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THE CHANGING SOCIAL SYSTEM 

amount, and the native social structure was directly af­
fected. 

That Mundurucú society was not isolated and was not 
stable, were advantages to a functional analysis rather 
than disturbing factors. Through observation of change in 
a component part of a system, it was possible to examine 

· and determine with sorne degree of verifiability the ram­
ifications and strength of relationship between the chang­
ing part and other parts. Functional links of interdepend­
ency did indeed exist, and change had repercussions 
through at least part of the system. As A. R. Radcliffe­
Brown phrased it: "It is a corollary of the hypothesis of 
the systemic connection of f eatures of social lif e that 
changes in sorne features are likely to produce changes in 
other features." 1 Thus, the functionalist method, when 
used in the dimension of history, has led to the study of so­
cial causality. It further illustrated that the direction of 
change was profoundly influenced by the structure of 
Mundurucú society; in this way the social system acted as 
a field of plural determinants, and social change derived 
therefrom its order and regularity. 

At the time when the tribe erupted so violently into his­
tory the Mundurucú were patrilineal and patrilocal and 
appear to have been undergoing expansion in population 
and territory. Their social structure was well adapted to 
such growth, because the equivalence of kin and territo­
rial unit permitted a segmentation process whereby small 
kin-local groups split off from larger ones. The offspring 
units, composed of residential nuclei of patrilineally re­
lated males and their wives, were miniatures of the parent 
groups, and they maintained a relation with the parent 
units through the over-all structure of lineage, subclan, 

1 RadcliHe-Brown, 1952, p. 7. 
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clan, phratry, and moiety. In this way, the social system 
accommodated increased numbers through fission and the 
multiplication of similar component units. 

Marriage in our earliest known condition of Mundurucú 
society was regulated by the exogamous moieties. Pref er­
ential forms of marriage were with the cross-cousin or the 
sister's daughter. Agnatic groups relinquished rights to the 
offspring of their women and to the women themselves 
after imposition of bride service upon the groom. The 
groom, during this temporarily matrilocal period, was not 
integrated in the wif e' s linea ge and household but re­
mained an outsider who slept in the men' s house with the 
village bachelors. 

The establishment of peaceful relations with the whites 
and the growth of trade with them in horticultura! com­
modities, it has been hypothesized, set in motion a far­
reaching series of modifications in Mundurucú social 
structure. The M undurucú were horticulturalists before 
their contact with the whites, and trade in manioc flour 
and other produce did not constitute a technological in­
novation, as such. It did, however, place a greater premium 
on female labor, especially the cooperative and organized 
work that goes into farinha manufacture. In terms of the 
operation of the system of production, it became more 
crucial that the female work group have continuity and 
retain those members that it had trained. This was accom­
plished through matrilocality, which not only insured this 
continuity but provided a productive unit bonded by the 
solidary ties of demonstrable consanguinity. 

One might say at this point that increased horticulture 
"caused" matrilocality. Or one might phrase the same 
proposition to read that "the function of matrilocality was 
to provide a fully cooperative and integrated work group 
in farinha production." Anthropologists would tend to say 
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the former because the history of a change to matrilocality 
accompanied by the production of a garden surplus is 
documented. If no such historical information were avail­
able, one would probably state the generalization in the 
latter terms. The statements are, however, the same. But 
the causality is not quite so simple and mechanistic, the 
functional relation not exactly one to one. lt was stated 
earlier that so far as change takes place in a system of func­
tionally interrelated parts, it correspondingly occurs in a 

1 

field of plural determinants. In the present case, this is 
manifest in the fact that matrilocality could occur in a pat­
rilineal society and in the peculiar kind of matrilocality 
that emerged. 

Murdock has argued convincingly that a patrilineal and 
patrilocal society imposes great obstacles to the develop­
ment of matrilocality.2 He presents in illustration a model 
of such a group, but one in which the kin-territorial unit 
possesses corporate rights to land. Under these conditions, 
he reasons, it would be difficult to impose the relinquish­
ment of such rights on the members of the units. 1 share 
Murdock's view, but it must be remembered that there 
were no institutions of prívate or corporate ownership of 
productive resources among the Mundurucú. The lineages 
no doubt were significant cooperative units in production, 
and collective units in consumption, and had important 
political functions; but their only corporate proprietary 
rights were of a ceremonial nature. The individual male 
was, therefore, not faced with estrangement from eco­
nomic resources in which he had a vested interest, nor 
with the problem that matrilocality would impose in the 
passing of such rights to his sons. 

