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REIMAR SCHEFOLD

THE UNEQUAL BROTHERS-IN-LAW;
INDONESIA AS A 'FIELD OF ANTHRO-
POLOGICAL STUDY' AND THE CASE OF
MENT A WAP

In his well-known delineation of the concept 'field of anthropological
study', J.P.B, de Josselin de Jong (1935:5) offered a purely pragmatic
answer to the question of how such a field should be demarcated: it had
to be, in cultural terms, "sufficiently homogeneous and unique to form a
separate object of ethnological study" and at the same time reveal
"sufficient local shades of difference to make internal comparative
research appear worth while" (my italics). Mentioning Australia as the
prototype of a field of study, he then proposed Indonesia as another such
field, although the fact that this country is "as heterogeneous as can be in
race, language and culture" at first sight appears to gainsay such a
characterization.

Nevertheless, it is specifically language that is put forward in recent
reconsiderations of the original concept as the binding criterion: "Given
the established fact that the Indonesian languages are related to one
another, it is a reasonable assumption that the anthropologist may study
Indonesia as a field of ethnological study" (P.E. de Josselin de Jong
1982:V). The same author, in other essays (1980:326 and 1984a:6), has
compared the field-of-study approach with the theoretical framework of
Claude Lévi-Strauss's 'Mythologiques'. Indeed, as far as goals are con-
cerned, there are clear similarities: both display a tendency to under-
stand manifest cultural expressions as different but related trans-
formations of structural models; and both adduce transformational re-
latedness for the mutual interpretation of elements which cannot be
satisfactorily explained in the local context alone (cf. Lévi-Strauss
1964:21 and P. E. de Josselin de Jong 1980:320f.).

REIMAR SCHEFOLD, who is a senior lecturer in cultural anthropology, is primarily
interested in symbolic anthropology, the ethnology and anthropology of Indonesia, and
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70 Reimar Schefold

It should be said that Lévi-Strauss formulates the criterion for de-
marcating such a field of research in somewhat different terms: the
phenomena to be compared must be historically connected (1964:
16f.).2 This requirement avoids some of the problems that inevitably
arise, certainly in Indonesia, if appeal is made exclusively to linguistic
relatedness. One such problem is referred to by P.E. de Josselin de Jong
in the above-mentioned article (1980:319), namely the affinity of Indo-
nesian languages to other Austronesian languages. Another difficulty is
presented by the non-Austronesian cultures in the Lesser Sunda Islands:
although their appearance is undoubtedly Indonesian in many respects,
they would fall outside the area of comparison (cf. Fox 1980:15); on the
other hand, one would not unhesitatingly include such bands of hunters
and gatherers as the Kubu and the Punan, even though they, today at
least, speak Indonesian languages. In other words, linguistic affinity
does indeed ipso facto point to historical relatedness, but it does not by
itself provide a sufficient criterion for excluding or including cultures.3 In
fact, the very comparison with Lévi-Strauss's American transformatio-
nal system shows the untenability of any principled distinction between
"genetic" affinity of cultures - in the sense of linguistically motivated
relatedness; cf. De Josselin de Jong 1984b:258 - and relatedness that
can be demonstrated in any other way (and which is actually no less
genetic). What really matters is the nature and extent of the relatedness
with reference to the specific cultural phenomena to be investigated.

As regards Indonesia as a field of study, the choice of the linguistic
criterion does have one advantage which may have motivated its se-
lection, despite the obvious objections. It makes clear that the phe-
nomena under investigation have from the outset been peculiar to the
members of the given linguistic group and did not arise as a result of
later, spatially limited influences. Notwithstanding the recurrent in-
sistence that it is not a question of reconstructing "t/r-Indonesian"
institutions (cf. P. E. de Josselin de Jong 1980:322), the roots of the
phenomena to be analysed must be sought among the Austronesian-
speaking neolithic immigrants who settled in Indonesia during the last
two millennia B.C.

This emerges clearly from the last of the four elements mentioned by
J.P.B, de Josselin de Jong (1935:6) as constituting the 'structural core' of
the Indonesian field of study: resilience in reacting to foreign cultural
influences. His examples concern the incorporation of certain Indian
and Islamic cultural characteristics, which are restricted to certain areas
in Indonesia, while the element itself is presented as pertaining to the
entire field of study.

It seems to me questionable, though, whether the phenomenon of
resilience can be regarded as an element of a 'structural core': true, its
effects can be described, but they can scarcely be considered in trans-
formational terms (for details, cf. Schefold 1985a, in press). Yet this is
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the case with the three other elements recognized by J.P.B, de Josselin
de Jong: asymmetrie ('circulating') connubium, doublé (i.e. bilineal)
descent and socio-cosmic dualism. At a stroke, this triad provided re-
searchers confronted by a confusing abundance of heterogeneous data
with an orientation whose stimulating potential has lasted to the present
day.

