and sh:e made flat mud discs, 
about one inoh high, in the village center. Quain never found out the 
reason for this, although Kayaru made several of these mark.ers for 
her dead brother. No special reverence or respect was given to the markers 
as they were usually demolished during the wrestling matches . 

. Recreation and A mu~ernent 

Trading sessions l1ave been referred to as "games" because they are 
aforro of amusement, but t his appellation isin a waymisleading, as the 
economic aspect of the "trade game" is very important. Actually, ex­
cept for the inter·tribal spear-throwing contest, the only organized 
recreation is wrestling, and this is immensely popular t hroughout the 
whole upper Xingú area.4- Wrestling matches were especially frequent 
during intertribal visits and ceremonials. These occasions aroused keen 
interest, and competitive spirits ran high, but the onlookers made it a 

4 point of etiquette to show no partisanship, and the contestants made 
every effort to conceal latent intertribal hostility. They were always 
friendly -to each other, and at the end of the match they exchanged a 
friendly embrace. This was not necessary between fellow Trumaí or close 
kinsmen of different villages. The most effusive behavior was always 
shown toward those who were most disliked and mistrusted. 

Wrestling matches always took place in t he afternoon. All that was 
needed to start a match was a quorum of four or five men. These small 
bouts were usually informal and more in the nature of practice than 
competitive contesta. When most of the men were in the village the 
contests attracted more attention and required more preparation. Bod­
ies were painted and arm and leg bands were worn. The hair was usual­
ly combed and plastered down. 

The men lined up on the log in the men's circle or brougl1t stools. The 
women and young boys watched from the periphery. Uninitiated boys 
were not allowed to talre part in the men's wrestling, but the older ones 
were generally permitted to sit with the men. 

Each WTestler tried foT a grip by grabbing at the body of t he other. 
A variant of the half-Nelson was frequently attempted. The match 

4 Cf. Galvão 1949, p. 44. 
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would be ter:minated by mutual consent and without the need for either 
contestant to concede defeat. 5 The wrestlers were often pushed around 
considerably, but except for grunts of e:ffort, there were no expressions 
of pain or anger. However, when Quain tried to teach the Trumaí men 
to box, even the lightest punch caused them to retire. They claimed that 
the karahiba sport was much too rough. 

Trumaí women do not "know how" to wrestle, but the ICamayurá 
women wrestled to entertain guests. It was common opinion in .the region 
that Trumaí women did not compare favorably with Kamayurá women. 
Even the Trumaí men agreed on this point. After a visit to the ICama­
yt1rá village, the precocious young Yanahi was vociferous in his approval 
of them. His admi.ration was due chiefly to the jamyrikuma, a KamayuTá 
female song and dance in which the women flapped their breasts and 
went t hr·ough other provocative motions. He also described how they 
had pushed their twine belts down low on their buttocks, which to him 
was a very suggestive act. After the dance the women wrestled. Jak­
walu, a Mehinaku, was the only woman in the Trumaí village wl10 
could wrestle, a fact that suggests that the females of this group also 
practiced the sport. She demonstrated her ability only on intertribal 
visits. 

The Trumaí women did not entertain guests, except insofar as visitors 
forced their attentions on t he unman·ied ones. The only occasions on 
which they were known to sing and dance were at certain ceremonies 
when they served as a chorus to the men. 

Except for the use of pan-pipes, which the men played in the morning, 
all music was con11ected wit h religiot1s ceremonial. The pan-pipes con­
sisted of a half-dozen hollow reeds of different lengths laced together. 
Ceremonial singing was melodious, and t he Trumaí enjoyed singing. 
They frequently requested Quain to sing in the men's circle. The re­
quests were always phrased on behalf of the women and children. 
Visits from members of other tribes always called for a performance 
by t he ethnographer. 

