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CULTURAL INFLUENCES ON POPULATION: A COMPARISON OF TWQ
TUPI TRIBES |

by

CHARLES WAGLEY

Contact with European civilization has had a varied effect upon the
population trends of native societies. Frequently conquest warfare, slavery,
bad labor conditions, disruption of aboriginal subsistence methods, and
above all foreign disease have brought a rapid population decline which
has led in many cases to the total disappearance of aboriginal groups os
istinct ethnic units. In other instances, native groups have made an adjust-
ment to the new circumstances. After an initial epoch of sharp decline in
population, a few native groups have not only regained their former popu-
lation level but actually increcsed in number several times fold. The depo-
pulation of many Melanesian Islands, the decimation of the coostal Tupi
speaking peoples of Brazil, and the rapid disintegration of the aboriginal
groups of the Antilles are well known examples of sharp population decline
following European contact from which the groups never recovered. The
multiplication of the Navajo during the last century and the population growth
of the Polynesian Island of Tikopia after European contact are examples of
recovery and expansion. (1)

In many cases, these differences in population trend following European
contact may be explained in terms of the nature of contact with Europeans
to which the different native groups have been subjected. Epidemics have
varied in frequency and in intensity among native groups and the systematic
exploitation of native peoples through slavery and other forms of enforced
labor has taken heavier toll upon native population in some areas than in
others. On the other hand, introduced crops, domesticated animals, new instru-
ments, and new techniques have sometimes raised the aboriginal subsistence
level and made possible an expansion of population.

Yet, the causes of such different trends in population among native
groups after Europeaon contact cannot always be sought in the
contact situation alone. The variables which allowed one group to absorb
the shock of new disease and other disrupting accompaniments of European

(1) cof. Firth (1939) pp. 39-49.
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contact and to revive, or which led to quasi — or total extinction of a people
may also be found in the culture and the society of peoples concerned.
Each culture has a population policy — — — an implicit or explicit set of cultu-
ral values relating to population size. The social structure of each society is
closely inter-related with a specific population level. A modification of the
external environment, such as that brought about by contact with Europeans,
generally calls for change both in cultural valves as well as in social
structure. In addition to environment, technology, and other material factors,
cultural values and social structure act also to determine population size
and demographic trends in face of modified external circumstances. A
rapid decrease in population due to new disease or an increase in popu-
lation resulting from an increased food supply calls for adjustments in popula-
tion policy (implicit or explicit} and in social structure. It is the purpose of
the present paper to examine the relationship between these social and
cultural factors and the population trends following European contact of
two Tupi speaking tribes of Brazil.

The two Tupi speaking fribes in question are the Tenetehara of
northeastern Brazil and the Tapirapé of central Brazil. (2) After more than
300 years of contact with Luso-Brazilians the Tenetehara in 1945 still
numbered some 2000 people ——— not much less, if at all, than the aboriginal
population. On the other hand, by 1947 the Tapirapé with less than forty
years of sporadic and peaceful contact with Luso-Brazilions had been
reduced to less than one hundred people, the remnant of an aborigingl
population which must have numbered more than one thousand. While
the Tenetehara still maintained a functioning social system and continued
aos a distinct ethnic group, Tapirapé society was in 1947 almost totally
disorganized and the Tapirapé as a distinct people were clearly on the
road to extinction. (3)

A partial answer to this very different reaction to Luso-Brazilian contact
may be found in the nature of the acculturation process which each has
experienced. Although the first decades of Tenetehara relations with Euro-
peans were marked by slave raids, massacres, and epidemics, the protection
of the Jesvits during more than one century (1653-1759) seems to have
given the Tenetehara time to make adjustments in their culture and society
to changing external circumstances. The missionaries were able to prevent
the movement of colonists into Tenetehara territory; and after the expulsion

9) Basic description of the Tapirapé and the Tenetehara have been published else-

i where: Cf. ‘i%'afgley and Galvdo, 1948 A, 1948 B, and 1949. Baldus, 1937, 19@!4-194:}],
1948 B, 1949 9B, Ms. Only directly pertinent descriptive data is present in this
paper.

