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To Claude Lévi-Strauss



THE HOUSES OF THE
MEBENGOKRE (KAYAPO) OF
CENTRAL BRAZIL — A NEW
DOOR TO THEIR SOCIAL

10 ORGANIZATION

Vanessa Lea

Livi-Strauss defines the house as ‘a moral person which
possesses a domain that s perpetuated by lhl‘-lrfnlsnfissinn ol its
name, its fortune and titles, along a real or !1(11\'(- line, held as
lcgifimatc on the sole condition that this continuty can he mcprgssed
in the language of kinship or of alliance, and mor(‘nir('qu(*.mly of .thc
two together’ (1984: 190)."' The Mébengokre, a Jé-speaking society
of Central Brazil® recognize Houses {as opposed to houses, dwellings
or abodes) as moral persons in the sense alluded to above. I'sh.alk
show here how Lévi-Strauss’s conception of house-based societies
offers the possibility of a new perspective  for und(rf'sl.zmdl‘ng
Mghengokre social organization but first it is necessary to (‘hsulngtush
between those of its characteristics which are compauhl({ with the
Mebengokre case and those which are not, discussing the mcompat-
ibilities that exist.” B

The distinction between Houses and dwellings is inx;‘:s;ﬁblc to
the eye of a casual obscrver. The dwellings are very slmllar to
one another and are regularly spaced around the \'1ll;t‘gc cu'cl_c
(Plate 7). Their only distinctive external arc_‘hit(‘ctu‘rallIcaturc 13
their size. A dwelling may house only one nuclear famfly, though
ideally it is occupied by an uxorilocal (‘.xu-n(.]('d family. Nm.va-
days, matrilateral parallel-cousins (and sometimes even  uterine
sisters) tend to inhabit separate dwellings, but in such cases they
consider themselves to belong 1o the same House. In [lu.;
Meéhengokre case, ‘House’ is a synthetic gloss forkikre dzam dza
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Plate 7 Mébengokre houses in Kapotw Village, 1987.

(House/on  foot/place). Each House occupics a fixed position
within the village circle in relation to East and West and each is
considered to have a place of origin in a specilic portion of the
crcle where its members have built their dwellings since time
immemorial.

In reeent years the men have taken over housc-building from the
women and have adopted the regional style: oblong constructions
with windowless vertical-pole walls and thatched roofs. Dwellings
generally lack any internal divisions but have one or two doors
(depending on size) which open onto the village circle. The doors
serve as windows and light also filters through the spaces between the
poles. The floors are of beaten earth. The women construct pole beds
where they sleep with their husbands and small children, separated
from the next couple by no more than a few feet. Pots and pans are
strewn about the floor or stored on pole racks; other possessions are
hung from the walls or from the rafiers. The senior woman of the
dwelling tends 10 occupy the centre of the house with her daughters
(along with their husbands and children) distributed to either side.
The daughter of a dead sister of the senior woman tends to occupy
one extremity of the dwelling or to construct a separate dwelling, but
next door to her maternal aunt. ‘The number of inhabitants per
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dwelling ranges from two to thirteen. The size ol a dwcll‘i.ng dcpenc.is
upon the number of its inhabitants and is inde‘pcnd(‘m of its s.ymbollc
wealth; its upkeep reflects the number of resident able-bodied men
available for rebuilding and restoration. There is generally one stone
oven per House, out in the patio, though each dwelling also has one
or more cooking hearths inside too. .

Mention is made of the absence ol any House, in a particular
village, by saying dzam dzd kapri, which can be ginss?d as ‘vacant
position’. When new villages are built, spaces may he left l)ctwclcn the
occupied dwellings in the hope of filling them, in due course, with th.c
arrival of representatives of the empty positions. Ii a House is
definitively subdivided (aben ngrd), its patrimony is also su})d.mdcd and
the members of the two Houses that result from such a fission start to
intermarry. )

The Métaktire (also known as Txukarramic) arc a ]\ICbcngok.re
sub-group, who consider themsclves to be members 'o[ a community
linked by kinship relations and sharing a cultural heritage dlls(r:buted
amongst nine villages in the states of Mato Grosso zm(? I’;1r5}, Clentral
Brazil.* In conceptual terms, each actual village has as its re{?rm.lcc an
ideal village which is constituted by the totality (‘)f _Hml:scs dlstr.ql)ute(g
amongst these villages, each one with its own distinctive pz}tnmony
of personal names and prerogatives. No c.onte\mpnr‘ary village hfis
dwellings representing all the Houses. In Kapoto, tor example, in
1987, there were 31 dwellings representing 14 Houses. All Houses
have their members unevenly distributed amongst the aho:\'c—men-
tioned villages. I therefore disagree with Turncr when l'1e clzumsl that
for the Jé and Bororo,” the individual village community constitutes
the highest level of the social structure (1979a: 17%).. o o

Fach House is an exogamous unit whose distinctive ldmnty. is
substantialized, metaphorically, by the symbolic‘ goods  which
compose its patrimony and that are considered il]il]lC[l:l]Jl(:‘. I cou@
be argued that all goods are symbolic, nevertheless, ‘h'lS lm;m s
particularly appropriate in the sense that heritable goods in l\«lcb.en-
gokre society are non-material — personal names and prerogatives
(nekrets). The latter include:

fa) for both sexes, the right to make and use particular adornments,
play specific ceremonial roles, and collect or store certain goods in
one’s House;
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(b} for men, the right to specific cuts of meat from large game
animals;

{c) for women, the right to raise certain animals as pets.”

Traditionally, and nowadays sporadically, a House may be visually
distinguished from the outside by its pets which wander in and out
like live emblems. Inside each House hang its members’ masks and
ornaments which are stored in order to be publicly displayed during
cercmonies.

"The patrimony of the Houses is not static. It can be enriched
through new acquisitions or impoverished through robbery. For
instance, people are accused of stealing names and nekrets from
encmics who died at their hands. Nevertheless, cach House has a
nucleus of goods which is conceived (rightly or wrongly) as attesting to
its immemorial origins. Rather than possessing 2 name as such, the
Houses are referred to by the name of one of their most prominent
items of wealth, such as ‘the House of the yellow feather headdress’,
which is also ‘the Eastern House”.”