Humor consisted mostly of practical jokes played at the expense of 
others. J olres were always perpetrated by the men; the wome11 served 
occasionally as butts. This does not mean that the men were gayer or 
more light-hearted than t he women, for the contrary was actually the 
case. The women enjoyed each other's company more. They gossiped 
and laughed together, worked together, and generally wore a pleasanter 
expression. For the men, jokes were important as a means of recognition 
and assertion. They were always performed for an audience. 

Teasing the women was also a popt1lar male di.version. This was often 
done by ignoring them completely during a conversati.on. Yati was a 

5 This may be true only of bouts between Trurnaí, as Oberg (1953, p. 59) notes 
that a man is defea.ted when he is thrown on his back. 
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master at this dead-pan type of humor. When t he women attempted to 
talk to him and Quain, he remained entirely disinterested, occasionally 
brealcing in on them to address himself solely to the ethnographer. Al­
t hough the women affeoted exasperation, they really enjoyed this nega­
tive attention. 

The women were easy to frighten. Aloari teased his wife and sister-in­
law by chasing them with a live snake in bis hands. The \Vomen were 
also sensit ive to touch (few men could resist brushing a hand lightly 
over an ever-exposed buttock when a crowd was present), and they 
became nervous when they saw that such teasing was impending. On 
a day when ali the women had crowded into Quain's house, he pulled on 
the perineal cord of one of them. She immediately loosed a scream and ran 
out the d9or followed by the others, who laughed hilariously. Thereafter 
ali the women expected to be teased by Quain, and they identified him 
somewhat more with the other men than they had before. The me11 
often threatened rape in jest, but even when the women recognized the 
humorous intent, their basic anxiety was never completely allayed. 

Pranks were frequent among the men. It was particularly amusing for 
a manto inf orm the others that Quain had given bim a gift. Y ati went to 
the trouble of fi lling a cartridge box with dirt and soberly telling ali the 
men that the box was full of rifle shells. He was among the more popular 
jokers of the village. And pranks were played on him also. One night, in 
jest, Aloari shot at Yati's chicken with Quain's rifle on the pretext that 
it had been crowing. (The noise of the rifle report was also calculated to 
terrify the village.) Tun and J akwana1i ocoasionally tried to be furn1y 
by sitting alone and talking to t hemselves rapidly and incoherently. 
This was considered forced humor, and no one so much as chuckled. 

A major source of diversion was gossip about who was cohabiting 
with whom. While this sometimes led to shouting arguments, it wa.s 
more often merely playful talk, and it was treated as such. Accusations 
of sexual intercourse, sometimes true and sometimes false, were tossed 
back and f orth between the men, usually witl1 accompanying leers. 

Manners anel Mo1·als 

The Tr.umaí gossiped about sex, not because it was held to be morally 
wrong to do so, but because they had a fra.nk and honest interest in it . 
Sex was considered a part of the "good life," but it was also thought 
to be a distraction from work. Thus, the chief made lengthy speeches 
castigating the men for being interested in nothing but sex when t hey 
should have been out planting. Similarly, Ya11ahi should have finished 
his puberty rites, but, as one of his kinsmen bluntly put it, ali he wanted 
to do was "tsidi" (copula.te). ln reality the men took vicarious enjoy­
ment in watching Yanahi exert his newly found sex prowess. 
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The main motivation for going into the brush to defecate was not 
modesty, but a feeling of revulsion for body products. One did not 
eliminate in places frequented by people. Yanahi was disgusted when 
Quain defecated in his garden and claimed that the garden was ruined. 
Similarly, it was considered repulsive to defecate in the water. Whe11 
Quain described the great ship that had brought him to Brazil, the 
only thing that the Trumaí found hard to believe was that the people 
aboard would have to eliminate in the water. 

