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Estudios Latinoamericanos 23 (2003)

Territoriality and Space Among the Hupd’ih and
Tukano of the River Uaupés Basin

Renato Athias!
Université de Paris X (Nanterre)

Translated from Portuguese by Sarah Bailey

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this text is to present a vision of the territorial occupation of the indigenous
groups that live in the Uaupés Basin, focusing on inter-ethnic relations and the models
of spatial occupation of the Maku and Tukanoan (Oriental) indigenous groups that
inhabit this region. The idea of this exercise is to indicate elements for a possible
analysis of the concept of territoriality used by the Indians that live in this region. The
basis of this work is the hypotheses on the indigenous presence in the Uaupés basin,
presented by Nimuendajii [1927,1950] and which are, albeit with a number of reservations,
accepted by the majority of the anthropologists working in this part of the Amazon.
Ideally, archeological studies would be made to prove these hypotheses, but both the
mythology and the oral tradition of these populations appear to ratify them.

As aresult of their spatial situation of their villages, the Tukano have been described
as the river-Indians; while the Hupdé as the forest-Indians, or simply Maku. The word
maku is Arawak in origin and means “without speech or without [our] language” [ ‘ma
= possessive prefix, aku = speech/language]. This term was initially used by Indians
from the Arawak group and, subsequently, has been used in the entire region with a
meaning of backward, wild, dirty... etc. Today the term has a pejorative connotation, at

1 Renato Athias, Doctor in Anthropology at the Université de Paris X (Nanterre), member
of the Post-Graduation Programme at the Universidade Federal de Pernambuco, and
coordinator of the Niucleo de Estudos e Pesquisas sobre Etnicidade (NEPE).
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times being even offensive. It has been incorporated into the regional Portuguese. The
spatial model of the Tukano groups, and also the Arawak groups, as has already been
emphasized by other studies [Goldman, 1948; Chernela 1983], has the river as its pivotal
centre. The life cycle of these groups revolves around the activities developed along
the river; they therefore possess canoes and fishing technology, which has an essential
role in the economic activities of each of them. Contrasting with this model, are the
adaptable ways of their neighbours, known as the Maku, and in the particular the
Hupd’ih, Yohupd ah, and Kakua (Bara-Maku), since these Indians prefer to occupy the
small rivers and streams within the forest. The focus of their lives, therefore, is the
forest, and the technology they use has been developed around forest resources,
prioritizing hunting as the main activity.

The discussion and analysis to be developed in this paper are exclusively restricted
to the River Uaupés Basin (Amazonas, Brazil), in the Northeastern Amazon, on the
Colombian border. It should be said that in the traditional areas of other Maku groups,
like the Dow, the Nadtb and the Nukak, for example, there is not the presence of the
Tukano or the Arawak groups, since these are not inhabitants of the hydrographical
basin of the River Uaupés. The population data presented in this study comes from
information obtained in FUNAI {1974], the population census I carried out in 1984 and
1988, during visits made to the region, data from the field trips of the Association Saiide
Sem Limites Health team in 1994 and 1996 and, more recently, reports from the Rio
Negro’s Special Indigenous Sanitary District (Distrito Sanitdrio Especial Indigena do
Rio Negro).

The Hupd’#gh-Maku and Tukano groups, linguistically distinct, share the same
territory. The former live within the forest and the latter build their villages and communities
on the banks of the big rivers and their tributaries. They have age-old relations of
interchange, most visibly expressed through the exchange of goods and services, which
lead these relations to be characterized as symbiotic, asymmetrical and hierarchical or
even similar to those of patron-client [Jackson 1972, Reid 1979, Silverwood-Cope 1980,
Ramos 1980, Pozzobon 1982, Athias 1995]. Bearing in mind the current spatial composition
of the various villages of these Indians, it is initially difficult to see the frontiers. It is
known, however, that these frontiers exist and they are revealed in the speech of both
the Tukano and the Hupd’4h; if they exist it is because each of the indigenous groups
possesses a notion of territoriality that is shared by all in the region. Where then are the
frontiers that each linguistic group obeys? This model, in operation in the Uaupés,
seems different from other areas, where there is the co-habitation of distinct indigenous
groups within the same territory.?