‘The most highly valued names and nekrets are the ‘purest’ in the
sense that they belong indisputably to one House, Names and nefrets
which have started to circulate in another House can be renounced
(kanga) by those who consider themselves to be their legitimate owners
since they have lost their differentiating role. The Mébengokre claim
that in the past women used to engage in physical combat due to the
illegitimate appropriation of names and T witnessed various verbal
disputes over names and nekrets.

I'rom the Mébengokre perspective, mythical time converges with
historical time with no significant rupture between the two. Along the
mythical-historical trajectory of cach House, the exploits of its
uterine ancestors account for the origins of its patrimony of names
and prerogatives; this is why they form a seemingly arbitrary
collection. The use of the names and nekrets of the ancestors erases the
teraporal vacuum between them and the living. What the ancestors
had that is non-perishable can be found amongst the living. It is as if
the essence of each House were transmitted along a vast genetic-like
threac.

Of the 29 myths that T collected, 22 were associated with one or
more Houses; 9 myths mentioned an individual in one House and his
or her spouse in another, Mythological figures tend to have various
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names; these belong to specific Houses and are passed onin thf‘ same
way as any other names. Some of the ornaments and Iml(‘s which are
nekrets of certain Houses have their origin explained in mytl}s w}n(fh
legitimize their possession of them. Other acquisitions mrcEmoncd in
the myths benefit or prejudice socicty as a \‘\'I?Ult‘. I'he mytl}s
demonstrate that, from the Mé&hengokre point of view, not only did
some aspects ol the cosmos emerge from socicty — the sun, the inoon,
the night — but also certain pllysiol(()lgi(tal processes — old age and
death, and even the pupils of the eyes. . . .

In the literature on the J&, the women’s domain (the ring of (lw?llu}gs
at the edge of the village circle) is usually depicted as ‘peripheral’, with
connotations not just of space but also of value. .Bamh(‘,!'gcr, lor
example, describes the female arca as wcz'tkly soual-(lfi(ﬁ: 128),
claiming that women have an almost nonexistent ‘mlc in (“omfnunal
affairs (1967: 162). According to Bamberger: "I h(“10CE'1112£1H().11. of
women on the periphery of the village is symh()lul of their apolitical
and marginal social role in Kayapé society’ (1967: 173). ‘

In synthesizing the research carried out by mcmhc:rs ol the
Harvard—Central Brazil project and focused on the Jé and. l'he
Bororo, Maybury-Lewis expresscs the opinion that t'h(‘se socictics
share a sharp distinction between the public and private spllcr.es,
between the cercmonial domain and the houscholds to which
everyday matters arc relegated (1979: 305). But when the Houses are
recognized as moral persons it becomes clear that. they mntml'all
scarce goods in Mébengokre society. These goods‘ include beautiful
names which give rise to the great naming ceremonics. a(lm'nm(‘.nts., a
large quantity of ceremonial roles, songs, and cven the maracas which
are used to mark the dance and song rhythm i all cerermonies. .

Ceremonies are supremely aesthetic events hecausc 111(‘}-'. ;1(‘.111(;\!(3
the most complete composition of the social corpus, art.u‘ulanng
together the members of each Housc tln’ou\e;hltll(‘u' respective roles.
Fven the dead come to attend the cercmonies which is wh_y the
Houses are abandoned to them by the living who camp out in the
plaza. J.C. Crocker stated that ‘... the B'm'oro havacrcalsd an
organic solidarity which is no less real for heing symbolic” (1985: 35}
This is perfectly applicable to the Méhengokre. o

"The Houses arc private, not only because access to then is limited

to certain individuals, but also because they constitute the domain of

particularities — symbolic goods, political interests and the male duty
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to avenge homicides which victimize its members. The cultural
heritage of Mébengokre society is segmented by the Houses which,
added together, form a totality. The village is decribed metaphorically
by the Mébengokre as a body, with its legs to the East, its head to the
West, and with the plaza representing its belly,

The Houses converge toward the centre because it is in the men’s
house that matters of collective interest are discussed and commu-
nicated to the entire village.' In other words, the men’s house, which
brings together members from all the Houses, represents a neutral
space where an cflort is made to harmonize the particularistic and
factional interests that constantly threaten to disrupt the integrity of
the village.

A Mebengokre belongs automatically to his or her mother’s House.
Half siblings who share the same father are distinguished from uterine
siblings; only the latter are designated by the term atsikos apoy which
could be glossed as ‘brought out in a series’. When a man marries and
is installed in his wife’s dwelling, she should regularly scnd part of the
tish and meat that she obtains from her husband to his mother and
sisters, When a man inherits the right to eat a specific cut of ‘beautiful’
nieat — that is, one that constitutes nekrets — this is taken to his mother’s
House, where it is cooked, consumed and ideally shared with his
sisters” sons, his legitimate heirs within his House, The Mébengokre
claim that hereditary meat cuts arc not shared with the wife or
children of their owner.

Consequently, 1 cannot accept Turner's interpretation that the
Mebengokre have developed to the maximum the principle of
separating a man from his natal family and integrating him into his
family of procreation (1979b: 181 and 189). Turner also argues that
as a man’s children grow older, he comes to be considered less as an
aftinal member of his wife’s household and more as a consanguineal
one (1979h: 184). In my opinion, Nimuendaji’s view of the Timbira
reflects Méhengokre reality with greater clarity. According to him, a
man has much stronger links with his mother’s house because these
are indestructible, than with his wife’s house, for these links can be
dissolved at any time (1971: 126). Dreyfus expresses the same point of
view when she states that Mébengokre men are merely habitual
guests in their wives' houses and never the heads of the family, and
that the strongest ties are those that link men to their sisters, ties
which are detrimental to the conjugal relationship (1963: 61).