The rules of etiquette required a person entering or leaving company 
to malte an appropriate statemeqt. The salutation usually consisted of a 
phrase stating what the person being greeted was doing at the moment. 
Thus, typical greetings were, "You are eating," "You have returned 
from fishing," "You are sitting,'' and so 011. When leaving a person or 
group it was proper to announce, " I am leaving," followed generally 
by a statement of what one was going to do. If this last was not observed, 
the departing person was usually asked where he was going. These 
formalities were notas regularly invoked in the larger gatherings as in 
house-visiting. 

The rules of etiquette also required the emission of conventionalized 
~ cries on particular occasions, such as the bringing of food into the village 
or the offerii1g of tobacco to guests. ln the latter case the person making 
the presentation cried " aha," the recipient "ha-a-a ha ha ha." These 
amenities, wlúch were observed betwee11 the Trumaí, were always 
louder when an outsider was involved. 

Hospitality was extended to all upper Xingú Indians and white meu 
who visited the village. ln part this was inspired by a f ear of -their 
neighbors, i11 part by etiquette. The Trumaí had lit·tle reasou to fear 
Quain; yet he was treated with the greatest kindness and consideration, 
and everyone was eager to converse with him. Indeed, their attentions 
were so constant that at times he wanted nothing more than to be left 
alone. 

While the men were far more self-assertive than the women, they 
were also extremely sensitive. They were insulted at the refusal of a 
request, or at the denial of what they considered to be the recognition 
due them as individuals. They did not like to be treated as faceless 
members of a group. During the argume11t that followed Quain's com­
plaint that some article of his had been stolen, Maibu criticized him for 
addressing them collectively as ''Trumaí,'' while they always called 
him "capitão" or by his name. 

The Trumaí were greatly interested in Western goods and their be­
l1avior toward wlrites was unrestrained. The following q11otation from 
Quain's field notes describes this succinctly: 

The reason why it is so difficult to live with these people is that they are so 
" impolite." At least in their deailings with me, an outsider, and with the mission-
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aries, they are unrestrained in physical contact and in the expression of their 
momentary sentiments. In many instances their motives are kind and helpful. 
But their complete laclt of shyness makes their sometimes bungling e:fforts 
troublesome. 

They were more reserved among themselves. Body contact and caresses 
were absent, as such demonstrations of friendship were unnecessary. The 
Trumaí were different people when otttsiders were in the village. 



CHAPTER SIX 

THE DEATH OF A ÜULTURE 

Today there are but twenty-five remaining Trumaí. The fact that 
they disbanded onoe during the recent paat shows that this small 
number approaohes a critica} point at which such a culture is no longer 
socially viable. If the present population trend continues, Trumaí so­
ciety will definitely end, and, with the complete assimilation of the 
descendants of the Trumaí into other tribes, Trumaí culture, except for 
those elements of it that have been adopted by their neighbors, will 
belong to the past. 

Primitive cultures and the populations that tra11smitted them are 
disappearing in many parts of the world today. ln most instances, 
however, they are being destroyed by extended face-to-face contacts 
with Western society. This is not precisely the case with the Trumaí. 
Here, there was no large scale transmission of Western culture and no 
direct interaction with Brazilian society. But slight though the contact 
of the upper Xingú Indiana with the whites was, it resulted in t he in­
troduction of respiratory inf ectioris that contributed greatly to their 
depopulation. In this sense, the white man is responsible for the impend­
ing death of the Trumaí. 

Although the Trumaí were still carrying on their village life during 
Quain's residence and were to continue to do so, certain changes "\vere 
taking place in their culture which were symptomatic of the fundamental 
instability induced by their low numbers. 

It is immediately apparent that their weakness made the Trumaí 
vulnerable to other tribes, both the nominally friendly ones of the upper 
Xingú Basin, and the hostile ones of the surrounding country. ln 1938 
the Trumaí could not have successfully withstood a strong Suyá or 
Yurunaraid, nor could they have launched an attack upon tl1e Suyá for 
women, as did the more vigorous Kamayurá. Indeed, the Trumaí had 
good rea.son to fear t he least sound in the jungle at night . 