(3) Cf. Wagley (1940) and Baldus (1945 vol. CIII, 1948 B, 1949 B), for discussion

. of Tapirapé depopulation and disorganization. Baldus (1948 B) pp. 137-138, who
found the village called Tampiitdua inhabited by 130 individuals in 1835, and
only 62 in 1947, mentions that during this lapse of time several inhabitants had
emigrated to another Tapirapé village very far fromm Tamplitdua, but that their
number seems to be lower than the number of those who came from there to
Tampiitdua. According to information received by this author, the other village
is smaller than Tampiitdua, so that in 1947 the whole tribe probably counted less
than a hundred members. In the same year, shortly after Baldus' visit, the
Tapirapé were attacked by Kayapé Indians and lost several individuals.

e e o
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of the Jesuvits in 1759, the increased importation of African slaves into
Maranhao eased the pressure for Indian slaves. Close relations with the
missionaries, and later with the civil authorities and the rural Luso-Brazilian
population, presented the Tenetehara with new culture patterns, new attitudes
which either replaced aboriginal elements or were incorporated in their
culture as alternative patterns. The missionaries urged larger families in
order to have numerous innocents to baptize. Warfare was prohibited in
the area. (4) The Tenetehara learned that children might be useful in
collecting babassu nuts for sale to Luso-Brazilians. Steel instruments and
new plants (such as rice, bananas, lemons, etc.) made agriculture more
productive. The sale of babassu nuts, copaiba oil, and other forest products
brought the Tenetehara imported products. Although Tenetehara cuiture and
society were modified, the aboriginal and the borrowed elements slowly
combined to form a new culture and a new social system which at least
met the minimum requirements for survival.

The Tapirapé, on the other hand, have had only intermittent contact
with Luso-Brazilians. Since about 1911, the Tapirapé have had occasional
contact with Luso-Brazilions. A few Topirapé have visited Luso-Brozilian
settlements and missionary stations on the Araguaya River and o few Luso-
Brazilions have visited Tapirapé villoges. Tapirapé contact with Luso-
Brazilians has been limited to relatively short periods and to small groups
of people. They have acquired a few axes, hoes, some salt, cloth, beads,
and other material objects from their occasional visitors but, on the whole,
their culture was  little modified by borrowed patterns and elements from
Luso-Brazilians. Yet the presence of Luso-Brazilians brought about a crucial
modification in their environment. With the arrival of Luso-Brazilians in the
area, the Tapirapé were subjected to a series of foreign diseases. If the
memory of older Tapirapé informants may be trusted, foreign disease
{common colds, measles, and smallpox) came atf first via the neighboring
Karaja sometime before their first meeting with Luso-Brazilians. Since about
1911 to 1914, however foreign disease acquired directly from Luso-Brazilians,
has steadily decimated the Tapirapé. Unlike the Tenetehara, before the Tapi-
rapé were presented with a broad segment of Luso-Brazilians culture, which
might have provided them with alternative patterns and values with which
they might have made adjustments to their new circumstances, they have
been practically wiped out. '

Still, the difference in population trends after Luso-Brazilian contact
of these two tribes cannot be explained entirely in terms of the ditferences
in the contact continuum. The first fifty years of contact between the Te-
netehara and Europeans was more violent than anything the Tapirapé have
experienced. In the early 17th century organized slave raiding parties
penetrated into Tenetehara territory and armed forces such as the one led

