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CHAPTER I 

THE MOTHER’S BROTHER IN SOUTH AFRICA1 

AMONGST primitive peoples in many parts of the world a good deal of importance is attached 
to the relationship of mother’s brother and sister’s son. In some instances, the sister’s son has 
certain special rights over the property of his mother’s brother. At one time it was usual to 
regard these customs as being connected with matriarchal institutions, and it was held that their 
presence in a patrilineal people could be regarded as evidence that that people had at some time 
in the past been matrilineal. This view is still held by a few anthropologists and has been 
adopted by Mr. Junod in his book on the BaThonga people of Portuguese East Africa. 
Referring to the customs relating to the behaviour of the mother’s brother and the sister’s son 
to one another, he says: ‘Now, having enquired with special care into this most curious feature 
of the Thonga system, I come to the conclusion that the only possible explanation is that, in 
former and very remote times, our tribe has passed through the matriarchal stage.’ (Junod, The 
Life of a South African Tribe, 1913, Vol. I, p. 253.)  

 It is with this theory that I wish to deal in this paper; but I do not propose to repeat or add to 
the objections that have been raised against it by various critics in recent years. Purely negative 
criticism does not advance a science. The only satisfactory way of getting rid of an 
unsatisfactory hypothesis is to find a better one. I propose, therefore, to put before you an 
alternative hypothesis, and if I am successful, not in proving my hypothesis, but in showing that 
it does give a possible explanation of the facts, I shall at least have refuted the view of Mr. Junod 
that the explanation he accepts is the ‘only possible’ one.  

 For many African tribes we have almost no information about customs of this kind. Not that 
the customs do not exist, or are not important to the natives themselves, but because the  

1 A paper read before the South African Association for the Advancement of Science, 9 July 
1924, and printed in South African Journal of Science, Vol. XXI, pp. 542-55. 
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systematic and scientific study of the natives of this country has as yet hardly begun. I shall, 
therefore, have to refer chiefly to the customs of the BaThonga as recorded by Mr. Junod. 
These are to be found in the first volume of the work quoted above (pp. 225 et seq. ). Some of 
the more important of them may be summarised as follows:  

1.    The uterine nephew all through his career is the object of special care on the part of his 
uncle.  

2.    When the nephew is sick the mother’s brother sacrifices on his behalf.  

3.    The nephew is permitted to take many liberties with his mother’s brother; for example, 
he may go to his uncle’s home and eat up the food that has been prepared for the 
latter’s meal.  

4.    The nephew claims some of the property of his mother’s brother when the latter dies, 
and may sometimes claim one of the widows.  

5.    When the mother’s brother offers a sacrifice to his ancestors the sister’s son steals and 
consumes the portion of meat or beer offered to the gods.  

It must not be supposed that these customs are peculiar to the BaThonga. There is evidence that 
similar customs may be found amongst other African tribes, and we know of the existence of 
similar customs amongst other peoples in various parts of the world. In South Africa itself 
customs of this kind have been found by Mrs. Hoernle amongst the Nama Hottentots. The 
sister’s son may behave with great freedom towards his mother’s brother, and may take any 
particularly fine beast from his herd of cattle, or any particularly fine object that he may possess. 
On the contrary, the mother’s brother may take from his nephew’s herd any beast that is 
deformed or decrepit, and may take any old and worn-out object he may possess.    

 What is particularly interesting to me is that in the part of Polynesia that I know best, that is,  
in the Friendly Islands (Tonga) and in Fiji, we find customs that show a very close  resemblance  
to  those  of  the  BaThonga.  There,  also,  the  sister’s  son  is  permitted  to  take  many  
liberties  with  his   mother’s   brother,    and   to   take   any   of   his   uncle’s  possessions  
that   he   may   desire.   And   there  also  we  find  the  custom  that,  when  the  uncle  makes  a   
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sacrifice, the sister’s son takes away the portion offered to the gods, and may eat it. I shall, 
therefore, make occasional references to the Tongan customs in the course of this paper.  

 These three peoples, the BaThonga, the Nama, and the Tongans, have patrilineal or patriarchal 
institutions; that is, the children belong to the social group of the father, not to that of the 
mother; and property is inherited in the male line, passing normally from a father to his son. The 
view that I am opposing is that the customs relating to the mother’s brother can only be 
explained by supposing that, at some past time, these peoples had matrilineal institutions, such 
as are found today amongst other primitive peoples, with whom the children belong to the social 
group of the mother, and property is inherited in the female line, passing from a man to his 
brother and to his sister’s sons.  

