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NOTES ON THE ANALYSIS OF

ASYMMETRIC ALLIANCE

J v ^ / ecent work on the topic of "unilateral cross-cousin marriage"
_ I ^ ^ has made it possible to contrast the several theoretical

approaches to it, and to make some appraisal of their comparative
'-merits. To these ends Berting and Philipsen have published a survey
of "the three most important efforts" at explanation, viz. those of
Lévi-Strauss, Leach, and Homans and Schneider (Berting and Philip-
sen 1960). The present article makes their paper the occasion of certain
theoretical and methodological observations on the analysis of asym-
metrie alliance.

I

These notes relate almost entirely to matters raised by Berting and
Philipsen in their criticisms of my own approach to the study of asym-
metrie alliance. These criticisms are directed against my analysis of
Purum society (1958a), which is represented as being almost wholly
erroneous and ludicrously unprofitable in contrast to the other works
which are examined. It can, however, be demonstrated that in certain
respects at least such treatment fails to do justice to it, and I therefore
feel obliged to make rejoinder — especially since if I did not do so my
silence would be construed as a concession of Berting and Philipsen's
points.

Although it is true that I have been rather disconcerted to see the
only investigation of mine which they cite treated as merely a piece
of light relief, I should affirm that I do not wish to reply in any con-
tentious spirit or with any conviction that my own views are finally
correct. I am very conscious of groping for the best ways of under-
standing the institutions involved; I continually come to see that I
have missed analytical distinctions which should have been made, and
that I have dealt inadequately with others; and at some points I have
committed outright mistakes. It would be immodest and unscholarly
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9 4 E. NEEDHAM.

for me to resent criticism on these counts. However, it is not as a
matter of fact on such scores that Berting and Philipsen evince their
slight regard for my work; and I fear that their criticisms have not,
for me at least, advanced the theoretical understanding of the social
phenomena concerned.

In the following comments I make no attempt to evaluate their
comparison of the major approaches as they see them, or to bring to
their attention the distinctive features of what to some degree I think
I may regard as my own approach. I restrict myself to correcting
misrenderings of my Purum arguments, answering objections, and
developing certain theoretical points arising out of these. I appreciate
that the first two of these activities are likely to be tedious to the
reader, as they are to me; but they are entirely necessary, for two main
reasons. (1) A disproportionate amount of effort in anthropology is
devoted to generalities rather than to intensive examination of particular
problems and hypotheses. (2) A certain theoretical discontinuity is a
feature of current social anthropology: on the one hand, there is too
little attempt to develop theoretical propositions by repeated tests on
different sets of facts; and, on the other, there is a general neglect to
test or to correct structural interpretations by reference to the same
set of facts. In the light of these two considerations, Berting and
Philipsen's essay, whatever its defects, is in part a welcome exercise.
They have, to some slight extent at least, addressed themselves critic-
ally to individual points in a distinctive analysis of a particular society,
and I therefore think it right in principle and useful in practice to
engage their views in debate. Moreover, since I believe so firmly that
the chief means of ultimate theoretical progress consists in the intensive
examination of particular propositions and facts, it is obligatory upon
me to take up Berting and Philipsen's points of dissent, no matter how
incorrect or misguided they may be.

Nevertheless, I dislike rejoinders, partly because they are so easily
suspected of being inspired by an unworthy vanity,1 and partly because,
even if effective in all particulars, they tend to leave the theoretical
matter at issue merely at the point where it was before. I have there-
fore included in these notes (mostly in § III) certain extended obser-
vations on the application of the analytical notion of "alliance cycle",

1 I ought to confess that at first reading I was indeed piqued by the condescen-
sion and carelessness of Berting and Philipsen's references to my work, but
it would be petty to harbour a grudge in a scholarly debate because of this.
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NOTES ON THE ANALYSIS OF ASYMMETRIC ALLIANCE. 95

and I hope these may reduce the tedium of an otherwise theoretically
inconsequential debate.

It is not solely my own work, though, that I wish to deal with here,
but wide issues which have been examined by Lévi-Strauss, by Leach,
and by Homans and Schneider. I shall confine myself almost exclus-
ively, however, as far as these other scholars are concerned, to the
work of Lévi-Strauss. This limitation is appropriate in that Lévi-
Strauss's brilliant book (1949) is the major work on the topic, from
which all further investigations must begin; and that my own sup-
posedly egregious errors are singled out in direct connexion with his
arguments.

Leach's writings on unilateral cross-cousin marriage demand an
intensive examination of a kind which is not possible here, though I
have to touch on certain points in them.

I deal at length with Homans and Schneider's argument in a forth-
coming monograph,2 and shall take up only the following point con-
cerning it here. Berting and Philipsen assert that in my analysis of
Purum society (1958a: 83, 100) I "refuse even" to concede that Homans
and Schneider's correlations in explanation of unilateral cross-cousin
marriage should be interpreted, and they go on to say that "we cannot
simply ignore their explanation [as] Needham does" (67, 68)..On the
first count, I do not "refuse" to examine the correlations: I simply do
not do so, for the good reason that one cannot do everything at once
in one article. On the second, is just is not true that I "ignore" Homans
and Schneider's explanation, as the most superficial reading of my
analysis will show. At one point (1958a: 83) I apply to their argument
the conclusions that nearly half the recorded Purum marriages are
with women of clans other than that of the mother, and that a further
proportion are with women who, though of the mother's clan, are not
daughters of the maternal uncle. These facts have an obvious bearing
on Homans and Schneider's theory of the sentimental genesis of
"mother's brother's daughter marriage", which I emphasise in the note
appended toTable 6 (1958a: 86). On this basis, I assert that their theory
"cannot be right". This is a proposition whose validity does not at all
depend on the correlations in question: they might well obtain, but
in the light of the Purum facts the theory advanced to explain them

2 The book, entitled Structure and Sentiment, is a theoretical work based on
an extended critique of Marriage, Authority and Final Causes (Homans &
Schneider 19SS). It is hoped that it will be published spme time during the
latter course of 1961.
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9 6 R. NEEDHAM.

cannot be right as it stands. A whole argument is implicit in these two
passages; and however much I have to leave unsaid in them it cannot
be thought that I ignore Homans and Schneider's éxplanation. In fact,
I attempt to refute it on empirical grounds of central relevance. Berting
and Philipsen would have done better, instead of misrepresenting what
I wrote, to proceed equally empirically and to try to show in what way
Homans and Schneider's éxplanation can be applied to the Purum facts.