Also, the Trumaí were held in low esteem by their immediate neigh­
bors at the time of Quain's st11dy. This was a severe blow to theh· elan, 
and it undoubtedly affected their self-image. It led, too, to more con­
crete results. As noted above, other tribes took Trumaí women during 
their most fertile years, and it is almost certain that the few " outside" 
women, wl10 were brought into the Trumaí village through marriage, 
failed t o restore the balance. Moreover, there were no "outside" men 
7 97 
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in the Trumaí community, for, as Oberg notes, no adult male would 
choose to tive with a people of such low status.1 

It might be expected that t he Trumaí could have compensated for 
this drain by raising their birth rate. However, in this population of 
43 persons, there were only ten children, an extremely small number 
when the low average life span is considered. Furthermore, only two of 
the children were females. Of the approximately twelve women who 
were capable of bearing children, only one was pregnant, and the others 
were urging her to abort her child. Thus, infanticide and abortion were 
taking a heavy toll in the Trumaí village. 

The custom of killing twins and of spacing births tb.ree or four years 
apart are reported by Oberg for the Kamayurá,2 and these factors may 
well have been present in t he Trumaí sit uation. The long post-natal 
taboo on sexual intercourse had the same e:ffect. Wagley, who studied 
the dying but equally unacculturated Tapirapé, found t hat tradit ional 
practices were contributing to the complete depopulation of that group 
also.3 

But among the Trumaí t here is still another a11d less tangible djmen­
sion. Abortion may have been urged on a pregnant woman because she 
had no husband, but how is one to explain the lrilling of two of Aloari's 
children without his consent, or the fact that there were eight male and 
only two female children in the community ~ The limited information 
available suggests that the Trumaí were purposely restricting their 
number and committing suicide, perhaps unintent ionally, in the process. 
Two reasons for this extreme behavior may be h.ypothesized: first, the 
impasse in which the Trumaí fol1nd themselves because of the steady 
depopulation made them so personally insecure and apat hetic regarding 
both the present and the future that they were no longer willing to rear 
sizable f amilies, despi te their evident devotion to children; and second, 
they may not have thought it possible to produce the surplus necessary 
to support such families. Actually, however, even with their diminished 
numbers the Trumaí could have increased their food supply. 

Their lowered standard of living was dueto more than attitudes. Loss 
of popttlation no doubt also decreased the yield oí Trumaí fishing and 
theref ore limjted t heir chief source of protein. To be sure, bow and arrow 
fishing was little affected, but fish poisoning, the only communal sub­
sistence technique practiced by them, was much less e:ffective when 
employed by a small group, for a few people can adequately poison only 
smaller watercourses and branches of lagoons, while a greater number 
can cover larger streams and whole lagoons. l n the latter circnmstance, 
both the take would be larger and larger species would be available. More· 
over, when the waters are heavily poisoned and enough people are present 
to reap the "harvest," there is less chance of fish escaping. Thus, up to 

1 Oberg 1953, p. l õ. 2 lbid., p . 62. 3 Wagley 1940. 
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a certain point at least, the take increases geometrically with the number 
of persons participating. 

ln gardening, also, which was not practiced collectively, their small 
number decreased Trumaí security. It was common for nearly all the 
village men to plant their gardens in clearings adjacent to those of their 
neighbors. Obviously, if one part of such a single, extended clearing 
was improperly fued, or if the crops were destroyed by armadillos or 
wild pigs, tl1e whole village might be without f ood. Crop failure for a 
variety of causes is common in the tropical forests, but most aboriginal 
communities in South Amarica have several separated garden clearings, 
each owned by an individual or extended family. If one garden fails, t he 
family can, in a pe;riod of emergency, reap from others. Oberg relates 
t hat the Trumaí once b.ad to turn for food to t he Kamayura,4 perhaps 
because of the failure of the village clearing. 

