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Abstract

This thesis is a study of the people and of the land of Sahafatra in southeast Madagascar. It
describes and interprets the system of authority in operation in the region in order to explore local
conceptions of the nature of ‘rulers’ and of the nature of ‘ruling’. The thesis demonstrates that
the authority used by ‘rulers’ to justify their positions stems from two different sources:
straightforward patrilineal descent relations, enabling access to the blessing of the ancestors; and
the ability to survive what are regarded as ‘life-giving’ ritual tests, allowing the channelling of
fertility directly from the ‘environment’.

Part I of the thesis introduces the people and the land and gradually develops the idea of a
‘culture of testing’ as an alternative to descent, showing that ‘rulers’ can rule over people who
are not their biological progeny by passing through a demanding ceremonial procedure designed
to prove their worthiness. Chapter 1 discusses the diverse origins and current social organisation
of the people of Sahafatra; Chapter 2 describes the hierarchical authority system that they hold
in common; Chapter 3 illustrates the connection between a leader’s realm of authority and the
selection procedure used to choose him; Chapter 4 describes and analyses the testing process that
must be undergone to become a senior leader; Chapter 5 shows how by passing certain tests a
ruler comes to be regarded as potent.

Part II of the thesis shows how the ‘culture of testing’ is not an abstract form but is predicated
on the connection between man and the ‘environment’. It explains how the intimate involvement
of man and ‘environment’ allows the ‘culture of testing’ to serve a powerful practical purpose:
generating life and fertility for the people. Chapter 6 explores how mythological tests of the past
have coloured attitudes towards testing now; Chapter 7 analyses the relationship between man
and the general ‘environment’ and describes how man uses this relationship to access the ‘force
of nature’; Chapter 8 discusses how people ‘ground’ themselves in the land through particular
funerary and commemorative practices.

* The Conclusion argues that although the two principles of authority, descent and the ‘culture of
testing’, are in opposition to each other they can, and are, combined and mediated by the most
senior leaders. The ‘groundedness’ of both principles and the inseparability of nature and society
allow composite forms of power to be created out of apparently incompatible idioms.
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Note on dialect and transcription

The people of Madagascar all essentially speak one basic language; Malagasy. However this
language is by no means standardised throughout the island and many dialects are spoken. Verin
calls Malagasy a “linguistic ensemble” displaying significant variations [Verin 1975:167].

Closely related to the Maayan language of Borneo, Malagasy speech has been shaped over the
course of a more than a millennium through contact with other Indonesian and (probably) South
Asian cultures, and through engagement with Bantu, Arabic and European influences. Over this
period the language of the island itself has refracted into three broad bands: the Merina-Betsileo
centre, the east and north coasts, and the west and south [Allen 1995:121].

The people living in the area under study, the land of Sahafatra in SE Madagascar, think of
themselves as speaking a dialect distinct to that found anywhere else on the island. Living as they
do at the geographical and cultural cross-roads of the three language ‘bands’ they incorporate
elements of all of them, although the east coast influence is most strongly felt.

For political as much as linguistic reasons the people of Sahafatra particularly contrast their own
local way of speaking [fiteny-paritra Sahafatra] with the official, standard Malagasy, close to
that of the highland Merina people, which is used as the language of bureaucracy and as a nation-
wide lingua-franca.

There is no written grammar or vocabulary of the Sahafatra dialect and the area in which it is
spoken has no clearly defined boundaries. In addition, within the territory of Sahafatra itself,
there are slight dialectical differences between clans, each clan favouring a particular vocabulary,
a particular pronunciation and a certain set of greetings. However, despite the hazy area of use
and the local variations, the Sahafatra dialect is undeniably felt to have a unity; this is displayed
by the way people speak as much as by the actual words they use.

' The people of Sahafatra have far deeper, more straightforward, tonally dampened voices than
the high-pitched sing-song lilt of the highlanders. The people themselves are aware of this and
proud of it. The fussy, flowery language of the highlanders is associated with manipulation and
deception; people speaking this type of language are not to be trusted. On several occasions I was
witness to the accent of highlanders being cruelly mimicked the moment they set foot out of the
door.

In contrast the people of Sahafatra take pride in their simplicity and directness. This is not to
say that there is no subtlety in their language; like many Malagasy peoples they love proverbs,
evocative imagery and word play. However these devices are used with a purpose not as a matter
of course in everyday speech. Normally the greatest emphasis is put on telling the truth and plain
speaking [teny mazaval].

It should be remembered that for most people in the area their language was purely oral. The
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majority of people in the countryside did not know how to read or write. People made a point
of asking if I could read and write Malagasy as well as speak it, and were always impressed that
I could. For them the art of speech and the act of writing are dramatically different skills.

Many young people did receive some schooling and could consequently read and write to some
extent. Even so they tended not to know all the conventions of standard Malagasy and therefore
simply wrote words according to how they sounded. In order to be as faithful as possible to
informants original words I also write them as they sounded. I do this with the intention of
recording and capturing the richness and difference of the dialect and accent as fully as possible.

However when I am recording how things ‘sounded’ I transcribe using a standard Malagasy
orthography. I do this because there are no consistent local spelling conventions that I can follow.
Needless to say I have some reservations about this approach as its ‘fussiness’ is not
representative of Sahafatra speech. On balance though, the standard orthography allows me to
remain true to the original sound at the same time as helping readers familiar with standard
Malagasy understand the common roots of words etc



Note on orthography

The fact that the land of Sahafatra is situated at a cultural crossroads seems to have influenced
the make-up of the language considerably. The Sahafatra dialect has much in common with
other east coast dialects (notably the accent and vocabulary), the dialect of the Bara to their
immediate west (where ‘1’ replaces the standard Malagasy ‘d’ in many words) and the highland
dialect; it also incorporates extensive borrowing of French words (from colonial times) that have
been Malgachicised. However, despite the mix of influences, the language can still be
represented satisfactorily using standard Malagasy orthography, the basic conventions of which
I outline below for those unfamiliar with the script:

-the alphabet is based on the Roman system introduced by British missionaries in the 19* C
-the ‘0’ is pronounced like a long ‘v’ as in the English word ‘tube’

-the ‘j” following an ‘n’ in the middle of a word is pronounced like a ‘z’

For those familiar with standard Malagasy it might be helpful to outline some of the basic
variations with the Sahafatra dialect. Obviously many words are completely different, or are the
same but have a different meaning; nevertheless there remains a large body of words that are
essentially the same but which are written or pronounced differently. With reference to these
shared words the dialect tends to differ from standard Malagasy in the following ways:

-words are shortened by dropping ‘na’ at the end eg ‘razana’ becomes ‘raza’

-sounds are simplified eg ‘dia’ becomes ‘da’

-consonants are cut out eg ‘aiza’ becomes ‘aia’; ‘izaho’ becomes ‘iaho’

-the ‘m’ sound is often dropped eg mpanjaka becomes ‘panjaka’ ; ‘sempotra’ - ‘sepotra’

-the letter ‘s’ is pronounced as a ‘sh’ sound

-the ‘v’ sound is changed to a ‘b’ sound eg ‘avo’ becomes ‘abo’

-the ‘a’ at the end of a word becomes a ‘y’ sound
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Introduction

The thesis will explore the nature of ‘rulers’ [panjaka] and the nature of ‘ruling’ in the land of
Sahafatra in south-east Madagascar. It will describe and interpret the system of authority in
operation in the region. I intend to demonstrate that the people of Sahafatra have developed an
authority system very different to that found in other parts of the island. I assert that authority
is not only based on access to blessing from the ancestors, which is the dominant existing theory
of power [cf Bloch 1971; 1981b; Feeley-Harnik 1978; Huntington 1988; Wilson 1971;
Middleton 1988], but also involves an active negotiation between ruler and subjects [cf Feeley-
Harnik 1982; Beaujard 1983b] and a direct engagement with the force of the ‘environment’,
known as ‘Zanahary’ in Malagasy [cf Bloch 1995a], designed to access an alternative source of

fertility '.

Authority systems in Madagascar tend to be based on the premise that those who can create and
channel fertility/blessing rule over those who cannot; thus, since the power of fertility is thought
to reside with the ancestors, he who controls the ancestral tombs of the Merina rules [cf Bloch
1971; Graeber 1995]; likewise the Sakalava monarch who represents all his long dead royal
ascendants rules also [cf Feeley-Harnik 1978]. In theory the ruler guarantees the fertility of his
-followers. In this configuration of power fertility and blessing are, therefore, two sides of the
same coin: one is fertile because one is blessed, and one is blessed because one is fertile. This
dual concept is central to Malagasy culture (in much the same way the dual concept of ‘honour’
and ‘shame’ is for Mediterranean societies) and is explicitly formulated at almost every ritual
occasion when blessing is begged from the ancestors, and when, more specifically, the ancestors
are asked to provide many healthy children for their descendants. The critical importance
afforded to ‘fecundity’ [cf Bloch & Parry 1982:7] thus generates a political economy of fertility

whereby those that are perceived of as the providers of the required fertility become rulers.



The stereotypical image of Madagascar as the “island of the ancestors’ [Mack 1986] suggests that

this quest for fertility involves following a descent-based ideology (one which is in fact often
male-biased) in order to access blessing from the powerful ancestors. Overall this interpretation,
which privileges descent relations above all others, has been favoured by anthropologists
working in Madagascar: Huntington has stressed the patrilineages [fariky] of the pastoral Bara
[Huntington 1988]; Middleton has indicated the ‘essentialist’ nature of the Karembola who
privilege endogamy in the agnatic line and in particular patrilateral parallel cousin (FaBrDa)
marriage in order to maintain the essence of the descent group [Middleton 1988:174-179]; Bloch

has underlined the overriding importance of the organisation of the descent-based tomb for the
Merina [Bloch 1971; 1985]; Feeley-Harnik has concentrated on the dominance of dynastic
relations amongst Sakalava royalty [Feeley-Harnik 1978; 1991b]; Wilson has emphasised the
critical role descent plays in enabling successful Tsimihety migration [Wilson 1967; 1971]. o
HoWévér; asifto cbnfdsé fnéttéré, the bebblé of Sahafdtfa hévé geﬁéréted é éyéténﬁ 6f ‘at‘ltlvlo‘n't‘yk o
that goes beyond descent and that is to an extent explicitly anti-descent. That is to say their
paramount leaders are chosen to rule instead of being born to the role as we might expect them

to be in a traditional descent-based system whose internal logic is played out to the full.

For such a system to work fertility must not only flow directly from and through the ancestors
but must come from another source as well. Just such a situation is to be found in the land of
Sahafatra, where fertility/blessing can be channelled more directly from the ‘environment’
[Zanahary]. This novel case scenario provides an ideal opportunity to elaborate on an
underdeveloped aspect of Malagasy ethnography and to address the full complexity of the
manipulation of the multiple (and interconnected) sources of power actually available to local
actors. Suggestive and tangentially supporting evidence for the validity of this approach can be
found in the writings of several authors on Madagascar: Middleton’s work on the Karembola,
although stressing descent, recognises the critical importance of anti-descent relationships (most
notably those involving the funerary priests [tsimahaivelone] who perform the rituals descent
group members cannot) [cf Middleton 1988:543]; Astuti’s work on the Vezo [Astuti 1995a]
emphasising the importance of performativity as opposed to descent encourages the questioning
of descent [cf Fox 1987:174 on how in the Austronesian world social identity is not given at

birth]; similarly Bloch’s work on Zafimaniry kinship theory highlighting the importance of



complementary marriages and the enduring houses that symbolize them [Bloch 1993b; 1995a;
1995b] shifts the point of enquiry away from descent. Indeed Bloch’s earlier work on the Merina
ritual of the royal bath [Bloch 1987b] illustrating how autochthonous elemental forces are
harnessed by highland kings in order to rule different peoples [cf Bloch 1986:43-47] hints at

alternative avenues of investigation situated outside the realm of descent.

Following the above lead, I endeavour to take advantage of the opportunity presented me in order
to create a more complete picture of the nature of power, as exercised in Madagascar. By moving
away from the trend to overstress descent I will re-introduce some of the neglected symbolic and
elemental aspects of power. In particular, I will show how the dichotomy between the sacred
and political dimensions of power as separate fields of investigation, as put forward by Fortes
and Evans-Pritchard in their introduction to ‘African Political Systems’ [Fortes & Evgns- ‘
Pritchard 1‘94(‘)],‘is.pr‘ob‘lelﬁa‘tic‘in‘th‘e Maiagasy éetfing a‘nd‘ “6bs;:ufes‘ tﬂe i‘rltiinéte‘canﬁection
between the sacred and political dimension of power in African polities” [Simonse 1992:1]. A
return to the school of thought championed by Frazer emphasising the symbolic and divine
aspects of leadership is more revealing in the Sahafatra case so long as it remains married to
political pragmatism. This is because the paramount leaders in the land of Sahafatra could be
said, in several senses, to be ‘divine’. In a quote, whose contents will be echoed throughout the
thesis, Adler, a follower of Frazer, describes a royal festival in Chad and makes clear the nature

of ‘divine’ leadership and the social contract it involves:

“He [the king in Moundang] is the provider of oxen for the sacrifices, of jars of millet beer for
the libations, and of all the food and drink that the population assembled at his palace consumes
on these occasions.....Still, the obligation to provide sacrificial meat and drink; the fact that his
dwelling is the place, even, to a certain extent, the object of worship; finally, the imperious
necessity to regale his people with generosity essentially define the religious functions of the
king. But these functions are not attributed to him solely by virtue of a particular distribution of
roles in the religious organisation of society, for the king is not one of, or the first among, the
religious dignitaries but rather, one might say, the minister of a cult whose object he himself
partially incarnates. More precisely, it is the invisible force, the beneficent and maleficent power
which the reigning sovereign is supposed to have over nature, and on which the regularity of the
seasons, the fertility of the fields etc., depends, that puts him on the level of powers which human
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rituals and prayers must influence to keep away drought, famine and epidemics. This form of
authority, which ethnologists have called sacred, or, more hesitantly, divine kingship, following
Frazer’s expression, thus implies a radical division within the person of the king: on the one hand,
he is the receptacle of an atemporal power that fell first upon the founding hero of the dynasty
and has been passed down to the present king via all the sovereigns who have preceded him; on
the other hand, he is the possessor of a temporal and temporary power whose enjoyment has no
other justification - even though it has other effects - than to put this power in the service of

society” [Adler 1982:180-181].

