sex and temperament in three primitive
socleties

Sex and Temperament: A Comparative
Look at Three Primitive Societies

sex and temperament in three primitive societies offers a fascinating
exploration into how biological predispositions and cultural norms intertwine
to shape individual behavior and societal structures. This article delves
into the nuanced relationship between sex roles, inherent temperamental
differences, and the unique ways these manifest in societies often labeled as
"primitive" due to their lack of advanced industrialization. We will examine
how societal expectations, economic activities, and kinship systems influence
the expression of personality traits in males and females across distinct
cultural contexts. By analyzing these anthropological case studies, we aim to
gain a deeper understanding of the diverse tapestry of human experience and
the adaptable nature of both sex and temperament.
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Defining Sex and Temperament in Anthropological
Contexts

Understanding sex and temperament within the study of primitive societies
requires a careful definitional approach. Sex, in this context, refers to the
biological distinctions between males and females, encompassing reproductive
roles and associated physiological differences. Temperament, however, is a
more fluid concept, often understood as the innate disposition or personality
traits that form the basis for individual behavior. It includes inclinations
towards assertiveness, passivity, emotional responsiveness, and social
engagement. Anthropologists studying these societies often distinguish
between biologically determined sex characteristics and the culturally
constructed roles and expectations assigned to individuals based on their
sex. The interplay between these innate tendencies and societal conditioning
is central to understanding the variations in sex and temperament observed
across different cultures, particularly those with simpler technological
infrastructures.

The study of primitive societies has often sought to isolate the influence of
culture on human behavior by examining groups with less complex social
stratification and fewer external influences compared to industrialized
nations. In such settings, the expression of temperament, whether in males or
females, can be seen as a direct response to the immediate social environment
and the demands placed upon individuals. This exploration moves beyond
simplistic notions of inherent gender traits and delves into how
environmental pressures, subsistence strategies, and kinship systems shape
observable personality differences within and between the sexes. It is
crucial to acknowledge that the term "primitive" itself carries historical
baggage and is used here to denote societies with pre-industrial
characteristics, not as a judgment of their complexity or value.



Case Study 1: The Mundugumor of New Guinea

The Mundugumor, a paternalistic society residing along the Sepik River in New
Guinea, presented a unique picture of sex and temperament as described by
Margaret Mead. Their social structure was characterized by a strong emphasis
on individual acquisition and competition, particularly in the economic
realm. The inheritance of land and possessions was patrilineal, leading to
significant power differentials and a general atmosphere of hostility and
suspicion among men. This competitive ethos directly influenced the
temperamental expectations placed upon both sexes, fostering traits conducive
to self-interest and aggression.

Mundugumor Social Structure and Sex Roles

In Mundugumor society, the roles of men and women were largely shaped by the
practice of bride-price and the subsequent obligation of men to acquire wives
from other clans. This economic imperative often led to a constant state of
rivalry and conflict between men, each striving to accumulate wealth and
social standing through the acquisition and control of women. Women, while
central to the reproductive and economic processes, were often viewed as
commodities and instruments of inter-clan negotiation and alliance. Their
status was intricately linked to their brothers' and husbands' success in
this competitive system. The overarching societal goal was the accumulation
of resources and the maintenance of individual autonomy, which permeated all
social interactions.

Temperamental Manifestations in Mundugumor Society

The temperamental expression among the Mundugumor reflected this aggressive,
individualistic societal structure. Men were expected to be assertive,
competitive, and often ruthless in their pursuit of wealth and status. Their
temperaments were characterized by a high degree of self-reliance and a
readiness to engage in conflict to achieve their goals. Women, while also
expected to be tough and resourceful in their daily tasks, often internalized
this competitive spirit, but their outward manifestations might have been
more focused on securing their position within their natal and marital
families through cunning and manipulation. Children were raised in an
environment that rewarded self-sufficiency and a degree of suspicion towards
others, fostering temperamental traits that mirrored the adult social
landscape. The constant negotiation for resources and social standing meant
that overt displays of affection or altruism were often secondary to the
pursuit of individual advantage.



Case Study 2: The Arapesh of New Guinea

In stark contrast to the Mundugumor, the Arapesh people of the New Guinea
highlands exhibited a temperament that Mead described as mild, cooperative,
and nurturing. This society placed a high value on communal living, shared
resources, and peaceful intergroup relations. The economic activities of the
Arapesh, primarily horticulture and pig husbandry, were inherently
collaborative, requiring significant cooperation among family members and
within the broader community. This cooperative ethos deeply influenced the
temperamental characteristics deemed desirable for both men and women.