It is, of cou11se, possible that in the past the Trumaí organized their 
gardens along t he more ratio11al lines of the l(amayurá ;5 and it is also 
possible t hat they never made a proper ecological adaptation subsequent 
totheir arrivalin t he upper Xingú region. But laclci.ng informat io11 on their 
economy prior to their decimation, we cannot make any fum statement 
on these points. However, it is certain that, despite t heir stnall numbers, 
the individual Trumaí could have oleared and planted much more land. 
The average size of the gardens observed by Quain was one-half acre, 
and this area had to feed up to four people. Many men also had old 
gardens which were planted only to manioc. According to Quain's 
calculations, the total acreage of 1rumaí gardens was only a little over 
thirteen. Since yields from f orest soils are not high, it is evident that 
this very small area must h ave barely met the· needs of a population of 
43 persons. Manifestly, t he Trumaí did not worlr hard enougl1; and it 
seems evident that their lack of application did more to impoverish 
them than any other single f actor. 

If the other upper Xingú tribes are used as criteria to establish what 
Trumaí society was like before its decline, some very serious dysfunc­
tions within Trumaí social structure soon become apparent. To be sure, 
such a comparison is an arbitrary procedure; and it is only involced l1ere 
for its heuristic value. Since village and house patrilocality is the usual 
mode of residence among the Trumaí, a household similar to that of 
the Kamayurá, and with like functions, might be expected and might 
indeed have existed in the past. However, the Trumaí death rate in 1938 
was so high that these units disintegrated before t hey had gone beyond 
the embryonic stage. House membership was shifting, the number of 
persons involved small, and leadership nebtl~ous. And since kinship was 
the principal mechanism for structuring interpersonal relationships in 
Trumaí society, t his lacl{ of a stable, kin-structt1red unit probably did 

4 Oberg 1953, p. 42. 5 Ibid., p. 45. 
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serious damage to the individual personality. Also, many individuals 
could not enact whole sets of kin-determined roles because they had no 
relatives of the proper complementary status. F or example, parents-in­
law normally exerted considerable influence and control over younger 
married couples, but hardly anyone in the village had such relatives. 
Similarly, cross-cousin marriage was t he preferred union, but oross­
oousins were generally unavailable. Moreover, because of the shortage 
of women, marriage carne to be more a cause of conflict t ha,.n a con­
solidator of kinship bonds. 

Not only was t he family world of t he Trumaí crumbling, but aU lines 
of authority and social control were weak. The Trumaí seemed unable 
to unite for such culturally approved purposes as economic cooperation 
or hospitality. Trumaí lead.ership, like that of many primitiva peoples, 
was predioated on the existenoe of strong bonds of kinship, economic 
interdependence, anda general agreement on goals and policies. These 
preconditions were no longer found among t he Trumaí. ln this struc­
tural vacuum, the Trumaí chief was less and less able to cope with the 
growing self-assertiveness of certain men, and was increasingly forced 
into a neutral role. As t he community weakened, his position weakened. 

A number of reasons account for t he factionalism which developed 
within the Trumaí village. Some are a function of personality, others of 
the diminished population. Obviously women were at a premium and 
many men were compelled to do without mates. The resultant com­
petition was, as we have seen, a festering sore in the body polit ic. 
Connected with it, but h aving further ramifi cation.s, the bonds of 
lrinship and the expected behavior between kinsmen underwent attrition 
and upset what social balance could have been achieved under more 
normal conditions. Indeed fear of the outside world more than interna} 
forces of oohesion held the Trumaí community together. 