I~
ot
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PERSONAL NAMES

The transmission of names and of nekrets is identical. For reasons of
space I will concentrate on the former. Ideally a man transmits the
names he bears, if they originated in his own House, to onc or more
of his sisters” sons or else to the sons of his fernale matrilateral parallel-
cousins (i.e. ‘ZSs’). The Mébengokre of both sexes have between a
minimum of five and a maximum of thirty names. On the occasion of
their transmission, the names borne by onc person are divided out
amongst various name-receivers. This phenomenon could be attrib-
uted to a dialectical logic. Fach person is identified with an cponym'!
or ‘name source’ with whom he or she shares one or more names in
common but, at the same time, they should also be distinguished from
him or her by receiving a name(s) from one or more other sources as
well.

The actual name-giver, who merely proclaims the names being
transmitted, is much less important that the cponym, a person in the
ascending generation who is the hearer and source of the names
transmitted to a baby or child. Thus, when a mother transmits her
dead brother’s name to her son, she acts as the name-giver hut it is
her brother who is the eponym. The splitting up of names on the
occasion of their transmission, and the fact that pcople normally
receive names from various eponyms — even when all of them are
transmitted by the same name-giver — results in the fact that nobody
is the exact replica of another person. The simultancous process of
identification and contrast is possibly due to the fact that the dead are
held to be a threat to their close living relatives; they want to carry
them off in order to be together. When names are split up amongst
various receivers, this dilutes the eponym’s identification with any one
of them.

Another reason why each Mébengokre has so many names is that
although individuals can choose the people to whom they transmit
their names they only have the right to transmit names which
originate from their own House. Names may be lent out in one
generation but they must be returned to the House that owns them in
the following generation. Thus a woman who receives names from
her FZ has lifelong usufruct of such names but she cannot transmit
them to her BD or other person of her own choice (see Fig. 10.1). The
borrower may return the names to her FZDD or may simply
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House 1
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House 2
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na nhénget . —_——— .

3 For fem. ego = kra
5 For male cgo = tabdzu¥
\

Male and female ego use the same terms nd (M) and nhénget (MB) for their matrilateral
CrOSS-COMUSINS.

. . .
Female cgo’s pagnlmeral crosscousins are her classificatory children (kre}; for male €go,
these same eousins are classificatory sister's children {tabdzws). '

Exainple 1! ————— male ego transmits names to ZS.

Example 2; — — -~ —female ego receives usufruct of names from her FZ which she later
returns 1o hf*.r FZDD. Since ego is not the rightful owner of these names, she must return
thent 1o their House of origin.

Example 3:.:.»...-+- [emale ego’s MM gave usufruct of her names to her BD and later
rrrtransnu‘tted thew to her DD, thereby enabling female ego to transmit these names to
her B, since they are the property of ego’s House.

Fig. 10.1  Cross-cousin terms and examples of name transmission,

relinquish the right to transmit them to the owners of the names, ie.
to the closest uterine relatives of the person who loaned them to a
member of another House.

Ideally opposite-sex siblings name each other's children, men
giving their names to their sisters” sons and women reciprocating by
giving lifelong usufruct of their names to their brothers’ daughters.
Since parents can under no circumstances give their own names to
thetr children, mothers have to await the birth of a granddaughter
(tabdzwé) in order to transmit their names (names that they received
from their MM for example) to a uterine heiress. For men, it is their
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sisters who produce their uterine heirs. Names and nekrets pass solely
from the categories nhenget (MB, MF, FF ...} and keatéy (FZ, NIM, FM
...) to tabdzweé (for male ego, the ZC: for fermale ego, the BC: and for
both sexes, the CC). These terms indicate a bilateral or cognatic
kindred. A uterine ideology is expressed through the claim that names
and nekrets must always return to their House of origin, from whence
they sprang {(kaloro dza; spring out/place) and where they have their
roots (dza kray; place (of) origin/base/beginning).

The combination of this ideology and the uxorilocal residence rule,
together with the existence of a cognatic kindred, gencerates certain
tensions. Grandparents have a relationship of strong affection with
their grandchildren, independenty of whether they are their uterine
heirs,'? whether they merely reside together,'™ or whether they live in
another House.'* The fact that the grandparents who are not in the
uterine line (MF, FM, FF) can transmit lilelong usuliuct of the names
and nekrets they own to their grandchildren helps to diminish the
conflict between affection and duty, or between the rules and their
manipulability inherent in the Mé&bengokre social system. In other
words, individual agents have various strategies available and choose
the one best suited to their interests at any particular time.

This is reinforced by the fact that il their sisters neglect their duties
in the reciprocal exchange of food and names, the men claim that
they can reprimand them by handing over lifelong usufruct of their
own names to their grandchildren. This obhges their sisters to await
the birth of a great-grandson (DDS) to recuperate these names ~ since
names should be held by only one person in cach generation.

The bilateral aspect of the naming system, {requently noted in the
literature, is deceptive. The term kayméid designates the usufruct of
names and prerogatives. This term was explained to me by the
Mebengokre through the following examples: when peaple go off to
the city they ask someone to keep an eye on their house for them; the
owners get back the house upon their return. H somebocdy lends out a
name to a child in a different House, when another child is horn to
the owner’s own House, the name must be returned.

The terms for cross-cousins (people with whom marriage is
prohibited) are compatible with the naming system (see Fig. 10. n."
For both female and male ego, the female matrilateral cross-cousin is
the potential name-receiver of their own mother’s names and is thus a
‘M’ {nd). The brother of this ‘M’ is a ‘NIB’ (nhéngel). For women, their
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patrilateral cross-cousins are their classificatory children (&ra); for men
they are classificatory sister’s children (fabdzweé). 'This is intelligible
when we remember that, for a woman, the daughter of her female
patrilateral cross-cousin is the legitimate heiress of the names that she
herself received from her FZ and which she should later renounce in
favour of this hciress, who is a fabdzwé for hoth her MM and her
MMBD. Thus, in the Mé&bengokre case, these Omaha-like features of
the terminology make sense in terms of female name transmission. As
[ have noted clsewhere {1986: 2343, Héritier's claim that Omaha
termimologies entail the dominance of the male principle (1981: 48—
50 is not valid in the case of the Mé&hengokre.