Arapesh Kinship and Cooperation

Arapesh kinship systems emphasized reciprocal obligations and mutual support.
The extended family unit was the core of social organization, with
individuals relying heavily on one another for subsistence and social well-
being. The emphasis on group harmony meant that conflict resolution was
typically achieved through negotiation and compromise rather than
confrontation. Marriage was seen as a crucial alliance between families,
solidifying social bonds and ensuring the continuation of the community. The
sharing of resources, from garden produce to livestock, was a fundamental
aspect of Arapesh life, fostering a deep sense of interdependence and
collective responsibility. This cooperative framework created an environment
where nurturing and supportive behaviors were not only encouraged but
essential for survival.

Temperament and Gender in the Arapesh Culture

Among the Arapesh, the temperamental ideal for both men and women was that of
a "peace-loving" individual. Men were encouraged to be gentle, mild-mannered,
and responsible caregivers, actively participating in child-rearing and
domestic duties. Women were also expected to be nurturing, cooperative, and
dedicated to their families and communities. The societal norms did not
promote distinct, opposing temperamental traits for each sex. Instead, the
emphasis was on cultivating personality characteristics that facilitated
harmonious social interactions and supported the collective well-being of the
group. Children were raised in an environment that rewarded kindness,
empathy, and helpfulness, reinforcing these temperamental inclinations from
an early age. The absence of intense competition meant that traits like
aggression or dominance were not highly valued, leading to a generally placid
and agreeable societal temperament.



Case Study 3: The Tchambuli of New Guinea

The Tchambuli, also known as the Chambri, of the Sepik River region of New
Guinea presented a particularly intriguing case study due to what appeared to
be a reversal of traditional Western gender roles and temperaments. In
Tchambuli society, women were the primary providers and economic force, while
men were more focused on aesthetics, personal adornment, and domestic tasks.
This inversion challenged prevailing assumptions about inherent sex
differences and highlighted the profound impact of cultural organization on
the expression of temperament.

Tchambuli Gender Reversal

The economic structure of the Tchambuli was characterized by the women's
central role in agriculture and fishing, which formed the basis of their
sustenance and trade. They were the primary cultivators of food crops and
were responsible for bringing their produce to market. Men, on the other
hand, were more involved in the creation of elaborate art forms, the carving
of ceremonial objects, and the management of domestic affairs, including the
care of children. This division of labor was not seen as a sign of female
dominance in a power sense, but rather as a functional arrangement that
defined social roles and responsibilities for each sex. The women's economic
agency gave them considerable social influence, while the men's focus on art
and ritual contributed to the cultural richness and ceremonial life of the
community.

Temperamental Adaptations and Societal Norms

The temperamental characteristics of Tchambuli men and women were seen as
adapting to their respective social roles. Men, given their focus on artistic
pursuits and social embellishment, tended to exhibit a temperament that was
more sensitive, emotionally expressive, and concerned with interpersonal
relationships. They were often described as being vain and seeking attention
through their creative endeavors and social interactions. Women, as the
primary economic providers, were often characterized as being more pragmatic,
determined, and less overtly emotional. Their temperaments were geared
towards the practical demands of subsistence and trade. This divergence in
temperament, while seemingly opposite to Western norms, was entirely
functional within the Tchambuli social system, demonstrating how cultural
expectations can shape the very expression of personality and disposition in
individuals of different sexes.



Cross-Cultural Comparisons of Sex and
Temperament

Comparing the Mundugumor, Arapesh, and Tchambuli societies provides
invaluable insights into the intricate relationship between sex and
temperament. It becomes evident that while biological sex provides a
foundational framework, the cultural context acts as a powerful architect of
temperamental expression. The Mundugumor illustrate how a highly competitive
and individualistic culture can foster aggressive temperaments in both sexes,
albeit with differing manifestations. The Arapesh, conversely, demonstrate
how a cooperative and communal society cultivates nurturing and mild
temperaments across genders. The Tchambuli offer a compelling example of how
seemingly reversed gender roles can lead to equally distinct and functional
temperamental patterns.

Nature vs. Nurture in Primitive Societies

These case studies strongly suggest that "nurture" plays a far more
significant role in shaping temperamental differences between the sexes than
"nature" alone might imply. While inherent biological predispositions may
exist, the specific ways these predispositions are channeled, encouraged, or
suppressed are dictated by the cultural environment. The variations observed
in these primitive societies underscore the plasticity of human behavior and
the capacity for individuals to adapt their temperamental expressions to meet
the demands and expectations of their social milieu. The concept of inherent,
unchangeable gender-based temperaments is challenged when confronted with
such diverse cultural evidence.