{4) There are no indications that the Tenetehara shared the warfare-cannibalism
complex of the Tupinambd, but the lower reaches of the Mearim-Grajat-Pindaré
River system and the Island of Maranhf8o at its mouth were inhabited by
Tupinambd groups. Métraux .(1948) p. 95 ff. See also Fernandes (1949).
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by Bento Maciel Parente in 1616 made war upon the Tenetehara. Epidemics,
which raged in the early 17th century among the Indian populations of
northeast Brazil, certainly reached the Tenetehara. From time to time smallpox,
measles, ond other diseases have taken a heavy toll among these
Indians. The impact of the dominant culture upon the Tenetehara was more
intense than it has been upon the Tapirapé. In addition to differences in
the nature of the contact continuum, factors inherent in the society and the
culture of the two tribes were responsible for the reaction of these societies
to Luso-Brazilian contact and for the population trends which followed.
Since the Tenetehara and the Tapirapé have historically related cultures
sharing many patterns and institutions common to most Tupi speaking tribes,
a comparison of the two societies and cultures should allow us to determine
the variables responsible for their contrasting reactions.

The subsistence methods of the tribes were in aboriginal times basically
similar. Both were tropical forest horticulturalists depending upon hunting,
fishing, and forest fruits to supplement their diet. For fishing, the Tenetehara
had an advantage since their villages were normally situated near rivers
and streams while the Tapirapé villages were located inland many
kilometers from the river. In hunting, the Tapirapé had the advantage of
nearby open plains country where hunting was more productive than in
the tropical forest. Neither tribe had a land problem: the nearest village of
the Karajd, who were Tapirapé neighbors, was at least two hundred kilo-
meters away and the Timbira neighbors of the Tenetehara were savanna
people offering no competition for forest land. Both tribes during aboriginal
times had sufficient territory to move their villages every five or six years
when suitable garden sites near their villages had been used up by the
slash-and-burn system of horticulture. The two tribes inhabited similar phy-
sical environments and they had approximately the same technological
equipment to cope with it. Their technology and their subsistence methods
must have limited the maximum population of any one village and there
are indications that approximately two hundred people was the average
village size for both groups. On the other hand, a lack of territory evidently
did not enforce a limitation on the number of villages for the fribe. Yet
while the Tapirapé tell of only five villages in aboriginal times many times
that number are reported by early observers for the Tenetehara. Although
specific data is not available, it seems that in aboriginal times Tapirapé po-
pulation was relatively small and stable while the Tenetehara population
was at least twice as large and probably expanding.

This difference in population level between the two tribes in aboriginal
times was related to the population policies held by the two groups as well
as fo differences in social structure of the groups concerned. These cultural
valves relating to population level are explicit in attitudes toward family
size and in positive actions to limit families. Among the Tenetehara infanticide
is indicated only in the case of the birth of twins since they are believed
to be the result of sexual relations between the mother and a dangerous
supernatural and in the case of infants with certain supernaturally caused
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abnormalities. Since there is a low incidence of twins and since in several
known cases “abnormal” children have been allowed to live, infanticide
has had little or no effect upon Tenetehara population trends. The Tenete-
hara tell of one or two formulas thought to produce abortion. The long
taboos imposed on both parents during the pregnancy of the mother and
during the early infancy of the child are a source of irritation and discomfort
which would seem to tend to discourage large families. But, in general,
there is little planned effort among the Tenetehara to limit family size. Men
seem proud of several children; women are eager to bear children and
they will leave a husband whom they believe to be sterile.

In contrast, the Tapirapé value small families. They take specific
steps to limit their families and have explicit ideas as to maximum family
size. Not only do the Tapirapé bury twins at birth as do the Tenetehara
(and for similar reasons) but they believe that a woman should not have
more than three live children. (5) In addition, the three children of a woman
should not be of the same sex. In other words, if a woman has two living
daughters and her third child is also a girl, it is usvally buried at birth.
Similarly, if she has two male children and her third is a male, infanticide is in
order. Furthermore, all men who have sexual relations with a woman durlng
her pregnancy are considered fathers to her child. More than two co-fathers
leads to complications. All co-fathers are expected to observe taboos on
sexual relations and on the eating of certain meats during the pregnancy
of the woman and the early infancy of the child. If there are three, four,
or more co—fathers one of them is certain to break these taboos thus endan-
gering the health of the infant; consequently the woman is urged to bury
the child. (6)