Melatti's observation about the Timbira that the transmission of
names scems to ncgate the incest prohibition (1979: 78) is in fact
relevant to all the Jé, This is because although a man’s semen creates
the hodies of his children, it is his Zs and his WBs who create his
children’s social personae by transmitting their names and preroga-
tives to them. The women give up their brothers who leave to
procreate children in another House; in return they recuperate their
brothers’ names and nekrefs {prerogatives) for their own children.

SUBSTANCE VERSUS ESSENCE

The so-called ‘relations of substance” have received much emphasis in
the Jé literature, They refer to the sharing of food restrictions by
members of the nuclear family when one of these is ill.'® Seeger calls
groups with such relationships ‘corporeal descent groups’ (1980: 131).
I do not consider them to be descent groups for they denote substance
in a very specific and limited way. Nimuendaju described such
relations of substance as a mystical tic which links the (organic or
corporeal) well-being of parents and children (1983: 80). For the
M&bengokre, people’s individuality perishes with their flesh and with
the memory of them as individuals. Their essence or metaphysical
substance, contained in personal names and heritable prerogatives, is
non-perishable hecause it is recovered by society.

Names have a mystical aspect which is expressed by the fact that,
before its skin or wrapping hardens (kd téifs; wrapping hard), a baby
can neither receive many names nor have them ceremonially
confirmed without placing its life at risk. A scries of food prohibitions
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is applicable to people with determined categorics of names. To
infringe such taboos results in a skin discase (k@ moy ngy). Turner
describes the Mébengokre notion of skin as the boundary of the
individual as a social and physical being (1966: 476). The same word
is used to designate clothes. This suggests that names and nekrets are
considered as a wrapping for the organism, a second skin that society
recuperates from individuals at their death in order to reproduce
itself.

Turner implies that names and nekreis can circulate ad {ih from
house to house. Consequently, although he recognizes that ceremo-
nial activity is the focal point of J& and Bororo life, he makes the
enigmatic claim that, for the Mcbengokre, ‘Most ceremonial activity
is devoted to name-giving and other forms of celebration of marginal
relations’ (1979h: 206). Both he and da Matta define as marginal the
relationships between those who transmit and receive cach other’s
names - between the nhenget (MB, MF, FI) and his tabdziwé (ZS, SS,
DS) and between the kwoatép (FZ, MM, FM) and her fabdziee (BD, DD,
SD) because these relatives do not form part of the nuclear famity
whose members are responsible for cach other’s physical well-heing
through the mutual observance of dietary and other restrictions.

Da Matta associates the domestic arca with the realm of nature
and biological ties (which include the ‘relations of substance’), whilst
he associates the ceremonial area, an area he describes as juridical {or
moral) and/or public, with the realm of culture (1976h: 154-5). In
my own view, the Mébengokre Houses constitute the jural domain of
society as much as the domestic one.

In sum, if genitors make and nourish the human being’s organism
it is the nhenget and the kwatéy, the sources of names, who transform it
into a person, transmitting to their febdzivé the metaphysical substance
of the ancestors.

FORMAL FRIENDSHIP

In Mebengokre society one acquirces formal friends (krah dzie#) through
one’s father. Men, but not women, transmit their formal friends to
their children. This gives rise to patrilines rather than patrilincages
because there is no founder of the line. T use the term patriline to
emphasize its unconscious aspect. Unfortunately, lines and lineages
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have tended to be used as synonyms in writings on the J&.t” The
Mebengokre focus on the patrilateral aspect of formal friendship, that
is, as a dyadic relationship between a man (or a woman) and his (or
her) father — who share the same formal friends. Since transmission
follows this pattern for # generations, it generates de facto patrilines. A
notion of descent is not necessarily involved, for if someone lacks
formal friends, his or her parents may appoint someone to this role.

There is not space here to enter into details of the roles played in
ceremonies by formal friends. Of greater interest is the avoidance of
cross-sex formal fiiends and the joking relations maintained with the
close kin or affines of one’s formal friends. The Mebengokre state that
one must not marry one’s formal friends, yet it is good for a man to
marry his female formal friend’s daughter, reciprocally envisaged as
marriage between a woman and her mother’s formal friend. I lack
data on the extent to which this ideal is complied with in practice.'
The relationship of formal friendship is inherited patrilaterally but
such friends are not considered to be relatives. Inheritance of formal
friendship could suggest the presence of 2 system of double descent,
‘W]l(’.]‘C one inherits, for example, movable property matrilineally and
inmovable property patrilineally, as in the case of the Yaké of
Nigeria (cf. Forde 1850). In the Mébengokre case, however, one has
full rights (i.e. the right to transmit to any person of one’s choice) only
wealth reccived through one’s uterine line. All that a Mébengokre
inherits from his or her patriline are formal friends, and the basic
duty which this entails (besides ceremonial obligations) is that a man
should transmit them to his children,

If'a man marries his femnale formal friend’s daughter, his behaviour
to this friend, now his mother-in-law, is unaltered. He avoided her as
a cross-sex formal [riend and he will continue to avoid her as his
mother-in-law. While Houses exchange men in order to procure
genitors to give continuity to the uterine descent group, patrilines
exchange women. In the case of Houses exchange is conscious; in the
case of patrilines it appears to be unconscious for it is never verbalized
as such.

J.C. Crocker’s depiction of the Borore rings true for the
Mébengokre when he says that the men are caught between the
demands of their uterine and of their affinal bouds. They are
intruders in the female-dominated households in which they reside
with their wives, and the ritual and normative emphasis on patrifilia-
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tion may represent an effort to escape the almost total domination by
women (1977b: 189-91). The patrilines of the Mé&bengokre could he
seen as an attempt to redress the imbalance posed by the all-
pervading uterine logic of the Houses in favour of a male-dominated
logic. This, in turn, could help to explain how divergent interpreta-
tions of the Mébengokre have arisen.