The Influence of Social Learning on Temperament

Social learning theory is a crucial lens through which to understand the
development of temperament in these societies. Children learn by observing
and imitating the behaviors of adults, and they are rewarded or punished for
exhibiting certain traits. In the Mundugumor society, observing aggressive
competition would reinforce similar behaviors. In the Arapesh society,
witnessing and experiencing cooperation and gentleness would foster those
temperamental inclinations. The Tchambuli example further highlights this,
where boys and girls are implicitly and explicitly taught to embody the
temperamental traits associated with their respective societal roles. This
continuous process of social reinforcement and modeling shapes the developing
personality and temperament of individuals, ensuring conformity to societal
norms regarding sex and behavior.



Implications for Understanding Human Behavior

The study of sex and temperament in these three primitive societies has
profound implications for our understanding of human behavior in general. It
moves beyond a monolithic view of masculinity and femininity, demonstrating
the vast spectrum of ways these concepts can be interpreted and embodied
across different cultures. The findings underscore the importance of
considering socio-cultural factors when analyzing personality and behavioral
differences, rather than relying solely on biological determinism. By
examining societies with simpler structures, anthropologists have been able
to isolate and observe the powerful influence of culture in shaping human
experience, offering a richer, more nuanced perspective on the complex
interplay of sex and temperament.

Frequently Asked Questions

In the San people of the Kalahari, how did their
nomadic lifestyle and focus on resource sharing
influence their approach to sexual relationships?

The San's nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle fostered strong social bonds and
a communal ethos. Sexual relationships, while personal, were generally viewed
within this context of interdependence. Jealousy and possessiveness were
often discouraged to maintain group harmony, and infidelity was typically
handled through public discussion and mediation rather than violence,
reflecting a pragmatic approach to maintaining social cohesion.

What role did ritual and ceremony play in regulating
sexual behavior and understanding temperament among
the indigenous communities of Papua New Guinea, such
as the Dani?

In many Papua New Guinean societies, including the Dani, ritual played a
significant role. Sacred ceremonies, initiation rites, and specific taboos
often dictated acceptable sexual practices and timings, particularly for men
and women after childbirth. Temperament was often understood through the lens
of societal roles and spiritual beliefs; for example, certain temperaments
might be associated with spiritual power or the ability to perform specific
ritualistic tasks.

How did the social structure of the Inuit (Eskimo)
societies, with their emphasis on survival in harsh



environments, shape their views on sexual expression
and individual temperament?

The Inuit developed flexible social structures adapted to survival. While
private property was limited, personal relationships were vital. Sexual
expression could be relatively open, with practices like wife-sharing or
partner exchange sometimes occurring, particularly during long winter months,
to strengthen alliances and ensure social support. Individual temperament was
often valued for its contribution to survival skills; stoicism, resilience,
and cooperation were highly prized.

Did variations in perceived male and female
temperaments lead to distinct societal roles
concerning procreation and sexual activity among
early Australian Aboriginal groups?

Yes, in many Aboriginal groups, distinct temperaments were attributed to men
and women, often reinforcing traditional gender roles. Men might be seen as
more aggressive and territorial, responsible for hunting and defense, while
women were viewed as nurturing and responsible for gathering and child-
rearing. These perceived temperaments influenced societal expectations
regarding sexual activity, with certain periods and contexts deemed
appropriate for procreation, often guided by kinship rules and spiritual
beliefs.

How did the concept of 'spirit children' or
spiritual origins of conception impact the
understanding of temperament and sexual behavior in
some ancient Mesoamerican societies like the Maya?

In some Maya cosmological beliefs, children were seen as gifts from deities
or spiritual entities. This could influence the perception of a child's
innate temperament, potentially linking it to their spiritual lineage. Sexual
behavior would thus be viewed within a framework that acknowledged these
spiritual dimensions, with procreation being a significant act with divine
implications.

In the Marquesan society, known for its elaborate
tattooing and emphasis on personal beauty, how did
these cultural expressions intersect with notions of
sexual temperament and attraction?

Marquesan society placed high value on physical prowess, artistic skill, and
attractiveness, often expressed through intricate tattooing. These cultural
markers were intrinsically linked to sexual temperament and desirability. A
well-tattooed individual might be perceived as having a stronger, more



confident, and thus more sexually appealing temperament, influencing social
hierarchies and romantic pursuits.

How did the communal living arrangements of some
early Amazonian tribes, like the Yanomami, affect
individual sexual expression and the manifestation
of different temperaments?