Beyond the question of property ownership, other pos­
sible inhibitions to matrilocality may be discemed. The 

1 Murdock, 1949, pp. 216-218. 
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structure of authority must have followed closely along 
lines of patrilineal kinship in patrilocal times. Under the 
new conditions, the man was not only assigned to perma­
nent proximity to the father-in-law and bis house, but was 
left with no unit in which he could exercise a political role. 
The Hopi man, f or example, may move to bis wife' s house­
hold upon marriage, but he rarely moves out of the village; 
and he maintains an important position in bis own lineage. 
But, on the other hand, the rule of matrilocality in a patri­
lineal society leaves a man without a lineage in which he 
may hold membership or play a political role. That the 
man had no important rights and duties in his natal house­
hold undoubtedly contributed to the persistence of inter­
village marriages despite his consequent departure for a 
new locality. But this raised other problems, for life in a 
new village placed the man under different leadership and 
away from a solidary group of kinsmen. The situation was 
partly resolved by allowing the men to continue residence 
in the men' s house beyond the normal period of bride 
service. Thus, young married men remained independent 
of the households of their wives during the early years of 
marriage and became more fully integrated into them af­
ter they had been married for several years. By this time, 
age and seniority allowed them to become significant fig­
ures in · the extended family; they were no longer poten­
tially at the merey of the father-in-Iaw. Matrilocality did 
not bring the man into another patrilineage under the new 
circumstances, because the father-in-law was also an out­
sider. The man's ultimate increased participation in the 
life of the household was correspondingly eased. 

That Mundurucú society gave all members free access 
to natural resources and had a preexistent roen' s-house or­
ganization are important to an understanding of the 
change in residence rules. The two factors were struc-
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turally compatible with matrilocality, and their absence 
may well have caused the Mundurucú to adapt to in­
creased manioc production in sorne other way. And so far 
as they were necessary preconditions for matrilocality in 
a patrilineal society, we may also say that they were 
causes. 

The determining role of the social structure on social 
change is clearly seen in the kind of matrilocality practiced 
and in the resultant social units. The Mundurucú certainly ' 
do not have the usual type of matrilocality. Indeed, a pos­
sible. source of social friction is resolved by allowing fbe 
men to live in their own dwelling, apart from the extended 
families of related females.3 Mundurucú "patrilineality" 
no longer refers to the type of descent groups character­
istic of the old society or to the kind of unit to which the 
taxonomic category is generally applied. The society lost 
its patrilineages, except for those of the chiefs; and descent 
groupings, in general, were shorn of most of their solidary 
f eatures. Clanship no longer ímplied coüperating, interact­
ing groups of people, although it has remained important 
for sorne time in the ordering of kinship-ascribed role be­
havior. 

The impact of the change was f elt throughout the social 
structure. The cult of the spirits of the clan ancestors be­
came a village-centered ritual, and villagers, not clansmen, 
were seen to have reciproca! relations with these super­
naturals. The primary remaining function of the whole 
sacred-trumpet complex has become the maintenance of 
male ascendancy in villages whose hereditary inhabitants 
are women. The protection and benevolence of the trum-

ª It has been suggested that I use the term duolocality to describe 
Mundurucú residence. Although more exactly descriptive, I have chosen 
not to use this tenn because it may obscure the basic fact that this so­
ciety maintains the integrity of a core of . related f emales. 
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pet spirits are still sought, but there is common confusion 
about the exact meaning and role of the supernaturals. 

The change in residence patterns must have had a great 
eff ect on the whole system of behavior expected between 
various categories of kinsmen. Lack of data makes it im­
possible to reconstruct the social system under patrilocality 
in any detail, but since the transformation surrounded 
each role player with a totally different array of comple­
mentary roles, one may inf er that modifications occurred 
in nearly all aspects of social relations. It is known, how­
ever, that cross-cousin and sister's-daughter marriages 
were formerly pref erred, although matrilocality has re­
sulted in the absolute taboo of the latter union. The Mun­
durucú still express a verbal pref eren ce f or the cross-cousin 
marriage, but the infrequency of its occurrence suggests 
that loss of lineages has robbed it of its primary function 
as a means of solidifying ties between kin groups. 