In the Jé literature, the formal friend has been characterized as a
metaphor of otherness.'® As far as the Mébengokre are concerned,
what seems to be in question is inherited affinity. In sum, there is
seemingly a Dravidian-like aspect to Mébengokre social structure -
the inheritance, albeit indirect, of affinity.*° I intend to elaborate on
this question in a forthcoming paper. For the moment it must suffice
to emphasize that since formal friends are not considered to be
relatives it seems inappropriate to talk of double descent in the
Mghengokre case.

Clues to Houses

As T have shown above, reference to the House, as an indigenous
category, provides an explanation for some hitherto ignored or
puzzling aspects of Mébengokre social organization. In this section I
shall consider to what extent an explanation in terms of the House
might be applied to other groups in the same cultural area.

The names and nekrets of the Mébengokre Houses are similar to the
clan property of the Bororo, property which is bound up with the
Bororo cancept of aree. J. C. Crocker commuments that for the Borora,
aroe, which might be termed ‘totem’ {1977a: 247), denotes the soul or
sometimes a name (1985: 33). Amongst other ideas it “... designates
some immaterial essence which is the metaphysical dimension of a
human being ...” (1985: 15). Thus Bororo aroe and Me&bengokre
names and nekrets would seem to be equivalent.

On the other hand, Crocker is confusing when he argues that thé
Bororo are functionally but not ideologically matrilineal {1985: 32).
He argues this because, when the Bororo infer that the members of a
clan are linked by common descent:

... the reference is to this matrilineal relationship with the clan’s mystic self,

its totems, rather than to an ideology of hypothesised genealogical
connexions. (1969: 47}
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Lévi-Strauss has argued that when an exogamous group grows so
large that its members can no longer define its membership directly in
terms of known genealogical links, then membership is defined
instead through a clear rule of filiation or descent and through a
name or other distinguishing mark transmitted in accordance with
this rule (1962a: 20). Lévi-Strauss characterizes the Bororo as having
clans and his description of these (1973a or 1989: 103~13)} is sufficient
for one to recognize striking analogies between Bororo clans and
Meébengokre Houses. Riviére (in this volume) considers that both the
Bororo and the Jé might profitably be analyzed as house-based
societies. This, in turn, might help to approximate them to the
Barasana and other Tukano speakers of the Northwest Amazon, a
point taken up by Hugh-Jones (this volume}.

As I have already shown, Me&bengokre Houses occupy fixed
positions around the perimeter of the villages; this same layout is
maintained in camps during the trekking season. A stmilar pattern
occurs amongst the Bororo whose eight clans have an invariable
spatial distribution which determmines a fixed sequence of clan-
dwellings in their villages and temporary camps. This same constancy
has also been noted for the Timbira (Nimuendaja 1971: 44; Melact
1979: 51) and for the Mébengokre and Xicrin®! {(Turner 1966: 32;
Bamnberger 1967: 131; Verswijver 1983: 302; Vidal 1977: 63), but
there is no agreed explanation as to why this should be so.

If one reads the anthropological litcrature on the Northern Jg,
looking for the exstence of Houses, whilst no other author makes
explicit reference to them, some interesting if fragmentary analogies
can be found in reference to ‘longhouses’, ‘residential segments’,
‘domestic clusters’, ‘matrilines’, ‘matrilineages’ and ‘clans’. Both da
Matta and Melatti adopt the term ‘residential segments’ to designate
uxorilocal extended families, cccupying two or more dwellings which
are usually contiguous. Melatti points out that among the Eastern
Timbira these segments are exogamous and exist at the supra-village
level (1979: 51). This clashes with Turner’s claim that exogamous
groups are nonexistent among all the Northern J& (1979h: 180). For
da Matta, these segments are part of the Apinayé political scenario
and only function as corporate groups when they take on the role of
factions (1976a: chap. V). Named, exogamous residential clusters
were also discovered by Seeger among the Suya. He considers (1981:
74} that these Northern Jé residential segments or clusters are
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relatively transient and that they are important socially and politically
but not ceremontally. My data suggest otherwise.

W.H. Crocker, who studied the Ramkokamekra, notes (1979: 239)
that longhouses (or matrilines within them) are the owners of
particular, named rites. He mentions the temporary transmission of
rites by women to their brothers’ daughters, with the assumption that
they will be returned to the lineage which is their rightful owner,
where they should remain forever (1977: 260). This is dircetly
analogous to what happens with names and rital prerogatives
amongst the M&bengokre. In her study of the Krikati, Lave uses the
term ‘domestic cluster’ rather than ‘residential scgment’. She
mentions but cannot explam why sets of names arc held to remain in
one place, i.e. in the same domestic cluster {1967: 315). From
accusations of name thefts Lave deduces that names are conceived of
as property (1967: 148).

Heelas (1979) and Schwartzman (1987) have identified the Panara
or Kreen-Akore as Southern Kayapo.™ Heelas characterized them as
having spatial descent groups, units which Schwartzman later
designated as clans. There are four such clans, situated in a specific
portion of the village circle, and a person belongs automatically to his
or her mother’s clan. The clans are exogamous but, in this case, the
clans do not appear to possess any specific property or prerogatives.
Schwartzman considers the existence of Panara clans to be self-
evident (pers. commun), consequently, he does not enter into a
theoretical discussion concerning them.

Turner claims that the Mébengokre “... do not think in gencalo-
gical terms and are generally indifferent to the gencalogical nature or
degree of relationships’ (1966: 302). This surprises me hecause I
collected genealogies covering five to seven generations, totalling
approximately 1,260 people, directly related to the 184 members of
the village Kretire in 1981. Turner {1979b: 180} and Bamberger
(1974: 377) consider that the Mébengokre lack any formn of descent.
Turner’s model of Mé&bengokre socicty does not take account of
Houses, for their existence was somecthing that he overlooked.

Vidal {1977: 55; 115} associates exogamy and heritable riches with
the female-dominated and uxorilocal residential segments of the
Xicrin, yet she considers that heritable wealth is more important for
males than for females (1977: [16). She fails to use her findings to
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question Turner’s interpretation of the male-oriented nature of
Mehengokre sorial institutions.