Other integrative meohanisms in Trumaí culture were also disappear­
ing. Conspicuous among them was t he gradual abandonment of many 
elements in t he Trumaí ceremonial cycle. (Significantly this left the 
highly individual practice of shamanism as the most active religious 
expression i11 Trumaí culture) . In part, this loss may have been due to 
t he inability of the Trumaí to amass a sufficient ly large f ood surplus 
for t he feasting t hat was required when visitors from other tribes were 
present. N ot enot1gh is known about t he ritual of the Trumaí to warrant 
any broad generalizations on the effects of depopulation on ceremonial 
participation, but t heir numbers may well have been approaching the 
minimum necessary to carry out t he rites. Only a few men who had 
depended heavily on one old man for t heir instruction possessed the re­
quisite ceremonial l~nowledge. When this old man died, Trumaí culture 
must have suffered a severe blow. Younger men were little interested in 
learning t he ritual and lore. Moreover, t he small number of bearers of 
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Trumaí culture and the shortness of t heir average life span must have 
seriously interfered with the instruction of the young. ln addition, t he 
very eclecticism of Trumaí culture militated against conservatism and 
is in.dicative of the low value which they placed on their own culture. 

ln the chapter on religion, the disinterest of the people in their reli­
gious activit ies was often noted. Such behavior may appear paradoxical, 
but ethnographic literature provides many instances of the decline of 
traditional belief systems in the face of cultural crisis. ln the case of the 
Trumaí, disinterest in the religious sphere was closely related to dis­
interest in other aspects of their culture. The Trumaí world view had 
become a philosophy of despair. While depopulation was causing social 
and cultural disintegration, cultural factors in their turn were furthering 
depopulation. The Trumaí were set in a steady downward spiral. 

ln summary it can be said that, on the basis of Quain's notes, t he 
Trumaí were an anxiety ridden people. They were extremely se11sitive 
and their feelings were easily hurt. They demanded individual recogni­
tion and attention. They were disinclined t o work in their own interest 
or to join with each other in community projects. Apathetic towards 
t heir own world, they were distrustful of the world outside. These 
observations find considerable confirmation in de Lima's comments 
on the Trumaí: 

The b ehavior of this tribe which tives t oday in a state of humiliation and with­
drawal in the face of the other p eoples, is quite d.ifferent from that of the Tupi­
ans. They are extremely distrustful Indians; they do not have a frank and happy 
expression and no matter how long one lives with them they remain always shut 
off. They do not have the dynamism, nor the disposition to work. of the l{ama-

, 6 yura. 

It seems certain that this personality structure was i1ot a survival of 
their mo:re prosperous pre-contact period, when t he Trumaí enjoyed 
some renown as warriors, but was a product of t he growing distress 
which emerged during the period when t he their whole secuTity system of 
the individual - kinship and community -was breaking down. Under the 
new circumstances the individual Tr11maí was no longer lodged in the 
matrix of the extended family. No longer did the rules of kinship that 
had formerly guided interpersonal relations operate smoothly for him.. 
No longer did a vigorous community intervene between him and the 
outside ·world. There was no strong family, community, or tradition with 
which he could ident ify himself. The weakening of the socio-cultural 
structure precipitated him into conflict with his fellows; and it caused 
him to transfer some of his dependence to other and stronger groups. 
And in this e:ff.ort also, he was unsuccessful, for other tribes looked down 
upon him as a member of an irredeemably inferior group. 

6 De Lima 1949, p. 25 . 
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APPENDIX 

Buell Quain, in a letteT to tl1e late Dr. Ruth Benediot written from 
Brazil on December 21, 1938, summarized severa! aspects of Trumaí 
culture which have a diréct and iromediate bearing on their decline. 
Following are excerpts of ethnological interest fron1 t hls letter, whioh 
was discovered after this monograph was completed: 

"They are a dying c1tlture. Each generation improves its imitation of 
Ka;mayu-rá culture. Everyone in the village knows a few l{amayurá 
words. Almost ali the songs in the manioc fertility cere;mony are Kama­
yurá. Half the people in the village can carry on a conversation n'l 
Katnayurá with ease. One househ0ld (there are four) uses Kamayurá in 
preference to TTumaí. The mother of the house owner speaks no Trumaí; 
she is a l{amayurá woman who has lived with the Trumaí for about 
twenty-five ye~rs . The chi1d of the household, a ten year old girl, confuses 
Kamayurá kinship terms with Trumaí in classifying the village. All 
Trumaí women between twenty and forty have been ca.ptive wives 
among the Kamayurá (which pu.ts the Trumaí menina peculiar position 
which they fully but fruitlessly resent) ... . They have lots of dis­
organized leisure. They are sleepy (in part because of insects and fear 
throughout the night) . They are ready to imitate not only the Kama­
yurá, but me, in petty daily habits. No outsider speaks Trumaí. 