2 For example, the territory of the Parque Nacional do Xingu, shared by various ethnic
groups.
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The anthropologist Reichel-Dolmatoff [ 1989], analysing the various available versions
of the Jurupari myth?, presents 6 phases related to the occupation of the region, without,
nonetheless, contradicting the essential concept presented by Nimuendajd [1927].
I relate below these six stages to which the author refers, incorporating in them
observations from my own filed notes, seeking to provide an overview of these peoples’
myths of creation.

I. The sedentary* and farming Arawak groups lived in the region, being
referred to in the bulk of the Jurupari myths as the “Tapir People”/Yeba
Mahsa® and came into contact with the Tukano groups, the “pre-farmers”,
and with the “incipient farmers”, although non-nomads, known as Maku.
The question of who were the first to arrive in the Uaupés Basin, according
to the analyses of the various versions of the myth, still remains a mystery
to be unraveled. Nonetheless, Reichel-Dolmatoff states that the “Yeba
Mahsa”, that appear in various fragments of Jurupari myths are indicated
as being the first to occupy the region. In the Tukano versions of the myth
these people would be hunting and gathering groups that preceded the
Tukano. However, Yeba may be the Arawak term that means “land”, in the
sense of territory. This word is also found in other Tukanoan-based
languages, in Desana (yeba) and in Tukano itself (yepa), with the same
meaning. We know, however, that the occupation of the Uaupés was not
pacific. There were wars and a long process of negotiation among the
different groups over the territorial issue. Oral tradition has it that several
battles occurred between Arawak and Tukano groups. For example, the
Battle of Buopé, certainly the most famous, is today part of a number
of oral traditions of groups that lived around the confluence of the
Uaupés with the Papuri. One hears that the Kubeo®, in turn originally
Arawak, though now “tukanised” [Nimuendaji 1927: 160], organised

3 The first version of the Jurupari Myth was translated by the Italian, Conde Ermanno
Sradelli (1890). Versions of this myth may be found in: S. Hugh-Jones [1979], E. Bolens
[1987], and lastly the version translated from Italian by Padre Acionilio Bruzzi Alves da
Silva {1994].

4 Amorim [1928:50] presents a version of the myth in which the Tukano talk of their
migration to the Uaupés.

5 In reality, Yeba (Desana), Yepa (Tukano) or Dyepa (Tatuyo) are terms that mean «the
land», world, universe, and can always be associated with the term ,,mahsa” that means
«people». Certainly the «tapir» are part of the ,,Yepa-mahsa”, as we shall see later.

6 Goldman refers to this hostility in the following way: ,,The allusion to a fighter training
for a match is not as old friends coming together but rather as jealous, aggressive, and
fiercely independent segments who have resolved to be friends” (1963:207).
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campaigns against the Tukano. The penetration of the latter in the
Uaupés would have occurred via the River Aiari, tributary of the left bank
of the River Igana.

Amorim [1928:51] states that the Uanana (Kotyria) occupied the Uaupés
even before the Tariano (one of the Arawak groups), against whom they
also warred.” The Uanana, also according to Amorim, climbed the river
coming from a place that lay in the middle of a range of hills on the banks
of a lake called Katiana and, shortly after the war with the Tariano, the
majority of rhe Arawak groups left for their old place of origin.
Furthermore, to demonstrate just how old they are in the region, the
Uanana affirm that the figures that can be seen on the stones of the Uaupés
(near the Caruru falls) had been made by the predecessors of Tan Mahsa
(stone people).

2. The Tukano groups: hunters, fishers and gatherers, continued to arrive
in small bands from the west, with a reduced number of women and with
a “weak” material culture, compared to that of the Arawak. However, they
possessed several kinds of tobacco and specific knowledge about hallu-
cinogenic plants (caarpi). In this period the first exchanges of women
occurred between Arawak and Tukano facing difficulties, due to the fact
that the early inhabitants practiced linguistic endogamy®. Among the
Tukano groups®, nobody marries within their own linguistic group, in ge-
neral; as they would be seen as “half people” and incestuous. This
phenomenon in itself represents a significant element in the model of
interethnic relations throughout this region: the practice of endogamy
being repudiated in all mythological tales, including those of the
Hupd’dah-Maku. This practice is a sensitive question in the entire region.
To this day it represents an important element for further study.