On an overt level, the Tapirapé justify these checks on population by
saying, “We do not want thin children” or “They would be hungry”.
They enlarge upon such statements by adding that it is difficult for a father
to supply a large family with meat from hunting. In aboriginal times,
manioc was plentiful and no one lacked the tubers with which to manufacture
flour but meat was especially scarce during the rainy season when the
forest is partially flooded and the paths to the savanna country are
impassable. In addition, a complex set of food taboos make the job of
supplying meat for a family more difficult. Children before adolescence
are allowed to eat only specific meats and women are prohibited others.
When a Tapirapé says “| am hungry” he generally means by implication:

(5) Baldus (1949) vol. CXXIII, p. 55, was told the same regarding the limitation
of number of children of the Tapirapé family, but the contrary in relation to
twins. According to information given to him by these Indians, the Tapirapé
appreciate twins and, therefore, husband and wife eat twin or double bananas,
i, e., with two fruits in the same peel.

{6) Geneologies indicated that these rules are adhered to almost without exception.
In 1939, during my residence in a Tapirapé village, one woman hesitated in
allowing her third male child to the buried. Less than a month after its birth,
she appeared one day without the infant and announced that he had died of
a cold. Another woman whose child had four fathers allowed the child to live
only to have it die of an intestinal disorder. The villagers took a definite «I - told -
you - so» attitude.
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"hungry for meat”. Although empirical data are not avoilable, it is my
impression that meat is (and was in the past) just as scarce in Tenetehara
villages, and during the rainy season fish are extremely difficult to catch.
The Tenetehara, with roughly the same food supply as the Tapirapé, do
not feel called upon to impose drastic limitations upon the family size.
Population control among the Tapirapé seems no to result from a direct
limitation imposed by food supply but from culturally derived values. In
other words, although family limitation among the Tapirapé has a basis in
subsistence, it does not derive from a minimum starvation situation. Family
limitation seems to be related to a desire for a specific food, which the
organism needs but which is also selected by Tapiropé culture as particu-
larly desirable.

This population policy of the Tapirapé with its explicit concept of
maximum family size and the use of infanticide to limit the number of
children must have maintained Tapirapé population in aboriginal times on
a stable level. Even then, the balance between a stable and a declining
population must have been a delicate one. With an increase in the death-
rate from new disease for which they did not have an acquired immunity,
this delicate equilibrivm was thrown off balance. After Luso-Brazilian
contact, the population declined rapidly. Tapirapé concepts of population
limitation remained unchanged in face of modified circumstances and fami-
lies were not large enough to replace the adult population. The less rigid
population policy of the Tenetehara was conducive to a large population
during aboriginal times and it made the Tenetehara less vulnerable than
the Tapirapé to modifications in the external environment. Without doubt
numerous Tenetehara died from new diseases, from war, and from slavery
after contact with Luso-Brazilians, but their desire for large families must
have allowed them to replace their population in at least sufficient numbers
to survive until they were able to adjust to the new circumstances.

Secondly, differences in social structure between the two tribes were
also important in determining aboriginal population size as well as popula-
tion trends after Luso-Brazilion contact. An extended family based upon at
least temporary matrilocal residence and a widely extended bilateral kin
group were basic social groupings of both the Tapirapé and the Tenetehara
in aboriginal times. Tenetehara social structure was in fact limited to the
extended family and the bilateral kin group. The Tapirapé, on the other
hand, also had two other sets of social groups which were lacking in Tene-
tehara society. First, there were patrilineal ceremonial moieties limited to
men. Each moiety was divided into three age-grades — boys, young men
or warriors, and older men. Second, both men and women among the Ta-
pirapé belonged to one of eight “Feast Groups” which were non-exogamous.
Membership in these “Feast Groups” was patrilineal for men and matrilineal
for women, although these rules were often modified by the personal desi-
res of a parent. Both Tapirapé men’s moieties and age grades and the
“Feast Groups” were basic to all ceremonials and important in economic
prodution and distribuition. The masked dances with impersonation of
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forest spirits performed by the men during the dry season were a function
of the men’s moieties. The "Feast Groups'’ met at intervals during the dry
seasons at their traditional stations in the central plaza for ceremonial
meals. At such times, as Herbert Baldus has shown, these "Feast Groups”
functioned as a mechanism for food distribution in a season when more
food wos available than a family would normally consume. (7) The “Feast
Groups” sometimes formed to collect honey and to hunt. The age grades of
the men’s moieties also frequently acted together economically; they orga-
nized work parties for clearing of large garden sites and they went out
on large cooperative hunts after herds of wild pigs.