The same kind of empirical concern on my part is shown in the
second page which Berting and Philipsen cite (viz. 1958a: 100), where
I maintain that the structural analysis of one society is of more use
than the superficial comparison of a number. Right or wrong, this does
not ignore Homans and Schneider's theory but is a direct criticism of
its method. Moreover, it is in some degree a demonstrable proposition,
and since it also applies to their own method Berting and Philipsen
might well have paid some attention to it. In other words, they have
misrendered my argument in this respect, and they have disregarded
its application to their own.

II

It is a far more serious matter that Berting and Philipsen also mis-
represent Lévi-Strauss's argument before they proceed to examine it.
According to them, he asserts that matrilateral cross-cousin marriage
is commoner than patrilateral "because the matrilateral form is 'better'
for the society" (56). They cite no particular passages from Les Struc-
tures Élémentair es de la Parenté in demonstration of this assertion,
and it appears evident that they have adopted the phrasing directly
from Homans and Schneider (1955:9,12, passim). But it is not true
that Lévi-Strauss propounds this argument. Homans and Schneider
are mistaken in this interpretation, and a careful perusal of the text
shows this.3

Berting and Philipsen are equally mistaken in rendering Lévi-
Strauss's theory as: "a man marries his [mother's brother's daughter],
or rather somebody makes his [sister's son] marry his daughter,
because he is aware of the structural consequences of this marriage"

3 I examine this point in detail'in Structure and Sentiment. Meanwhile, Berting
and Philipsen might ponder the fact that J. P. B. de Josselin de Jong, in
the critical summary of Les Structures Ëlémentaires de la Parenté to which
they refer in their paper, does not anywhere characterise Lévi-Strauss's theory
in this way (J. P. B. de Josselin de Jong 1952).
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NOTES ON THE ANALYSIS OF ASYMMETRIC ALLIANCE. 97

(57). This is another rendering of an interpretation by Homans and
Schneider, and not an exact rendering at that; for they do not maintain
(and neither does Lévi-Strauss) that typically in this form of marriage
it.is the mother's brother who forces his sister's son to marry his
daughter. And the interpretation is wrong, too; for Lévi-Strauss does
not assert that it is consciousness of structural consequences, either
on the part of an individual or on that of a society, which is the
explanation of matrilateral cross-cousin marriage. What led Homans
and Schneider to think that this was Lévi-Strauss's argument is a
matter which I examine in detail elsewhere. In this place I can only
refer the reader to Lévi-Strauss's text; and I am relieved of the neces-
sity to demonstrate the matter by the circumstance that Berting and
Philipsen themselves do not cite any passage in support of their account.

They complete their characterisation of Lévi-Strauss's position with
the words: "At the same time one must óbserve that there are survey-
able and constant relations between descent groups" (57). Thé two
points which they believe Lévi-Strauss to be arguing, then, are:

(1) awareness of structural consequences as the reason for mother's
brother's daughter marriage;

(2) the demonstration of constant relations between descent groups.
With these we come to their main attack on the Purum analysis. They
remark that "Lévi-Strauss himself has not proved these matters. How-
ever, Needham had tried to do so in his analysis of the Purum . . . " (57).

Now this is a very strange assertion, for while it is true that in the
Purum analysis I tried to demonstrate constant relations of alliance
between descent groups, it is not true that I had any intention of trying
to prove the first point above. To begin with Berting and Philipsen's
initial interpretation of the argument of Lévi-Strauss which I support
in that article, there is nothing about a man in Purum society forcing
his sister's son to marry his daughter, and there is nothing in the
original ethnography to permit or justify such an attempt. Nor is there
in the article any word or passage which could, by any forcible or
devipus means, be construed as explaining matrilateral cross-cousin
marriage by reference to an awareness on the part of the Purum of
the supposed solidary consequences of this institution. I am perplexed
indeed to see such an erroneous construction placed upon what I wrote.

However, we may proceed to examine Berting and Philipsen's
criticisms, for these might nevertheless be just. After saying correctly
that it was my object to establish marriage-cycles in Purum society,
they accuse me of making "a bad start" by writing that "It is obvious

Dl. 117 7
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y o E. NEEDHAM.

that marriage with the patrilateral cross-cousin would reverse the
direction of circulation of women" (58; Needham 1958a: 76); and they
refer to a diagram of prescriptive patrilateral cross-cousin marriage,
with its characteristic alternation in successive generations of the
direction in which women are transférred, to show that "this is decid-
edly not the case".

I readily concede that my statement is clumsily phrased, but again I
find it puzzling to be so miscontrued. In the same sentence as that
quoted, I continue " . . . and it can easily be appreciated that in societies
based on matrilateral connubium [i.e. asymmetrie alliance] such a
marriage is reckoned an offence of a grave kind — incest". So it is
clear that I refer to a single marriage which in this instance reverses
the direction of circulation, and not at all to a system in which all
marriages are patrilateral. If, as Berting and Philipsèn claim to believe,
what I maintain is that with prescriptive patrilateral cross-cousin
marriage the women are simply transférred in the.opposite direction
to that in a matrilateral system, it is completely inexplicable that I
should refer to a solitary marriage of this kind in a matrüateral system,
and that I should stress that in a system of this type such a marriage
is reckoned incestuous.

Still, this is not the main point, and Berting and Philipsèn continue
with their more fundamental objections.

"The number of cycles which Needham is able to construct is
very large. It does not appear anywhere whether the Purum
themselves know something about these cycles. Starting from one
of the 13 marriage-groups Needham already constructs 16 cycles.
So there are perhaps 13 times 16 or 208 cycles, which is a rather
large number to a populatioh of 303. We are apt to smile when
we read (p.-87) that the lineage which participates in the 16
before-mentioned cycles accOrding to table 7 supplies only three
women, and receives seven. The point is that we need not prove
the existence of the cycles,'because it is quite logical that they
should exist. It had to be proved that the Purum society has a
limited number of stable cycles and that the Purum are aware of
these cycles." (58)4 ; • .