One of the most interesting features of Mundurucú 
matrilocality is the inability of the resultant social system 
to accommodate the open expression of conflict. The pre­
vious situation in this regard is not known, but if anthropo­
logical findings among other patrilineal and patrilocal peo­
ples can be extended to the M undurucú, one might expect 
that conflict need not be disruptive and might actually 
contribute to the maintenance of the social system. Cross­
cutting bonds based on residence and descent, the non­
equivalence of kin and local groups, however, prevent the 
development of open factions, because factional conflict 
would entangle the individual in conflicting Ioyalties. Seg­
ments of the society are notable to gain interna] solidarity 
and to define their boundaries through opposition to other 
segments, except by the destruction of other modes of 
group organization. This lack of what has been called in­
terna! "structural opposition'' is partly responsible for the 
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weak corporate character of descent and local groups. The 
dispersa! of male patrilineal kinsmen also attenuates and 
weakens ties of relationship, and the men' s house results in 
a rather marginal membership in the extended f amily. 
There is potential disruption through conflict of roles, but 
the loyalties imposed by the roles are somewhat weakened, 
and the danger to social integration accordingly mitigated. 

The incongruity of descent and residen ce makes f or a 
most unstable social system, and one may well ask how it 
persisted from the inid-nineteenth century to the present. 
In part, of course, it may be answered that persistence has 
not been perfect. The clans are becoming vestigial, and 
unilocal residence is now weakening. Moreover, increas­
ing numbers of people are leaving the traditional savannah 
villages. But the fact remains that the Mundurucú still ex­
istas a social entity after a period of contact that witnessed 
the virtual extinction or absorption of nearly all tribes of 
the region. 

It might be argued that the weakness and instability of 
the patrilineal and matrilocal social structure was, para­
doxically, a source of its strength during the contact pe­
riod. The accumulated aggressions generated, and re­
pressed, in the social system were released in the continued 
pursuit of the traditional institution of warfare. Lacking 
any strong modes of internal segmentation, social integra­
tion was obtained by the opposition of the entire tribe 
against the outside world. This outward direction of an­
tagonism functioned to demarcate rigidly the boundaries 
of the social system, and to provide a framework of com­
mon endeavor. The cross-cutting ties of residence and de­
scent were the basis of a highly developed sense of tribal­
ism among the Mundurucú males and facilitated the 
recruitment of war parties from a number of villages. This 
martial disposition and effectiveness of the Mundurucú 
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made the tribe useful to the whites. It was important to 
the Brazilians to maintain the friendship and virtual au­
tonomy of the Mundurucú; the group was accordingly 
spared sorne of the severe contact traumata experienced 
by other Indian tri bes of the rain f ores t. 

The social system resulting from the first set of changes 
in Mundurucú social structure of which we have record 
persists ( with sorne further modifications) in the present­
day savannah villages. From one point of view, it might be 
said that these early alterations had one over-all function: 
they fulfilled the new social need of accommodation to 
Brazilian society. Peaceable relations were established 
through mercenary service and trade in manioc Hour, and 

1 these were the means through which the Mundurucú ac­
quired trade items. But the fact of a system of interrela­
tions between Brazilians and Mundurucú meant that the 
social system of the Iatter had become vulnerable to 
changes in the former. Thus, . when the direction of the 
Amazonian economy turned to rubber extraction, the 
Mundurucú were accordingly affected. 

The rubber boom was roughly concurrent with the gen­
eral pacification of the middle Amazon region. The Mun­
durucú were needed then as workers, and not as warriors. 
For the most part they turned to rubber tapping to get 
merchandise. The total lapse of military activity undercut 
sorne of the bases of Mundurucú social solidarity and ex­
posed the institution of leadership to the strife inherent in 
the political organization. Witchcraft and the execution of 
sorcerers continued-there are no data to indicate either 
an increase or decrease of the practices-but in a new so­
cial setting. The formerly prevailing consensus in execut­
ing sorcerers, which was a reflection of social solidarity, is 
now difficult to obtain, and the custom today disrupts co­
hesion. 
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The problems of leadership and sorcery are not the only 
causes of contemporary breaking up of traditional Mun­
durucú society. Forces externa! to the society merit con­
sideration. It was stated that the rubber industry caused 
no immediate ecological disruption, but this is true only 
as long as the Indian remains a marginal producer. His 
absorption into Amazonian economy and bis obligations to 
the patron eventually increase to such an extent that the 
Indian cannot participate effectively in the native social 
system. His role as a member of a village and of an ex­
tended family becomes incompatible with the obligations 
of clientship because the latter demands a period of rub­
ber production that overlaps the village horticultura! cy­
cle. When access to and dependence on trade goods grow, 
dependence on the individualized labor and personal hold­
ings of the rubber avenue grow also. This, too, is incon­
gruent with the cooperative labor and collective economy 
of the native social system. As the participation in the two 
social systems becomes increasingly incompatible, the 
fears and factionalism of village life cause the M undurucú 
to move more completely into the patron-client relation­
ship. The dilemma of role conflict and group tensions is 
resolved by withdrawal from villa ge life and by the restruc­
turing of their interpersonal relations in the looser frame­
work of Amazonian society. 