In aboriginal Tapirapé society ceremonial life and many important
cooperative subsistence acticities were based upon this balanced set of
associations. A Tapirapé village in order to assure adequate representation
in the various age grades of the men’s moieties as well as in the "Feast
Groups” by necessity had to consist of about 200 people or more. A small
village of fifty to a hundred people, for example, would not have provided
sufficient number of males of the proper ages to allow the age graded moieties
to corry out their ceremonials nor to organize their cooperative subsistence
activities. Tapirapé village organization was therefore not conducive to a
process of “splitting off” of groups from one village to form another.
The size of Tapirapé villages was limited by their tecnological equipment
within their tropical forest environment yet the social structure made the form-
ation of numerous small villages difficult. In contrast, the less formalized social
structure of the Tenetehara allowed for villages of varying size within the
limits of their ecological adjustment. Extended family groups easily might
break off from a larger village to form a new settlement fully able to
carry out the cooperative economic activities and even ceremonials of the
society. This process is constantly occurring in contemporary Tenetehara so-
ciety. When tensions arise between extended families, one group simply
splits off from the parent village to join another or to form a separate vil-
lage without serious effects on the ceremonial or economic system. Te-
netehara social structure offered o favorable condition for an expanding
pulation after Luso-Brazilian contact among the Tapirapé seriously offected
population.

Tapirapé social structure seems also to have been more vulnerable to
disorganization in face of a rapid change in population size. Rapid depo-
pulation after Luso-Brazilian contact among the Tapirapé seriously affectad
the normal functioning of their highly segmented and balanced social
structure. By 1940, the lack of men had thrown the system of reciprocal and
competitive activities of the men’s age-graded moieties out of balance.
There were not enough men of the “older” age-grade of either moiety nor
of the young men “warrior” age-grade of one moiety to form functioning
units to reciprocate in cooperative garden clearing and to participate in
group hunts. Several of the “Feast Groups” had been disbanded for lack

(7) Baldus (1937) p. 88 ff.
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of numbers. Ceremonials in 1940 had not been abandoned but they were
performed in an attenuated and disheartened moanner. There was little
motivation to accumulate the meat, the forest fruits, and the garden products
which important ceremonials require among the Tapirapé.

'Ceremonials and cooperative economic activities in Tenetehara society
are organized by extended family and kin groups. Lack of numbers, of
course, creates difficulties in carrying out ceremonials and in organizing
economic activities but it does not have the effect of disorganizing the
society. Cooperation of large extended families in gardening and in col-
lecting babassu nuts and copaiba oil is still the general pattern among
the Tenetehara. Tenetehara social structure was maleable to change. Adjust-
ment to new circumstances after Luso-Brazilion contact must have been
easier for the Tenetehara than for the Tapirapé.

-+ This brief comparison of the cultural values and of those aspects of
social structure of the Tenetehara and of the Topirapé in terms of their
effect upon population size and on population trends after Luso-Brazilian
contact suggest several general hypotheses, First, the available information
concerning the population size of these two tribes in aboriginal times indi-
cates that the Tenetehara were much more numerous than the Tapirapé.
Yet both tribes were tropical forest peoples with roughly similar technological
equipment. It seems to the writer that this difference in population size
between the two tfribes was functionally related to ideological valves and
to social structure and not to differences in technology and environment.
ln- other words, such differences in population can hardly be interpreted
strictly in Malthusian terms. While population potentials are certainly limited
by food supply, the level of technology, the application of medical knowledge,
and other material factors, social institutions and culturally derived
values are influential in determining trends in population size within the
limits set by such “natural™ factors.