 It is a mistake to suppose that we can understand the institutions of society by studying them 
in isolation without regard to other institutions with which they coexist and with which they may 
be correlated, and I wish to call attention to a correlation that seems to exist between customs 
relating to the mother’s brother and customs relating to the father’s sister. So far as present 
information goes, where we find the mother’s brother important we also find that the father’s 
sister is equally important, though in a different way. The custom of allowing the sister’s son to 
take liberties with his mother’s brother seems to be generally accompanied with an obligation of 
particular respect and obedience to the father’s sister. Mr. Junod says little about the father’s 
sister amongst the BaThonga. Speaking of a man’s behaviour to this relative (his rarana) he 
says simply: ‘He shows her great respect. However, she is not in any way a mother (mamana)’ 
(op. cit., p. 223). About the Nama Hottentots we have better information, and there the father’s 
sister is the object of the very greatest respect on the part of her brother’s child. In Tonga this 
custom is very clearly defined. A man’s father’s sister is the one relative above all others whom 
he must respect and obey. If she selects a wife for him he must marry her without even 
venturing to demur or to voice any objection; and so throughout his life. His father’s sister is 
sacred to him; her word is his law; and one of the greatest offences of which he could be guilty 
would be to show himself lacking in respect to her.  
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 Now this correlation (which is not confined, of course, to the three instances I have 
mentioned, but seems, as I have said, to be general) must be taken into account in any 
explanation of the customs relating to the mother’s brother, for the correlated customs are, if I 
am right, not independent institutions, but part of one system; and no explanation of one part of 
the system is satisfactory unless it fits in with an analysis of the system as a whole.  

 In most primitive societies the social relations of individuals are very largely regulated on the 
basis of kinship. This is brought about by the formation of fixed and more or less definite 
patterns of behaviour for each of the recognised kinds of relationship. There is a special pattern 
of behaviour, for example, for a son towards his father, and another for a younger brother 
towards his elder brother. The particular patterns vary from one society to another; but there are 
certain fundamental principles or tendencies which appear in all societies, or in all those of a 
certain type. It is these general tendencies that it is the special task of social anthropology to 
discover and explain.  

 Once we start tracing out relationship to any considerable distance the number of different 
kinds of relatives that it is logically possible to distinguish is very large. This difficulty is 
avoided in primitive society by a system of classification, by which relatives of what might 
logically be held to be of different kinds are classified into a limited number of kinds. The 
principle of classification that is most commonly adopted in primitive society may be stated as 
that  of  the  equivalence  of  brothers.  In  other  words  if  I  stand  in  a  particular  relation  to  
one  man  I  regard  myself  as  standing  in  the  same  general  kind  of  relation  to  his  
brother;  and  similarly  with  a  woman  and  her  sister.  In  this  way  the  father’s  brother  
comes  to  be  regarded  as  a  sort  of  father,  and  his  sons  are,  therefore,  relatives  of  the  
same  kind  as  brothers.  Similarly,  the  mother’s  sister  is  regarded  as  another  mother,  and  
her  children  are  therefore  brothers  and  sisters.  The  system  is  the  one  to  be  found  
amongst  the  Bantu  tribes  of  South  Africa,  and  amongst  the  Nama  Hottentots,  and  also  
in  the  Friendly  Islands.  By  means  of  this  principle  primitive  societies  are  able  to  arrive  
at definite patterns of behaviour towards uncles and aunts and cousins of certain kinds. A man’s 
behaviour towards his father’s  brother  must  be  of  the  same  general  kind  as  his  behaviour   
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towards his own father and he must behave to his mother’s sister according to the same pattern 
as towards his mother. The children of his father’s brother or of the mother’s sister must be 
treated in very much the same way as brothers and sisters.  

 This principle, however, does not give us immediately any pattern for either the mother’s 
brother or the father’s sister. It would be possible, of course, to treat the former as being like a 
father and the latter as similar to a mother, and this course does seem to have been adopted in a 
few societies. A tendency in this direction is found in some parts of Africa and in some parts of 
Polynesia. But it is characteristic of societies in which the classificatory system of kinship is 
either not fully developed or has been partly effaced.  