3. The Tukano’s insistence in establishing themselves in the area in their
search for women would have provoked conflicts with the Arawak. The
Maku established contacts with the Tukano and even exchanged women,
sharing an economy based on the exchange of game and fish.

4. After several conflicts, the Arawak finally accepted the Tukano as
husbands for their women, imposing upon them their laws of matrilineality,

7 Sce Chernela, 1983 on wars involving the Uanano.
8 Marriages between people speaking the same language.
9 See Jackson, J., 1983
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in addition to uxorilocality. At this time, through the Arawak women, the
Tukano also received manioc. In other words, they gradually became
farmers, and therefore more sedentary, using a technology imported from
the Arawak. Having lived in small groups during the migratory period, the
Tukano developed strong feelings against endogamy.

5. The Arawak and the Tukanoan groups (not all of them, nor at the same time)
reached an agreement over patrilineality, the linguistic exogamy (expressed
in the laws of Jurupari) and developed a series of exchange rituals
(Dabucuri) in which the Tukano occupy a major role. The Arawak women
introduce manioc among the Tukano and organize the large communal
dwellings (maloca)."®

6. After a considerable time, a number of Arawak are “tukanised”; among them
the Tariano and a few clans currently Kubeo. The other Arawak groups
prefer to migrate to the Igana and its tributaries. Conflicts still persisted
between Tukano and Arawak.

These stages described here suffice, in a resumed way, to show the profound process
of negotiation that these peoples experienced in this region. On pointing out these
stages, Reichel-Dolmatoff [ 1989] offers no dates or historical information on the contact
of these populations with the agents of colonisation that certainly represented an
impact on the occupational process and organisation of the existing social environment.
The region’s entire mythological corpus suggests the Tukano’s penetration in areas
previously considered Arawak and their interference in the rules of kinship: endogamy
to exogamy accompanied by changes of the matrilineal system to the patrilineal.

In relatively recent studies [Wright, 1981] on the Arawak of the River Aiari, the
information can be found that the Baniwa were never in the Uaupés but had close ties
with the Uanana. However, the Tariano, of the Arawak linguistic trunk, always inhabited
the Uaupés. In Kuripako (Arawak), the taria is the name of a fish, (aracu, in Portuguese),
well known in the Uaupés region from many stories because of the stripes on its skin.
The place where the Arawak emerged into the world is found in the I¢ana-Aiari basin.
Depending on who tells it, there may be variations in this tale.

It would seem to be a characteristic of Arawak myths of the region that the emergence,
or appearance of these peoples into this world occurs through the holes in the stone of
a stretch of falls (rapids) in the river. These natural holes also known as «pans» in

10 The relation between Jurupari, Dabucuri and Maloca was my own concept. A deeper analysis
of this relation can be found in Athias, 1995.
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regional Portuguese, can only be seen when the river’s waters are at their lowest. Each
of them appears in the mythology and has a specific story told by each of the clans, be
they Tukano or Arawak. They were the falls of the Aiari, in the version of the myth of
creation of the Hohodene (a phratry of the Baniwa), where humanity appears. In other
Baniwa versions, however, the place of appearance was the Tunuti falls, on the Aiari
River. One can observe that the Tukano, as a result of their permanent contact with the
Arawak, have “incorporated” this element into their myths of origin.

Currently the Tukano are the majority among the populations that live in the Uaupés.
Two aquatic places are important in the tales of the Tukano peoples. In mythological
narrative there is a place called Opekd-Ditara (Milk Lake!' ) where the whole of humanity
existed in the form of small beings that were gradually transformed into people (Mahsa)
in the great journey of the anaconda canoe (Pa’ muri-Yukisire) as far as the holes at the
Ipanoré falls, in the middle Uaupés, the place where humanity appeared. From there,
they all emerged: Tukano, Maku and even the “whites”. It is interesting to note that
these sites in the river Uaupés are currently inhabited by the Tariano. The variations of
these tales are many and they are remembered at almost all the waterfalls of the Ipanoré.