The Mundurucú are forced into their new mode of ex­
istence by severa! factors. Sorne of these are elements of 
the native heritage, such as the conflicting modes of resi­
dence and descent, chieftaincy, and sorcery. Others, as for 
example, trade relations and rubber production, originate 
from the outside. Social systems are not self-contained 
structures that respond only to their own needs; they are 
related to other social systems through networks of struc­
tured relationships. For this reason Mundurucú society can 
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be understood only with ref eren ce to the well-defined so­
cial roles of the enemy and the trader, to name the two 
most important. The relations of the Mundurucú with 
their enemies were sudden and violent. Communication 
and, theref ore, diffusion of the f orms of culture were min­
imal due to the mode of interaction, but this by no means 
vitiates the importance of the hostile outer social world for 
an understanding of inner social processes. 

The trader, on the other hand, is met under peaceful and 
mutually desired circumstances, and relations with him 
have different effects. In contrast to the enemy, he com­
municates knowledge of a different culture to the Mun­
durucú; his role in this regard was f ormerly mediated 
through the chiefs with whom he dealt but is now more 
potent, for he has face-to-face relations with a much 
broader segment of the population. This, however, has not 
been the most important concomitant of the trader role. 
It is rather to the trader as the purchaser of commodities 
and the purveyor of goods that attention must be turned, 
for it is through these activities that Mundurucú society has 
been most deeply changed and the populace become de­
pendent u pon outer sources for f elt necessities. Economic 
autonomy, once lost, is rarely regained. As M undurucú 
wants grow, their bond to the trader tightens at the ex­
pense of similar ties to kinsmen and co-residents. When 
the economic lif e of the individual Indian is confined to 
the traditional relation of patronage-clientship, he is ef­
fectively a caboclo. The trader, like the enemy, is regarded 
by the M undurucú as given in the nature of things and be­
yond the control of the members of the society. Thus, 
while individual traders are often mistrusted and despised, 
the institutionalized obligations to the patron and the role 
itself are never questioned. But, in the final analysis, the 
patron is the surrogate of the Western economy, and his 
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primary function is in mediating the dictates of the mar­
ket to the Indians in a personalized and understandable 
idiom. 

The externa! market cannot be taken as a constant fac­
tor in this study, f or it is subject to the fluctuations and 
movements that characterize the history of capitalism. The 
retums that it offers are variable, and the inducement of 
the Indians to produce f or it varíes somewhat. But, more 
important, different commodities have been sought in the 
Amazon at different periods, and the form of labor that 
has gone into their production has accordingly changed. 
This has impinged not only on the division and organiza­
tion of labor, but has altered fundamental residence rules, 
transformed the framework of every-day social relation­
ships, and changed in size and constitution the basic 
groupings of the society. Mundurucú society underwent 
one such major modification in the transition from patrilo­
cality to matrilocality. And it is now undergoing a second 
in the destruction of unilocal residence and the fragmenta­
tion of larger village and familial units. Murdock 4 is fully 
corroborated in bis ohservation that social organizations 

l are most easily modified through a modification of the rule 
w f residence-as he is in so many of his comments on rel­

evant f actors in social change. The rule of residence, in 
1 tum, varíes with the productive relations in the ecological 

adaptation. lt is in this way that the form of social groups 
is conditioned by their functions as units of production 
and consumption. 