4 "We are apt to smile...." A gust of amusement blows through the pages"
of the Bijdragen at my expense, in connexion with my championship of Lévi-
Strauss's views. Cf. Pouwer, who in the same issue writes: "When one
knows from one's experience how, even in his undergraduate years at Leiden,
van der Leeden was 'steeped in Léyi-Strauss' as no other, it is simply comical

• to read the review of his thesis by Rodney Needham in Man... in which he
is advised to read Lévi-Strauss!" (Pouwer 1960 : 110). Perhaps I may be
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NOTES ON THE ANALYSIS OF ASYMMETRIC ALLIANCE. 99

With this passage we reach the central critical points concerning the
Purum analysis. We are no longer dealing with trival misreadings but
with issues fundamental to the analysis of asymmetrie alliance.

To begin with, it is not the case that there are 208 cycles to be dis-
cerned, and certainly not by the simple multiplication by means of
which Berting and Philipsen arrive at this figure. To deal with this
point, however, it is advisable to make explicit a premiss of my first
definition of a "cycle" (1958a: 84), viz. that a cycle is to be closed at
the first opportunity tó do so. With this.provision, it may be determined
from Table 6 of the Purum analysis, amended according to the argu-
ment in the succeeding pages (1958a: 86-7), that there are not 208 but
only 74 cycles.5

Secondly, even if it were the case that 208 cycles could be constructed,
what could Berting and Philipsen's objection possibly be ? And on what
criteria could it be based ? Table 6 is a representation of a factual
situation, viz. alliances actually contracted or permitted between named

.descent groups; and it is constructed directly upon minutely-recorded
census data published by the ethnographer. We have no reason to
doubt the overall accuracy of the original ethnography in these respects,
and the correctness of my table — which Berting and Philipsen have
not challenged -r- may be easily checked. If, then, these are the {acts
of the matter, why should my critics object to any supposedly large
number of cycles which could be read off from the table? Aftef all,
there do not exist, in the literature on asymmetrie alliance systems
elsewhere, any similar figures which could justify them in supposing
the number of Purum cycles to be disproportionate with the total

allowed to comment on this also. Biographical interest aside, this retort is
irrelevant. What matters, surely, is that one should demonstrate that one has
correctly assimilated Lévi-Strauss's arguments, and that one knows how to
apply them to npvel and illuminating effect. The review in question argues that
in the case of the work under discussion (van der Leeden 1956) a procedure
is followed which is the contrary of that which Lévi-Strauss cogently and
almost unanswerably advocates (Needham 1957b). A more profitable and
appropriate response on Pouwer's part would have been an equally rational
argument to show in what respects I was wrong.

5 They will be listed in a final and much amplified version of the Purum
. analysis, to be included in a future comparative monograph on asymmetrie

alliance.
I might add that the arithmetical procedure by which Berting and Philipsen

arrive at the figure of 208 is an unimpressive demonstration of statistical com-
petence on the part of critics who dare to reprimand Professor Lévi-Strauss
with such words as "he has not taken the trouble of finding out what we
measure with the significance tests" (66).
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100 R. NEEDHAM.

population or with the size of individual descent groups. This precisely
is the unique merit of the Purum ethnography, that it does permit this
kind of numerical analysis.

To take an example which accords with the f acts of the matter (as
the 208 cycles do not), let us look at alliance group Mv This is the
group which provokes Berting and Philipsen's amusement because
it takes seven women, gives three, and participates in sixteen cycles.6

Now in f act Mx participates in 31 cycles — nearly twice as many as
Berting and Philipsen suppose. But before their amusement reaches
a new pitch of hilarity, let me ask again — why not?

Since they do not say — in other words, they do not argue their
position but simply assert it — we have no reason to delay in pro-
ceeding to their next objection, viz. that there is no heed to prove the
existence of alliance cycles since it is only logical that they should
exist. But this is to maintain that in social anthropology formal argu-
ments alone are sufficient, and that empirical investigations are redun-
dant ; and this is certainly false.

Take the closely related issue of patrilateral prescriptive alliance,
with its prescription to marry the patrilateral cross-cóusin and prohi-
bition on marriage with the matrilateral, and its supposed perpetual
alternation by generation of the direction in which women are trans-
ferred. The formal features of such a system can be neatly represented
in an- apparently self-consistent diagram; but when it is examined with
a view to seeing whether such a system could be socially possible, as
an arrangement by which living people could order their lives (not to
speak of certain formal objections), it can be seen to present so many
difficulties as to declare itself unworkable and not a viable social
system.7

Another example is a kind of descent system in which a boy is
jurally assigned to the descent group of his father, and a girl to that
of her mother — a system to which Maybury-Lewis has given the
name of "parallel descent" (Maybury-Lewis 1960). Now such a regul-
ation of descent is indeed a perfectly logical possibility; but on examin-
ation it appears that it would possess so many social disadvantages as

6 Actually, in the table on which Berting and Philipsen base their statement,
17 cycles — but no matter.

7 See my first argument of this point (1958b), and a later development (1960e).
The former is in some respects a botched piece of work, and the latter in
f act presents formal, not pragmatic, objections; but the whole issue will be
found examined at length, particularly on empirical grounds, in Structure and
Sentiment. f
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NOTES ON THE ANALYSIS OF ASYMMETRIC ALLIANCE. 101

to be for practical purposes unworkable, and in f act no system of this
sort is certainly known to exist.