 Where the classificatory system of kinship reaches a high degree of development or 
elaboration another tendency makes its appearance: the tendency to develop patterns for the 
mother’s brother and the father’s sister by regarding the former as a sort of male mother and 
the latter as a sort of female father. This tendency sometimes makes its appearance in language. 
Thus, in South Africa the common term for the mother’s brother is malume or umalume, which 
is a compound formed from the stem for ‘mother’ – ma – and a suffix meaning ‘male’. 
Amongst the BaThonga the father’s sister is called rarana, a term which Mr. Junod explains as 
meaning ‘female father’. In some South African languages there is no special term for the 
father’s sister; thus in Xosa, she is denoted by a descriptive term udade bo bawo, literally 
‘father’s sister’. In Zulu she may be referred to by a similar descriptive term or she may be 
spoken of simply as ubaba, ‘father’, just like the father’s brothers. In the Friendly Islands the 
mother’s brother may be denoted by a special term tuasina, or he may be called fa’e tangata, 
literally ‘male mother’. This similarity between South Africa and Polynesia cannot, I think, be 
regarded as accidental; yet there is no possible connection between the Polynesian languages 
and the Bantu languages, and I find it very difficult to conceive that the two regions have 
adopted the custom of calling the mother’s brother by a term meaning ‘male mother’ either 
from one another or from one common source.  

 Now    let    us    see    if    we    can    deduce    what    ought    to    be     the   
patterns    of    behaviour    towards    the    mother’s    brother    and  the     father’s 
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sister in a patrilineal society on the basis of the principle or tendency which I have suggested is 
present. To do this we must first know the patterns for the father and the mother respectively, 
and I think that it will, perhaps, he more reassuring if I go for the definition of these to Mr. 
Junod’s work, as his observations will certainly not have been influenced by the hypothesis that 
I am trying to prove.  

 The relationship of father, he says, ‘implies respect and even fear. The father, though he does 
not take much trouble with his children, is, however, their instructor, the one who scolds and 
punishes. So do also the father’s brothers’ (op. cit., p. 222). Of a man’s own mother he says: 
‘She is his true mamana, and this relation is very deep and tender, combining respect with love. 
Love, however, generally exceeds respect’ (op. cit., p. 224). Of the mother’s relation to her 
children we read that ‘She is generally weak with them and is often accused by the father of 
spoiling them.’  

 There is some danger in condensed formulae, but I think we shall not be far wrong in saying 
that in a strongly patriarchal society, such as we find in South Africa, the father is the one who 
must be respected and obeyed, and the mother is the one from whom may be expected 
tenderness and indulgence. I could show you, if it were necessary, that the same thing is true of 
the family life of the Friendly Islanders.  

 If, now, we apply the principle that I have suggested is at work in these peoples it will follow 
that the father’s sister is one who must be obeyed and treated with respect, while from the 
mother’s brother indulgence and care may be looked for. But the matter is complicated by 
another factor. If we consider the relation of a nephew to his uncle and aunt, the question of sex 
comes in. In primitive societies there is a marked difference in the behaviour of a man towards 
other men and that towards women. Risking once more a formula, we may say that any 
considerable degree of familiarity is generally only permitted in such a society as the BaThonga 
between persons of the same sex. A man must treat his female relatives with greater respect than 
his male relatives. Consequently the nephew must treat his father’s sister with even greater 
respect than he does his own father. (In just the same way, owing to the principle of respect for 
age  or  seniority,  a  man  must  treat  his  father’s  elder brother with more respect than his own 
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father.) Inversely, a man may treat his mother’s brother, who is of his own sex, with a degree of 
familiarity that would not be possible with any woman, even his own mother. The influence of 
sex on the behaviour of kindred is best seen in the relations of brother and sister. In the 
Friendly Islands and amongst the Nama a man must pay great respect to his sister, particularly 
his eldest sister, and may never indulge in any familiarities with her. The same thing is true, I 
believe, of the South African Bantu. In many primitive societies the father’s sister and the older 
sisters are the objects of the same general kind of behaviour, and in some of these the two kinds 
of relatives are classified together and denoted by the same name.  