In this period, research goals have to some extent shifted from the
description and comparison of manifest forms of social organization,
which could be seen as being derived from the structural core, to the
quest for ideal principles which need not themselves be operational, but
which are interpretable as notional preliminaries or as rudiments of
elements of the structural core. Thus Schulte Nordholt (1971:106ff.) has
shown that, despite a symmetrical kinship terminology and the absence
of coercive rules, the Atoni of Timor display a clearly matrilateral
preference in marriage. P.E. de Josselin de Jong (1982) has again
pointed to the indications of a dual ordering and of bilineal conceptions
of descent that Rassers endeavoured to demonstrate for Java; with
respect to the latter, however, he has cautioned against any hasty con-
clusion that these traces represent a late development of a system that
was truly operational at an earlier point in time. A similar caution would
surely have been advisable with respect to the first example: indications
of a dual organization need not be evidence of the presence of exoga-
mous moieties such as were originally presupposed for the structural
core.

Such a quest for hidden traces of the ideas inherent in the structural
core raises the question of the relationships amongst its three relevant
constituent parts. Are they parallel elements, distinguished from the
'traits' of a Culture Area only by the fact that the genetic unity of the
field of study presupposes their comparability apriori, and representing,
in the nature of their particular cultural interconnections, merely local
elaborations of a historical coincidence, or is a special form of depen-
dence expressed in these interconnections? In other words, does the
model of the structural core contain a specific inner interdependence?

As far as I can see, this question was not discussed in the original
delineation of the concept 'field of study'. Similarly, in the most recent
overview of the state of research, emphasis is placed only on the "com-
patibility" of the three "basic elements" (De Josselin de Jong 1984b:
243f.).4 However, in the very year of the concept's birth, van Wouden
(1968:92) formulated the relationship between asymmetrie connubium
and doublé descent in terms that go much farther than mere compati-
bility: "It is a consequence of the unilateral system that both patrilineal
and matrilineal principles of grouping co-exist and are entirely equiva-
lent..." (my italics). This formulation embodies two notions: 1) there is
not merely a coincidental but an intrinsic connection between the two
elements; 2) the connection is one-sided in that an asymmetrie con-
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nubium implies notions of doublé descent, be they operational or not,
but not vice versa. The latter is of course simply a recognition of the fact
that bilineal kinship principles also exist elsewhere independently of
such a marriage system.

Van Wouden expressed no further opinion about the inner cause of
the "adhesion" (Marschall 1984:85) of doublé descent to asymmetrie
connubium. Indeed the explanation appears to me not to reside in the
formal properties of the model alone. Recognition of the alternative line
is potentially present in every unilineal system, if only because of the
biological facts, but also as a result of patterns of inheritance that are in
the first instance explicable in functional terms, as for example the
transference of the loom from mother to daughter as described by
Niessen (1985) amóng the patrilineal Toba Batak on Sumatra (cf. also
Watsón 1984:102). However, it is only under a prescriptive marriage
system like asymmetrie exchange that such an alternative line becomes
manifest, sihee its attributes are, from one generation to the next,
consistently brought into the marriage by women (or, given matrilineal
organization, by men) of the same kind of relationship - in the case of
patrilineal asymmetrie alliance they always stem from the wife of one's
mother's brother. This does not mean that an asymmetrie marriage
system and doublé descent need both be operational at once - on the
contrary, this combination appears to be excluded, cf. De Josselin de
Jong 1984b:260f. - but it does explain the frequent occurrence of
notions of the other line and the ease with which a group can switch from
one lineality to the other in this marriage order.5

An analogous argumentation may be offered for social dualism. Lévi-
Strauss, in his famous article 'Les organisations dualistes existent-
elles?' (1958:173f.) in the volume dedicated to J. P. B. de Josselin de
Jong, clarified the "inherent" logic of the possible evolution of a social
dichotomy based on the man/woman opposition in a system with an
asymmetrie marriage order. Again, this need in no wise imply that the
mere occurrence of such a dualism is in itself an incontrovertible in-
dication of the existence of this kind of connubium. And this certainly
does not apply to occurrences of a cosmic dualism. Thus Fox writes in a
commentary on an essay by Blust to be discussed below (Blust 1980a:
235): "Systems of dual symbolic classification are reported for societies
with such widely varying structures that one cannot reasonably argue for
the existence of prescriptive alliance on the basis of this type of classi-
fication". In this connectipn it should be repeated that even where a
sex-based dual classification is actually linked to an asymmetrie mar-
riage order, this need not entail a division of the clans into two exo-
gamous phratries (cf. the 'minimal' cyclic identification of ZHZH =
FZSDH = ZDH in Barnes' (1974:271) excellent study on Kédang).

In view of these facts, it appears appropriate, in a quest for mani-
festations of elements of the structural core, to concentrate initially on
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indications of an asymmetrie marriage system. As has often been men-
tioned, however, the Indonesian field of study represents a problem in
this respect: in contrast to the unequivocal attestations in the east and
the west of Indonesia, the situation in Java, Kalimantan and Celebes,
with their cognatic kinship organization, gives rise to doubts about the
pan-Indonesian foundation of the structural core. The most frequently
offered rebuttal of these doubts - alongside references to the insuf-
ficiency of the source material -, namely that phenomena of disinte-
gration and degeneration are involved, merely pushes the problem aside
rather than solving it: it accepts as given a state of affairs whose existence
should first be demonstrated.