As a final example, let us take a patrilineal descent system with
matrilocal residence. We may assume that Berting and Philipsen are
familiar with the issue, since both Leach (1951:25) and Homans and
Schneider (1955:54-5) have touched upon it. This system also is per-
fectly logical, and represented in these simple terms it does not contain
any internal contradiction. Yet it appears not to exist; and the reason
is, not that it is after all a mistaken construct, but that in terms of the
social lives of people on the ground it is not a viable arrangement.8

It is in the light of such considerations that we have to consider the
question of whether it is indeed only a logical matter that alliance
cycles should exist in a system of asymmetrie alliance. Formally, of
course, any diagrammatic representation of an asymmetrie system will
yield a cyclic communication of women (Fig. 1); but, as will be readily

A = £ X =

i i =• o A = 6

= b A = 6

Fig. 1. Asymmetrie system o/ prescriptive alliance.

appreciated, it is not thereby at all certain that any society organised
in this way will be socially possible. This is a matter for empirical
investigation. Now it appears from our general knowledge of societies
from which this form of marriage is reported that the matrilateral
prescription is indeed maintained, that women are indeed communicated
in one "direction", and that therefore women are in fact circulated in
some way between the component groups of the society. But these
considerations by no means settle the question of how asymmetrie
alliance really works, and they do not permit any useful theoretical
inferences. What has to be established is the degree and kind of corres-
pondence between the formal construct and the social lives of inter-
marrying bodies of people.

8 I trust I may be excused these elementary but rather long examples; but
I do not want to take too much for granted again, and it appears they may be
necessary.
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102 R. NEEDHAM.

Berting and Philipsen furnish a useful illustration of the issue in
their own article. At one point they quote from the Yir-Yoront ethno-
graphy the following passage:

"One large clan has been able to furnish numerous women while
the men of the clan have obtained wives from the neighbouring
tribes and from clans which appear to number few men."

To this they append the observation: "So this sib fully exploited the
chances of breaking the cycle" (62). But, particular consideration of
Yir-Yoront society aside,9 what can this reference to "the cycle" mean ?
It could not be replied that the expression refers to the cycle which
is typical of formal constructs of asymmetrie alliance. In a diagram of
the structure of the system there are only descent lines, which are
abstractions, whereas in this case we have a particular dan, an exis-
tential aggregate of people; and it cannot be inferred, as we have seen,
that the mode of relation portrayed in the construct will be so exactly
reflected in social reality as to constitute only a single alliance cycle
between a contingent number of lineal descent groups. What Berting
and Philipsen appear to mean is that.the men of this clan reinforce
their superiority as wife-givers within their own society by getting
their wives from (a) other tribes, in relation to which their inferior
affinal status, as wife-takers, will be of no social consequence, and (b)
smaller clans which, whatever their conventional affinal superiority,
are in fact weaker and subordinate. But in what useful sense may these
reported expedients be described as "breaking the cycle" ? This expres-
sion might be partly justified if all the component groups of Yir-Yoront
society were listed in the ethnography, together with their mutual
alliances, and if it then appeared that they were related in only one
cycle. This is a factual matter, but Berting and Philipsen do not con-
cern themselves with such facts. Their use of the term "cycle", indeed,
is merely an imprecise reference to alliances in general; and "breaking"
means simply and inaptly to marry women from outside the tribe.
Though their expression sounds technical, they are not employing a
precise analytical notion at all. In short, they fail to take the concept
of "cycle" seriously.

9 I do not assume, that is, that Yir-Yoront society is actually of the type
that Berting and Philipsen appear to suppose. This is a matter for particular
examination, and I intend to investigate the question eventually in another
place. As a matter of fact, to anticipate summarily, I think this society is
not a system of asymmetrie prescriptive alliance, and that it therefore exhibits
no unilateral alliance cycles at all.
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NOTES ON THE ANALYSIS OF ASYMMETRIC ALLIANCE. 103

III

Now an alliance cycle is not a discrete thing, given in observable
reality; and in establishing cycles one it not doing the same kind of
thing as recording the conventional dispositions of the members of a
household, for example, or the various forms of the penis-pin. An
alliance cycle is an analytical notion, an idea which may or may not
be shared by the ethnographer and the people studied. As an analytical
notion, it may be defined differently by different anthropologists and
with respect to different problems. Whether or not it is to be employed,
in one form or another, depends on the use to which it may be put.

I have now, therefore, to demonstrate that the establishment of
alliance cycles by my definition is in fact analytically useful and deser-
ves to be taken seriously. This I may most conveniently do by means
of the collection of examples numbered below.

(1) Lévi-Strauss writes in places as though an asymmetrie alliance
system typically comprised a single cycle relating all the component
groups of the society, and in other places as though there were a fun-
damental cycle to which "secondary circuits" accreted (1949:303-4,
312, 327, 365-6, 377, 560, 587). These notions — single cycle, funda-
mental cycle, secondary cycle — are those by means of which he pursues
his analyses. The arguments framed in terms of them may be formally
impeccable, but ïf they are to elucidate the social lives of people in
societies of this type they must bear some significant correspondence
with alliances actually contracted by them.

This is a factual matter, decidable only by empirical investigation;
and it can be seen from my Purum analysis that, in the case of this
society at least,10 the notions in question are misleading and without
empirical foundation. In Purum society there is not merely one com-
prehensive alliance cycle; there is no cycle of fundamental importance
to be discerned; and it is not possible usefully to speak of secondary
(or tertiary, etc.) cycles.

These seem to me to be useful conclusions to have reached, and I
cannot see how Berting and Philipsen might think they could be

10 Cf. also my first attempt at such analysis, on the- basis of literatüre about
eastern Sumba (1957a). This article (which Berting and Philipsen, inciden-
tally, ignore) was intended to test the analytical notions examined here and
to show, for the first time and to the degree that the ethnographic evidence
is exact, how a system of asymmetrie alliance really works.
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104 R. NEEDHAM.

arrived at without the kind of analysis which I made and which they
so misprize.

(2) A similar, but more particular, case is Granet's examination of
alliances among the Kachin.

This rests on the idea that fundamentally there is a single cycle, a
fixed "order of connexions", between certain descent groups which
aré taken in the first place to be the five clans. By an involved argu-
ment which it would be inappropriate to reproduce here,11 Granet
infers that the five-term cycle is nót primitive, but that originally there
were eight groups. These eight groups comprise four "major sections"
and four "minor sections", and are hypothetically linked into a system
by absolute relations of alliance. Thé system which he reconstructs
consists of an "exterior circuit" of eight stages, completed by "interior

Fig. 2. Kachin system of asymmetrie alliance according to
Granet 1939:240.