Verswijver’s view of the M&bengokre is much the same as my own,
but he uses the term residential segments as synonymous with
matrilincages (or matrilines) to which personal names, ceremonial
prerogatives and other rights belong (1983: 313; 1984: 113). In my
view, the term ‘segment’ tends to generate confusion; two or more
dwellings which form a segment of a House in a particular village,
constitute simultaneously a scgment of that same House divided up
amongst various villages. In other words, it is important to distinguish
between two levels of segmentation - intra-village and inter-village.
Although Verswijver and 1 are discussing the same phenomenon, 1
chose to interpret my data with recourse to the notion of house-based
societics for it permits an analysis which accords with the Mébengok-
re’s own conception of their society.

What have been variably described as longhouses, residential
segments, domestic clusters, matrilines, matrilineages and clans are
obviously related to one another and to the Mébengokre Houses,
though to what degree is difficult to deduce from the existing
literature. Within the continuum formed by the Jé and the Bororo,
the focus adopted in this paper approximates the Mébengokre to the
Xavante (Central jé), whose clans and patrilincages dispute amongst
cach other the prerogatives to which they are entitled.?® It also
approximates them to the Bororo, who jealously watch over their clan
property, and to the Gancla, despite the fact that the latter’s incipient
matrilineality is now on the wane (W. H. Crocker 1977; 1979; 1990).

HOUSES, CLANS OR LINEAGES -~ CONCLUSION

In Lévi-Strauss’s view, house-based societies are characterized by
tension or contlict between opposed principles or by principles, such
as filiation and residence, or, in medieval lerminology, rights of ‘race’
and of election which are elsewhere mutually exclusive. Considera-
tions limited to the rules of filiation and descent are unable to explain
them for they tend to subvert the language of kinship that they utilize
{1984: 189-91; 1987: 152).

Giving examples of the types of problems that such societies may
confront, Lévi-Strauss mentions the integration of an agnatic lincage
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and a cognatic kindred (1984: 204), and the paradox that marriage
only allies two groups when a woman is handed over to one group as
a wife whilst maintaining her loyalty 1o the other group as a sister
(1984: 215). These two examples arc the reverse side of the
Mébengokre case, with their uterine descent lines and cognatic
kindreds, where men reside with their wives but belong to their natal
Houses.

Lévi-Strauss considers that house-hased societies have a historical
dimension in the sense that they possess the mechanisms to create
history from within. This could make sense of the Mebengokre
tendency to appropriate names and nekrets via grandparents (NE, FM,
FF) and/or inmarrying males (F or MF), whenever the opportunity
arises.”!

An important element of Mgbengokre social organization is the
fact that a large percentage of personal names and wealth is hestowed
for life on individuals who are net members of the House that owns
them, as in the case of the grandchildren of the true owners. Even
someone who digs a grave single-handed acquires lifelong usufruct of
one of the prerogatives of the deceased.

Consequently, the ideology of uterine descent does not always
correspond to empirically observable reality in relation to property
transmission. When someonc from House X lends a name or nefrets (o
a member of House Y and, in the subsequent process of village
fisstons or of family migrations, there are no more members of House
X residing in the village where the usufructuary of its name or nekrets
lives, this House may appropriate (ami” nhon) the borrowed good,
incorporating it into its own patrimony.

To take another example: if 2 woman does not know who her
father’s uterine descendants are, because her father died during her
childhood and his House is absent from her village, she can save ( puta)
his name from extinction by giving it to a son {real or classificatory).
If, subsequently, the legitimate owners of the name do not emigrate to
this boy’s village and demand their name back, the boy will consider
himself to be the true owner, that is, able to pass it on to his ZS.

It is the possibility of finding a way round the rule which restricts
the loan of goods outside the owners’ House to lilelong usufruct that
explains the transfer of certain goods from one House to another.
The Mébengokre explain such cases as exceptions for they contradict
their uterine ideology. In sum, amongst the Méhengokre, an afline
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can never become a member of his spouse’s House, but his property
can be incorporated into it if, upon his death, he does not leave
hehind him uterine relatives to reclaim their legitimate property.

Lévi-Strauss intended to introduce the concept of house-based
socvicties in order to advance understanding of cognatic or undiffer-
entiated systems. [ have argued that although the M&bengokre possess
cognatic kindreds, this does not entail a cognatic kinship systemn,

I have avoided classifying Mébengokre society as characterized by
matrilineal descent for a number of reasons. Whilst in the field and
before having access to Lévi-Strauss’s work on house-based societies,
following Méhengokre usage 1 differentiated between Houses {kikre
dzam dza) and bouses (kikre). What appeared to be in question was
matrilincal descent, though it was unclear what leve! of society would
correspond to clans and which to lineages.

In one seunse, a clan could correspond to the sum of dwellings
distributed amongst the Mébengokre villages that are associated with
a particular House. Nevertheless, before establishing permanent
contact with national society, the normal pattern of inter-village
relations was one of warfare, so such a clan could amount to no more
than a reference to the ideal totality of socicty, that is, in terms of
delining who were fellow Mébengokre through membership of the
same set ol Houses,

There are no founding ancestors of Houses or of their sub-divisions
on an intra- or inter-village level, and groups of sisters and
matrilateral parallel-cousins arc the owners of the same stock of
names and nekrets. Members of different abodes belonging to the same
House, whether in one village or in various villages, stress that they
belong to the saime House, sharing an identical symbolic patrimony.
In other words, the division of a House into a number of separate
dwellings does not appear to entail a division into lineages in
Mehengokre thought. The eldest members of any particular House
are usually able to trace the genealogical link with their uterine
relatives in the same or other villages, whilst they are unable to trace
the genealogical links between them and their mythological ancestors.
Genealogically distant members of a particular House attest to their
links through the sharing of a series of personal names and
prerogatives during the course of several generations.