Under these circumstances, an obvious move is to take seriously the
implications of the linguistic criterion mentioned at the outset and to
look at those Austronesian cultures which, in the face of all later in-
fluences, have preserved the traditionsof the earliest immigrants in their
purest form. I have expounded elsewhere (1979/1980:13) the reasons
why I consider the Mentawaians to be possibly the most archaic re-
presentatives of this neolithic tradition in Indonesia (cf. also Koen-
tjaraningrat 1975:57-59). The data to be presented in the following
paragraphs all derive from Siberut, the largest island in the Mentawai
archipelago, and differ in some respects from the situation on the
southernmost islands, North and South Pagai (see below). 6

The population of Siberut is divided into patrilineal clans, all of which
are derived from Simatalu, an area of common origin in the north-west
of the island. There is no native appellation for these clans - some 25 in
number — nor do they have individual names; the main factor linking the
members within each clan is their sharing a common descent myth. The
fundamental structure of all these myths is the same. They teil how a
conflict arose in the original ancestors' communal house (uma) in Sima-
talu, usually some eight generations ago, how some of the group moved
away and founded a new uma in another valley, how this uma was given a
new name, typically referring to particular incidents or geographical
peculiarities, how conflict broke out again and people moved on, till
ultimately the story reaches the narrator himself. This native view offers
an essentially plausible explanation of the present settlement pattern:
the uma are situated along the river-banks at irregular intervals, each
differing in descent from its neighbours, yet related through common
ancestors to particular uma further along the river and in other valleys. A
traditional uma houses some five to ten families; the whole group is also
called an uma.

Calculations based on the average number of members suggest that
there must at present be approximately four hundred uma on Siberut. In
earlier times there was little contact between uma in distant valleys. As
time passed, dialects evolved in the various districts of the island, and
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men would go head-hunting in the areas far away from their uma. This
could of course result in unwitting manslaughter of a member of one's
own clan, a regrettable possibility that had to be accepted. There is not
one occasion on which the clan is manifested as a whole. Relations of
familiarity, including mutual invitations to uma rituals, obtain only
among clan-members living within one another's radius. This familiarity
leads to frequent violations of a rule that is said to be mandatory:
theoretically, the entire mythically derived clan is exogamous, but this
requirement is strictly maintained only within the uma. Moreover, MZD
and both cross-cousins, even in certain close classificatory relationships,
are considered as too intimately related by blood for marriage.

For the duration of her marriage, a woman becomes a member of her
husband's uma. There are no positive rules for choice of spouse; no
socially structured relationship exists between the two kin groups in-
volved. Even though the Mentawaians do not explicitly aim at an op-
timally varied range of marriage relations, in practice links are made
with many different uma in any one generation.7 The decisive factor is
the personal affection between the partners, although the proposition
generally comes from the boy's father. This is particularly true of the not
infrequent cases of 'exchange of children' (pasilit toga). Here, too, it is
always the father of a boy who takes the first step, since such an initiative
on behalf of a daughter would be quite improper (cf. Schefold 1976:58).
He makes his proposal in the girl's uma; her father then confers with the
other men in his group. This conversation may generate a motion to link
acceptance of the marriage to an agreement that one of their own sons
will later marry a girl from the uma of the proposer.Tf both parties are
agreed, a decision is made to establish a reciprocal link between the two
uma. This has no effect on the brideprice and the return gift: both are
paid just as in a unilateral alliance. In by far the majority of cases the
children will, when the time comes, yield to their fathers' gentle pressure
to keep to the agreement.

The fathers cannot, it should be said, use any real coercion to bring
about a marriage they consider convenient. Theoretically speaking, this
is not even economically possible because a father cannot act individu-
ally. Both the brideprice - fruit trees, taro fields, young live pigs, tools
bought from Sumatran traders and, during the head-hunting period,
always two daggers with an especially beautifully carved hilt (palittei; cf.
Schefold 1979/1980:fig. 179) -and the return gift- the meat of big sows
and castrated boars - are contributed by all sufficiently affluent men
from each uma. (In practice, however, an uncle will be wary of helping
his nephew with the brideprice against the father's wishes.) The involve-
ment of both groups in their entirety leads to a mutual relationship which
the Mentawaians characterize as 'intimate' (maeme); all affinal relatives
together are called the kaemean. There is a more individual form of
'intimacy' that involves members of a third uma via the wife's sister.
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This, too, is founded on a symmetrical membership and is given ex-
pression in a term used by two men who have married two sisters to refer
to both each other and their respective sisters-in-law, saulu.8 The two
men's relationship is particularly open and unconstrained, and also has a
positive influence on the overall relations between their uma.

One person forms an exception to the equilibrium that characterizes
the new relationship between the donors and the recipients of the bride:
the husband. His position with relation to his classificatory brothers-in-
law (lakut) and fathers-in-law (ama, really 'father'), i.e. all the adult
males in the uma from which his wife originates, is one of a certain
immaturity. At ceremonies to which outsiders are invited, e.g. the con-
secration of a new uma, he and their sister will be among the first to be
invited by his brothers-in-law; yet he will usually have been staying there
already, for a sister's husband is obliged to help all his relatives on such
occasions. They can set him tasks just like a son from their own uma.9

However, this appplies only to his person. Of all the mèmbers of his uma,
he alone is reciprocally referred to as lakut. Even his brothers are not
called by this term; just like all other adult guests, they themselves may
take the initiative to decide where and how they will help their hosts with
their work. If a wife's brother is among the invited guests, he, in turn, will
be treated with especial respect.