(Cf. Needhatn 1958a :86, Table 6; and contrast also 1957a: 177, Fig. 1.)

circuits", the whole composing a scheme of an "octagone étoilé"
(Fig. 2). Within this he thinks there is a tendency to give and receive

1 1 It may prove worth while to examine it intensively in a future comparative
work.
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NOTES ON THE ANALYSIS OF ASYMMETRIC ALLIANCE. 105

women "twice", i.e. to maintain alliances with two wife-giving groups
and two wife-taking groups instead of with the single partners of the
supposedly fundamental cycle. Certain complications introduced'by the
multiplicity of alliances of one clan (Nkhum) are éxplairied by the
hypothesis that originally there were only four groups, organised into
two "couples", and that this clan arrived later and created "dissym-
metry" by its additional alliances (Granet 1939:238-242).

Granet's analysis is founded upon a number of premisses: fundamen-
tal cycle, interior cycles, symmetry of division and association in the
total number of participating groups, fixed nature of alliance groups,
and absolute ascription of alliances. He assumes that the system as
reported in the ethnography is the result of certain historical changes
in the original system, which he attempts to reconstruct. His view
seems to be that the reported system is untidy and irregular, and that
therefore it is not the way the system is really constituted. His ingenious
analysis, by an extreme juggling of facts which are recalcitrant to his
notion of what a system of asymmetrie alliance ought to be like, cul-
minates in a beautifully neat and symmetrie diagram. It is in terms
of this that he believes himself to have shown "how a unidirectional
system of alliance can work, when each of the groups on the circuit
is not related only one e as giver or taker" (242).

Here, then, we have an analysis of a particular society practising
asymmetrie alliance. As a technical procedure it is unique in the range
of attempts to elucidatethis kind of system, and on this score at least
it demands examination. Moreover, it is important in that it faces the
fact that an alliance group may not be restricted in its alliances to only
one wife-giving group and only one wife-taking group, and it purports
to explain how the system can then work.

Now the explanation cannot be tested adequately on the basis of
Kachin ethnography, since there exists no comprehensive record, for
any usefully extensivë part of Kachin society, of just what kinds and
numbers of groups are actually related by what kinds and numbers of
alliances. But it is possiblé to test Granet's method of analysis by
reference to a society of the same type for which such details are
reported, viz. the Purum. From the analysis I have made it is possiblé
to conclude quite certainly that for this society at least Granet's as-
sumptions and procedure are completely mistaken; and the high likeli-
hood is that they are equally erroneous and misleading when applied
to the Kachin or to any other society practising asymmetrie alliance.
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(3) "The length of the cycle is in inverse ratio to its security" (Lévi-
Strauss 1949:563).

Lévi-Strauss is arguing here that matrilateral prescriptive alliance,
in contradistinction to the supposed patrilateral form, is a risky proce-
dure for the component groups of a society which practises it. The
closing of the cycle depends, by this view, on each participant taking
a gamble in obeying the rules and passing on women to individuals
and groups from whom no direct return of women is possible. An
element of confidence enters, and the longer "the cycle" the more
confidence has to be invested, and the less the security that women
one gives away will ultimately be replaced by wife-givers on whom
one has no direct claim.

This is an interesting and testable hypothesis, but only if the analytical
notion of "cycle" has some empirical significance. lts interest reposes
in the possibility that we have here an insight of a most general kind,
precisely formulated, into the conditions of stability and the pre-
requisites of operation of an asymmetrie system. lts testability is rather
less obvious, and ultimately requires the existence of special conditions
or historical records. But neither its validity nor its applicability can
be investigated without constructing a systematic scheme of alliances
such as the Purum ethnography permits. With the aid of this, it can
be seen that the hypothesis is without application. It is propounded on
the assumption that typically or fundamentally an asymmetrie alliance
system comprises a single cycle. The moment it is seen that this is
not so, as my Purum Table 8 shows, the hypothesis loses any empirical
value.

(4) A corollary to the last is Lévi-Strauss's further hypothesis that
in an asymmetrie system, which is described as the result of a "col-
lective speculation", the risk may be reduced by multiplying the cycles
of exchange (1949: 324).

The issue here is the reality of this risk. Is it really true that, as
Lévi-Strauss believes, an asymmetrie system is a gamble ? This also
is a testable proposition — but, once again, only on the basis of such
a collation of empirical data as I presented in the Purum analysis.
From the cycles listed in Table 8, and from those others which may
be read off from the scheme of alliances, it can be seen that the number
of alliances is indeed effective insurance against any risk. If an alliance
is broken, or women are not available from the group with which it
has been contracted, there are nonetheless a considerable number of

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:55PM
via free access



NOTES ON THE ANALYSIS OF ASYMMETEIC ALLIANCE. 107

other alliances which can be exploited and the existence of which thus
covers against the risk of exclusive reliance on one relationship. But
the manipulability of alliances is an at least equally important factor.
Alliances may be reversed, new ones may secured (sometimes by the
fission of allianee groups and the subsequent contraction of differential
alliances), and individuals can even be removed from a prohibited
category of social classification and adopted into another with which
marriage is permitted. All these institutions afford adequate and con-
stant guarantee of security — and they appear to be characteristic of
asymmetrie allianee (Needham 1957a; 1960d)..

It could still be true that, as Lévi-Strauss suggests, the multiplicity
of cycles is a result of attempts to eliminate the alleged "initial risk";
but this is not testable by the Purum data or by any other recorded
evidence on asymmetrie allianee systems.

(5) Since 1935 the assumption has persistently been made that an
asymmetrie system of prescriptive allianee is a section-system, in par-
ticular that its structure corresponds to that of Australian bilineal
section-systems, and analyses of asymmetrie allianee have commonly
been made in terms appropriate to such systems.