 We have deduced from our assumed principle a certain pattern of behaviour for the father’s 
sister and for the mother’s brother. Now these patterns are exactly what we find amongst the 
BaThonga, amongst the Hottentots, and in the Friendly Islands. The father’s sister is above all 
relatives the one to be respected and obeyed. The mother’s brother is the one relative above all 
from whom we may expect indulgence, with whom we may be familiar and take liberties. Here, 
then, is an alternative ‘possible explanation’ of the customs relating to the mother’s brother, and 
it has this advantage over Mr. Junod’s theory that it also explains the correlated customs 
relating to the father’s sister. This brings us, however, not to the end but to the beginning of our 
enquiry. It is easy enough to invent hypotheses. The important and difficult work begins when 
we set out to verify them. It will he impossible for me, in the short time available, to make any 
attempt to verify the hypothesis I have put before you. All I can do is to point out certain lines of 
study which will, I believe, provide that verification.  

 The first and most obvious thing to do is to study in detail the behaviour of the sister’s son 
and the mother’s brother to one another in matriarchal societies. Unfortunately, there is 
practically no information on this subject relating to Africa, and very little for any other part of 
the world. Moreover, there are certain false ideas connected with this distinction of societies into 
matriarchal and patriarchal that it is necessary to remove before we attempt to go further.  

 In all societies, primitive or advanced, kinship is necessarily bilateral. The individual is related 
to certain persons through his father and to others through his mother, and  the  kinship  system 
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of the society lays down what shall be the character of his dealings with his paternal relatives 
and his maternal relatives respectively. But society tends to divide into segments (local groups, 
lineages, clans, etc.), and when the hereditary principle is accepted, as it most frequently is, as the 
means of determining the membership of a segment, then it is necessary to choose between 
maternal or paternal descent. When a society is divided into groups with a rule that the children 
belong to the group of the father we have patrilineal descent, while if the children always belong 
to the group of the mother the descent is matrilineal.  

 There is, unfortunately, a great deal of looseness in the use of the terms matriarchal and 
patriarchal, and for that reason many anthropologists refuse to use them. If we are to use them at 
all, we must first give exact definitions. A society may be called patriarchal when descent is 
patrilineal (i.e. the children belong to the group of the father), marriage is patrilocal (i.e. the wife 
removes to the local group of the husband), inheritance (of property) and succession (to rank) 
are in the male line, and the family is patripotestal (i.e. the authority over the members of the 
family is in the hands of the father or his relatives). On the other hand, a society can be called 
matriarchal when descent, inheritance and succession are in the female line, marriage is 
matrilocal (the husband removing to the home of his wife), and when the authority over the 
children is wielded by the mother’s relatives.  

 If this definition of these opposing terms is accepted, it is at once obvious that a great 
number of primitive societies are neither matriarchal nor patriarchal, though some may 
incline more to the one side, and others more to the other. Thus, if we examine the tribes 
of Eastern Australia, which are sometimes spoken of as matriarchal, we find that marriage 
is patrilocal, so that membership of the local group is inherited in the male line, the 
authority over the children is chiefly in the hands of the father and his brothers, property 
(what there is of it) is mostly inherited in the male line, while, as rank is not recognised, 
there is no question of succession. The only matrilineal institution is the descent of the 
totemic group, which is through the mother, so that these tribes, so far from being 
matriarchal,   incline rather to the patriarchal side.  Kinship  amongst  them  is  thoroughly  
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bilateral, but for most purposes kinship through the father is of more importance than kinship 
through the mother. There is some evidence, for example, that the obligation to avenge a death 
falls upon the relatives in the male line rather than upon those in the female line.  

 We find an interesting instance of this bilateralism, if it may be so called, in South Africa, in 
the OvaHerero tribe. The facts are not quite certain, but it would seem that this tribe is 
subdivided into two sets of segments crossing one another. For one set (the omaanda) descent 
is matrilineal, while for the other (otuzo) it is patrilineal. A child belongs to the eanda of its 
mother and inherits cattle from its mother’s brothers, but belongs to the oruzo of its father and 
inherits his ancestral spirits. Authority over the children would seem to be in the hands of the 
father and his brothers and sisters.  