My informants offered a twofold explanation for the special position
of the sister's husband. A sister should help her brothers; this, as it were,
rubs off on the man who has taken her into his uma as his wife when he
comes for a visit. He then becomes "like a male sister".10 Besides, he is
the focus of the notion that he really is still in debt to his brothers-in-law.
In return for the brideprice, which his entire uma has helped him with, he
has received something that material possessions can never completely
pay for. Thus the dictum applies to him that "He who gives is like a father
and he who takes is like a child".

It appears to me that it is also in this light that we must understand the
peculiar nature of the return gift which accompanies the bride into her
new uma, namely the meat of the great sacrificial pigs. The quantity of
this return gift determines the quantity of the brideprice that may be
demanded; the value of the pigs is set at a much higher level than applies
to everyday transactions, since the pigs are taken to be a supplement to
the value of the bride (cf. Schefold 1982:73). Nevertheless, the fact that
it is pork that is given is also significant, I believe, for the special position
of the sister's husband. This is revealed by another occasion at which
large sacrificial pigs are similarly overvalued, namely a healing cere-
mony which is tellingly also called 'wedding celebration' (pangurei).

This ceremony is usually carried out after the failure of certain other
ceremonies in which an illness has been treated in accordance with its
diagnosis as the result of violation of a taboo. It is assumed in such cases
that the patient's soul has generally lost its joy in life and is yearning for
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the ancestors. There is only one remedy: to show the soul that existence
is beautiful and life is worth while. A feast is given for the patiënt so that
the soul will find it so attractive to be with him that it realizes it could not
be better off with the ancestors. The sick man is bedecked with flowers
and adornments as for a wedding. Kith and kin from another uma bring
sacrificial pigs for a great banquet. On this occasion it is not a question of
documenting a bond between bridegroom and bride but between the
patiënt and his soul. The most efficiënt means of achieving this is a
sumptuous meal.

The donors of the pigs are rewarded with a price that is just as high as
at a wedding. (A more modest version of this ceremony is consequently
called palului, 'recompense'.) They have brought more than material
wealth: they have, as it were, also given the sick man his soul back. It is
this train of thought that adds a new nuance to the subservient attitude of
the sister's husband. From the uma of his brothers-in-law he has re-
ceived, in the per'son of their sister, the prerequisite for the procreation
of future generations. At the same time, they have also given him a
possession that is associated with the prosperity of the spiritual com-
ponent of existence. They are thereby implicitly pointing out to him the
extent of his indebtedness. Both physically and spiritually he remains in
debt to the wife-givers for the continuation of his stock.11

This doubly motivated subordination of the bridegroom to the wife-
givers appears to me to be instructive with respect to the question posed
at the outset. As is well known, marriage with a matrilateral cross-cousin
is associated throughout Indonesia with a relative superiority of the
wife-giving descent group over the wife-receiving group. Respect for the
wife-givers is expressed in reverence, occasionally even in religious awe:
the group of wife-givers bestows bounties, just like the ancestors.

It will immediately be evident that the situation in Mentawai is, to a
certain extent, reminiscent of this picture. This is clearly expressed in the
'immaturity' of the sister's husband with respect to the uma of his
brothers-in-law. He uses the same term to refer to his father-in-law as he
uses for his own father. And the saying that "the brother-in-law is like a
male sister" corresponds quite directly with the way one of the best-
known societies with an asymmetrie marriage system in Indonesia, the
Toba Batak, designates the entire group of wife-receivers: boru, i.e.
properly 'daughter'. Among the Batak, blessings (sahala) are heaped
upon the wife-receivers in the form of the presents, called ulos, offered
by the wife-givers. Our interpretation of the symbolic meaning of the
gifts of pork gives evidence of a similar notion. This analogy with the
situation among the Batak is strengthened by a striking congruity in the
brideprice, which the Batak refer to, as a whole, aspiso: 'knife', while on
Mentawai two ceremonial daggers form an indispensable component of
the brideprice.

On the other hand, there are of course clear differences: the restric-
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tion of the asymmetrie subordination to only one person, and those
characteristics that run directly counter to an asymmetrie connubium,
namely the express prohibition of marriage with any cousin, thus also a
mother's brother's daughter, and the existence of the exchange of sisters
as a perfectly customary form of marriage.12 There is a corresponding
lack of any asymmetrie tendency in the kinship terminology, which is of
the Dakota type (cf. Nooy-Palm 1968:213); the reciprocal term saulu
for WZH underlies the openness of matrimonial alliances (contrast the
asymmetrie terminological identification of WZH with B in Barnes
1974:270).