In my view, the Houses are the key to Mebhengokre social
organization. despite functioning much like clans, as described in
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chapter 4 of La Pensee Sauvage (Lévi-Strauss, 1962b). They produce
men and women of different social species which justilies the
exchange of men on the part of Houses, and simultancously entails
recognition of the fact that as members of the same natural species
they are essentially all alike. Each House exercises specific ceremonial
roles which are indispensable to the village community as a whole
and which complement the roles attributed to the other Houses. Levi-
Strauss (1962b) treats clans and castes as variations on a single theme.
It has long been recognized that the Jé and Bororo societies of
Central Brazil constitute a system of transformations and this in turn
implies that clan and house-based socicties cannot be diametrically
opposed; they are products of variation on a cormmon thene.

In his discussion of house-based socicties, Lévi-Strauss refers to
‘pseudomorphs’ (1983b: 1222) which appear to be patri- or matrili-
neal when in fact they are not. In my view, the Mébengokre matri-
Houses® are closer to matrilineality than to a cognatic or undiffer-
entiated systen. Clans and lineages are delined primarily with
reference to biological continuity (even though this may be largely
fictitious), whereas the Mebengokre notion of House as a moral
person is double-edged. It designates a uterine descent group;
however, it also places emphasis not on people as such but on the
House itself as the locus of a patrimony. A Méhengokre House is
represented materially by one or more dwellings, yet in comparison
with the majority of societies discussed in this volumne, the symbolic
significance of the House as a building is unimportant. Various of the
papers on Indonesia mention the association of heirlooms with
Houses. This term, though analogous, is not applicable in the
Mz&bengokre case because -individuals are buried along with their
material goods. What survives them is the right to reproduce and
display the patrimony associated with cach House.

I disagree with Maybury-Lewis’s statement that: “The supposed
matriliny of the Northern Gé& is ... a misinterpretation based on the
cumulative effects of uxorilocality’ (1979: 304). I also diverge from
Turner’s portrayal of the Jé and Bororo cultural arca (1979a) as onc
which is dominated by men, more specifically, where fathers-in-law
dominate their sons-in-law by maintaining control of their daughters
thanks to uxorilocality. It is naive to hear from an anthropologist the
explanation that the women who constitute the core of the household,
‘remain together by simple inertia ... (1979a: 178).

224

The Houses of the Mébengokre

Yanagisako (1979: 190) notes that the classical dichotomy between
the domestic and the public spheres has recently been called into
question. As far as I am aware, nobody but myself (1986) sees fit to
challenge the consensus among researchers of the Jé and Bororo,
concerning the dichotomy between the peripheral domestic ferale
sphere and the central, public and ceremonial male sphere.

It might be suggested that my use of the term House does not
correspond exactly to the use made by Lévi-Strauss and that not even
this author has satisfactorily resolved the question of house-based
socicties. Mébengokre society, with its matri-Houses, cognatic kin-
dreds and patrilines of formal friends, constitutes a no-man’s-land,
betwixt and between matrilineality, cognatic kinship and double
descent. If 1 had not been inspired by Lévi-Strauss to analyze
Mebengokre Houses as moral persons, I would have resigned myselfl
(like Boas in his study of the Kwakiutl numayma™®) to describing them

as corresponding to no known type of structure in the ethnological
records.
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The Waiyana, the eastern neighbours of the Trio, secure in the ceiling of the
house in which communal events take place a wooden disc decorated with
mythic creatures. Audrey Colson tells me that all the senior men of the village
are involved in painting the disc and suggests that this activity is an expression of
their collectivity. T would like to speculate that the disc is made from hard wood
and that it is transported to a new village as and when the old village is
abandoned, thus symbolizing continuity as well as collectivity.

An example of where the option to repair the existing house rather than to
build a new one is preferred 1s afforded by the groups of the Upper Xingu.
It might be added that the size of the house has no apparent bearing on
whether the preference is to repair or to relocate. The Xinguano house is
similar in size to those of the Tukanoans and of the Ye’cuana, both of whom
prefer to relocate.

Among the Kapon and Pemeon a village leader is also known as the ‘village
owner, the teem being pata esek. Esak bas a semantic range which is similar o
but not identical with that of emtz. Whereas both words mean ‘owner’, the
former also means ‘body’ and has the general sense of ‘incorporation’ (Butt
Colson 1989; 54-5).

The term ebu/epu is found in a number of Carib languages and everywhere has
the connotatons of shaft, axis, handle, support and pillar. Thus, in Trio, the
term for ‘cotton spindle’ is mare epu, literally ‘cotton shaft’. One also finds

elsewhere in Lowland South America a terminological relationship between a

structural part of the housc and the village leader. For example, Rosengren
(1987: 159) reports that the Matsigenka term for the beams which support the
house roof is also used for leader.

I would still stand by most of what I wrote in that article although I am now
able to elaborate on certain aspects of the question, i particular the political
tension between brothers-in-law.

Analogies are dangerous, but the best I can think of to help understand this
case is to liken it to an underground railway systern in which the tracks are
permanent but the stations temporary and shifting. An observer at surface level
can see the station entrances (settlements) but not the tracks (the invisible
world). Because the stations are shifting the observer will note them in different
places at different times, whereas the unseen ‘permanent way’ will remain
constant.

The Houses of the Mébengokre (Kayapd) of Central Brazil — a new
doer to their social organization

All wranslations are my own,

The Mgbengokre are better known as the (Northern} Kayapd, who number
some 3,600 individuals. For details of the other J& groups see foomote 6 below.