"There is nobody among them who volunteers information of etlu10-
logical value. For three months I dug for structure and got very little ... 
Dullne.ss cannot be attributed to the climate. 

"The village is small .. . . Each of t he four 11ouseholds - now five 
because of a recent split - are o:vgan.ized, or perhaps disorganized, ac­
cording to different sociological p.rincipals. Three of the seventee11 
women are of foreign birth; one is Kamayurá, one is l\Iehinaku, and one 
is Suyá. The first two speak i10 Trumaí. A fourth woman with ring­
worm and two sick children is said t o be Y aulapití, but she is well set 
in Trumaí culture. Nobody elaims heras a relative (in part because of 
aversion toward her ringworm); hence. she is used as a prostitute by 
e:very man in the village - she is the village joke. Among the me11, I 
have found remarl{ably uniform responses to various 'tes.ts'. (I said 
'Draw a picture of a woman anda man.' Every man but one drew the 
woman tirst and oriented her in a distinctive way on the paper. The 
women showed no such regularity. One Kamayurá man tested also 
lacked this stereotyped response .) 
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"Ttemendous interest in property, together with a simple and declin­
ing cult ure, results in my being a seriously disturbing element in t heir 
lives. Casual conversation always degenerates into a squabble about 
gift-giving . . . . There is intense pleasure in possession. Children get 
no sympathy when they are hurt, but objects are usually given to them. 
Every child has the rigl1t at least 'to see' anything he desires. In this 
respect children are pampered. Adults whine for things ; withholding 
a desired object makes them intensely unhappy. Aggressive possession 
is admired . . Trade games make the exchange of property very :fluid. 
Y et values in t rade are well defined, and there is no prestige in giving 
more than one gets. Wit hin the kinship circle, however, the old lavish 
property on the young. A father's garden is spoken of as that of his five 
year old son . There is a deliberate attempt to instill aggressive ownership 
attitudes in the young. A three year old girl is taught to claim objects in 
a loud voice. This is done by shouting the possessive pronoun . . .. 

"These are a settled people who live within t he strict limits of their 
village. Their small number h as advantage in t he study of individuals. 
They have no knowledge of the world beyond the Kuluene-Kuliseu. It 
has no more real existence than t he various inhabited regions of the 
heavens. The half dozen expeditions which have passed down the river 
have communicated with the na tives only with signs. The one important 
result of such contact was division from peripheral tribes and the rise of 
metal tools. The disappearance of t he stone industry, on which a defunct 
Trumaí moiety had a monopoly, has occurred within the last generat ion.1 

The increased leisure which pro bably resulted is not utilized economically. 
''The complete lack of self-consciousness among these people ttlal{es 

beh avior observation remarkably easy. Before I knew any of the 
language, I could sit by t he hour in various households and time the 
actions of people while they paid no attention to me. For instance, one 
man during twenty minutes of leisure lay down to rest in his hammoclr 
fifteen different times, but each time disturbed himself with the re­
membra11ce of some petty chore undone .... 

"The only restriction of behavior that I have seen in casual intra­
village personal relations is that the children are told not to litter the 
fl.oor . The only positive rule is t hat t he head of a household must sit 
with a guest and converse while the guest is inside his house .... 
Furthermore, extra-marital sexual intercourse has occurred in a sha­
dowy corner of my house . . This lack of self-consciousness contrasts 
strongly with t he J(arajá, who are more prudish t han the Fijians .... 