Does this mean that the previously mentioned characteristics of Menta-
wai are rudiments which have survived the gradual disintegration of an
earlier asymmetrie organization? Such an assumption would be in line
with the way in which similar evidence used to be evaluated by early
proponents of the field-of-study theory (see above). Our principal
question, concerning the representativeness of the 'structural core' for
all of Indonesia, would then merely be enlarged with a new problem
case. Nonetheless, it appears reasonable to adopt this assumption for a
moment and to investigate the position of the 'inherent' elements of the
structural core in Mentawai, i.e. doublé descent and sex-oriented socio-
cosmic dualism.

I have been unable to find any clear indication of the notion of doublé
descent in Mentawai. Kin relations - in contrast to uma-membership -
are recognized through the mother no less than through the father,
explicitly so in the motivation for the prohibition of marriage with
cousins in other uma. This is however not a matrilineal but a bilateral
principle. The only decisive factor is whether any relationship at all can
be established in the genealogy, irrespective of whether the connecting
links are male or female. The terminology within one's parents', one's
own and one's children's generations then follows the usual rules, distin-
guishing whether the person directly referred to is of the same or the
opposite sex. Thus a male ego uses for both FFZSSS and FFZDSS the
same term as for a child of his brother's, momoï; if the relative in his own
generation is a woman, he refers to her child as his sister's child, bua'.

A
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On Siberut, inheritance passes principally down the male line. The
only exception is formed by a few presents, termed keepsakes, given to
other near kin. There are however certain kinds of movables of which
the daughters initially receive shares equal to the sons'. These are either
objects acquired by the parents during their marriage (cloths and glass
beads) or little fishing-nets made and used by the mother (subba; the big
nets (panu) are bequeathed to the sons, and in south-east Siberut half of
them go to the woman's brothers, who in that area also have rights to
some of the cloths and subba acquired during the marriage). Yet a
daughter's inheritance always returns to the patrilineage. When she
comes to die, the inheritance does not pass to her own children, but to
her brothers - from whose uma she had brought it when she married.
Only south-east Siberut represents a minor exception in this respect. If a
woman dies during her husband's lifetime, i.e. does not return to her
brothers as a widow, the inherited portion of cloths which she has
brought into the marriage does not accrue to her brothers on her death,
but is divided equally among all her children. Yet, even in south-east
Siberut there is no special category of possessions, not even among the
objects produced by the woman herself, which are bequeathed exclu-
sively down the female line from mother to daughter.

Two southerly islands of the Mentawai archipelago, North and South
Pagai, represent an apparent exception in this respect. On these -
nowadays Christian - islands, which probably were settled from Siberut
a few centuries ago (cf. Schefold 1979/1980:211), the hilliness of the
terrain inhibits the growth of many sago palms; in contrast to Siberut,
where it is the staple food, sago here is mainly used as chicken feed and
pig fodder. The preparation of the sago, as on Siberut, is chiefly men's
work. On Pagai, unlike Siberut, the men have the extra task of cultiva-
ting bananas. The staple food on Pagai is taro from naturally flooded
fields; as on Siberut, it is produced by the women.

On Pagai, too, membership of the uma is in principle organized
patrilineally. Nevertheless, members of different clans are regularly
found here to belong to one uma. Accordingly, the communities are
much larger; I heard of cases of twenty to forty, in one instance even of a
hundred families. Most of the families spend their every day lives in their
own small houses (lalep) situated around the big community house. In
contradistinction to Siberut, wma-endogamy is permitted as long as
members of different patrilineages are involved. In general, clan con-
sciousness appears to have weakened considerably (Loeb 1928:420
even opined — erroneously — that the concept of 'clan' was not known);
marriage between members of the same clan in different uma does not
meet with any difficulties on Pagai.

In contrast to Siberut, the women of Pagai can in general also inherit.
The bilateral principle behind Siberut's extension of the incest taboo to
both cross-cousins appears to have been transferred in Pagai to matters
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of property. Hansen (1914:215) makesaremark in this connection that
is also to be found in Loeb (1928:426), according to which one particular
category of possessions is inherited exclusively in the female line, namely
the taro fields. My informants in Pagai confirmed that taro fields are
inherited by daughters and motivated this with the assertion that
daughters are best acquainted with these fields, having worked them
since theirchildhood.

Since settlements on Pagai traditionally are more compact in structure
than the valley communities of Siberut, with their scattered uma,13 this
regulation generally does not give rise to problems. In the rare cases of a
man marrying a girl from an uma in another settlement, he may occa-
sionally have himself adopted by her uma so that his wife may stay near
her fields.14 He then receives plantations for his own use from his
brothers-in-law, which he then bequeaths to his children (see below).

In the context of the question under investigation, it might appear
tempting to interpret these peculiarities as a flare-up of a doublé descent
ideology (cf. for such a view Nooy-Palm 1968:213f.). However, I be-
lieve that in reality they represent a specific instance of the general
bilateral extension of the right of succession in Pagai, which is connected
with the division of labour and has no structural significance. This
ëmerges from certain remarks by Kruyt (1923:32f.). He writes on the
one hand that taro fields are "usually" left to the daughters, but on the
other that the taro fields of a man who dies childless pass to his brothers if
his widow remarries. My informants explained this apparent discrepancy
- where does such a man get taro fields from? - as the result of a
mistaken equation of inheritance procedures and the ultimate destina-
tion of the fields. In the first instance, the daughters do indeed inherit the
fields, but, when their brothers marry, they give their sisters-in-law a
suitable proportion of them. This proportion thus indirectly returns into
the patrilineage, where it is handed down, in due course, to the new
generations of daughters - thus, in Kruyt's example, to the daughters of
the brothers. The situation as regards banana fields is analogous. Here,
the sons are the heirs, but, when their sisters marry, they are expected to
hand over some of the banana fields to their brothers-in-law. It goes
without saying that care is taken to avoid any incongruity between what
the daughters and what the sons relinquish.