The relevance of this is immediately clear in the land of Sahafatra where, apparently unlike in
some other areas of Madagascar, ancestors do not have a monopoly on the control of fertility.
Other means of promoting and ensuring fertility/blessing have been constructed depending more
on the control of the living [cf Feeley-Harnik 1986] and mastery of the land by elected leaders -
[panjaka] than on control of the dead by ancestral representatives; a sort of divine relationship
between leader, land and people, along the lines of that sketched above, is thus implicated.
Although the idea of hierarchical structures headed by divine leaders is not an entirely new
formulation as far as the ethnography of Madagascar is concerned the particular nature of the
divine leadership found in the land of Sahafatra is remarkable. The power of both Sakalava and
Merina kings was, for example, predicated on a putative or real connection to royal ancestors [cf
Feeley-Harnik 1978; 1982; 1991b; Bloch 1981a; 1985; 1987b]; Sahafatra divine leaders, in
contrast, make no such claim, instead deriving their power from an ability to marshal their
subjects so as to recreate life-giving elemental reactions in human terms, thereby accessing an

alternative source of fertility and well-being.

I am not trying to imply that descent is absent as an idiom in the Sahafatra case; quite the
opposite in fact. Converse to what we might expect descent remains a major structuring principle;
however, although generally adhered to the principle of descent is sometimes purposefully
rejected and emphatically denied. The point is that, unlike the Merina and Sakalava cases,
descent is not the governing principle, or the raison d’etre that must always be returned to. The
Sakalava use the control of slaves and the idiom of enslavement to construct and express royal

power but all with the aim of underlining and shoring up the unique qualities of descent



embodied by the ruling monarch [cf Feeley-Harnik 1978; 1982; 1983; 1984]; the Merina use the
fiery force of water to bolster their power in royal rituals but all within the framework of descent
and with the aim of revitalising descent [cf Bloch 1986; 1987b]. The Sahafatra system is
radically different; it is not about incorporating human and elemental forces into descent models,
as are the Sakalava and Merina systems respectively, but about generating an entirely new and

independent form of power that can be recreated again and again irrespective of descent.

The thesis will show how the generation of an alternative source of fertility is dependent on a

complex relationship between a (divine) ruler [panjaka], his subjects and the ‘environment’
[Zanahary]; only when the three elements are in correct relation with each other is
fertility/blessing forthcoming [cf Bloch 1985; Bloch 1987b on Merina royal rituals, Feierman

1996 for a comparable Tanzanian example, and Lan 1985 for a Zimbabwean case]. The 4th§si‘s ....
thus contributing to the great Frazerian debate, over whether divine kings are necessarily victims,

instigated by ‘The Golden Bough’. In the land of Sahafatra great men are metaphorically
‘sacrificed’, as the Shilluk leaders of the past analysed by Evans-Pritchard were said to have been

[cf Evans-Pritchard 1948], in order to make the connection between the fertility of the people and

the fertility of the land, thereby guaranteeing the fertility/blessing of the clan.

Such an argument will illuminate the general discussion of ‘divine’, so called ‘scapegoat’ [cf
Simonse 1992 on the Sudan], kings, addressing the problem of how such kings must be situated
both inside and outside of human society in order to be powerful and how a corollary of this
artificially dual nature is their expendability [cf Adler 1982 2]. The fact that the king is simply
a tool to be used and controlled by his subjects and that he is, in a sense, made ‘non-human’
facilitates his replacement [cf Simonse 1992:345-373]. To substantiate this argument will
inevitably involve articulating the precise and particular nature of the interface between ‘nature’
and ‘society’ [cf Descola & Palsson 1996] and the nature of ‘nature’ itself. The peculiar
seamlessness of ‘nature’ and ‘society’ in the land of Sahafatra is what goes to make the
Sahafatra ‘environment’ [Zanahary] extra-ordinary and provides a perfect opportunity to
demonstrate how ‘divine’ leadership is predicated on the creation of an artificial division between

humans and their ‘environment’; ‘divine’ leaders are ‘divine’ because the artificial division



allows them the chance to recombine what has been sundered, thereby reconstituting a holistic

world and (if only temporarily) proving their mastery of it [cf Bloch 1987b].

In order to give a full picture of the nature of ruling I will set out how ‘panjaka’, the traditional
kind of ruler in the area, derive their power from a combination of sources: a strong patrilineal
descent-based ideology; the favourable judgement of their performance by their subjects, based
on certain fixed criteria; and the ability to access and channel the force of the ‘environment’
[Zanahary] for the benefit of the people. The thesis will thus show that rulers rule not just
because of who they are, but also because of what they do [cf Astuti 1995a; 1995b] ®. In order
to demonstrate this I shall show that there is a change in the nature of power as one ascends the
traditional hierarchy. This change essentially consists in the cumulative combination of different
‘layers’ of authority ¢, each ‘layer belng bu11t on the foundatlon of the prev1ous one. The more.

senior a panjaka [ruler] you are, the more ‘layers you must combme

The three most important types of panjaka [ruler] are listed below, in ascending order of
hierarchy, along with the associated ‘layer’ of authority they have attained. I introduce these

characters now in order to outline briefly the theme to be developed in the following chapters.

Fathers (the first layer): the foundations of the authority system consist of the irreducible
Fathers [iaba] who, as heads of extended households, are the symbols of descent-based blessing

and order. Their authority is descent-based.

Minders of the One House (the second layer): above the Fathers are figures known as Minders
of the One House [piambina trano iray]. They are heads of sacralised houses (known as Big-
Houses) representing all the members of a set of extended households. To be successful they
must not only act as Fathers but must also prove their worthiness to rule by passing certain

separate tests of their quality set by their subjects. Their position is performance based.

Earth-Shakers (the third layer): finally, at the top of the hierarchy above the Minders of the
One House, are men known as Earth-Shakers [kobatany]. They rule over all the members of a

collection of Big-Houses and are associated with the land. They must not only act as Fathers and
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pass the tests needed to prove themselves as Minders of the One House; they must also be able
to take advantage of their connection with the land in order to generate additional forms of
fertility/blessing. This final layer is based on the ability to appropriate fertility/blessing from

sources outside of the ancestors.

By exploring the ‘layering’ of authority throughout the thesis I hope to be able to give an
accurate picture of what it is to rule and be ruled on a variety of levels in Sahafatra. 1 also hope
to be able to show how rulers and ruled are mutually dependent on each other as Feeley-Harnik
has so ably demonstrated for the case of the Sakalava [cf Feeley-Hamik 1982; 1986]. By talking
about qualitatively different ‘layers’ which are combined in subtle and complex ways I intend
to move beyond over-simplistic characterisations of power. In the West there has been a
tendency to treat power simply as a relation of inequality [cf Adams & Folgelson 1977] wheregs |
in south-east Asia there has ‘be.en. a ‘co‘nc‘ent.rat.ioﬁ dn f)oWér és Ia ciuzﬁify tcf IEl;rirllgt.onv 1§89;
Anderson 1990; Geertz 1980]. Neither of these constructions is sufficient to explain the
Sahafatra case which requires re-problematising the concept of power. I shall outline a new
dynamics of power which demonstrates a perpetual tension between power as a relationship and
power as a quality. This new formulation helps to explain the rather uncertain status of leaders
[panjaka] in the land of Sahafatra who cannot really be categorised within the monolithic
paradigms of power given above; for neither can they be said to be ‘Big Men’ (whose power is

based on cultivating relations of upward mobility) nor ‘Sovereigns’ (whose power is meant to

be an intrinsic trait or quality) [cf Simonse 1992:38-39]; rather, their power is situated
somewhere in between the two loci. ‘Panjaka’ may aspire to the permanence of recognised

innate power (a quality) but they never manage to fully achieve it.

The larger theoretical question to be tackled is how and why such a system is satisfying to the
people of Sahafatra. How does a system so contradictory to the ideology of descent manage to
run in tandem with it? More controversially how was it born out of that very ideology?
Suggestive parallels are provided by Astuti’s work on the Vezo demonstrating how descent
considerations are postponed until after death [cf Astuti 1995a; 1995b], and by Bloch’s work on
the Merina demonstrating how descent and forces contradictory to it can be accommodated and

worked out through ritual [cf Bloch 1987; and Bloch 1986 on the dynamics of the Merina



circumcision ritual]. My argument however takes a slightly different course; instead of arguing
that a structural accommodation is made allowing for forces contrary to descent to be
incorporated and ritually manipulated within the overall kinship system I will show that an ethic
of testing, providing an alternative to descent, has appeared. I will argue that from a template
of descent other possibilities for structuring the group emerged. The force behind this transition
stems from a change in inter-group relations whereby traditionally war-like behaviour has been
replaced by an array of unofficial competitive contests. Enforced pacification transformed
relations of direct conflict into relations of indirect competition: competition over natural
resources, competition over wealth in cattle, competition over who could generate the most
fertility/blessing, and competition over who could prove themselves to be the greatest without

resorting to crude physical violence.

The cdnséqﬁehcé of this transformation vs‘/as‘ a di\}eréiﬁcﬁtidn 6f ihé ar‘en‘as‘of‘ cémﬁeﬁtfon and
the generation of a sort of ‘competitive nature’ whereby the people of Sahafatra are forever
comparing themselves to their contemporaries or to neighbouring groups in order to gauge how
well they are doing [cf Errington 1989:139-141 on competition between ‘status-peers’ 3]. This
‘competitive nature’ seems to be a result of the lack of interpenetrating hierarchies in operation
in the area. In much of Madagascar and throughout much of the history of state formation in
Madagascar there has been an inherent tension between the resident, occupying ‘owners of the
land’ [tompontany/vazimba] and incomiﬁg conquering groups [cf Raison-Jourde 1983:24-26].
The nascent Merina state is a prime example of such a tension with the rampant incoming ‘hova’
nobles making a strategic compromise by marrying, literally and politically, the mythical
autochthons, the ‘vazimba’, in order to consolidate their power [cf Raison-Jourde 1983:24-26].
The foundation for this tactic is based on the fact that the ‘owners of the land’ tend to be more
strongly associated with the elemental forces of the land than the recently arrived conquerors.
The ‘owners’ are therefore essential to the ‘incomers’ who proceed to create a symbiotic
relationship around them in order to be party to this power. In this arrangement the elemental
power of the land (accessible to the residents) is exchanged for the ethereal blessing [Ahasy]
offered by the ritual specialist ‘incomers’. Such an inter-penetrating and inter-dependent scheme
is brilliantly described by Philippe Beaujard for the Tanala: autochthonous commoners and

incoming ‘nobles’ [andriana] cooperate in a complex schematic equilibrium of power [cf



Beaujard 1983a; 1983b]. In such a system there is a dual social order consisting of two groups
representing contrasting values, attachment to the land versus the ability to give blessing,

interacting with each other.

In the land of .S;ahafatra such a system does not exist. The entire population recognise
themselves as equally recent migrants to the area undermining any potential structural opposition
between ‘owners’ and ‘incomers’. Instead of forming dyadic inter-penetrating and inter-
dependent social orders, like the Tanala and the Merina, each clan remained strictly independent
of its neighbours; however, in spite of the lack of ordered interaction, the clans did imitate and
mirror each others hierarchical systems. The result is a set of almost identical hierarchies running
in parallel with each other in place of a single, complex unified hierarchy. The absence of a
structured opposition between clans has interesting implications. I would argue that just because
the original aforementioned tension is not expressed in a dual social order involving opposed
groups does not mean that the tension does not still exist. In the land of Sahafatra there is still
concern to control the forces associated with the land and to control blessing; however, these are
expressed not through the creation of a two-tiered social order but through contrasting idioms
contained within a single social order. These idioms, as I will show, are the competing idioms
of descent (concerned with blessing) and ‘testing’ (concerned with controlling elemental forces)
[cf Humphrey 1995 for a Mongolian parallel consisting of chiefs with a narrow view of nature

concerned with descent, and opposed shamans concerned with broader sets of elemental forces].

In the course of the thesis I intend to demonstrate how pertinent mytho-historical episodes have
led to the creation and expression of a particular type of ‘competitive nature’ and how this,
combined with a strict adherence and attachment to a particular mode of subsistence (a way of
life dedicated to wet rice agriculture), has allowed new conceptions concerning the nature of
fertility and power to be produced and maintained. These new conceptions serve to show that
power is not just a relationship between people but that it is also a relationship between people
and their ‘environment’ expressed through testing; the creation of power by leaders and their
subjects not only aligns people in hierarchies but also helps to define the very ‘nature’ of those

people and the ‘environment’ they live in.
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Setting the scene: discovery and first arrival

The first time I visited the field site was as part of a reconnaissance trip made one year before [
commenced the main body of fieldwork in early September 1997. Fiona Wilson [my long-term
girlfriend] and I, who were spending 6 months exploring Madagascar while investigating
potential field sites, decided to head to the provincial town of Farafangana, on the south-east

coast of the island, in order to search out a people known as Sahafatra.