" Shortage of women, because of theft of young women, polygamy, 
lack: of sexual interest in old wives (of which there are severa!), and 

1 Quain refers here to the moiety-like diviaion of the Trumaí which has been 
discussed in Chapter Three. This appea.rs to be rather a result of the merger of the 
northern and southern Trumaí villages. The latter specialized in axe-ma.king . 
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post-natal sexual taboos is a serious social problem. A large group of not 
very pretty bachelors must use the woman with ringworm or the Suyá 
captive, whose present marriage is considered dishonorable. These 
women have no brothers or fathers. ln contrast with Karajá, there is 
no stylized homosexuality. Yet the complete freedom of sexual play 
results in activities which might be considered overt homosexuality. 
But to the Trumaí such activity has litt.le emotional content. It does not 
seem to set up speoial personal relationships. 

"Women are in constant fear of attack. Yet a wüe tyrannizes her 
husband by withholding her favors and pulling the hair of anyone whom 
she suspects her husband has used sext1aliy. Between married people, sex 
occurs at night - preferably when everyone else is asleep - or while going 
to the forest on various gathering tasks. A man and his wüe engage in 
many things together, such as afternoon relaxation, fishing, andgarden­
ing. There is companionship even between those spouses among whom 
the wüe is much older and no longer of interest to the man sexually. 

"Between t hemselves, the men are extremely individualistic. Coopera­
tion rarely exceeds kin limits even at the explicit order of the chief. 
Only when outsiders are present do men band together in a mock dis­
play of solid cooperation. . . . There is only one old man, who is about 
seventy - ali others are under 45 . . .. . Ali death is murder. Nobody 
expects to live longer than the next rainy season. Men always carry 
bows and arrows for protection. Shamans keep the village in constant 
fear of attack from the Suyá or Kamayurá . . . . There are imaginary 
attacks quite often. Men gather in terror at the center of the village -
the most exposed spot - and wait to be shot at from the dark bushes 
at the margin of the village .... 

"Authority is lax. The patrilinealiy hereditary chief does no work 
and is a parasite on his household. He is self-conscious of the rank of his 
wüe whose marriage has elevated her. He lounges in his hammock, but 
it is his duty to ora.te from the center of the village at night and sometimes 
in t he morning, urging the men to undertake group projects. Heis the 
only man who has the courage to be an executive. This contrasts with 
the l{amayurá where there are several chiefs who, uniquely in their 
culture, are shy and ashamed to speak and whose orders must be re­
ferred through special talkers. It also contrasts with the Karajá where 
the chief is the best worker . . . . When the season changes, the Trumaí 
chief urges the people to engage in the new work, which they would do 
anyway. An example of the complete independence of spirit is illustrated 
by the two brothers who would not help the brother-in-la w of one build 
the house in which they all were living, because they thought the mos­
quitoes would be bad in that location during the rainy season. The 
brother-in-law built the tremendotts house ali by himself - the t wo 
brothers lived comfortably in it. 
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"Angry stylized q·uarreling is a legal device. The village hoots in 
derision at him whose argument is poor. The chief must be a master at 
this kind of argument, bt1t all men and even women participate .... 
Though everyone makes speeches, it is only the chief who makes exec­
utive speeches. Quarrels have always been about women, with the 
exception of the one which occurred upon my arrival in the village ( one 
party disapproved of me ... ). The chief does not interfere in personal 
quarrels. The other men sit quietly in the center of the village smolting 
and trying to disregard the quarrel, which may be going on over their 
very heads. When the contenders have retired from the village green, 
they are perfectly calm. The argument is suspended unt il it can be 
carried on publicly. There seem to be no secret alliances among the men. 

"Another thing I must mention is the complete lack of emotional 
content in religious ceremonies. These are mildly pleasant chores. 
Although their struct11re is designed for a public pageant, nobody pays 
attention." 
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