The Yanomami's village-based, communal living fostered interdependence and a
degree of openness in social interactions. While warfare and tribal politics
were significant, within the village, sexual relationships could be less
rigidly compartmentalized. Individual temperaments, particularly
assertiveness and dominance, were often expressed through inter-village
rivalries, but within the community, cooperation for survival was paramount,
influencing how temperamental differences were managed in daily life and
relationships.

Were there specific beliefs about the influence of
lunar cycles or astronomical events on human

temperament and sexual fertility in any prehistoric
societies, and how did this impact their practices?

While direct archaeological evidence is scarce for prehistoric societies,
many ancient cultures worldwide observed lunar cycles. It is plausible that
some prehistoric groups linked lunar phases to changes in human temperament,
such as heightened emotions or increased fertility. Such beliefs would have
likely influenced rituals, mating practices, and perhaps even perceptions of
optimal times for procreation or sexual activity, aligning human life cycles
with natural rhythms.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles and descriptions related to sex and temperament in
three primitive societies:

1. The Whispering Reeds of the Delta: Sexuality and Gender in the Marsh
Dwellers. This ethnographic study explores the fluid and often spiritual
understanding of sexuality among a matriarchal society inhabiting a vast
river delta. It delves into how their environment shapes their temperaments,
fostering communal bonds and a less possessive approach to relationships. The
book examines the rituals surrounding courtship and marriage, and how
societal roles are less rigidly defined by biological sex.

2. Stone Hearts, Shifting Sands: Temperament and Desire in the Desert Nomads.
This work investigates a patriarchal nomadic tribe surviving in a harsh
desert landscape. It analyzes how the unforgiving environment influences



their stoic temperaments and the powerful, often concealed, currents of
desire within their society. The book highlights the importance of resilience
and pragmatism in their sexual customs and the role of honor in their social
structures.

3. The Fire Within the Forest: Passion and Restraint in the Mountain Clans.
This volume focuses on a collection of semi-isolated mountain-dwelling clans,
examining their passionate yet highly regulated approach to sexuality. It
explores how their challenging terrain and close-knit communities have
cultivated temperaments that are both fiercely individualistic and deeply
communal. The book details their complex kinship systems and the intricate
dances of courtship and exogamy that govern their relationships.

4. Echoes of the Sun Dance: Sexuality and the Primal Spirit. This title
delves into the spiritual dimensions of sexuality within a plains-dwelling
hunter-gatherer society, emphasizing the connection between their physical
desires and their animistic beliefs. It investigates how their temperaments,
shaped by a life of movement and communal rituals, influence their
expressions of intimacy. The book explores sacred dances, initiation rites,
and the belief that sexuality is a vital force connecting them to the natural
world.

5. The Root and the Branch: Social Bonds and Sexual Expression. This study
focuses on a society deeply intertwined with the forest and its bounty, where
social structure is paramount. It examines how their temperaments,
characterized by a strong sense of duty and interdependence, are reflected in
their controlled yet meaningful sexual practices. The book details the ways
in which kinship obligations and communal well-being shape their
understanding of desire and partnership.

6. Tides of the Moon: Matrilineal Rhythms and Sensual Awakening. This
ethnography explores a coastal community whose lives are dictated by the
lunar cycles and the rhythm of the ocean. It investigates how their
matrilineal society fosters temperaments that are attuned to intuition and
emotional expression, particularly concerning sexuality. The book examines
their ceremonial bathing practices and the fluid nature of relationships
influenced by the ebb and flow of the tides.

7. The Obsidian Mirror: Truth, Desire, and Sacrifice. This title looks at a
society where introspection and self-control are highly valued, reflecting a
temperament of stoicism and deep inner contemplation. It explores how their
understanding of sexuality is interwoven with concepts of personal truth and
the potential for sacrifice. The book examines their art, mythology, and
rituals to understand the nuanced ways in which desire is acknowledged and
managed.

8. Guardians of the Hearth: Family, Fertility, and Temperamental Harmony.
This work focuses on a settled agricultural society where the family unit and
agricultural cycles are central. It investigates how their temperaments,
geared towards nurturing and stability, influence their approaches to sex,
focusing on fertility and lineage. The book details their courtship customs,



marriage ceremonies, and the communal celebrations surrounding procreation.

9. The Serpent's Coil: Transformation and Erotic Symbolism. This study
explores a society with a rich tradition of shamanism and belief in
transformation, where sexuality is seen as a powerful, often wild, force. It
examines how their temperaments, influenced by their connection to the spirit
world, manifest in a vibrant and symbolic eroticism. The book delves into
their initiation rites, ecstatic ceremonies, and the symbolic representations
of sexual energy in their art and lore.
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