I had first heard about these people back in London from one of my supervisors, Maurice Bloch.
He had mentioned a region in the south-east of the country known as Sahafatra, which he had
learnt about from a man teaching in Zafimaniry-land. According to this informant, who was
ongmally from the reglon, the people of Sahafatra were llttle—known and mented study, not least
because they practlsed a strange system of rotating kingship. I was excited by this exotic
sounding institution and by the fact that the area had not been written about. My curiosity
aroused, I made further inquiries and, reassured to find only a few vague references to Sahafatra
in the available literature, I added the name to my mental map of places to visit on the

forthcoming trip.

Now in Madagascar we had ended up in Farafangana, which we surmised to be the nearest
major urban centre to the target zone. Having quizzed the locals as to the whereabouts of the
mysterious people of Sahafatra, we found ourselves loaded onto a little truck heading inland for
the small town of Vondrozo. 8 hours later, long after darkness had fallen we were still going.
The late rains had turned the dirt road into a treacherous morass and every few minutes the truck,
which was all the while threatening to topple over, had to be dug out of trouble. Eventually,
about 6 km short of our objective, the truck went one manouevre too far and did finally overturn.
Fiona who was on what became the top side of the cab, found herself rapidly making friends with
the driver, while I ended up buried undemeath the goods at the back. Uninjured but groaning to
make sure I was not forgotten, I and the other trapped passengers were slowly disinterred.
Feeling rather sorry for ourselves, we abandoned the truck and set out to finish the journey on
foot under the gently falling rain, eventually arriving in Vondrozo after midnight. As helpless

foreigners we were shepherded into the compound of Monsieur Seng, one of the
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Chinese/Malagasy traders in the town, in order to ask for shelter. Although it was the middle of
the night a room was immediately vacated for us and we gratefully collapsed, muddy and

exhausted, into bed.

Despite our slightly inauspicious arrival, the generosity of spirit with which we were received
became the enduring hallmark of our stay. Monsieur Seng fed, housed and entertained us over
the five days we used to make a preliminary exploration of the region and everywhere we went
we were welcomed into people’s homes to eat and talk. Each day we set out in a different
direction, with the son [Pascal] and son-in-law [Gervais] of a Sahafatra teacher [ Narcisse] we
had met in Farafangana acting as guides. They took us through the beautiful but empty
countryside under the shadow of the forested escarpment to visit their kin in nearby villages.
Once there they helped explain that we were interested in learning about their way of life and that
if all went well we might return to live there. In each village large numbers of people would
assemble to welcome us, eager to be introduced and to tell us something of themselves. They
expressed a sense of difference to the surrounding peoples that made a strong impression on us.
Their warmth, the rapidity with which they picked up on what we wanted to do, and their
enthusiasm for the project won us over. So much so that when we eventually left I was almost

certain that I would return.

Fieldwork

When I did return to Vondrozo about 15 months later, it was alone. Fiona and I had decided that
it was probably best if I did fieldwork by myself; after all, we naively argued, what would she
do all day, every day, if she came? My first month was full of feverish activity. Not only was
I homesick and anxious to get going on ‘real’ fieldwork, I had also managed to arrive at the
height of the ceremonial season. Almost the first thing I did was to meet up with Gervais, one
of our guides from the previous year, in order to ask him if he wanted to work with me again.
He, beihg somewhat at a loose end and eager for an excuse to explore the area, agreed. Gervais
was almost the ideal candidate to act as guide. He was not born locally but, while working on

a road-building project, had met and married a local woman called Solange. They, along with
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their two small children, Gerald and Marie-Ange, now lived permanently in Vondrozo, running

a little ‘hotely’, where people would come to meet, eat and drink.

Gervais’ situation (marital and occupational) gave a good balance to the research, as it allowed
him to be treated as both an ‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’. As an ‘insider’ he was part of a large
and welcoming extended family spread over the countryside in who’s life we were free to
participate, and yet as an ‘outsider’ he was always a bit removed from the action, curious, like
me, as to the local way of doing and saying things. Of particular importance was Gervais’
intelligence and his enjoyment of the challenge of learning and teaching at the same time. It
proved invaluable to have someone skilful and patient to act as an intermediary, someone who
was able to bridge the gap between the local dialect and the official Malagasy that I was initially
more familiar with. The fact that Gervais was also educated enough to understand the type of
knowledge that I was looking for was an additional bonus: when others could find no alternative

way of explaining something, Gervais normally could.

Having cleared the proposed research with the fearsome Commandant de Brigade we got started
almost immediately. Gervais helped me find a room to rent in town, and insisted on sleeping
there too, to protect me from the 80 year old landlady who was said to be a witch. Everyday we
ventured out into the countryside on foot to see whatever was happening. We visited the most
important villages and introduced ourselves to the local leaders; we dropped in on Gervais’ kin
and began to pick up on the family gossip; we learnt about farming and joined in to help when
we could; we discussed the fluctuating prices at the coffee market; we attended moonlit
circumcision ceremonies, the installation of new ‘chiefs’ and commemorations of the dead. At
the beginning it was hard to understand what was going on but we went anyway and asked
questions of anyone willing to listen. We covered many miles together and spent many nights
in each others company as guests in distant villages. Over the weeks and the months what had
initially been a temporary arrangement, gradually turned into a permanent bond; Gervais became
not only my guide, but also my research assistant and friend. Without him I would have
accomplished very little. Over the next month we aimed to demarcate the field of research.
Apart from daytime reconnaissances made from Vondrozo we also travelled hundreds of miles

in broad loops mapping out the villages and territories of the clans claiming to be ‘Sahafatra’,
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sleeping in whatever village we found ourselves as darkness fell. The groundwork completed,

we returned to Vondrozo to take stock.

By this stage I was lonely and missing Fiona terribly. I was overwhelmed by the friendliness of
almost everyone I had met, but I was also overwhelmed by being the continual subject of intense
scrutiny. As they looked at me, commenting on my difference, so I felt different. Although I
felt close enough to my Malagasy friends to be moved to tears by events on various occasions,
I never actually felt myself to be one of them, as I had imagined I would before commencing
fieldwork. The realisation that my life simply did not depend on the same things theirs did came
quickly and effected me deeply. Even though I farmed with people my life did not depend on
a successful harvest; even though I learnt to appreciate the power of their leaders I was not
subject to their authority; even though I could see the many charms of Malagasy women I did
not want to marry one. Renewed reflection lead me to the conclusion that I should be there to
try to share, experience and appreciate their lives rather than to prove my ability to be accepted
literally as one of them. My conveniently changed perception of fieldwork allowed me to give
in to my loneliness. I travelled to Farafangana and telephoned Fiona to ask her to join me in the

field. Happily for me, she agreed.

The arrival of Fiona and her full participation in the fieldwork was a great joy for me. Not only
did my loneliness evaporate overnight but the whole nature of fieldwork changed. Being able
to share the experience made it real in a way that it had not been before. Fiona’s warmth and
empathy earned us many friends and her perceptiveness and powers of description brought them
to life. While I always tended to look at events and people in a rather over self-conscious
anthropological way, Fiona saw them vividly for what they were. Whereas my notebooks are
full of laboured factual descriptions and the mechanical details of rituals, Fiona’s are loaded with
atmosphere, evoking what it was actually like to be there. Her human approach turned

informants into people, and events into significant moments in these people’s lives.

The fact that I was not alone, but was rather part of a community of two, explains my
schizophrenic use of ‘I’ and ‘we’ throughout the text. I make no apologies for the inconsistency

because it represents the actual state of affairs on the ground. Out of 16 months fieldwork, Fiona
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was present for a year; it is clear then that most of the important work was carried out together
and merits the use of ‘we’. Otherwise I use ‘I’. However, it is not quite so straightforward; some
of my interpretations and assertions Fiona would not necessarily agree with, in which case I use
‘I’ whether she was present or not. To try and be too precise on this point would be ridiculous;
I simply wish to make clear that, although the final conclusions are mine, fieldwork was carried

out as a couple. This work is the result of that joint effort.

Living arrangements

During my initial reconnaissance I had discovered that the people of Sahafatra consisted of many
clans spread out in exclusive territories across the region. Since I was interested in studying the
interaction between clans as well as the make-up of individual clans I decided we should locate
ourselves in a neutral and central position. Vondrozo, as the local administrative and market
centre, situated in the midst of the clans, seemed the obvious choice. It acted as a magnet for all
the local clans, and lay within easy striking distance of several of them. Consequently we had
access to all the clans without being exclusively affiliated to any single one of them. Vondrozo
also acted as the major node of the informal information network; if a major event was happening
in the countryside we would always hear about it in advance when the organisers came to buy
provisions and spread the word. Our presence in town therefore ensured that we did not miss any

vital events.

Luckily a small house right in the middle of town, opposite two of the three major shops, came
up for rent just before Fiona arrived. It sat on a stone and concrete base, had wattle and daub
walls coated with more concrete, and a tin roof that made it roastingly hot in summer. All these
features were considered to be luxury. It consisted of three rooms. From the front window you
could watch the world go by on the central thoroughfare, while at the back you could sit quietly
looking into the coffee bushes that lead down to the well. We moved in immediately and tried
to make ourselves comfortable. We turned the rooms into a bedroom with in situ mosquito net,
a room for receiving visitors covered with traditional reed mats, and a kitchen where we cooked

on a small charcoal stove. We commissioned a little wooden stall to be built at the back so that
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we could take bucket showers, and we had an outdoor fire-place covered so that we could cook

rice properly, over the heat of a real wood-fire, whatever the weather.

All the furniture (including a bed) and utensils that we needed were lent to us by the ever-kind
Mama Tang, a Chinese-Malagasy trader living across the road, who mothered us like the
children she never had. A local girl, Mena, helped us everyday by collecting water and filling
our plastic storage barrels, by doing our laundry, and by hunting out and buying elusive products
like chickens, meat and vegetables from the market. As we became better known, people began
to knock on the door to sell us local products: eggs, milk, freshwater prawns, hedgehogs, guinea-

fowl...

In effect we were the only white people in town since Mon Pere Rafaely, the Polish catholic
priest, was widely regarded as having gone native. He, though friendly, pretty much kept himself
to himself, except for one brief introduction and a Chinese-style Christmas dinner we all attended
at Mama Tang’s. Occasionally we saw him emerging from what he called the ‘foreigners’ shop
(the one owned by Mama Tang!) clutching a packet of Gauloises or we caught a glimpse of his
bearded and be-goggled face and his combat trousers flashing by as he sped off on his motorbike

to visit a village in the back of beyond.

The consequence of our perceived singularity was that our moving in caused a commotion. For
the first few weeks we had no privacy whatsoever. Perfect strangers walked in unannounced,
plonked themselves down on the floor, and waited to be entertained, while children crowded
round the window and simply stared however much I tried to admonish them. Eventually Mama
Tang, seeing our dilemma, sent one of her workmen round to build a fence round the house with
a little entrance gate. With this acting as a psychological barrier to complete strangers things
soon calmed down. Even so our otherworldliness never ceased to amaze people. In one
unfortunate incident we were spotted bathing in one of the rivers a few kilometres out of town.
The man who saw us was so amazed at the spectacle of these two white forms that he ran away
and spread the story that Mary and Joseph had fallen from the sky back to Earth. The story
spread all the way to Farafangana and pious pilgrims began to arrive in Vondrozo in search of

the miracle... Only after the police intervened did the flow of pilgrims stop.
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The rhythm of fieldwork: making friends and daily life

The nature of the way we lived informed the way we did fieldwork. As an independent
household we depended on visiting others and on being visited ourselves. This was never a
problem and we rapidly built up an extensive network of friendships with people from at least
5 clans, spanning about 20 villages. The truth was that although we lived in town our social life
revolved around these surrounding villages. We were involved in reciprocal relationships, taking
and receiving gifts, right from the start; by the end, if anything, it became a burden to have such
a large group of friends because they expected us to visit more often than we realistically could,

and were hurt by our long absences.

Having our own house taught us the difficult skill of giving as well as receiving hospitality [cf
Riud 1960:8-13]. It was not always easy to interpret what exactly people required of us. As we
discovered hosting is a fine art which depends as much on supplying a rice-meal as it does on
conversation. Market-day, when all our friends tended to descend on us at the same time, often
the worse for wear, could be a very stressful time; so much so that, to my shame, I sometimes

had to shut up the house and pretend we were not in.

We would normally be woken up by the light and the noise of the cocks crowing at about 5.30
am. After doing our ablutions we would eat some sort of rice-breads, bought from a nearby stall
or commissioned in advance, accompanied by coffee with concentrated milk while deciding how
we were going to spend the day. Inevitably Gervais would come round to discuss the latest
news, tell us of any impending events or places of interest he had heard about, and help finalise
aplan of action. Once we were all agreed, we would shut up the house and go over to the shop
to do our morning greetings and buy a small gift for whoever we were going to visit. This
usually consisted of something regarded as a treat; a few leaves of tobacco, a packet of biscuits,
or a small quantity of locally distilled rum sold illegally from under the counter. We would then
leave town, greeting the fifty or so acquaintances who happened to cross our path, before

breaking into the countryside proper.

Walks along the rural paths were very peaceful and companionable. They were a good time to
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reflect, to chat with Gervais and to question him on any matters that had been puzzling me. Only
laden with a satchel containing notepad and camera, and an umbrella to protect against fierce sun
as well as torrential rain, the walks were not normally too taxing. They were, however, time
consuming as they often involved climbing and descending innumerable hillsides and crossing
rice-paddies and rivers on tricky stepping stones or bridges made of single slippery tree trunks.
The round trip journey-time to the villages we visited varied between about one and six hours;

over the whole fieldwork period I estimate that we traversed several thousand miles.