Van Wouden, for example, devotes his monographic study of types
of social structure in eastern Indonesia (1935) to the proposition that
asymmetrie allianee systems there are derived from (or the ethnography
inadequately reflects) a bilineal section-system with sixteen sections.
Held, in attempting to demonstrate the practice of asymmetrie allianee
in early India, argues his thesis in terms of a four-section system
(1935:95). Ruhemann, in her examination of descent systems on the
Indo-Burma border, describes the three descent lines which are logic-
ally essential to asymmetrie allianee as "marriage classes" having the
same general character as the sections in Australian section-systems
(1948:190). Finally, Lévi-Strauss himself writes at one point that "in
every system of generalised exchange [i.e. asymmetrie allianee], the
notion of marriage class merges with that of lineage" (1949:329).

This idea, that a descent line in an asymmetrie system has the
properties of a section in a bilineal section-system, derives presumably
from the fact that both these types of system are based on prescriptive
allianee. This is indeed a highly important criterion of comparison
but the inference in question is false. It is one of the two most mis-
leading errors in the analysis of prescriptive allianee.
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One crucial difference, to mention no others,12 between an asym-
metrie system and a bilineal section-system is that alliance status in
the former is relative. In a section-system, On the other hand, alliance
status is absolute: a section is defined absolutely (the fact that usually
it is named signalises this fact), and its alliance status is absolutely
defined by its position in a fixed scheme of relations. A proof of the
distinction is that in an asymmetrie system the wife-givers of one's
wife-givers can be one's own wife-givers also. Compare:

M2 ~> Mk2

M2 -+ Kx -» Mk2 (Purum).

This demonstrates the relativity of alliance status in an asymmetrie
system. If alliances were absolute, then the alliance groups in the second
formula would belong to the three supposed "sections", so that M2

could never be simultaneously wife-givers both to Mk2 (as in the first
formula) and to K.1. If M2 were wife-givers to Mk2 in an absolute
scheme they would necessarily belong to the wife-taking "section" of
Kx and could not stand in the relation M2 -+ K1 ; i.e. as wife-givers
to Kj . But in an actual asymmetrie system, alliance status is in fact
relative and intransitive: i.e. the relations M2 -* Ki and K^ -*• Mk2

entail no specific relationship between M2 and Mk2. In section-systems,
however, the case is quite otherwise; for alliance status is absolute,
and the wife-givers of one's wife-giver's are necessarily of one's own
section or moiety and cannot therefore be one's own wife-givers also.

This is clear and simple, and demonstrated by the alliances cited;
but only because it is possible to construct from the Purum ethnography
thé cyclés which according to Berting and Philipsen need not be proved.

(6) There exist at least two societies which practise asymmetrie
alliance and are in addition organised into exogamous moieties. It is
a question of immediate interest to determine the structural significance
of the moieties in their relation to asymmetrie alliance. On the one
hand, being exogamous, they present a certain parallel to symmetrie
alliance systems; on the other, the rules of marriage, and the mode of
exchange between alliance groups, are those of an asymmetrie system.
How, then, may this type of society best be analysed, and by what

12 This issue in particular deserves an extended treatment which is not possible
herè. See, however, a slight development of the argument in Needham 1959a:
404-5.
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criteria may the validity of one interpretation rather than the other
be determined?

One example of such a system is Aimol society, of which I have
already published an analysis (1960a). Influenced by the preponderance
of dualistic institutions associated with the exogamous moieties, I came
to the conclusion that Aimol society was a special kind of two-section
(symmetrie) system. But although the analysis holds in most of its
particulars, this final characterisation of the Aimol system is mistaken^
It is a special kind of asymmetrie system, only secondarily influenced
by the exogamous moieties.

This is a large issue which cannot be gone into here,13 but the point
of this example is to indicate in one more situation the application of
the kind of analysis which I made of Purum society, and in particular
the use of the notion of "cycle". By means of two generalisations
derived from the study of alliance cycles, we can see something of the
force of a two-section characterisation, and in what respect this type
of society is an asymmetrie system of a special kind.

The generalisations are that in an asymmetrie alliance system:

(1) The wife-givers of one's wife-givers may be one's own wife-
givers.
e.g. P - Ki

P -t T x -* Kx (Purum).

(2) The wife-givers of one's wife-givers may be one's wife-takers.
e.g. Mk2 -+ T 3 -> M4 '-* Mk2 (Purum).

Now neither of these generalisations holds in a descent system or-
ganised into exogamous moieties.

13 I am devoting a separate article to its examination, and shall eventually
publish a revision of the Aimol analysis. For the present, I should indicate the
following points in other analyses of mine in which the Aimol are more or
less misleadingly characterised, viz. 19S9a :402; 1959b : 126, 127-8; 1960b :24;
1960c : 242, 247.

It is difficult for me to understand, less than eighteen months after making
the Aimol analysis, how it is that I missed the point that I make here. It
does not appear to have been obvious to anybody else, but it may still be
süggested that I might have waited a year or so bef ore publishing it, and
thus put a more correct analysis into print., The response to this is that I have
no means of knowing that a conclusion I arrive at now will not, in a year's
time, prove to be incorrect; and this applies to any longer period of reflective
delay also, so that if I adopted the principle considered, with the object of
avoiding entirely the publication of tnistakes, I should never publish anything
at all.
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In the first case, if P and K r are related as P ^ Kx they must belong
to opposite moieties; but if P is wife-giver to wife-givers of Kx (viz.
Ti) , then P and Kx must on the contrary belong tó the same moiety.

In the second case, the. wife-giyers of the wife-givers of M4 would
be in the same moiety as M4 and marriage (M4 .-» Mk2) would there-
fore be impossible; and the relations involved would be initially impos-
sible in any case, since moiety-membership is absolute, so that (in the
formula cited) Mk2 would belong at once to the same moiety as M4

and to the opposite moiety.
The presence of exogamous moieties therefore exerts a considerable

influence on a system of asymmetrie alliance, and results in an asym-
metrie system of a special kind. But this cannot be seen empirically
to be the case without the aid of a detailed scheme of actual alliances
such as presented in the Purum analysis.