 It is now clear, I hope, that the distinction between matriarchal and patriarchal societies is not 
an absolute but a relative one. Even in the most strongly patriarchal society some social 
importance is attached to kinship through the mother; and similarly in the most strongly 
matriarchal society the father and his kindred are always of some importance in the life of the 
individual.  

 In Africa we have in the south-east a group of tribes that incline strongly to patriarchy, so 
much so, in fact, that we may perhaps justifiably speak of them as patriarchal. Descent of the 
social group, inheritance of property, succession to chieftainship, are all in the male line; 
marriage is patrilocal, and authority in the family is strongly patripotestal. In the north of Africa, 
in Kenya and the surrounding countries, there is another group of strongly patriarchal peoples, 
some of them Bantu-speaking, while others are Nilotie or Hamitic. Between these two 
patriarchal regions there is a band of peoples stretching apparently right across Africa from east 
to west, on the level of Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia, in which the tendency is towards 
matriarchal institutions. Descent of the social group, inheritance of property, and succession to 
the kingship or chieftainship are in the female line. In some of the tribes marriage seems to be 
matrilocal, at any rate temporarily if not permanently, i.e. a man on marriage has to go and live 
with his wife’s people.  

 It    is    about    these    people    and    their    customs    that    we    urgently    
need     information     if     we     are     to     understand     such     matters     as    the     
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subject of this paper. Of one tribe of this region we have a fairly full description in the work of 
Smith and Dale (The Ila-speaking People of Northern Rhodesia, 1920). Unfortunately, on the 
very points with which I am now dealing the information is scanty and certainly very 
incomplete. There are, however, two points I wish to bring out. The first concerns the behaviour 
of the mother’s brother to his sister’s son. We are told that ‘the mother’s brother is a 
personage of vast importance; having the power even of life and death over his nephews and 
nieces, which no other relations, not even the parents, have; he is to be held in honour even above 
the father. This is avunculi potestas, which among the BaIla is greater than patria potestas. In 
speaking of the mother’s brother, it is customary to use an honorific title given to people who 
are respected very highly’ (op. cit., Vol. I, p. 230). This kind of relation between the mother’s 
brother and the sister’s son is obviously what we might expect in a strongly matriarchal society. 
But how then, on Mr. Junod’s theory, can we explain the change which must have taken place 
from this sort of relation to that which now exists among the BaThonga?  

 This brings me to another point which it will not be possible to discuss in detail but which 
has an important bearing on the argument. We have been considering the relation of the sister’s 
son to his mother’s brother; but if we are to reach a really final explanation, we must study also 
the behaviour of a man to his other relatives on the mother’s side, and to his mother’s group as 
a whole. Now in the Friendly Islands the peculiar relation between a sister’s son and a mother’s 
brother exists also between a daughter’s son and his mother’s father. The daughter’s son must 
be honoured by his grandfather. He is ‘a chief’ to him. He may take his grandfather’s property, 
and he may take away the offering that his grandfather makes to the gods at a kava ceremony. 
The mother’s father and the mother’s brother are the objects of very similar behaviour patterns, 
of which the outstanding feature is the indulgence on the one side and the liberty permitted on 
the other. Now there is evidence of the same thing amongst the BaThonga, but again we lack the 
full information that we need. Mr. Junod writes that a grandfather ‘is more lenient to his 
grandson by his daughter than his grandson by his son’ (op cit. p. 227). In this connection the 
custom of calling the mother’s brother kokwana (grandfather) is significant.  
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 Now here is something that it seems impossible to explain on Mr. Junod’s theory. In a 
strongly matriarchal society the mother’s father does not belong to the same group as his 
grandchild and is not a person from whom property can he inherited or who can exercise 
authority. Any explanation of the liberties permitted towards the mother’s brother cannot be 
satisfactory unless it also explains the similar liberties towards the mother’s father which are 
found in Polynesia, and apparently to some extent in South Africa. This Mr. Junod’s theory 
clearly does not do, and cannot do.  