The hours and miles spent travelling were never boring and probably taught us more than any
other single aspect of fieldwork. We always took the opportunity to stop to watch and talk to the
people working in the fields, and to pass the time of day with those we met heading in the
opposite direction. The nosy local custom of always asking where anyone was coming from and
going o, along with the purpose of their journey was endlessly informative and entertalmng It
soon became a fun game to guess the intentions of oncoming columns of people by reading into
what they were carrying, what they were wearing, the order in which they were walking, and the

make-up of the group; we knew that we would discover the truth of the matter at our imminent

meeting.

Since everyone criss-crossed the landscape on foot, the sum of our chance encounters allowed
us to build up a picture of the full range of human purposes motivating such journeys. Most
commonly people were going to market or the fields, but they were also off to marriages,
funerals, public debates, circumcisions, celebrations of the dead and so on. Many invitations to
events stemmed from these random encounters. Repeated journeys not only allowed us to
register these patterns of movement and motivation but also enabled us to see how the crops were
coming along through the course of the whole year, and how individual homesteads were
developing. We often fantasised about building our own homestead as we noticed ideal spots
en route, and enthused about the apparent potential of the land. When we finally came to a
village it was often what we had seen and heard on the way that provided the major topics of

conversation.

On arrival we would enter the house of our friend, go through the expected formal greetings, and
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present our gift. For the rest of the day, as long as we were welcome, we tried to join in with
whatever was going on, which normally involved chatting, cooking, eating and drinking and
generally participating in the comings and goings of the house. At certain times of the year we
might all go to the fields to help transplant or harvest rice or to help trample a paddy, or to learn
how to plant manioc or prune coffee; at other times we might all attend a family ceremony or go
off to a larger festival. However, most important was the fact that on every occasion, whatever
we did, we were party to the unfolding dramas thrown up by complicated family dynamics in
operation within the house. It is hard to convey the wonderful cosiness of these smoky houses
and the intense sense of inclusion we felt inside them. By being in one-roomed households for
hours on end, waiting with numb bums from sitting on the floor for the obligatory communal
midday rice meal to be prepared, we learnt how different types of people tended to react and

respond to the demands they put on each other.

Since it was the duty of local leaders to host strangers it was these men who tended to become
our friends [cf Errington 1989:22-23 for a similar fieldwork perspective]. This meant that we
inevitably learnt a lot about the nature and structure of authority; after all, the best informants,
the rulers themselves, were obliged to take care of us! Of particular interest was the way other
guests, messengers, subjects, relatives and tribute payers approached and handled these men who
were often regarded as powerful and potentially dangerous. Eventually, whoever the host was,
we would beg our leave and head back ‘home’ to Vondrozo, chewing over the happenings and
gossip of the day on the way. We tended to arrive at our little house, tired out from our efforts,
in the late-afternoon or early evening. The remaining daylight hours would be spent writing up

notes, buying anything we needed for supper and talking to anyone who happened by.

When darkness fell at about 7 p.m. it signalled that the ‘public’ part of the day was over. No-one
would visit now unless it was an emergency, as they were all shut up in the domestic worlds of
their own houses. I might nip out to buy a beer (cooled in the kerosene powered fridge of Mama
Tang) and have a chat in the shop; then we would light the candles (or the pressure lantern if I
was feeling energetic) and settle down to some relaxed cooking, with the radio in the background
to keep us company. By 9.30 p.m., exhausted, we would climb under the mosquito net and fall

asleep.
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Special events and journeys

Although most of our days were spent as has roughly been described above, there were many
exceptions. For example, whenever there was an important event occurring outside Vondrozo
that lasted longer than a day, or that was difficult to reach, we would pack a rucksack, set out
early and spend a night or two there in a ‘guest-hut’. On these occasions we would tend to ask
more formal questions concemning the event and would ask permission to take photos. Every
now and again I would record some singing or a blessing but I kept this to a minimum as it

seemed to inhibit people and make them behave unnaturally.

Every couple of months we would take a ‘break’ somewhere else in Madagascar to refresh
ourselves. When we returned we often did so by foot, exploring the regions around, and entry
points to, the land of Sahafatra: we walked between Vondrozo and Farafangana several times;
we walked from Vohimary to Vondrozo; we once came from Ambalavao, through the forested
escarpment, to Karianga and on to Vondrozo following the tobacco sellers trail; and, after Fiona
left, I rode a bicycle from Jhosy, to Ivohibe, to Maropaika and on to Vondrozo along with the

long distance cattle-herders from Bara country.

Changing perspectives on fieldwork

During the first months Fiona and I took the opportunity to ask everybody about everything. As
privileged outsiders we were allowed to be present at most events and we were immediately
forgiven for any social gaffes we made. In order to learn the language properly and discover
further avenues for enquiry we had to be brazen. However, after a while, when we had mastered
some social conventions we became more reticent. It was not that it was rude to ask direct

questions just that it made us, as questioners, the centre of attention.

As fieldwork progressed I found that I was less inclined to ask direct questions and more inclined
to take a back seat as a silent observer. In the end many of the most interesting conversations I

heard happened in spite of my being there, rather than because I was there. Having mapped out
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the basic ‘mechanics’ of life, what was done when and how, I became more concerned with the
‘poetics’, the reason why things were done. The best reason I can now see for staying for so long
was that by the end I felt I was beginning to understand some of the unexpressed, underlying,

implicit motivations for people’s actions.

Although the claim to be able to ‘read’ unspoken motivation can never be fully realised or
justified, it is only by striving towards that end that an interpretation of people’s behaviour can
have any meaning. By attempting to explore hidden motivation, as well as to describe action,
I hope to convey the richness and complexity of peoples’ lives which might otherwise be

obscured by the harshness of their unforgiving and never-ending subsistence lifestyle.
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The place: area and concentration of study

This study concerns the various clans living in the environs of the small administrative market-
town of Vondrozo in south-east Madagascar. The sum of these clans is known collectively under
the blanket term ‘Sahafatra’. Due to the complexity of the term it is necessary to explain how
I will use the term ‘Sahafatra’ in the thesis from the outset. As we will see in the next chapter,
 the term “Sahafatra’ can be used, interchangeably, to refer to the land or the people inhabiting
it. For the purpose of clarity I will differentiate between the two different meanings by referring
to the ‘people of Sahafatra’ and the ‘land of Sahafatra’ as and when appropriate. I adopt these
phrases because they are accurate and technical terms. However, the fact that both meanings are
contained in the same single term ‘Sahafatra’ demonstrates an important truth: the inseparability
of the people and the land Th1s 1nseparab111ty is an 1mportant feature of what it is to be
‘Sahafatra I therefore retaln the unqualified term ‘Sahafatra’ when I want to convey the

‘character’ of the people; that which makes them feel different to the surrounding groups. When
I coin the term ‘Sahafatra’ in this sense I am using it as an active, multi-vocal label of identity.
This identity is one which the people themselves are constantly redefining and exploring and

which I will also examine during the course of the thesis.

The people of Sahafatra, who numbered about 25,000 in 1959 [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:83] and
who are approximately 60,000 now [La Tribune de Madagascar, June 1994], occupy the
administrative district of Vondrozo which is situated about 68 kilometres from the southeast
coastal port of Farafangana. They inhabit an intermediate zone, made-up of small, largely bare
hills, sandwiched between the flat coastal plains and a steep forested escarpment leading to the
high plateaux of the interior. The people of Sahafatra practise a mixture of agriculture and
cattle-keeping. The flat valley-bottoms are flooded for wet-rice cultivation; the steeper slopes
are utilised for manioc and coffee; and the grassy savannah-like hillsides are grazed by herds of
cattle. In large part this thesis is an attempt to develop what it means to be Sahafatra. However,
since it is only in very rare circumstances that the clans comprising the people of Sahafatra form
a unified whole it is important to be able to recognise and differentiate between the constituent
parts. In the course of the thesis I hope to develop the individual character of several of these

clans.
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The clans most easily reached from Vondrozo (generally those falling within a 20 kilometre
radius) will be the most prominently featured: Tevongo, Masitafika, Vohilakatra, Antsoro,
Tsaretry, Lohanosy, Antevatobe, Tesonjo, Hova. Their proximity to the town in which I was
based allowed me to visit them regularly, gradually building up a network of friends/informants
over a fieldwork period of 16 months. Vondrozo acted as a magnet for them too and provided
me with an opportunity to observe a different set of relationships and interactions taking place
in a novel setting. These closest groups were not only selected as the central focus of the study
as a matter of convenience; for reasons that will become apparent it became clear that they also
form the core of what it is to be Sahafatra, being most active in the creation and maintenance of
that identity. Several other groups fall under the Sahafatra umbrella but their allegiance to the
uniting ideals is less concrete and less certain. They are: Zafinivola, Antemanara, Hovalahy,
Antemahatsinjobe. These names play a peripheral but nevertheless important role in the

collective entity.

The Big City

Vondrozo itself is not the subject of this study, but it is the backdrop against which many dramas
are played out. Apart from being a stage for various performances Vondrozo is also a measuring
stick against which people gauge their own lives in the countryside. To fully appreciate the
importance of Vondrozo one must recognise the extremely limited knowledge the countryfolk
have of the outside world. I specifically and repeatedly questioned people about the geography
of Madagascar outside their local area and about the wider world beyond. Although some of the
older generations had travelled within Madagascar to look for work in their youth, and others had
even served in the French army during 2 World Wars the knowledge gleaned from these
adventures was partial and disjointed. People might know the whereabouts of one or two

important towns that they had once walked to but otherwise the picture was hazy.

In spite of this it is generally recognised that Madagascar is an island (this is what makes it such
a complete cosmos for them); several friends might, in collaboration, even be able to construct

a very approximate geography of Madagascar; but, although people have an image of a unified
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homeland, individuals only have a fragmentary picture of its physical make-up. Madagascar
itself is thought of as existing in glorious isolation and everything outside of it is thought of as
part of France. For most rural people around Vondrozo this was the important dichotomy; you
were either Malagasy or an outsider associated with France. French indoctrination was almost
complete: on declaring that I was from England I was inevitably asked where that was in France.
France is like an umbrella term encapsulating everything outside Madagascar. The consequence
of this perception is that all foreigners are Frenchmen; even the Chinese and Indian traders are
thought of as such. Foreigners [vazaha] in general whether they be French, Chinese or Indian

tend to be perceived in the same way, as greedy and rich [cf Bloch 1971:30-32].

On a global scale a similar simplification takes place. Not surprisingly the fact that the earth is
a rotating sphere hurtling through space is treated with disbelief; it simply doesn't fit into their

.......................

successfully to the land it is disturbing and nonsensical to think of the earth as a movable object.
Those who have not been taught otherwise at school choose to conceive of the earth as a flat
plate, a far more culturally satisfying theory to them (even if one or two on reflection did worry
about what would happen at the edge). The fact is that the majority of the rural population have
never seen the sea which lies less than 70 kilometres to the east. For most of them Vondrozo
(approximate population 1000) will be the largest town they see in their lives. So even if
Vondrozo is just a messyj, litter-strewn, overgrown outpost in the back of beyond, to many people

it is the ultimate metropolis.

Size isn't everything

Vondrozo is not an important setting simply because it is the biggest. It is a market and
administrative centre where people congregate and come into contact with the National
Government albeit at a local level. In practical terms it is the place where you get your cattle
ownership papers sorted; where the para-legal cattle protection co-operative [Dina] meets; where
the government Tribunal for cases which cannot be solved by Customary Law [didin-draza] is

held; where you visit the doctor in the hospital; where military selection takes place; where you
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shop for all the household supplies you need; where you sell your cash crops and surplus rice etc.
At the emotional and experiential level Vondrozo is the embodiment of an endless Saturday
night; it is often where the action is; it is where young men come in search of a girlfriend or wife
or a fight; it is where you come to drink on the quiet or eat rich food in a ‘hotely’ [small eating
establishment] or be entertained; it is where you window shop and buy yourself treats; it may be
where you visit a big church or where you give birth; it is where national celebrations take place,
politicians speak, and you vote. Town is where you meet the people you would never have an
excuse to see otherwise. It is regarded as different, dangerous and happening and people tend

to love it.

History

Vondrozo is also full of echoes from the past. Historical associations relate it to the first
recognised settlers and to the French and consequently it is thought of as a centre of power. The
initial migrants, the Tevongo, are thought of (by all the clans) as the original ‘owners of the land’
[tompontany] by virtue of their early arrival [cf Lan 1985:14]. They staked their claim to the area
by siting themselves on the highest point in the vicinity. They declared themselves to be the
most senior of them all, honorifically calling themselves Grandfather [iababe] in relation to any
newcomers. By selecting a location in the shadow of the forested escarpment out of which all
the streams emerge they made a symbolic bid to corner the most vital resource: water. In an
additional attempt to consolidate themselves the Tevongo placed the tomb of their greatest
founding ancestor [razam-be)], Rabolobolo, on a subsidiary hill not far away. This tomb now
finds itself in the middle of Vondrozo in between the French-built Residence and the

Gendarmerie.

The general theory of Malagasy power that those who control the dead have authority over the
living has tremendous implications for this placement. The choice of the French to build their
headquarters on this spot meant that they were in effect trying to appropriate the traditional seat
of authority. Opinion differs as to whether they succeeded or not: some say it is self-evident that

they did (because they were so dominant during the colonial period 1898-1960), others that they
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did not (thereby explaining why they were eventually forced to leave after independence).
Whatever the fact of the matter, while the French were present they radically remodelled inter-
group relations and the landscape. The process of pacification (which took place approximately
between 1895 and 1900) [Rafidison 1986:257-264; Deschamps 1936] involved not only
subduing local chieftains, and persuading them by threats and punitive expeditions not to attack
the French and to accept their authority; more significantly it involved playing clans off against
one another ¢ , thereby weakening their unified resistance to the French ‘invaders’, before
insisting on a more general peace, a sort of Pax Sahafatra, between clans [cf Cole 1996; Feeley-

Harnik 1991b:115-133].