(7) An especially intriguing aspect of the analysis of asymmetrie
alliance is the relation between the social order and the symbolic order.
It is often, and perhaps characteristically, the case that with asymmetrie
systems there is found a dualistic scheme of symbolic classification,
composed analogically of' pairs of complementary opposites. But in
relating this mode of classification to the social order there is an appa-
rent difficulty that the structure of an asymmetrie system is logically
and irreducibly triadic. How, then, can a triadic system be brought
into correspondence with a dualistic classification?

An encounter with this seeming difficulty may be seen in a review
of Tobing's work on Batak belief (1956) by P. E. de Josselin de Jong.
He writes that Tobing "wants to equate the hulahula-boru [i.e. wife-
giver / wife-taker] relationship to the upperworld-underworld dicho-
tomy, and then by some sleight of hand appears to spirit away the
whole' central, ego group. Surely in an asymmetrical connubium one
cannot escape the fact that there must always per se be three particip-
ating groups" (P. E. de Josselin de Jong 1957:395). The point is
evidently that if a correspondence is to be established between a triadic
system and an associated classification, then the latter should be
triadic also.

This conclusion, however, is based on the incorrect ascription of an
absolute character to the triadic aspect of asymmetrie alliance. It is
true that three descent lines are essential to compose the system, but
the component relation is dyadic. This is clearly seen once the relative
character of alliance status is appreciated; and the radical and charac-
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teristic importance of the dyadic mode of relation is emphasised by
the fact that members of such societies themselves see them in dyadic
terms, viz. hulahula-boru (Batak), mayu-dama (Kachin), axmalk-imgi
(Gilyak), yera-ana kavini (Sumba). It is through the dyadic mode of
relation in terms of which social life is framed that a dualistic symbolic
classification may be related directly to a system of asymmetrie alliance.
This is a clear and simple matter, but only when the fundamental
relation of asymmetrie alliance, and the associated relativity of alliance
status, have been established by an empirical analysis such as I have
made of Purum society.

These arguments, though presented with undue brevity, all combine
to demonstrate that the type of analysis which Berting and Philipsen
think redundant is in fact useful. If in no other respect, it is uniquely
valuable in establishing in two vital respects the relationship of a model
of asymmetrie alliance to the social reality which it represents, viz.
(1) the kinds and number of groups which contract and maintain
alliances, and (2) the number and nature of these alliances. Without
this basic knowledge, I do not see how asymmetrie alliance can pos-
sibly be understood.

IV

These arguments presented, we are now in a better position to con-
sider rapidly Berting and Philipsen's other objections directed specific-
ally against the analysis of Purum society.

The concluding points in the critical passage quoted above are that
"it had to be proved that the Purum society has a limited number of
stable cycles and that the Purum are aware of these cycles". It can
very well be shown that there are indeed a "limited number" of cycles
(viz. 74), and considering that Berting and Philipsen argue from the
assumption that there are some such precise number as 208, this
critical point is puzzling. But it is not necessary that they should be
"stable", and in fact they are well known to be characteristically
variable (Lévi-Strauss 1949: 363-4; Needham 1960d: 501). The second
point is not contradictory, but it is still mystifying. Since a cycle is
not a tangible thing like a bachelors' house, but an analytical notion
like "analogical complementary dualism", there is no reason at all why
the Purum themselves should recognise the cycles that I isolated. They
might nevertheless in fact distinguish something of the sort (as the
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Sumbanese do), but the ethnographic sources — which is where Berting
and Philipsen should look, not in my article based on these sources —
provide no information on the point. This is not strange, but it is
strange that my critics should reproach my analysis with this alleged
failure when there is neither logical nor factual reason advanced why
this point should be proved.

Moreover, they proceed almost immediately to assert that they
support Leach's conclusion that "In not a single case does the empirical
evidence provided by the ethnographers tend to support" the pro-
position that the Purum (among a number of societies in the area)
practise "marriage in a circle". Now Leach's conclusion holds for the
Purum only in two circumstances: (1) if by this term he means a
system in which one and only one descent group corresponds to each
descent line in a diagram of terminological relations; (2) if he claims
merely that the Purum clans are not alliance groups in a circulating
system. (Berting & Philipsen 1960:58; Leach 1951:35.)

As for the first point, this premiss is not written into his assertion,
and we need not postulate it; especially since he has earlier written
that "cases can be found where three or more local descent groups
do in f act, as well as in theory, 'marry in a circle' on a continuous and
more or less exclusive basis", and that the "correspondences between
ideal model and empirical fact" call for analysis (Leach 1951:29). That
is, he admits the existence of cyclic alliances between local descent
groups, which (like the Purum groups) do not correspond one-to-one
with the lines of the descent terminology. In this context, there is no
doubt that the Purum do in fact practise a kind of "marriage in a circle".

As for the second poirit, my analysis demonstrates that it is not
primarily ór solely the clans which are the alliance groups in Purum
society (Needham 1958a: 85), but this does not confirm Leach's state-
ment in any useful sense. The decisive point is that asymmetrie alliance
is nonetheless practised by lineal descent groups. The fact that twelve
out of the thirteen alliance groups are lineages and not clans does not
affect the structural characterisation of the system in any way.

Leach's conclusion therefore does not holdfor the Purum. They do,
in a useful sense of which I have given some demonstration in § III,
practise what might be called "marriage in a circle". If Berting and
Philipsen wish to support Leach's denial of this, what they have to
do is to demonstrate either the invalidity of the analytical notion of
"cycle" or the empirical iriadequacy of my interpretation of the f acts.
They have done neither of these things, but have instead merely
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proclaimed — for no stated or obvious reason — their adherence to
a view contrary to mine.

Another statement which Leach makes, in company with the one
just examined, is: "The only positive evidence that does emerge is
that in any one village patrilineages stand in more or less stable
'wife giving'-'wife receiving' relationship, and that in any one village
there are status differences between patrilineages" (1951: 35). Berting
and Philipsen take this up, too. "It is quiie remarkable that we find
this quotation also in Needham's paper (p. 84). His paper does not
enable us to determine whether in Purum society there are absolute
status differences between the lineages. Neither can we find out what
affinal relations there are between the four politically independent
Purum villages" (59).