 But on the hypothesis that I have put forward the matter is fairly simple. In primitive society 
there is a strongly marked tendency to merge the individual in the group to which he or she 
belongs. The result of this in relation to kinship is a tendency to extend to all the members of a 
group a certain type of behaviour which has its origin in a relationship to one particular member 
of the group. Thus the tendency in the BaThonga tribe would seem to be to extend to all the 
members of the mother’s group (family or lineage) a certain pattern of behaviour which is 
derived from the special pattern that appears in the behaviour of a son towards his mother. Since 
it is from his mother that he expects care and indulgence he looks for the same sort of treatment 
from the people of his mother’s group, i.e. from all his maternal kin. On the other hand it is to 
his paternal kin that he owes obedience and respect. The patterns that thus arise in relation to the 
father and the mother are generalised and extended to the kindred on the one side and on the 
other. If I had time I think I could show you quite conclusively that this is really the principle 
that governs the relations”  between an individual and his mother’s kindred in the patriarchal 
tribes of South Africa. I must leave the demonstration, however, to another occasion. I can do no 
more now than illustrate my statement.  

 The custom, often miscalled bride-purchase and generally known in South Africa as 
lobola, is, as Mr. Junod has well shown, a payment made in compensation to a girl’s 
family for her loss when she is taken away in marriage. Now, since in the patriarchal 
tribes of South Africa a woman belongs to her father’s people, the compensation has to he 
paid to them. But you will find that in many of the tribes a certain portion of the ‘marriage 
payment  is  handed  over  to  the  mother’s  brother  of  the girl for whom it is paid. Thus,  



26     STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION IN PRIMITIVE SOCIETY  

amongst the BaPedi, out of the lenyalo cattle one head (called hloho) is handed to the mother’s 
brother of the girl. Amongst the BaSotho a portion of the cattle received for a girl on her 
marriage may sometimes be taken by her mother’s brother, this being known as ditsoa. Now 
the natives state that the ditsoa cattle received by the mother’s brother are really held by him on 
behalf of his sister’s children. If one of his sister’s sons or daughters is ill he may be required 
to offer a sacrifice to his ancestral spirits, and he then takes a beast from the ditsoa herd. Also, 
when the sister’s son wishes to obtain a wife, he may go to his mother’s brother to help him to 
find the necessary cattle and his uncle may give him some of the ditsoa cattle received at the 
marriage of his sister, or may even give him cattle from his own herd, trusting to being repaid 
from the ditsoa cattle to be received in the future from the marriage of a niece. I believe that the 
Native Appeal Court has decided that the payment of ditsoa to the mother’s brother is a 
voluntary matter and cannot be regarded as a legal obligation, and with that judgment I am in 
agreement. I quote this custom because it illustrates the sort of interest that the mother’s brother 
is expected to take in his sister’s son, in helping him and looking after his welfare. It brings us 
back to the question as to why the mother’s brother may be asked to offer sacrifices when his 
nephew is sick.  

In south-east Africa ancestor worship is patrilineal, i.e. a man worships and takes part in 
sacrifices to the spirits of his deceased relatives in the male line. Mr. Junod’s statements about 
the BaThonga are not entirely clear. In one place he says that each family has two sets of gods, 
those on the father’s side and those on the mother’s; they are equal in dignity and both can be 
invoked (op. cit., II, p. 349, and I, p. 256, note). But in another place it is stated that if an 
offering has to be made to the gods of the mother’s family this must be through the maternal 
relatives, the malume (op. cit., II, p. 367). Other passages confirm this and show us that 
ancestral spirits can only be directly approached in any ritual by their descendants in the male 
line.  

The  natives  of  the  Transkei  are  very  definite  in  their  statements  to  me  that  a  
person’s  maternal  gods,  the  patrilineal  ancestors  of  his  mother,  will  never  inflict  
supernatural  punishment  upon  him  by  making  him  sick.  (I  am  not  quite  so  sure  
about   the   Sotho   tribes,   but  I  think  that  they  probably  have  similar  views.)   On 



THE MOTHER’S BROTHER IN SOUTH AFRICA                          27 

the other hand a married woman can receive protection from the ancestral spirits of her 
patrilineal lineage, and so can her young children as long as they are attached to her. For 
children are only fully incorporated in their father’s lineage when they reach adolescence. So in 
the Transkei a woman, when she marries, should be given a cow, the ubulunga cow, by her 
father, from the herd of her lineage, which she can take to her new home. Since she may not 
drink the milk from her husband’s herd during the early period of her married life she can be 
provided with milk from this beast that comes from her lineage. This cow constitutes a link 
between herself and her lineage, its cattle, and its gods, for cattle are the material link between the 
living members of the lineage and the ancestral spirits. So if she is sick she can make for herself 
a necklace of hairs from the tail of this cow and so put herself under the protection of her 
lineage gods. Moreover, if one of her infant children is sick, she can make a similar necklace 
which is thought to give protection to the child. When her son is grown up he should receive an 
ubulunga bull from his father’s herd, and thereafter it is from the tail of this beast that he will 
make a protective amulet; similarly the daughter, when she marries, is detached from her mother, 
and may receive an ubulunga cow from her father.  .  