One of my informants was of the opinion that the difference from the
circumstances on Siberut - which were known to him - was linked to the
fact that the brideprice had been discontinued on Pagai several genera-
tions ago. This discontinuance is also reported by Kruyt (1923:25), who
mentions only one village as an exception. If we follow Rosenberg
(1853:425), the payment of a brideprice appears still to have been
widespread in 1849. In any case, that the situation described here
represents a relatively recent development is supported by a remark by
Crisp (1799:87), an Englishman who spent a month on Pagai in 1792
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and who states explicitly that inheritance in those days passed exclu-
sively down the male line. According to him (Crisp 1799:78), however,
the staple food then was sago. This was possible because of the much
smaller size of the population, which Crisp (1799:83) put at 1400, while
fully a hundred years later it came to some 5500 (cf. Hansen 1914:
133).15

As for the matter of sex-oriented dualism, I can be briefer. The result
is negative, just as with doublé descent. Dual thinking as such is deeply
rooted in Mentawai and is expressed in a binary classification in which all
phenomena of the environment are categorized according to certain
properties they possess which are associated with qualities that are
'good' or 'bad' for the uma. The mythology embraces such themes as the
separation of heaven and earth or the conflict between sun and moon.
Yet all these dichotomies lack any clear association with male and
female. In rituals, for example, man and woman appear in parallelism
rather than in opposition; they complement each other, with the women
generally playing a seconding role.

The negative outcome of our quest for traces of the 'inherent' elements
of the structural core entails a negative result for the hypothesis that the
asymmetrie tendenties .in Mentawaian marriage relationships are rudi-
ments of an earlier system with prescriptive alliance. This leads us back
to the question with which we began. It appears that the evidence
gleaned from the archaic culture of Mentawai merely adds to the doubts
about the Austronesian foundation of the structural core in Indonesia.

In view of this state of affairs, we should devote especial attention to
two studies which seek to make amends for the obscurity of the anthro-
pological situation with an analysis of material of a different type: I refer
to Robert Blust's linguistic approach. Blust, in two extensive essays
(1980a and 1980b), has endeavoured to demonstrate with linguistic
arguments that the structural core elements are representative of all
Austronesian-speaking peoples outside Formosa ('Proto-Malayo-Poly-
nesian') (1980b:217). The first essay, which contains principally a col-
lection of arguments for asymmetrie connubium, has as an appendix an
extensive set of comments (1980a:226ff.), in which the authors almost
unanimously maintain that his proofs are not closely reasoned. Blust
conceded in his response (1980b:244) that only aprerequisite for asym-
metrie connubium, namely the existence of descent groups, but not the
phenomenon itself could be regarded as truly established. His second
essay therefore seems more interesting for our present concerns in that it
deals with the hypothetical division of society into two exogamous
moieties based on the man/woman opposition. To my knowledge there
has hitherto been no response to it.

Although there is no question of the existence of such a situation in
Mentawai today, it is revealing to consider the applicability of Blust's
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discussion. It emerges that the linguistic evidence is by no means at
variance with the Mentawaian situation. Blust (1980b:220ff.) observes
an etymological connection in Austronesian between reflexes of *baliw
for 'change', 'counterpart, opposite (friendly and inimical)', 'mourning
for a deceased spouse' and 'retaliate' and links this to a phratry system.
All the derivatives also occur in Mentawaian: bailiu 'become, change,'
turn, pour out by tilting a vessel'; bailok 'counterpart, opposite'; loiba
'dirge'; and boliu as an exclamation during head-hunting expeditions.
On Pagai baliu is a cover-term for all relatives of the opposite sex in one's
own generation (Nooy-Palm 1968:204).

All these examples show clearly that the derivatives of *baliw express
a bipolar relationship. This does not reveal, however, why such a relation
should give evidence, as Blust (1980a:239) suggests, of a permanent
"dual division" of the society. It could just as well refer to variable
situations, as in Mentawai - quite irrespective of the fact, stated above,
that evidence of such dualism does not necessarily imply the concomi-
tant existence of exogamous moieties.16

In the introduction to his contribution on the prescriptive alliance
hypothesis, Blust (1980a:220) ascribes particular importance to the
'linguistic evidence", since the cultural evidence alone cannot, in his
view, substantiate the claim that asymmetrie connubium represents an
original element within the Indonesian field of study: "The purely
typological agreement of eastern Indonesian and Sumatran forms could
be explained as a product of convergence". This applies ipso facto to the
'inherent' elements of doublé descent and of socio-cosmic dualism. On
this last point Aberle writes the following in his comment on Blust
(1980a:230): ". . . if systems of prescriptive alliance are 'typically' as-
sociated inseparably with. dual cosmology, then if prescriptive alliance
were to develop more than once among Malayo-Polynesian speakers a
dual cosmology presumably would arise along with the system of mar-
riage".