This policy was no simple matter to put into practice because the population was made up of very
diverse and disparate groups [Gallieni 1908:267] ” : the French could broker and enforce short-
term agreements but only the Malagasy themselves could create long-lasting solutions. Bullied,
chivvied and manipulated ® by the French they forged new ancestral contracts [ziva] °, dynamic
but irreversible joking relationships [fanopa] '° that guaranteed peace for all time and altered
forever the inter-group relations. Overnight, clans that had been fighting each other for decades
became sworn allies. The French are recognised for having been major players at this genesis
of anew way of life. It is legend, for example, that the Masitafika and Vohilakatra clans fought
seven times before the French arrived and mended their differences [infito ny ady 'ny Masitafika

sy Vohilakatra, tonga ny vazaha da nanamboatra ny ady, tapitra].

The plan to remould the land was equally ambitious. They built (with Malagasy labour) roads,
erected bridges and laid down telegraph lines where there had been nothing before; they
introduced coffee and the varieties of tree required to shade it; they taught people how to grow
them and operated a cooperative to buy the produce; they introduced fruit trees to provide sweet
nourishment and shade the rice-paddies; they built small dams to flood the valley-bottoms; they
brought sugar cane and showed how to distil the crude rum now known as the ‘mother-of-all-
alcohol’ [endrin i kalola]; they mass planted eucalyptus trees to provide sustainable fuel-wood
and prevent soil-erosion; they planted pines as windbreaks and for picnic spots; they built their
Residence at the highest point on a strategic crossroads and even framed it with four towering

palms as a silent demonstration of power, symmetry and grace.
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What remains is not a full heritage but a residue and a reworking. The roads have deteriorated
beyond recognition but are still major thoroughfares; the telegraph poles stand naked like
carelessly hammered nails littered across the landscape but act as signposts to shortcuts away
from the road; the eucalyptus, still a useful fuel source, lie butchered, twisted and burnt. The rest
remains more-or-less as it was, a loose model for further development. But the French heritage
that endures is continually diminishing. The general approach to land management of the French
is so alien to the Malagasy that what once was is slightly disfigured and deformed each day.
There is an ongoing wrestling match between the French heritage and the irresistible forces of
Malgachicisation. The emergence of Vondrozo as a locality is symbolic of that struggle and

lends a certain piquancy to wandering about the town today.

The name Vondrozo itself is a contentious issue. One version posits a French connection: when
the French arrived they proceeded to prettify and domesticate their surroundings. One of the
ways they did this was to plant beds of roses. Curious children would go and play in the
European style gardens and would return home bearing trophies of rosebuds and flowers. The
mystified parents would ask where they had got them from and the children replying literal-
mindedly, utilising their newly learnt vocabulary, said: “voany-d-rosy”, which means fruit-of-the-
rose. By a slight transmogrification Yondrozo (or should it be Rosebud) came into being !!.
This ‘Just So Story’ has a rival. One of the Tevongo lineage names is Antevondrozo, which
means those that come from Vondrozo. Since the Tevongo arrived first a definite confusion

arises. The question is who borrowed the name from whom?

This competition for the rightful ‘ownership’ of Vondrozo is complicated by the fact that most
people don't refer to the town by that name at all. ‘Vondrozo’ represents both the town and the
whole district [fivondronana] it administers and is therefore not a particularly accurate or specific
term. Most people prefer to talk about ‘LaPaositra’ which means the Post (Office) and
obviously has French connotations [cf Feeley-Harnik 1991b:231-301 on being ‘ampositra’, or
at the post]; or they say they are going to Ankadibe, the name of the ‘quartier’ holding the
marketplace (the nucleus of the town). Ankadibe, which means the Big Ditch, is part of another
group's arrival myth: the Masitafika say that one of their heroic ancestors stored his ill-gotten

gains (slaves and cattle raided from neighbouring groups) here. The irony is that this place, The
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Big Ditch, where the booty was stashed, is the modern-day source of good things: the
marketplace. This enduring connection to the past means that the Masitafika (who have designs

on becoming the most influential group themselves) can also lay claim to be 'owners' of the town.

The three-way competition (French, Tevongo, Masitafika) is constituted in the very make-up of
the town. As people come to Rabolobolo’s tomb with offerings of money and rum [minday
toaka menamena na vola kidy] to beg for healing [mahajanga] and blessing; as Rabolobolo
himself reputedly walks the streets at night frightening folk with a noise like a crackling fire; as
the French Residence remains standing proud; as the roses flower in profusion all year round; as

the Big Ditch Marketplace swings into action, day-in and day-out; so is the drama played out.

A 'guided tour of Vondrozo-ville

The town itself comprises about 1000 people arranged around a crumbling core of official
buildings centred on the crossroads; there is a marketplace, a town hall with an office for the
Mayor, a hospital, a post office, 2 schools (and a Lycee not in operation), a gendarmerie (with
barracks and a prison), a house for the deputy who sits on the National Assembly and an official
‘residence’ for the president of the local administration. Around and interspersed with this core
are the private houses, most importantly the 3 Chinese owned shops, the Protestant and Catholic
churches, 2 video salons and a few little ‘hotely’ [eating establishments] and roadside stalls.
Most of the other houses are private homes strung out along the two roads in a sort of ribbon
development. On the outskirts of town are a couple of satellite villages and scattered all around

on little paths are various homesteads.

The official buildings tend to be built out of reinforced concrete, with tin roofs and are in a semi-
dilapidated state; 2 of the shops are real tin shack affairs, consisting entirely of nailed-together
corrugated iron sheets and planks [rapaky] made from the ‘body’ [vata] of a local type of palm
tree [ravinala] while the third is a grand two-storey structure; the churches are serious edifices
with towers and bells (the Catholic church even stretches to some stained-glass, an organ and a

rose-garden) but both smell of rats, bats and decay; the ordinary houses tend to be of a mud-and-
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wattle type construction with plastered walls and concrete surrounds with thatch or tin roofs
while the houses on the periphery tend to be made entirely of ‘rapaky’ planks. The outlying
villages are built in the traditional style, all the components coming from the different parts of

the Traveller’s Palm [ravinala - see later for full description].

The inhabitants of the core area are of very diverse origins ranging from all over Madagascar.
The resultant melange of functionaries, gendarmes, shop-workers, stall-workers, teachers,
doctors, manual labourers, merchants, precious stone dealers etc never act as a corporate group.
As outsiders to the region they look after their own interests first and foremost. Their key
allegiance in Vondrozo is to their immediate family and an informal society of those heralding
from the same point of origin - a sort of brotherhood of place. There is virtually no integration
of these people into the life of the countryside. Even the forces of law and order are reluctant to
g6 outside town. They orily venture out if under direct orders to do so and then only unwillingly.
As outsiders they have very little to gain and everything to lose (their lives, for example, when
chasing armed cattle thieves) by involving themselves with the locals. They prefer to keep to

themselves, maintaining a low profile until their tour of duty is over and they are re-posted.

The people who come to the town from far away merely for the purposes of work or a career are
not committed to the region or the land in the same way as the locals. They distance themselves
from this way of life thereby alienating the rural population. To an extent the urban population
side-line themselves by their parochial outlook. They become invisible to the countryfolk only
taking shape occasionally as obstacles to be negotiated. The other inhabitants, those more on the
periphery, are coming from the opposite direction. They are ex-countryfolk who have moved
into town. They tend to be better educated and wealthier than their rural ‘cousins’ but manage
to keep a foot in both camps. They still farm the land but they also act as middlemen for produce
and may run a small-scale business of their own. In a way they are the intermediaries that make
more effective communication possible between the rural and the urban. Relatives and friends
will always drop by and visit them, and assuming them to be more knowledgeable on certain
‘city’ matters, will often ask advice about how to go about such-and-such a procedure. Those
people living in satellite villages are essentially country people; they could only ever be thought

of as town-people because of their proximity to the centre.
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Amenities: water, electricity, toilets

The amenities in the town are very limited. Despite the existence of stand-pipes there is no
running water as the pump and water tank are in disrepair. Water is collected by women from
a nearby well with plastic buckets on heads and in hands, while washing is done in the nearest
stream about 200 yards away. In order to bathe most people have a favourite spot within a
couple of kilometres which they frequent. The wealthier shopkeepers, on the other hand, send
their lorries to the nearest pure water sources (rivers emerging from the forest about 10
kilometres away) and stock up on water which is stored in huge plastic barrels [bidons] to be

used for cooking, showering etc

Electricity is supplied by an old generator which runs from 6 pm to about 9.30 pm each evening
as long as there is no breakdown, enough petrol and no impending storm (in which case it is
immediately shut down). Even when the generator is going the town remains remarkably dark
as only about 20 houses are connected up and most of the bulbs in the street lamps are broken.
The rest of the inhabitants use little oil-lamps made out of old concentrate of tomato tins with an
oily rag as a wick. If there is a major event the organiser will try to beg or borrow one of the few
‘Petromax’ pressure lanterns circulating round the town. There are only about S WCs (long-
drops) in Vondrozo and they are located in the shopkeepers compounds, the gendarmerie and the
Residence. The rest of the population must take their chances in the daily dawn run into the

coffee bushes or must take advantage of a journey outside town to enjoy the privacy of the wilds.

The wider picture: communications

Vondrozo, once a strategic staging post on the French engineered Route Nationale 27 between
the coast and the interior, is fast becoming a mouldering backwater in terms of trade and
government. The traders and administrators complain about the lack of communication with the
outside world: under the French they say they could leave after work, drive the 68 kilometres to
the regional capital Farafangana, catch a film and still be back in time for the evening meal,

under the French they could talk to their relatives by telephone anywhere on the island; under the
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French they could drive into the interior in an ordinary Citroen car to take a picnic at the
weekends; under the French the access routes for trade were open and bush-taxis and buses [auto-

car] ran a regular service. But not any longer.

The road to the coast is virtually impassable even in a four-wheel drive vehicle; any journey
requires a team of several ‘boys’ (helpers who are in fact grown men) to help dig the vehicle out
of the worst quagmires and to literally rebuild the bridges where the wooden supports have
rotted, been broken or been stolen for a bit of house construction. Even then the 68 kilometres
journey is likely to take about 9 hours. The road into the interior is a deceptively good dirt road
for 13 kilometres; then it rapidly deteriorates as it enters the forest until it finally peters out into
an overgrown path a few miles further on. It is impossible to ride a bicycle on this old Route

Nationale let alone drive a 6 tonne lorry up it.

As for the telephones, they have been out of action for years. The telegraph poles remain
standing lopsidedly but the lines are long gone; either brought down by a cyclone or pilfered to
make washing lines in a nearby villages. Telephone bills are still delivered for line rental and
the ten or so phone owners in the town still pay them in the hope that one day they will be
reconnected; but the only sign of hope is the continual arrival of the rather slim island-wide
directory with their names in it like a never-ending bad joke. The only service actually in
operation is a 2-way radio at the Post Office and the Gendarmerie to be used in cases of
emergency. The post still goes but is unreliable and time consuming. A courier departs on foot
once a week to deliver mail to the sorting office in Farafangana, 68 kilometres away. This
journey takes at least two days each way and can take considerably longer if the courier is

waylaid or decides to visit family members along the way.

Despite this isolation (or perhaps in certain measure because of it) Pondrozo remains a central
focus for the local populace. It is as if as the outside world recedes the local clans attempt to
reclaim what they feel is rightfully theirs. None of the surrounding clans have a dominant
influence in the town so it has become a neutral no-mans land, a convenient arena for low-key
competition. People ostensibly come to go to the market and the shops, but they also come to

see and be seen. Men in particular like to show off and march about self-importantly, bagging
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key positions around the central thoroughfare and greeting everyone in sight; women like to wear
their smartest clothes and gravitate towards the market and shops to catch up on the latest news.
Everybody is lively in town. It is a place full of energy; a place to relive past victories and dream
about/plot future ones. Nevertheless, however much pleasure is taken from visiting town, the
town remains as a distraction, a diversion from and contrast to the nitty-gritty of everyday life.
The Sahafatra may share a common metropolis but what really bonds them is the way they see

the land that stretches away forever outside the city precincts.

An introduction to the land

The land under discussion falls approximately into a rectangle, 40 km east-west by 60 km north-
south. A combination of natural barriers, political/administrative boundaries and ‘ethnic’ shifts
help to contribute to the demarcation of the rather amorphous borders of the land of Sahafatra.
Perceptions of the surrounding groups are key to their understanding of their situation, an

understanding based as much on perceived culture/character contrasts as on geography.

Marking the western limit of the land of Sahafatra is the rippling blue streak of the steep, thickly-
forested 500 metre high escarpment. Except for a few unclear paths and timber camps (manned
by itinerant Betsileo) it is largely impenetrable and uninhabited. It runs unerringly north-south,
like a massive handrail that you can always orientate yourself by. Beyond that, or behind the
forest [ambadika ala] as they like to say, are the Bara, famed for their obsessive love of cattle
and their incestuous marriages '? [cf Elli 1993:74-81; Huntington 1978;1988]. The Bara are cow
fetishists [tia aomby loatra], rustlers par excellence and, as far as the people of Sahafatra are

concerned, are not to be trusted [tsy azo atokisa].

To the north is what appears to be a solid wall of rock often topped with clouds. This marks
Tanala country, where those known as ‘the people of the forest’ lie hidden away in their
mountain fastness. The terrain here is particularly difficult as are the inhabitants who are known
for their potent charms and magic, and who are said to travel with their spirit familiars [cf

Beaujard 1983b] 3,
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To the east is a deserted strip of land famed for its barrenness. It is an ‘empty quarter’ frequented
by convicted criminals who are ordered by the prison service to grow their own food or starve,
but who in fact take advantage of their freedom to rob, rape and kill travellers. Further east are
the Zafisoro and the Antaifasy, warring rivals for the rich soil of the river basins and coastal

plain.