Second, the social structure and the cultural values of any society
are functionally related to a given population level. With change in popu-
lation size, both the cultural values regarding population size and social
structure must be adjusted. The Tapirapé concept of family size remained
unchanged in face of modified conditions (i.e. higher death-rate caused
by foreign disease) with the result that the adult population was no longer
replaced by births. A rapidly declining population disrupted Tapirapé socio-
ceremonial organization and affected the internal system of production and
distribution. The Tenetehara with a more maleable social structure than
that of the Tapirapé were able to survive the initial impact of Luso-Brazilian
contact until the protection of the Jesuits allowed them to make necessary
adjustments to the new circumstances,

Finally, this comparison between the Tapirapé and the Tenetehara calls
to mind other primitive societies whose social structure must have been
functionally related to population level and to demographic trends in face
of European civilization. In Brazil, the Ramkokamekra (Eastern Timbira)
with their complex moiety system and the Apinayé with their kive marriage
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classes, to mention only two examples, had social systems comparable to
that of the Tapirapé. Such social structures depended upon o balanced
representation of population in each of the numerous social units. A sudden
decline of population might easily throw such highly segmented societies
out of balance, so to speak. Without sufficient representation in one or
more of these social units reciprocal socio-ceremonial offairs become impos-
sible or may be carried out in a highly attenuated manner. Again, the so-
cial structure of the Karaja of the Araguaya River is based essentially upon
extended family and kinship ties and lacks the highly segmented social
units which cross cut villages and even family groups. Like that of the
Tenetehara, Karajd social structure would seem to be less vulnerable to
change in population size and more conducive to population growth. In
addition to technological equipment and subsistence methods, social struc-
ture and cultural values also influence strongly the final adjustment of each
society to its environment. Differences in social structure and of value systems
between societies must be taken into account in studies of population size

and of population trends in any natural area, such as the Tropical forest of
South America.

Columbia University, New York.

RESUMO

O autor compara a reagdo dos Tenetehara e Topirapé co contacto com os
brancos no que diz respeito ao decrescimento da populagdo e & organizagdo social.
Enquanto a primeira dessas tribos lavrodoras das selvas tropicais do Brosil, depois
de mais de trezentos anos de tal contacto, conta um nUimero de componentes
provavelmente pouco inferior ao de antes, conservando em fun¢do sua organizagdo
social, os Tapirapé se encontram em via de extinggo fisica e desintegragdo social.
O autor acha que, por um lado, a tecnologia dessas tribos e seus métodos da
-aquisicdo de sustento devem ter limitado o nimero de habitantes de cada aldeia,
ndo tendo havido, por outro lado, falta de espago territorial para limitar o ndmero
das aldeios. Parece-lhe que, antigamente, a populagdo tapirapé era relativamente
pequena e estavel, ao passo que a dos Tenetehara era, pelo menos, o dobro da-
quela e, provavelmente, expansiva. Estes ultimos, em geral, ndo procuram restringir
o tamanho da familic a modo dos Tapirapé entre os quais a mulher ndo deve
ter mais de trés filhos. Embora os Topirapé justifiquem esta limitagdo com falta
de alimento, mais decisivos a respeito parecem ser certos fatores culturais. O
autor procura mostrar a influéncia das instituicdes e valores culturais sdbre o
tamanho das populagdes dentro dos limites postos pelas fontes alimentares, pelo
conhecimento médico, pelo equipamento civilizador e por outros fatores materiais.
Friza que a estrutura social e os valores culturais de cada sociedode sdo funcio-
nalmente relacionados com determinado tamonho de populagdo, precisondo ser
reajustados, por isso, em caso de mudanga da situagdo demogréfica.
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