 But though, according to the statements made to me, the maternal ancestors will not punish 
their descendant with sickness, they can he appealed to for help. When, therefore, a child is sick 
the parents may go to the mother’s brother of the child, or to the mother’s father if he is still 
living, and ask that a sacrifice shall be offered, and an appeal for help made to the child’s 
maternal ancestors. This, at any rate, is stated as a practice in the Sotho tribes, and one of the 
purposes of the ditsoa cattle that go from the marriage payment to the mother’s brother of the 
bride is said to be to make provision for such sacrifices if they should be needed.  

 This brings us to the final extension of the principle that I have suggested as the basis 
of the customs relating to the mother’s brother. The pattern of behaviour towards the 
mother, which is developed in the family by reason of the nature of the family group and 
its social life, is extended with suitable modifications to the mother’s sister and to the 
mother’s brother, then to the group of maternal kindred as a whole, and finally to the 
maternal  gods,  the  ancestors  of  the  mother’s  group.  In  the  same  way  the  pattern  



28        STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION IN PRIMITIVE SOCIETY  

of behaviour towards the father is extended to the father’s brothers and sisters, and to the whole 
of the father’s group (or rather to all the older members of it, the principle of age making 
important modifications necessary), and finally to the paternal gods.  

 The father and his relatives must be obeyed and respected (even worshipped, in the original 
sense of the word), and so therefore also must be the paternal ancestors. The father punishes his 
children, and so may the ancestors on the father’s side. On the other hand, the mother is tender 
and indulgent to her child, and her relatives are expected to be the same, and so also the maternal 
spirits.  

 A very important principle, which I have tried to demonstrate elsewhere (The Andaman 
Islanders, Chapter V), is that the social values current in a primitive society are maintained by 
being expressed in ceremonial or ritual customs. The set of values that we here meet with in the 
relations of an individual to his kindred on the two sides must, therefore, also have their proper 
ritual expression. The subject is too vast to deal with at all adequately here, but I wish to discuss 
one point. Amongst the BaThonga, and also in Western Polynesia (Fiji and Tonga), the sister’s 
son (or in Tonga also the daughter’s son) intervenes in the sacrificial ritual. Mr. Junod 
describes a ceremony of crushing down the hut of a dead man in which the batukulu (sister’s 
children) play an important part. They kill and distribute the sacrificial victims and when the 
officiating priest makes his prayer to the spirit of the dead man it is the sister’s sons who, after a 
time, interrupt or ‘cut’ the prayer and bring it to an end. They then, among the BaThonga clans, 
seize the portions of the sacrifice that have been dedicated to the spirit of the dead ffic’ln and 
run away with them, ‘stealing’ them (op. cit., I, p. 162).  

 I would suggest that the meaning of this is that it gives a ritual expression to the special 
relation that exists between the sister’s son and the mother’s brother. When the uncle is alive 
the nephews have the right to go to his village and take his food. Now that he is dead they come 
and do this again, as part of the funeral ritual, and as it were for the last time, i.e. they come and 
steal portions of meat and beer that are put aside as the portion of the deceased man.  

 The same sort of explanation will he found to hold, I think, of the part played in sacrificial 
and other ritual by the sister’s son both amongst the Bantu of South Africa  and  also  in  Tonga  
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and Fiji. As a man fears his father, so he fears and reverences his paternal ancestors, but he has 
no fear of his mother’s brother, and so may act irreverently to his maternal ancestors; he is, 
indeed, required by custom so to act on certain occasions, thus giving ritual expression to the 
special social relations between a man and his maternal relatives in accordance with the general 
function of ritual, as I understand it.  

 It will, perhaps, be of help if I give you a final brief statement of the hypothesis I am 
advancing, ‘with the assumptions involved in it and some of its important implications.  