Even the linguistic evidence has failed to remove the doubts arising from
the ethnographical data. Convergence remains a possible explanation
for the discontinuous situation in Indonesia. An examination of this
possibility seems a logical consequence of the results reached so far. This
means that we must now reformulate the problem as a new question:
what is the possible basis for such a convergence?

From this perspective the Mentawai material appears in a new light.
Obviously we cannot discount the possibility that the situation prevailing
in Mentawai is derived from an earlier phase with asymmetrie con-
nubium. But the converse possibility also deserves consideration. If we
regard the state of affairs in Mentawai not as rudimentary but as an
expression of the archaic situation, which generally corresponds to the
position of Mentawai culture in the Indonesian area, there emerges a
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picture which makes a development towards asymmetrie connubium
plausible to some degree, but by no means necessary. If we were to
accept it as an indication of the original Austronesian situation, this
would permit a better understanding of the unconnected appearance of
systems with prescriptive alliance in Indonesia, which, on the assump-
tion that it was the truly genuine form, has always given rise to so many
difficulties. The same applies to the diversity of the individual manifesta-
tions and particularly to the way the 'inherent' possibilities of the model
repeatedly come into play and are developed. At the same time, the
intrinsic possibility of a contrary development towards a cognatic system
is shown by the situation in Pagai mentioned above, with its bilateral
right of succession, the weakening of clan consciousness and the ad-
mission of uma endogamy.

Two changes, both of which initially lend both strength and definition
to the link between the two groups involved in a marriage, are necessary
if a transformation is to be made to a stable asymmetrie connubium:
firstly, the relationship of dependence is extended from the wife-
receiver to his entire kinship group {uma) and widened into a generally
subordinate position with respect to the wife-givers; secondly, the
nature of the link is continued in the next generations, i.e. the prohibi-
tion of at least classificatory cross-cousin marriage is abolished. The fact
that this applies only to the matrilateral cross-cousin is a logical con-
sequence of the asymmetry of the relationship; it leads to the well-
known advantages of such a system for the integration of the entire
society. This probably is the motivation for the frequency of the transfor-
mation - and of its beginnings, as in the above-mentioned example of the
Atoni.17

Both variants, the floating alliances of the Mentawaians and the
•established connubium in the asymmetrie cross-cousin marriage in less
archaic Indonesian cultures, express the desire for an ultimate balance
between the social groups within the community, a balance that corre-
sponds to the general ideal picture of the cosmos among the Austrone-
sian-speaking peoples (cf. Blust 1980b:234ff.; the social-deterministic
derivation on p. 239 now of course becomes untenable). The paradox of
the second form is that this balance in the social sphere is achieved via
the imbalance of wife-givers and wife-receivers.

The question remains how often the Iocal elaborations of the 'struc-
tural core' have developed independently and to what extent the South-
East Asian area must be regarded, throughout the relevant settlement
period, as a constantly changing network of relations. Our discussion of
the properties of the model should however have shown that - on the
assumption of the fundamental asymmetry between brothers-in-law -
the three elements should never be seen as parallel 'traits' but in every
individual case with an eye to the transformational unity in which they
are unilaterally linked to and dependent on one another.
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The individual elaborations display a wealth of creative diversity.
They give evidence of region-specific developments and of mutual in-
fluences, of the persuasive power of particular symbolic forms and of the
possibility of selective secondary adoption. They shift the borders of the
field of study around, implying not only the incorporation of historically
related variants outside Indonesia but also concentration on closely
linked subregions. When looking at these phenomena, one cannot fail to
wonder whether there are, in the regions under investigation, further
elements from other cultural aspects that are connected with the
model.18 Sandra Niessen's dissertation (1985), in which she demon-
strates the direct relationship between some formal and functional
aspects of certain Toba Batak textiles and all three components of the
structural core, presents a convincing first step. As to the structural core
itself, however, our interpretation of its model implies that we may
regard even highly divergent variants as transformations and thus rid
them, in their development, of the old label of rudimentariness.

NOTES

1 Th is article was submitted for publication before the appearance of the reader Unity in
Diversity; Indonesia as a Field of Anthropological Study (P. E. de Josselin de Jong (ed.)
1984). After consultation with the editor of this book it was decided to leave the
present text as an independent contribution, since the arguments it contains are not
rendered superfluous by the new publication. It has, however, been possible to incor-
porate a few additional references and arguments.

I wish to thank the participants in the graduate seminar on symbolic anthropology at
the Free University of Amsterdam and Sandra Niessen for their critical comments, and
Lachlan Mackenzie for translating the text into English.