To the south the land opens out until it reaches the Mananara river. As one travels in this
direction the idea of Sahafatra gradually dissolves away until no-one recognises the term at all
and a replacement Antaisaka identity takes over. The numberless hordes of Antaisaka [cf
Deschamps 1936; 1938] ancestries to the immediate south strike fear into the hearts of the people
of Sahafatra who are wary of being swallowed up and engulfed by their powerful neighbours.

As$ one can readily imagine from the above description to be Sahafatra is in part to experience
and struggle against the inevitable feeling of being threatened and boxed-in by one’s neighbours.
Containment by other groups dictates the nature of the arena they will live in and fight over. In
one sense it promotes a sense of unity and co-operation (us versus the rest of the world) while
in another it generates animosity and antipathy (competition over limited resources). This duality
is very apparent in the Sahafatra character: one moment members of different clans will be
fondly calling each other ‘brothers’ [ampirahalahy] and the next they will be bad-mouthing each

other behind each others backs over some perceived slight or minor injustice '.

A view from on high

The land of Sahafatra is an expanse of deceptively small-looking hills. Seen from on high their
curvaceous geometry gives the impression of an endless sea of overturned egg-cartons. The hills
are mostly bare and their untouched smoothness gives a virgin quality to the land. From a
distance you would still think that no-one lived down there. On closer inspection the impact of
human habitation becomes visible: maybe a patch of burnt and cleared scrub, a whiff and thread
of smoke, a tuft of trees on top of a ridge where a village is growing up, the lurid green flash of

a rice-paddy, a certain unnatural symmetry on the hillside where the manioc is planted, the red
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line of trodden earth where a footpath contours the valley, the mixed hues of a man-made coffee

forest stretching along a ridge, or a thin voice carried on the wind.

When you know what to look for other features become apparent: the precise location of villages
hidden in the trees, the standing stones astride a ridge, the tombs under the desolate outcrops of
rock. By understanding the relative positioning of certain features one can begin to read the land.
Men and women are gradually taking possession of the land, but so far they have only managed
to scratch the surface. They talk about the land as ‘still being young’ [mbola tanora] and
‘unformed’ [mbola tsy namboarana). They themselves, as people of the south-east, are referred
to as ‘the many who are not yet tired’ [betsirebaka] because they are thought of as youthful
pioneers in a ‘new land’ [tany vaovao]. In effect then, as an outsider, one is starting to learn to

read a land which is itself still largely unwritten.

Homesteading

The land around Vondrozo is famous for being fertile, consisting mainly of a sticky, heavy, bright
red soil that turns to glue at the first sign of rain. It is this prize stuff that everyone is competing
for. In theory the land is open to anyone, encouraging settlers to take advantage of the optimum
farming conditions and spread across the land. In practice the land is divided into loosely
recognised territories with extremely fuzzy borders: in the case of outsiders coming in they must

ask the permission of the proprietorial clan.

Most of the expansion is thus undertaken by the members of the individual sovereign clans
themselves radiating out from well-established nuclei. This is seen as the most natural course
of development as they attempt to fill their space, gently pushing and probing at the frontiers of
their neighbours. There is no fixed pattern to the outward movement; rather it depends on an
uncoordinated set of personal decisions as grown up sons leave their natal villages in search of
independence and glory. Some may be nervous and will choose the nearest hill to build their
homestead while others will be more adventurous and will wander further afield into what they

would regard as uncharted and dangerous territory.
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The further one goes into the back-of-beyond, the more one is ‘ambanivolo’ [cf Thomas 1996:41]
which literally means underneath the bamboo. What this expression conveys is the wildness and
loneliness of certain areas where the landscape is still in a savage state untouched by human
hand; where the hills are overgrown with scrubby bamboo like tangled, triffid-like hair, where
there are no paths, paddies, villages or people. The waste of such a place is like that of an
unkempt and uncared for beard covering a potentially beautiful face. The man who chooses to

come here pits himself against the elements in a bid to carve out a place and a name for himself.

The activity of opening up the land is known as ‘beginning to make the land living’ [manomboka
mamelona tany] and requires courage, skill, luck and patience. The process aims at the creation
of a special type of landscape. Eventually there should be a noisy and bustling village full of
your descendants [tsy maintsy misy maresaka an tana, tsy maintsy misy taranaka]; it should be
situated on the top of a hill or astride a ridge; it should be shaded by a variety of fruit trees and
have banana plants and manioc plots within easy reach of the perimeter; there should be a cattle
pen [valan-aomby] full of your family's cows; there should be staircases and amphitheatres of
terraced rice-paddies [fani-kosy] in the surrounding valleys; there should be a scattering of mango
trees to shade these paddies; there should be extensive and productive coffee groves shaded by
a man-made forest of ‘bonara’ [from French ‘bois noir’] and ‘alobisia’ [from French scientific
name ‘alubisia’] trees surrounding and hiding the village; and there should be at least one Big

House [trano-be] to act as a ritual and practical centre of operations.

The challenge is a considerable one and not everyone succeeds. Much depends on the security
of the area; so much so that during periods of particularly rapacious banditry there is a rapid
contraction of outlying homesteads. Settlement patterns are constantly changing according to
the external circumstances and the outlook of individual groups. It is the sense of insecurity and
impermanence that creates the dynamic tension between the desire to face up to the challenge,
to become accustomed to a new place and the homesickness that draws you back to the place you

set out from.

Setting up a homestead is not simply a case of overcoming practical problems; it involves being

able to handle psychological challenges as well. Homesickness itself, for example, is a highly
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culturally elaborated concept. We were forever being asked if we were ‘settled in’ [efa zatra),
‘accustomed’ [fama], or a bit ‘homesick’ [manimani]. Although it was a subject to laugh about
there was a serious side to the questioning as people freely recognised that it took great strength
of character to endure the process of becoming accustomed to a new place. Often after a long
journey they would themselves tell of their desperation to get home to where everything was
familiar, where they were not ‘stared at as strangers’ [sambaitany] and where the land was known
rather than threatening. They would talk of the loneliness of an isolated homestead [mangina
loatra ny kombohitra], and of their fear of ‘strange forces’ [tamberitany] in the woods that could

trap and incapacitate a man walking alone.

To appreciate what a feat it is to set up a new homestead it is necessary to understand the
intensely nervous disposition of most of the people of Sahafatra. People are not merely afraid
of recognised dangers they are also fearful of the unknown. This aspect of their character is
graphically illustrated by their fear of the dark. One should never visit after night has fallen and
if you do you are likely to find a tightly sealed house with all the family inside, extremely
unwilling to unlock the door and let you in. It is simply not regarded as normal or sensible to
venture outside after dark. If for some reason one is forced to (there has to be a very good

reason), one should go in numbers carrying powerful torches .

It is clear then that intangible as well as tangible dangers encourage people to stick together and
stay put. And yet, in spite of this, people are still driven to strike out on their own. It is this
inherent tension between fear and ambition that creates the implicit challenge, the facing up to
of which is, in large part, what to be Sahafatra is all about. Strong leaders are never afraid [zsy

matahotra panjaka).
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Endnotes

1.I follow Bloch and Parry’s definition of ‘fertility’ as ‘fecundity’ or ‘productiveness’ [Bloch & Parry 1982:7].

2.“Ritual regicide - killing the king to save the kingship - is inscribed in the logic of this type of politico-
religious institution” [Adler 1982:181].

3.This involves “inserting a local notion of the person” rather than “importing a putatively global one”
[Errington 1989: 5].

4 By talking of ‘layering’ and the different characteristics associated with different ‘layers’ I hope to deal with
the problem of reconciling “the study of meaning with the study of ‘politics’” [Errington 1989:5].

5.“The logic of a hierarchical system does not admit the possibility of exact peers in status. Yet people who are
close in status are effectively status-peers. Neither is willing to admit the superiority of the other. As a result,
their relation is unstable and inconclusive, characterized by competition and opposition rather than by unity and
solidarity. It approaches a contest in its structure and meaning” [Errington 1989:141].

6.See Rafidison [1986:261] “A cause de I’insuffisance du personnel europeen pour la mainmise total, la
collaboratlon des autochtones a ete solicitee....Les Francais ont recupere la hierarchie sociale traditionnelle tout.
en jouant sur les oppositions clamques etles opposmons sociales dans le but de creer une breche dans un
eventuel front uni de resistance a la colonisation.”

7.See Gallieni [1908:267]: “C’est surtout dans cette partie de I’Ile [the south-east] qu’on pouvait constater la
difficulte de prendre a Madagascar des mesures administratives d’ensemble et d’adopter un systeme unique
d’exercise de notre souverainete vis-a-vis de populations essentiellement differentes par leurs traditions, leurs
caracteres et leurs aptitudes a la Civilisation. A 1’inverse du pays sakalava ou notre action pourrait s’appuyer
sur ’autorite des chefs traditionnels, nous nous trouvons la en presence de peuplades a I’etat d’extreme
division.”

8.See Rafidison [1986:261] “Les mesures repressives ne suffisent pas a aplanir la situation. La pratique de
I’espionnage a ete egalement erigee en systeme. Les tournees de reconnaissance de chaque nouvelle region
penetree et conquise sont frequentes. Les etudes ethnologiques abondent dans ce sens. Nous ne retiendrons ici
que le rapport ethnographique sur les races de Madagascar etabli par Berthier. Ces enquetes ethnologiques ont
pour but de connaitre les populations por les soumettre. Ici encore les renseignements ne se limitant pas a la
connaissance de I’histoire de chaque groupe on cherche a mettre en exergue les anciennes alliances, a deceler
les relations de parente entre les chefs soumis et les chefs rebelles.”

9.A ‘ziva’ is a pact between clans that promises solidarity, mutual assistance and perpetual peace. It is therefore
meant to be impossible for the clans who have sworn themselves to this relationship to war with each other.
Anyone who breaks the treaty will face sanctions administered by an omniscient divine force found in the
‘environment’ known as ‘Zanahary’. Networks of ‘ziva’ relations [piziva] increase social cohesion and make
it safe to travel without fear of attack in what was previously ‘enemy’ territory.

10.The ‘fanopa’ is the mechanism through which ‘ziva’ work. People implicated in a ‘ziva’ relationship
‘mifanopa’: this means that they can curse each other as much as they like as long as they do not actually come
to blows [mahazo miteny ratsy fa teny avao, tsy mahazo miady).

11.Nisy toera iray feno voninkazo nambolena vazaha taloha. Nihira tany ny ankizy da naka ny voninkazo.

Nanontany ny iaba sy ny endriny -La taia anareo?- -Nandeha naka ny voany-d-rosy- . Taty aoriana da lasa
tena anara tana raikitra ny ozy -Vondrozo-.
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12.1t is generally thought that the Bara favour marriage with a first cousin which is unacceptably close
[mifankariny loatra] for the Sahafatra who think that only at least third generation descendants of
brothers/sisters should marry. Anything closer than this is thought of as incestuous and is referred to as a Bara
marriage [fanambadia Bara]. Even if the third generation rule is satisfied a ‘fafj’ [atonement] to remove the
danger of any perceived incest should, ideally, be completed. Marriage of third generation descendants is
known as ‘mifamala’ which literally means to be separate from each other. This is why they can safely marry.
However, such a marriage is also known as ‘misaviky’ which means to seize strongly with the arms, to cling on
to, and as ‘mifampasaky’ which means to search for each other with the hand. The two contrasting types of
terminology demonstrate the fine balance between keeping kin apart and holding them together. The Sahafatra
ideal seems to involve expansion tied to security.

13.In Tanala country you find many unmanned stalls beside paths; this strange and untypical arrangement is
only possible because their magic powers are held in such fear that everyone leaves the correct money anyway.

14.Deschamps and Vianes also record such ‘duality’: “Les groupes Sahafatra luttaient entre eux a 1’occasion,
surtout pour se voler des boeufs. Mais ils etaient tous d’accord contre les Bara d’Ivohibe qui venaient prendre
des esclaves chez eux, et reciproquement. Ils lutterent aussi contre leurs voisins de 1’Est, Sahavoai,
Zaramanampi, Zarafaniliha” [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:84].

15.The essential role of the torch was made plain to me after I heard several long and serious discussions on the

merits of various types of torch and batteries held by those wanting to be well prepared for any unavoidable
night-time SOTties: -+« -« -« - . .
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Part I: a culture of testing

Part I of the thesis introduces the people and the land and gradually develops the idea of a
‘culture of testing’ as an alternative to descent, showing that ‘rulers’ can rule over people who
are not their biological progeny by passing through a demanding ceremonial procedure designed
to prove their worthiness. Chapter 1 discusses the diverse origins and current social organisation
of the people of Sahafatra; Chapter 2 describes the hierarchical authority system that they hold
in common; Chapter 3 illustrates the connection between a leader’s realm of authority and the
selection procedure used to choose him; Chapter 4 describes and analyses the testing process that -
must be undergone to become a senior leader; Chapter 5 shows how by passing certain tests a

ruler comes to be regarded as potent.
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Chapter 1

Defining the field of research: what is Sahafatra?

Literature

There is almost no literature directly relating to the people or land of Sahafatra. In pre-colonial
times (ie pre the 1898 French take-over) the area was largely avoided by potential authors as it
was reputed to be very dangerous, lying as it did outside the control of the dominant pre-colonial
power, the Merina state !. This means that most accounts from that time tend to be peripheral
or based on hearsay rather than real experience %. Missionaries and explorers in the vicinity
simply travelled from Merina fort to Merina fort 3, often with an armed escort, in order to avoid

the bandits and rebels endemic to the region *.