I wish to thank the Coordenagio de Aperfeigoamento de Pessoal de Nivel
Superior (CAPES) for enabling me to participate in the workshop that led to the
creation of this book in 1990. I also acknowledge support for fieldwork from the
Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Ciendfico e Tecnoldgico (CNPq} and
the Financiadora de Estudos e Projetos (FINEP),
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4 These villages are Bat, Pokani, Kubgkikre and Kapdto to the west of the
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Kingu river and Gorotire, Kubgkrikeyn, Kokraymoro, Kikre-tum and Adikre to
the cast. Kapéta, which united the members of the former Ménikeire villages of
Kretire and Jarina, was itself later renamed as Métukire, reserving the name
Kapdto for a new, infand village to which some of the inhabitants of M&tikiire
are presently moving.
Berween 1978 and 1987, I spent sixteen months with the Mébengokre, mostly
in the village of Kretire,
The term patrimony would be better rendered ‘matrimony’ if the latter did not
already refer to marriage, since the Mébengokre patrimony passes along the
uterine line.
For comparative purposes, the Bororo are often included in the same cultural
area as the Jé-speaking societies of Central Brazil. This paper focuses on the
Northern and Central J&é amongst whom the study of social organization has
been concentrated. The relations between their various sub-groupings are
shown in the following table:
Northern ¢
Eastern Timbira
Apanickra
Ramkokamekra
Kaikatd
Krahé
Gavidio
Western Timbira
Apinayé
Northern Kayaps
Mebengokre
Xierin
Southern Kayapd
Panara
Suya
Central J¢
Xerente
Xavante
Bororo
Southern J¢'
Kiangang
Xocleng
(See Maybury-Lewis 1979: 4 from which this table was adapted.}
See Lea 1986, for further details on nefkrets, and 1992 concerning onomastics.
Miit apey dzd, *sun come out place’.
Further details of such myths are given in Lea 1993.
The Mébengokre say that in the old days the men had to remain assembled in
the men’s house in readiness to defend the village from the attacks of external
enemies. Young boys used (o be sent off to live in the men’s house in the centre
of the village. Nowadays they tend to remain in their mothers’ homes until
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marriage. Turner (1966 and 1979b) discusses the fact that the Mébengokre used
to have two men’s houses.

The word eponym is used, rather than homonym, for the latter is a reciprocal
termn. What is in question here is the relation between someone in an ascending
generation, whose name is transmitted to a relative of a descending generation,
who is thereby the latter’s eponym.

As in the case of the mother’s mother in relation to her daughters’ children.
This, ideally, is the case of the mother’s father in relation to his daughters’
children.

As in the case of the father’s mother and father’s father in relation to their sons’
children.

Cf. Ladeira: ‘Data collected by me among the Timbira indicate that the terms
for cross-cousins vary depending on cgo’s sex, as a result of the influence of
naming’ (1982: 100).

They are also found among other Native Amazonians. See, for example,
Viveiros de Castro (1986: 439), concerning the Araweté (Tupi-Guarani).
Verswijver, for instance, writes in English of matrilines (1983) but in Portuguese
he uses the term matrilineage (1984). W.H. Crocker (1977; 1979; 1990} also
uses an assortment of terms — uterine lines, matrilines, ritual matrilineages ete.
After last leaving the field I deduced a hypothetical system of generalized
exchange (cf. Lea, in press). It has to be checked, for as yet it is merely an
exercise in the formal analysis of extrapolation based on a possible principle of
matrimonial alliance. Its plausibility is suggested here because it would be
relevant to the understanding of Mé&bengokre social organization and transtor-
mations throughout the Jé& area. See also Viveiros de Castro (1990), concerning
JE and Bororo spouse preferences.

Cf. Cameiro da Cunha, 1978, Ch. V.

Cf. Overing (1975) for the first discussion of Dravidian systems in the context of
lowland South America.

In the literature, the Xicrin are classified as 2 Kayapd sub-group. Since the
Meuikire consider them as a separate people (Dzore), this usage is adopted
here,

The name Southern Kayapé is deceptive; linguistically the Meébengokre
(Northern Kayapd) appear to be closer to the Timbira and Suya.

Cf. Miller, 1976: 178-9 and 189.

In order to assess the extent to which this happens, further research on the
patrimony of Mébengokre Houses would be necessary, to allow the comparison
of any House’s heritable wealth on an inter-village level, on both sides of the
Xingu river.

A neologism suggested to me by Eduardo Viveiros de Castro.

See Lévi-Strauss 1983a: Ch. 13.

Inside-out and back-to-front: the androgynous house in Northwest
Amazonia

Based on some 30 months of field research, carried out between 1968 and 1991
by C. and S. Hugh-Jones, and variously supported by the Social Science
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Research Council (now ESRC), King’s College, Cambridge, and the British
Museum. This support is gratefully acknowledged.

See especially G, Hugh-Jones 1979 and Béksta 1988.

Principal ethnographic sources include Goldman 1963; Reichel-Dolmatoff
1971; C. Hugh-Jones 1979; S. Hugh-Jones 1979; Arhem 1981; and Jackson
1983. Local ethnography refers to “sibs’; here I ernploy the more usual ‘dan’.

S. Hugh-Jones 1979 provides detailed discussion of these rituals.

Wiisge, 2 Tukano word usually translated as ‘headman’ or ‘chief’, actually means
‘house builder’.

Historical records speak of malocas with up to 100 individuals and of several
malocas in a single settlement. Though most contemporary malacas stand alone
and communities rarely exceed 30 individuals, mission-inspired settlements may
combine nuclear family dwellings with one or more adjacent malocas,

.See also C. Hugh-Jones 1979 and 8. Hugh-Jones 1994a.

Men and women call the children of co-resident adults ‘son’ and ‘daughter’ and
treat them more or less as their own.

Condensed from Umasin Panldn Kumu and Tolamin Kenhiri 1980: 51-70.
See Shapiro 1987 and the works she cites.

In other versions, the anaconda becomes a slit-gong which is beaten to ‘awaken’
(ie. bring into being) the people. At certain dances, young men pummel the
beer-trough (= anaconda-canoe = slit-gong) with their fists to ‘awaken’ the
people at the dance.

See Bidou 1976 for an account of such politics-in-the-mode-of-myth amongst
the Tatuyo.

This two-headed house calls to mind the ancestral anaconda which heads
upstream on its journey but comes to rest with its head downstream (see p. 234).
To take these suggestions further would require a systematic comparison of
naming and hierarchy among the J& and Tukano; data on naming are sorely
lacking for the Tukano as are data on hierarchy for the Jé.
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