1.   The characteristic of most of these societies that we call primitive is that the conduct of 
individuals to one another is very largely regulated on the basis of kinship, this being 
brought about by the formation of fixed patterns of behaviour for each recognised kind 
of kinship relation.  

2.   This is sometimes associated with a segmentary organisation of society, i.e. a condition 
in which the whole society is divided into a number of segments (lineages, clans).  

3.   While kinship is always and necessarily bilateral, or cognatic, the segmentary 
organisation requires the adoption of the unilineal principle, and a choice has to be made 
between patrilineal and matrilineal institutions.  

4.   In patrilineal societies of a certain type, the special pattern of behaviour between a 
sister’s son and the mother’s brother is derived from the pattern of behaviour between 
the child and the mother, which is itself the product of the social life within the family in 
the narrow sense.  

5.   This same kind of behaviour tends to be extended to all the maternal relatives, i.e. to the 
whole family or group to which the mother’s brother belongs.1  

1 This extension from the mother’s brother to the other maternal relatives is shown in the BaThonga tribe in the  
kinship terminology. The term malume, primarily applied to the mother’s brother, is extended to the sons of  
those men, who are also malume. If my mother’s brothers are dead it is their  sons  who  will  have  to  sacrifice  
on  my  behalf  to  my  maternal  ancestors.  In  the  northern  part  of  the  tribe  the  term  malume  has  gone  
out  of  use,  and  the  mother’s  father,  the  mother’s  brother,  and  the  sons  of  the  mother’s  brother  are  
all  called  kokwana  (grandfather).  However  absurd  it  may  seem to us to call a mother’s brother’s son, who 
may be actually younger than the speaker, by a word meaning  ‘grandfather’, the argument of this paper will 
enable  us  to  see  some  meaning  in  it.   The  person  who  must  sacrifice  on  my  behalf  to  my  maternal 
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1.    In societies with patrilineal ancestor worship (such as the BaThonga and the Friendly 
Islanders) the same type of behaviour may also be extended to the gods of the mother’s 
family.  

2.   The special kind of behaviour to the maternal relatives (living and dead) or to the 
maternal group and its gods and sacra, is expressed in definite ritual customs, the 
function of ritual here, as elsewhere, being to fix and make permanent certain types of 
behaviour, with the obligations and sentiments involved therein.  

In conclusion, may I point out that I have selected the subject of my contribution to this meeting 
because it is one not only of theoretical but also of practical interest. For instance, there is the 
question as to whether the Native Appeal Court was really right in its judgment that the payment 
of the ditsoa cattle to the mother’s brother of a bride is not a legal but only a moral obligation. 
So far as I have been able to form an opinion, I should say that the judgment was right.  

 The whole subject of the payments at marriage (lobola) is one of considerable practical 
importance at the present time to missionaries and magistrates, and to the natives themselves. 
Now the study of the exact position in which a person stands to his maternal relatives is one 
without which it is impossible to arrive at a completely accurate understanding of the customs of 
lobola. One of the chief functions of lobola is to fix the social position of the children of a 
marriage. If the proper payment is made by a family, then the children of the woman who comes 
to them in exchange for the cattle belong to that family, and its gods are their gods. The 
natives consider that the strongest of all social bonds is that between a child and its mother, 
and therefore by the extension that inevitably takes place there is a very strong bond 
between the child and its mother’s family. The function of the lobola payment is not to 
destroy  but  to  modify  this  bond, and to place the children definitely in the father’s 
family and  group  for  all matters  concerning  not  only  the  social  but  also  the  religious  

 

ancestors is first my mother’s father, then, if he is dead, my mother’s brother, and after the 
decease of the latter, his son, who may be younger than I am. There is a similarity of function for 
these three relationships, a single general pattern of behaviour for me towards them all and this is 
again similar in general to that for grandfathers. The nomenclature is, therefore, appropriate.  
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life of the tribe. If no lobola is paid the child inevitably belongs to the mother’s family, though 
its position is then irregular. But the woman for whom the lobola is paid does not become a 
member of the husband’s family; their gods are not her gods; and that is the final test. I have 
said enough, I hope, to show that the proper understanding of customs relating to the mother’s 
brother is a necessary preliminary to any final theory of lobola.  

 