After the French conquest and the prolonged troubles involved in pacifying the region, the area
became somewhat of a backwater as it was of no particular commercial interest [Rafidison 1986;
Deschamps/Vianes 1959:85]; consequently no detailed accounts of the area were published.
Today the people of Sahafatra are still largely unknown both in academic circles and in
Madagascar as a whole . Even in the regional capitals Farafangana and Vangaindrano (which
are only 70 km away) the people of Sahafatra are, for the main part, unheard of. On the national
stage they appear to be completely insignificant. So who are the people of Sahafatra?

The people of Sahafatra

On the surface it appears that the people of Sahafatra are a purely geographical ensemble formed
from groups with very different ethnic origins, who do not mix and who have precise frontiers
and distinct traditions [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:84]. This idea is reinforced by the continued in-

fighting and cattle-raising between groups, and by the lack of any major urban concentrations
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(Vondrozo itself, the administrative centre, has only about 1000 inhabitants), a situation resulting
from the independent and territorial nature of the clans [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:84]. From the
outsiders point of view the land of Sahafatra is a realm of identity confusion, a patchwork
collection of disparate groups [Marchand 1901:481] ¢ claiming diverse origins. It was the
despair of colonial administrators searching for any means of indirect rule [Gallieni 1908:267]
through which to administer their ‘politique des races’’. However, despite appearances to the
contrary, the idea of Sahafatra as a land and a people has been around for a long time. The land
of Sahafatra has existed as a roughly bounded region for over 170 years ® and despite repeated
attempts at colonisation by the Merina ° and successful ‘occupation’ by the French, still regards

itself as ‘sovereign’ territory.

What is most important is that those who now regard themselves as Sahafatra regard themselves
as ani encapsulated peoplé and express fierce independence from the surrounding groups. They |
say that they are not the same [tsy mitovy] as the neighbouring Bara, Tanala, Betsileo,
Antaimoro, Antaisaka, Antaifasy, or Zafisoro groups, but different [fa hafa da hafa]. Although
the people of Sahafatra do not have a very high degree of inter-clan communal organisation they
do display a remarkable coherence in terms of lifestyle and cultural values. It is this that keeps
the term alive and averts the potential total identity confusion. People who think of themselves
as Sahafatra share loyalty to an idea without being exactly clear as to what that idea comprises
10, Adoption of the term Sahafatra expresses the fact that the constituent groups feel they have
more in common with each other than with those external groups encircling them. As we shall
see later, the most important feature they feel they share is an attachment to a common type of
land and to an authority system which is informed by their relationship with that land and the
other constituent groups inhabiting it.

Evolution of the term Sahafatra

The term Sahafatra has not consistently signified a single clear entity; what it has represented
has changed over time. It is important to understand the historical development of the term in

order to fully appreciate the present-day connotations of what it is to be Sahafatra. The first
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recorded mention of Sahafatra was made by Leguevel de Lacombe in his book “Voyage a
Madagascar et aux Iles Comores (1823-30) published in Paris in 1840. To him the ‘Chaffattes’
[Sahafatra] were a savage, miserably dressed people, who lived in clusters of ramshackle huts,
and farmed the poor soil of the hills. Most of his account is taken up describing how he had little
opportunity to talk to them as they fled on hearing of his arrival. His alien white features and the
fact that he was riding a strange beast (his horse) was enough to terrify the locals, who, he
discovered, had a prophecy that they would be destroyed by such a man [Leguevel de Lacombe
1840:238-243] 1.

His encounter was almost certainly a part of the Merina campaign attempting to pacify the
region. In this case the Merina armies advanced as far as the mountain Madiorano,
overshadowing Vondrozo, before they were repulsed by Sahafatra warriors. There were two
othet Merina military expeditions that succeeded in setting up military posts and capturing
slaves. Yet in spite of these attempts at colonisation the people of Sahafatra retained their
independence [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:84] 2. This effective resistance to the might of the
Merina state suggests that over 170 years ago there was some form of political organisation

coherent enough to group and co-ordinate the forces in the region.

Political entity or environmental label: the confusion between land and people

Despite the evidence for a political as well as a social/geographical grouping as early as 1820 it
seems likely that this first identification of ‘the Sahafatra’ is somewhat flawed. The reason for
this lies in the name Sahafatra itself. Sahafatra is literally a description of a type of landscape
not the sort of name you give to a people. According to the Abinal/Malzac Dictionnaire
Malgache-Francais ‘saha’ means ‘la campagne’ [the country] or ‘les champs’ [the fields] and
‘fatra (na)’ means ‘un espace decouvert, denude dans la foret ou au dela de la foret’ [a clear
space in or beside the forest]. Thus Sahafatra essentially denotes a clear space, an empty valley

or an uncultivated area near to, or in, a forest 3.

When we asked people to explain the meaning of the word now, they gave a variety of answers'
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(there is no single story/legend) but often spoke of the word as meaning a place where, in the
past, there was no food [zsy sy hany]. This fits in with the basic dictionary definition of an
undeveloped area '* and belies the clear-cut existence of a ‘people’. This view is strengthened
by the fact that according to current oral histories the ancestors of the present-day inhabitants
only migrated to the area about 7 generations ago '¢. In addition all the clans claim to have come
from different directions ". It seems very unlikely that there was enough time for these diverse
groups of migrants to come together to form a sustainable political grouping before the campaign
of which Lacombe was part arrived on the scene. The resistance of the people to the Merina

should most probably be put down to a temporary and fragile alliance.

It seems, therefore, most probable that Lacombe confused the people with the land. His use of
the term Sahafatra may be an early instance of labelling a people with the name of the type of
ecological niche they inhabit [cf Eggert 1986]. What he failed to recognise was that although
the land was classified as being of one type, the inhabitants were of many different types. The
fact that people who share a common environment eventually come to feel connected to each

other in some way is a later development that I will explore shortly 2.

The French colonial interpretation

When the French colonial forces arrived they did not make the same mistake. The initial maps
made when the French first arrived (from 1895 onwards) don’t recognise the existence of a
separate group known as Sahafatra; instead all the individual clans are listed. Marchand’s article
“Les Habitants de la Province de Farafangana” [Marchand 1901] lists many of the clans
currently in the area and provides a reasonably accurate map of their relative locations °. Later,
when more ethnographic data had been collected, the supposed origins of each clan and their
‘ethnic’ affiliation to one of the larger recognised cultural groupings were added to such maps.
The region was thus artificially and conceptually split by the French. They used maps
incorporating detailed pie charts to signify how (in their minds) the territory was divided between

Tanala, Antaisaka, Bara and even Antandroy groups .
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Even later the French colonials coined the term Bara-Sahafatra (a term some of the people
reportedly applied to themselves [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:83]) to denote the clans in the vicinity
of Vondrozo. They belatedly seem to have acknowledged and accepted that there was a major
difference between Tanala to the north and Bara-Sahafatra to the south. Bara-Sahafatra is a
term that older people still often use to refer to themselves although the history surrounding the
label has become fuzzy. The term essentially recognises that many of the constituent groups of
the people of Sahafatra are thought to herald from Bara-land to the west but that a new, non-

Bara, local identity has been forged also, transforming old allegiances.

I have the impression that the French, having acknowledged the fact that the people around
Vondrozo did not fit into the already demarcated ethnic groups, resuscitated the already existing
term ‘Sahafatra’ for their own ends, in order to help pacify the region. According to clan-leaders
themselves the area was strife-torn with inter-clan fighting before the arrival of the French. The
French forced peace by various means: they moved isolated and high villages to lower ground,
closer to Vondrozo and the major access routes ' ; they took the highest point in Vondrozo from
the Tevongo to show who was boss; some say that they even introduced aspects of what is now
considered ‘custom’ [fombal] for the Sahafatra. Regrouping the disparate clans under the one

label, Sahafatra, may have been another strategy to impose their domination.

Whatever the motive, the re-introduction of the term was so successful, that by the time
Deschamps and Vianes conducted their survey of the area in 1959, the other contending terms
had been completely displaced. They confidently referred to ‘les Sahafatra’ [Deschamps/Vianes
1959:83] and drew up the most accurate and complete map of all the clans that constitute the
people of Sahafatra, that exists to date. Their map clearly demarcated a Sahafatra territory for
the first time, thereby initiating the creation of an independent Sahafatra identity. The end result
was that the people of the administrative district of Vondrozo began to think of themselves as

Sahafatra in some sense.

Contemporary usage is more complex as people use the term Sahafatra to denote the land or the
people interchangeably. The distinction between the two uses has become less relevant as the

people become more associated with the land and with each other. The label has in a sense
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become active; now the people use it emphasise the connection between the people and the land
and to appeal for unity among the constituent groups. Thus in an inter-clan debate speakers
wishing to encourage honourable and reasonable behaviour from all the participants might talk
of ‘we Sahafatra’ [atsika Sahafatra] in the same breath as alluding to ‘our land of Sahafatra’
[tanintsika Sahafatra]. What was initially a description of the landscape has become a political

tool [cf Deschamps 1936:205-206] to be used as and when it suits.

Sahafatra as a corporate group

The people of Sahafatra are considered by some locally to be the 19%, as yet unrecognised,
official group (there are 18 official tribes in Madagascar). The fact that a local para-legal law
enforcement systém [Dina] has been created, known as the Dina of the Sahafatra, has firmed up
this idea of Sahafatra as a corporate group. The Dina is a local system of administering justice
in which local groups have taken the business of catching and judging ‘criminals’ into their own
hands. Dinas have enormous sway all across central and south Madagascar because these are
areas where cattle-rustling is rife. They have become a particularly significant focus for country

people in the current climate of insecurity.

Cattle-theft is a major preoccupation for people and we would often be woken up in the middle
of the night by alarm calls and the stampede of thundering feet as people set off in pursuit of
stolen cattle. The creation of the Sahafatra Dina in 1989 to counter this problem has put
Sahafatra on the map, so to speak. The profile of Sahafatra as a grouping has been raised as far
as outsiders are concerned. This new conception of what goes to make-up Sahafatra was
concretised when a commemorative stone painted with the names of the constituent member
groups [firaisa] was erected for the Dina in the village of Analavaky [clan Masitafika), near
Vondrozo, in 1996. Membership of the Dina of the Sahafatra has, however, also confused
matters because it does not tally accurately with the traditional conception of the groups that go
to make up Sahafatra. Traditionally it was the groups living in the administrative district of
Vondrozo, close to Vondrozo, who most strongly thought of themselves as Sahafatra. Peripheral

- clans who lived far from Vondrozo or in proximity to other groups eg Tanala, Antaisaka, were
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variously included/excluded. These peripheral groups tended to look to different administrative

centres eg Vohimary, Mahazoarivo, Karianga, Mahatsinjo and Mahatsinjobe.

Dinas, though, are like pressure groups and do not respect traditional formulae; they try to attract
as many member groups as possible (wherever they may come from) in order to make themselves
more powerful. They are not concerned about cross-cutting traditional allegiances. The result
of this is twofold: 1) groups that positively assert they are Sahafatra (eg the Tsaretry clan) can
and do actually choose to become members of a different Dina (eg the Dina of the Tanilo)
because its policies are thought to be better (in the sense that it is perceived to act more brutally
towards criminals); 2) groups that have nothing to do with Sahafatra can and do join the Dina
of the Sahafatra for comparable reasons. Consequently there is no direct correlation between
Dina membership and enduring association with the land or people of Sahafatra. The groups
traditionally regarded as Sahafatra do form the core of the Dina of the Sahafatra but they are not

its sole constituents.

To sum-up then: despite its malleable nature and uncertain origins, despite the fact that it is
sometimes remembered and sometimes forgotten, the term Sahafatra still appears meaningful.
It denotes a loose confederation of groups ** centred around Vondrozo, the territory they inhabit,
and the particular environmental nature of that territory. This literal definition is combined with
asense of historical involvement between the clans which is felt to be important. Although there
is no consistent, uniting history shared by all the people of Sahafatra, the most critical and
emotive episodes of the past are held in common: all the people know that their ancestors were
migrants to the area; they all know that the clans fought one another over the land; and they all
know that a permanent truce was called explaining why they now live side-by-side as neighbours,

wet-rice farming in relative peace.

So even though people may prioritise a local identity (family, house-group, clan) over a regional
one (such as that belonging to the term Sahafatra) [cf Covell 1987; Eggert 1981] the term
Sahafatra retains relevance . It is resonant for local people because it conjures up a particular
shared way of life [cf Thomas 1996:23], and a peculiar shared history, both of which they value.

Currently the local actors are very much emphasising their Sahafatra identity. It is worth
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remembering that people will say that they are Sahafatra even though it becomes evident on
further questioning that they have no precise notion of what this means historically or
geographically. To an extent then we must accept that people are Sahafatra just because they
say they are, because they feel themselves to be members of a set of clans without exactly
knowing why. At present the term is undergoing a renaissance as national government loses
relevance and local means of maintaining order increase in importance. The continuing collapse
of colonial means of government (roads, telephones etc) means that hinterlands are largely
ignored and have to come up with their own means of governance [cf Cole 1996]. Hence the rise
of Dinas and the promotion of a heightened Sahafatra identity, graphically illustrated by the
painting of the words ‘Tranom-pokonolona Sahafatra’ [Sahafatra Council Chamber] on the run

down meeting hall in Vondrozo in 1996.

The Clans

Having accepted that the definition is not entirely coherent, one could say that there are about 13
clans that fall under the term Sahafatra. By clan I mean an aggregation of people claiming

descent from (or affiliation to) a single founding ancestor. These clans are:

Tevongo; Masitafika; Vohilakatra; Antsoro; Tsaretry; Tesonjo; Antevatobe; Lohanosy; Hova,

Hovalahy; Zafinivola; Antemanara; Antemahatsinjobe.