But this statement by Leach does not apply to the Purum, either,
as a collation of the evidence in my Tables 1 and 6 (1958a: 78,86)
directly shows. The evidence for this society is not confined to alliances
within any one village, but covers comprehensively the alliances between
all the lineages in three of the four villages which comprise the total
society. Since this is clearly shown in the article under criticism, with
the announced aim of testing Leach's assertion, I am at a loss to infer
in what sense it is "remarkable" that it should be quoted.

More obscure yet is Berting and Philipsen's reasoning in writing
that they cannot discover from my analysis what affinal relations there
are between the villages. I specifically state that these are "related by the
affinal ties between descent groups which are fundamental to social
life"; a simple collation of Table 1 (distribution of descent groups over
the three major villages) and Table 6 (scheme of alliances) easily yields
the alliances maintained between these villages; and I present in Table 9
(intervillage marriages) precise figures on marriages actually contracted
between members of the three villagés for which such evidence is avail-
able (1958a: 78,86,89). It is not possible to make the point which
Berting and Philipsen fail to discover in any more explicit, detailed,
or conclusive fashion.14

The issue of "absolute status differences between lineages" calls for
recourse to the original ethnography (which Berting and Philipsen
neither cite nor refer to), not to my article; but if there were any

14 It was a mistake, however, to write that these affinal relations create "political
ties" between the .villages. The ethnography does not justify this inference.
What I should have written is that they create ties "between the politically
independent villages".

Dl. 117 8
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specific evidence that such differehces exist — which there is nót —- I
should naturally have brought it into the analysis. I should however
make a brief observation on this point. In discussing such absolute
distinctions, Berting and Philipsen say of me: "He even states cate-
gorically that status differences ' . . . are a common feature of matri-
lateral connubium' (p. 81)" (60). I should therefore stress that the
passage to which they refer deals clearly and exclusively with affinal
status (viz. that of wife-giver), as indicated by lineal terminological
equations. It does not refer, as one would be led to believe by the
context in which it is quoted, to absolute political or social distinctions.

So much for refutation of particular criticisms of the method and
conclusions of the Purum analysis. Finally, a very rapid survey, not
to be wearisomely insistent, of certain of Berting and Philipsen's own
conclusions, in the light of other publications and with special attention
to their degree of novelty.

By their Table 1, they conclude that prescriptive patrilateral cross-
cousin marriage "does not occur at all" (59,72). This is an important
conclusion indeed, but compare: "A prescriptive marriage system based
on exclusive patrilateral cross-cousin marriage cannot exist in theory
and does not exist in fact" (Needham 1958b: 217). This latter quotation
is taken from the conclusion of an analysis intended solely to establish
these two points. The paper is not mentioried in Berting and Philipsen's
article. But it is puzzling, then, that they ascribe to me the view that
Lévi-Strauss deals only with prescriptive unilateral cross-cousin mar-
riage, and that Homans and Schneider deal with both prescriptive and
preferential rules together (59); for the former contention is made most
explicitly and at some length prècisely in this paper just cited, which
one might expect them to have referred to in any case, and the latter
is not stated (thought it is true) in any of my publications. Moreover,
if they have indeed, as it appears, read my analysis of patrilateral cross-
cousin marriage, it is quite baffling that they should reprimand me for
overlooking the alternation of exchange (58), a topic on which the
analysis centres.

"The difference between societies in which [unilateral cross-cousin]
marriage is prescriptive and those in which it is preferential must not
be neglected..."; "In our opinion" the theory of Lévi-Strauss holds
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"in the first place for prescriptive marriages" (77). Now a structure
élémentaire is precisely one in which marriage with a certain type of
relative is prescribed (Lévi-Strauss 1949: ix), and almost the whole
of Les Structures Élémentaires de la Parenté is argued in terms of
prescriptive marriage. In early 1958 'I first maintained in print that
societies were of quite different structural type according to whether
their marriage rules were prescriptive or preferential (1958a: 75). The
Purum analysis was particularly concerned to establish the conse-
quential character of this radical distinction, and to establish an asym-
metrie alliance system as a social type in its symbolic as well as its
social aspects. The distinction was also emphasised shortly afterwards
in the patrilateral paper (1958b: 200-202,217). It is therefore an in-
appropriate phrasing, one might think, that Berting and Philipsen,
having belatedly repeated the distinction, should remark merely that
"Needham, too, makes this division" (59).

"The measure in which the political and the economie structure are
interwoven with [unilateral cross-cousin] marriage varies considerably"
(76). One of the fundamental lessons of the Purum analysis is: "The
system of marriage relations is commonly coherent with the structure
of the other institutions of which the society is composed, and these
institutions may exhibit the same structural principles as the marriage
system. Marriage preferences, on the other hand, have no structural
entailments comparable to those of a prescriptive system..." (1958a: 75).

Berting and Philipsen's closing points are recommendations that
investigations of unilateral cross-cousin marriage be made in two ways:
(1) by statistical examination of a random sample ("Gnly in this man-
ner can we get to know more about the phenomenon of [unilateral
cross-cousin] marriage itself"); (2) by studies such as that of Leach
on the Trobrianders. Both these issues are subsumed under my obser-
vation that "the structural analysis of one society is more use than
the superficial comparison of a number, and must be done before com-
parison is attempted" (1958a: 100); and the second recommendation is
forestalled by the fact that the Purum analysis which they castigate
is precisely an intensive examination, such as they propose, of matri-
lateral cross-cousin marriage in a single society and carried out by
means of the widest reference to the other institutions of that society.15

15 I do not intend, by this comparison, to equate the value of my apprentice
analysis of Purum society with that of Leach's examination of the Trobriand
social system (1958), which is an essay of classic stature.
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I have not dealt with all of Berting and Philipsen's arguments falling
within the scope of these notes; yet I think I may claim to have demon-
strated that my analysis of Purum society is not so devoid of merit as,
by their neglect of its specific lessons as much as by their animad-
versions, they seem to have supposed.

January 1961 RODNEY NEEDHAM

Merion College, Oxford
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