2 I have investigated elsewhere (Schefold 1985a:n.4) the reasons for occasional -
apparent - exceptions to this rule.

3 Even when linguistic and historical data offer equal support for relatedness, this does
not automatically co-determine the closeness of the relationship. Greater linguistic
distance need not indicate a correspondingly divergent development in other cultural
aspects. According to Blust (1982:233), Sumatra, Madagascar and Palau are lin-
guistically more closely related to one another than to the Lesser Sunda Islands, which
certainly does not accord with a comparison of the marriage systems in these localities.
De Josselin de Jong's proposal (1984b:257f.) to depart in the first place from detailed
linguistic groupings therefore seems to me, in such an absolute formulation, to cause
more problems than it solves. One may even detect a certain ambivalence in what he
himself writes: a few pages earlier (p. 239), he justifies a comparison between a group
speaking a Mon-Khmer language in Indo-China and the Minangkabau in Sumatra with
an appeal to their joint membership of Wilhelm Schmidt's rather summarily motivated
colossus of 'Austric' languages.

4 De Josselin de Jong (1984b:243 and 246f.) compares this "weak model" of mere
compatibility with Rassers' view that "the connubial exchange and the doublé descent
systems are not merely compatible with one another, but the second is entailed by the
first". As I understand the relevant passage from Rassers (1982:278), however, he
assumes the reverse dependence, which, moreover, is far from necessary: the 'doublé
unilineal' kinship system is not 'entailed' in his approach, but rather forms the point of
departure. In the hypothetical case of a society with two moieties and a subdivision into

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:10:36PM
via free access



84 Reimar Schefold

clans there are then various alternatives for connubial exchange: "The marriage classes
which then result (their number is determined by the product of the numbers of the
patrilineal and matrilineal clans) may-within the limits by the doublé phratry-system
— enjoy a certain connubial freedom; further, they may - with the same restriction -
two by two entertain mutual connubial relations; and lastly, there remains the possi-
bility that the marriage relations between these groups become one-sided, in which
case the exclusive cross-cousin-marriage presents itself automatically as the only
means of keeping up the system and making it function."

5 Cf., on this last point, the discussion by J. P. B. de Josselin de Jong (1935:8f.)- A
comparative investigation of possible material or historical causes of such changes of
lineality in Indonesia still remains to be done.

6 Fieldwork in Mentawai: 1967-1969, 1974, 1978 and 1983.
7 Gerard Persoon has been kind enough to place at my disposal some numerical data he

has compiled concerning the Maileppet area in south-east Siberut. Of fifty marriages
contracted between persons from the five uma situated there, 41 were based on 5 cases
of mutual relationship and 9 on 4 cases of unilateral relationship; there were only two
uma between which there was absolutely no marriage relation. 36 further marriages
involved some of the rather more distant uma.

8 Where ego is female, there is no corresponding term, which is not surprising since HB
and HBW in this case are both in ego's own uma; they are referred to only de-
scriptively.

9 This receives powerful expression in the behaviour of the brothers-in-law in the story
ofSegemulaibi;cf.Kruyt 1923:154-159 and Loeb 1929:222-244.

10 The close association of the brothers-in-law with ego's own sister is connected with a
second group of rules of conduct which, in contrast to those discussed above, are
reciprocal in nature. Both between brothers-in-law and between brother-in-law and
father-in-law all sexual associations must be avoided in conversation and behaviour.
For instance, they may not bathe together naked (cf. Schefold 1976:61).

11 Nooy-Palm (1968:214) offers a translation of the term bua' for sister's child (male
speaking) which appears to corroborate this argument, namely 'fruit'. (Cf. the remarks
by Fox 1980:13f. on the "botanie cast" in the terms for MB/ZC in Eastem Indonesia as
an expression of the life-giving aspect of the relationship.) However, the pronunciation
of the Mentawai word for fruit is bua, without a glottal stop; any etymological relation
between bua' and bua seems to me impossible. Moreover, bua' also refers to WBC,
which undermines the one-sided association with the wife-givers (contrast Barnes
1974:270 on Kédang: ZS + WBS).

12 In this case the brothers-in-law are expected to employ a temperate tone of mutual
respect, in which there is linie scope for the hantering that is otherwise customary
among men of the same age.

13 Christie wrote as early as 1824 (p. 452) that the "villages" (i.e. uma) in Pagai were
"adjoining" but in Siberut were "scattered".

14 This is not at all a binding rule, as Loeb (1928:426) assumed.
15 Perhaps the situation in those times was similar to that still prevailing today in

south-east Siberut, where we identified the beginnings, admittedly somewhat slow, of a
right of succession that also extends to the female side (cf. above). In this connection it
is interesting to note that all the clans on the southerly islands of the archipelago have
traditions stating that they migrated from south-east Siberut.

16 Cf. also the term sibali for an alliance based on a reciprocal exchange of gifts between
two individual family groups (tongkonan) among the Sa'dan Toraja (Nooy-Palm
1985:n.4).

17 It is perhaps not without interest in this connection that the bronze-age cultivation of
rice on irrigated land did not reach Mentawai.

18 Independently of this, the question remains which phenomena can be compared with
one another transformationally within the Indonesian field of study separately from
the model discussed in this article. The reader mentioned in note 1 contains several
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relevant suggestions. Material expressions of culture, too, may be considered, as, for
example, the South-East Asian jutting roof over a projecting gable (cf. Schefold
1985b).
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