The transformations of the Mundurucú social system 
can hest be understood in terms of its structured relations 
with other social systems and the immediate means, tech­
nical and social, by which selected resources are exploited. 
That these f actors ha ve a broader relevance can be hest 

'Ibid., pp. 201-202. 
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determined comparatively: cross-cultural studies of social 
and cultural change may well use the factors of ecological 
adaptation and types of relationship hetween social sys­
tems as constants. This is a different common denominator 
than the genetic one suggested by Fred Eggan as a means 
toward controlled comparison, 5 but it has been used by 
Steward and myself in a comparative analysis of the rub­
ber-tapping Mundurucú and the Indian trappers of Can­
ada. 6 In the latter study, we attempted to demonstrate that 
the two populations experienced similar relationships with 
mercantilist, extraction economies, which entailed similar 
ecological adaptations. Both groups underwent disturb­
ances of traditional patterns of postmarital residence; and 
both eventually underwent transitions in which the pop­
ulation became reorganized into loose aggregations in 
which larger bonds of economic dependency were trans­
ferred to patrons. 

Finally the relevance of the present work for the study 
of "acculturation" must be considered, for 1 have given 
little attention to the borrowing of the symbolic forms of 
Western culture by the Mundurucú. The term "accultura­
tion" has had a varied history and much ink has been 
spilled over its definition. It is generally defined as com­
prising those changes that take place as a consequence of 
culture contact. lts application in the past, however, has 
usually referred to the absorption of the content of Euro­
pean culture by a primitive group. Acculturation studies 
have been characterized by a concern with the phenome­
non of diffusion, although on a large scale, and with the 
processes through which the content of other cultures is 
accepted and incorporated. Although such studies are in­
teresting and valuable, 1 have not chosen acculturation as 

5 Eggan, 1954. 
e Murphy and Steward, 1956. 
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the central problem of this work. lt might be asked 
whether the classical culture-historical emphasis of accul­
turation studies would have elucidated or confused sorne 
of the central issues of Mundurucú social change. Could 
the development of matrilocality have been understood in 
these terms? Or could the fact that family organization 
among the M undurucú of the Cururú River is converging 
with that prevalent among the Brazilian population of the 
region be clarified by noting their intercourse with celibate 
German priests? It is true that the priests have encouraged 
the independence of the nuclear family, but how does this 
also explain a similar process of fragmentation among the 
Indians without close contact with the missionaries? Also, 
it cannot be denied that the adoption of Brazilian forms of 
dancing and tonsure, of dresses and guitars, are significant 
beca use they constitute breaks in the symbolic barriers· be­
tween the Mundurucú and the whites and, in effect, be­
speak alienation from the past. But were not these barriers 
already shattered and was not the major part of the pop­
ulation already alienated from their heritage by other fac­
tors? 

The necessities of e:xistence and the ways in which peo­
ple and peoples interrelate should be the central problems 
for the student of culture change-as they are for the per­
sons caught in the process. These, and not man' s propen­
sity to imitate, cause the fundamental alterations of a way 
of lif e. The question is perhaps too often phrased as "how 
have cultures changed" rather than "how do they change." 
The former leads to description, the latter to theory. 

A recent report by a Social Science Research Council 
seminar on acculturation has expanded the outmoded defi­
nition of acculturation as simple transmission of culture 
between groups in contact to include almost anything that 
happens when "conjunctive" relations are established be-
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tween groups. 7 Since this comprehends everything, it 
might be asked how this differs from simple "culture 
change." It would appear that the difficulties of the sem­
inar on acculturation derive primarily from the fact that 
they have no general theory of social and cultural change 
nor do they distinguish the two processes. It is for this 
reason that "acculturation,, has been looked upon as aspe­
cial set of processes despite the fact that examples of 
groups that have no "conjunctive relations" with other 
groups are hard to find. lt is manifest in the statement of 
the Social Science Research Council seminar 8 that: "The 
change that is induced by contact therefore does not rep­
resent a shift from a static to an active state but rather a 
shift from one sort of change to another.'' Granting the 
sudden and dramatic effects of the Gatling gun and the 
Indian reservation, this assumption defeats theory. If we 
are ever to formulate general laws of social and cultural 
change, we must rid ourselves of the notion of situational 
uniqueness. The latter may have operational utility for 
the traditional historian, but certainly has none for the 
generalizing social scientist. 

7 Social Science Research Council, 1954. 
8 Ibid., p. 948 ( italics mine). 
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