The myths of the creation, for the majority of the Hupd’&h clans, state that they also
were underwater and came to the world above the waters, but do not refer to any
specific waterfall. The figure of the anaconda-canoe does not exist in the Hupd’4h
mythology. Neither is Ipanoré remembered as the place from which the Hupd’dh came
out. In the versions of the creation I had access to, the place from which the Hupd’h
emerge into this world is not identified. Each clan considers it as being in the proximity
of their area of perambulation.

All the Tukano sibs have a recent story where the various periods of migration are
told. In many cases, this historical record is confused with the great journey of the
anaconda-canoe bringing the peoples to the Uaupés River. What is certain is that there
was an occupation of all the rivers and big streams by the Tukano groups. The
«interfluvial» areas are considered by the majority of the Tukano a space traditionally
belonging to the Maku. In almost all the tales about the occupation of a certain area, one
hears that the Hupd’sh Maku were involved. In the narrative of the Buu-pona'? sib of
the Tukano that currently live in the Bela Vista village (one of the oldest occupations of
the River Tiqui€) the Hupd’dh appear since the beginning already as workers in the
vegetable plots of the Buu-poni [see Athias, 1997].

On talking with the Desana, of the River Tiquié, or even with the Tukano, about the
lands that they inhabit today on the Tiqui€, and asking them specifically about how
they arrived in their current territory, the most common answer is that they all came from

11 The Tukano identify Rio de Janeiro as being the place where this lake exists.
12 See Athias, 1998
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the River Papuri in the distant past'* and the causes for the migration are described
as being diseases and shortage of food. Almost all the Tukano and Desana groups
say they had been through the Macu stream, a tributary on the left bank of the
Papuri, to reach the Tiquié. When one hears, for example, the narrative of a certain
clan, these sites are more precise and can be found in the local geography.

In the Uaupés region one can also see that the Tukano live on the banks of
the big rivers, while the Desana are located mainly beside and at the sources of
the smaller ones (igarapés'*). Today, this entire region is completely «mapped».
All the groups there are aware of where their ancestors came from. However,
when we asked in Hupd’dh about where they came from, they replied that they
had always been there and that they had come out of the waters. The fact is that
the Tukano seem to have a more specific memory that in the past, they (= their
ancestors) did not live in this region.

Here we are interested in arguing that the peoples who live there have the
limits to their territories clear, and the way in which they maintain this unity is
found in the myth of the origin of each of the linguistic groups and in the
specialized knowledge of each sib/clan. There is not a continuous territory
where a specific linguistic group lives. They are spread over the entire region.
And this characteristic, already observed by Jean Jackson [1972] seems important
for the exchange of women and the ceremonial exchange of goods known as
Dabucuri. There are Tukano villages on all the rivers, in addition to Desana
villages. In the case of the Waikhana (Pira-Tapuia), that are mainly on the Papuri,
we can see that they are in an “almost” continuous territory, as is the case with
the Uanana and the Kubeo.

THE HUPD’AH MODEL AND THE CONCEPT OF TXAA

On referring to their space, where the Hupd’#h villages are located, they call
it nu txaa (our land); for them it was Kagn'té (bone-child/son) that created it.
On telling the myth in which the events of the creation (hibah’ ten re) appear,
the Hupd’#h distinguish two phases. In the first, they all lived in a house within
the water (deh moi kora); they were all there together including the non-Indians
(teng’hoide). They worked and lived together like siblings. In the tale I heard in
Boi’deh/Boca da Estrada, Mehtiu/Chico speaks of the first clans that lived in
the deh moi kora (house under the water) and in the list of the tribes, he includes
the Tariano (Arawak) today living in the Uaupés [Athias, 1995]. The other phase of
the story of the creation happens on this land and contains all the Kagn te’ deeds. In

13 See for example Diakuru & Kisibi, 1996 and Umusin & Tolaman, 1980.
14 Smaller river or stream (TN)




























