The clans are arranged into a loosely defined patchwork of neighbouring territories centred
around the town of Vondrozo. By territory I mean the area exclusively inhabited by one clan
where, due to its uncontested dominance, the members of that clan have the right to govern

themselves and call themselves ‘owners of the land’ [fompontany].

It is generally acknowledged that the Tevongo arrived in the area first and are therefore
considered to be the most senior group. The head of the Tevongo clan is thus in theory the most
significant individual in the region. In practice however, not only are there few occasions when

his rank can be called upon, other groups will also contest his right to exercise this seniority. The
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blessing of the new hospital for Vondrozo became a highly contentious matter, with the
Masitafika arguing that geographically Vondrozo was their territory and it was therefore their
right to administer the blessing. The Tevongo argued in turn that since all the clans were going

to use the facilities, they should be allowed to act as representatives for the sum of all the clans.

The matter was further complicated by the fact that it was not universally agreed who the head
of the Tevongo clan was. Having met and talked to the elderly man whom a number of people
had named as the head (and shown the respect due to him by giving the requisite bottle of sweet
red wine), I was surprised to be told by members of another clan that there was a rival Tevongo
candidate who also claimed to be the leader. The lack of public duties associated with the role
had allowed this confusion to arise as there had been few occasions when this leader could
exercise his perceived authority. When the old man died a new candidate turned up at my house
announcing hirmsélf to be the one and only successor.  The irony of this whole episode was that
the hospital, even though it was finished, was never finally blessed by anybody. In fact during
my stay the hospital was never used as such because, much to the chagrin of the local populace,

it was commandeered by the mayor as an office.

The controversy over the hospital led to discussions about the nature of the relationship between
the Tevongo and the rest of the clans. Tatahira (a Masitafika man) contested that although the
Tevongo were, as the first inhabitants, ritual owners of the land, the subsequent incomers had
autonomy within their perceived territory. Thus, while the other clans didn’t dispute the
Tevongo'’s symbolic seniority [voaloha ny Tevongo; zokin-olo ny Tevongo] they considered their
own affairs to be beyond the Tevongo s jurisdiction. This was defined for me by Tatahira, who
said that the Tevongo ruled ‘the land’ (all the territories falling within ‘the land’) but that each
clan ruled the territory defined by its own tributary [vava-rano]. The de facto situation is that,

by and large, clans run their own affairs.

The relationship between the clans is far from straightforward however. It is widely
acknowledged that inter-clan warfare was only brought to an end when the French arrived in the
region at the turn of the century. The Masitafika and Vohilakatra, for example, were said to have

fought seven times before the ‘foreigners’ mended it, and made it stop [infito ny ady ny
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Masitafika sy Vohilakatra. Tonga ny vazaha da nanamboatra ny ady; tapitra). The warring of
the past, now a memory, has been supplanted by a less violent sense of rivalry. Physical
confrontation is now a rarity but the competition between clans remains. One of the forms this
competition takes is a sort of ‘bantering’ [mifanopa/misoma/mifanasaha] which often masks a
complex residual hostility between clans. I was told that peace agreements in the past which
ended the fighting between clans explicitly allowed for and encouraged verbal insults in placé
of fighting. As a result it is common for clansmen to make derogatory remarks about those clans
who are considered past enemies. However since all clans were involved in fighting, no clan or
village escapes the opinion of its neighbours. The clans cast each other as having certain

stereotypical characteristics [tsy mitovy toetra ny faritra):

The Tevongo, who pride themselves on their Christian rectitude, are cast as a weak people,
lacking vitality and living in isolated homesteads. A discussion about inter-clan rivalry in the
home of the ‘rangahy’ [old man] at Masimboay (clan Vohilakatra) led to hilarity as a narrator
recounted the disastrously unsuccessful farming techniques of the people of Tsaragisy (a
Tevongo village). There was unconcealed mirth at the idea of the Tevongo’s never-ending quest
to find a homestead that will yield them 10 sacks of rice . The Masitafika are perceived by
other clans to be quarrelsome and untrustworthy, unreformed robbers who reject the church and
continue to practise polygamy. The Masitafika themselves take pride in their buccaneering
reputation. The Vohilakatra are thought of as proud and independent, distancing themselves
from Vondrozo, preferring to concentrate on their own affairs. They enjoy the reputation of
being strong enough to stand alone. The Antsoro are thought of as powerful and aloof. They are
said to be suspicious of strangers, unwilling to welcome them into their houses. They are feared
because they are seen as anti-social and unwelcoming and because they are thought to pose a
military threat to the other clans. Past Antsoro forays into Vondrozo, designed to bolster their
authority in the administrative centre, are still talked about today. The Lohanosy are presented
as guardians of traditional custom [fomba]. People comment on the size and robustness of their
Big-Houses (ceremonial houses that act as a centre for authority) and their strict adherence to the
‘traditional way’. The Antevatobe are associated with the wild men of old; the rebel bandits
known as the Mavorongo [which means yellow/grey hair, due to infamous hairstyle consisting

of balls of hair held together by grease and earth] who resisted all outside authority and who were
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never subdued. They are thought of as wild and unruly, tending towards anarchy and
uncontrolled cattle-rustling. People talk in hushed tones of their infamous past. The Tesonjo are
associated with the isolated semi-forested niche they inhabit. The fact that they are perceived
to be one step removed from the heart of the action allows them to be portrayed as country
bumpkins but it also lends them an air of mystery and magic. The Tesonjo are thought of as

experts on wood and herbal medicines.

These are just some of the stereo-typical characterisations that the clans present of each other.
Casting each clan individually serves to maintain the perceived differences between them. The
members of each clan think of themselves as having a distinct and separate identity to that of

their neighbouring clans.

Differences and similarities between clans

All the clans oral histories suggest that they came from outside the area and settled in Sahafatra;
no clan claims to be autochthonous. The present day clans are believed to have started arriving
in Sahafatra about 180 years ago. Difference between clans is thought to stem from the fact that
all the clans migrated to the region of Sahafatra at different times and from different places [cf
Thomas 1996:17]. So as far as the people of Sahafatra are concerned the clans do not share any
origin points and they do not share any ancestors [cf Thomas 1996:11-12 for an example of a

clearer and more consistent origin myth for the Temanambondro of southeast Madagascar].

By all accounts the process of settlement was not a peaceful one. All the clans remember how
they were interminably fighting with one another until the arrival of the French. This extended
period of warfare (approx. 1820-1900) in the past is used as evidence by those living today for
the eternal and intrinsic ?° difference between the clans. The clans are thought to have been
independent of each other ever since their arrival in the area. Popular belief has it they were
autonomous and self-sustaining . One feature of this is that each clan was endogamous. The
only exception to this endogamy was the taking of women by force [misazo viavy] from other

groups. These women captives, violently poached from other clans, effectively became the
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property of the marauding clan and were taken as wives.

In the past then the clans are supposed to have been ‘closed’ to each other; most of the interaction
between them was violent. The form of some of the present day customs is said to have resulted
from the insecurity of this time. The paranoid nature of contemporary burial practice for
example, which involves disposing of leaders’ bodies at night, is believed to stem from fear in
the past that the body would be stolen by ones enemies. This period of imagined ‘closure’ began
to come to an end under the enforced pacification of the clans by the French in the early 1900's.
Under pressure from the French colonial regime the clans made peace treaties with their
neighbours and traditional enemies. The treaties took the form of sworn ‘contracts’ [ziva]
between pairs of clans. The sum of all these bilateral treaties created a network of cross-cutting

alliances between the clans that effectively resulted in the aforementioned Pax Sahafatra.

The general peace and the creation of the neutral (ie outside the jurisdiction of any clan)
market/administrative centres governed by the French allowed for more inter-action between the
clans. Before the arrival of the French all the clans shared was a common commitment to the
land of Sahafatra ; they vied for political domination and contested territory through war. After

the arrival the clans began to ‘discover’ other things they had in common.

In the minds of the people of Sahafatra today it was the arrival of the French that heralded the
dramatic change in relations between the clans. A disparate collection of unrelated clans became
a de facto, if somewhat messy, federation under colonial rule. In the decades that followed a
major new precedent was set as the clans began to inter-marry. Gradually the practice became
wide-spread ?’. Nowadays about half of all marriages are inter-clan. There is no strict rule for
clan endogamy or exogamy 8. What people like to stress is free choice expressed in their words

by the idea that any young man can ‘pick up’[mangala) a wife at market »

. The implications
of inter-marriage were far-reaching: members of different clans who were previously unrelated
to each other became kin [#ava]. The nature of everyday life changed as people who had had no

reason to see each other before began to make reciprocal visits.

The changing nature of clan interaction is clearly demonstrated by the structural transformation
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of the important relationship between mother’s brothers [endrilahy] and sister’s sons [zanak-
anakavy]. Previously endogamy meant that this was purely an intra-clan affair; however, now
that clans inter-marry it has become an inter-clan relationship too as mother’s brothers can be
from a different clan. Since mother’s brothers support sister’s sons by acting as secondary
fathers and since sister’s sons pay homage to mother’s brothers by acting as dutiful sons their
mutual involvement is clear to see *°. Both are required to make the effort to witness the
ceremonies in which the other is implicated. Hence clans begin to be drawn into each others

ceremonial lives and to recognise each other as kin 3'.

The emergence of inter-marriage between the clans introduced the idiom of kinship relations.
Now, instead of viewing each other as completely unconnected the clans sometimes refer to each
other in kinship terms. On ceremonial occasions clans will refer to each other as ‘brothers’
[rahalahy] nicely capturing the idea of family and of equality. 'When clan members are asked
what the clans of Sahafatra have in common they will often reply that they are all descended
from one ancestor [raza-iraika). Here we have come full circle: clans that have self-confessedly

told of their diverse origins are also happy to claim common descent with each other.

The clans also claim to share one universal ancestral taboo [sandrana]: they are not allowed to
kill or eat a small, prickly, hedgehog-like creature called a ‘sokina’ [cf Ruud 1960:76-110].
Although people are not very explicit on why this should be the case, the taboo itself looked at
in context is instructive [cf Lan 1985:22-24 for the subtleties of clan affiliation through animal
taboos]. The ‘sokina’ is just one of three types of Malagasy ‘hedgehog’ found in the area (the
others being the ‘sora’ and the ‘trandraka’); however it is the only one that is taboo. What, we
might then ask, is the difference between the animals that should make this so? The difference
that people highlighted was not a physical one, but a behavioural one: when it thundered
[migodo] and the animals rushed out of their burrows they behaved differently when faced by
danger. Both the ‘sora’ (the smallest) and the ‘trandraka’ (the biggest) would flee, whereas the
‘sokina’ (of middling size) would stubborly roll up into a ball and stay put. The only
explanation I was ever given for the taboo was that this behaviour was like that of the people of
Sahafatra themselves who have always refused to be pushed out of their homeland and who

would rather brave the danger with their ‘spines’ out so to speak, like the hedgehog, than flee.
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If this interpretation has any merit then the ‘sokina’ is a sort of totemic animal which is left alone

out of common fellow feeling.

Whatever the truth of the matter it is evident that there is no single way of talking about clan
relations. Different idioms can be utilised depending on the circumstances and what aspect of
a complex relationship one wants to emphasise. In general terms it would probably be most
accurate to say that the people of Sahafatra view themselves as a loose Family of Clans, related
more by fellow feeling than genealogy. This idea posits some connection, but a connection that
can be played up or played down. It is a suitably vague term for what is a very indefinite and

flexible web of relations.

The idea of a Family of Clans is strengthened by the surface similarity between members of
different clans. It is important to realise that no-one could identify some-one else’s clan simply
from their physical appearance. Clans do not have distinguishing physical characteristics and
they do not dress in a particular way so clan membership can only be surely identified by asking
someone what village they come from. The physical ‘sameness’ of the different clans is unifying
in a sense but it is also problematic. The total anonymity of passers-by is very worrying
(security-wise) to the average villager and it is common custom to question anyone you meet on
the path as to where they are coming from, where they are going and what the purpose of their
journey is. People explained how they made an effort to store this information in their head and
to remember the face of the stranger so that he could be tracked down if he should cause trouble
in the area. It troubled people that external likeness was no guarantee that a person was of like

kind.

In spite of this what seems to make the clans form a set is the fact that they recognise that they
have many things in common with each other in contrast to the neighbouring peoples who
encircle them. They share an administrative district (the fivondronana of Vondrozo), a particular
type of environment (virgin territory), a set mode of subsistence (wet rice agriculture), and a
distinct way of life comprising a large body of customs held in common. Perhaps most

importantly they share a very specific type of authority system.
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What is Sahafatra really: a way of life and a way of looking at the world

So far I have gone through a technical discussion about when, and in what sense, it is
appropriate and justifiable to use the term Sahafatra. 1 have tried to approximately trace the
emergence of some of the different ideas contained within the term in order to present its full
range of meaning and I have outlined the relations between the constituent clans. However, as
I have hinted at during the text, this rather pedestrian and lifeless (though necessary!) approach
is alien to the people of Sahafatra themselves. For them the term Sahafatra is far more emotive,
connoting an essential, if somewhat difficult to put your finger on, aspect of their identity. In this
concluding section I want to try and capture what I see this ‘essence’ to be by presenting a more

holistic and conceptual account of what it is to be Sahafatra.

When we think of Sahafatra as a way of life and a way of looking at the world it becomes
evident that Sahafatra is not simply the name of a land or a people. It does not comprise a
kingdom or a principality, it has no paramount ruler that everyone can identify, it has no stable
fixed boundaries, does not accurately coincide with any administrative district and receives no
official recognition from the centralised nation-state. It does not consist of a single ethnic group,
nor do the people share a distant ancestor or a completely unified set of customs, nor do they
display any surface distinguishing features that could definitively mark them out from their
neighbours. Sahafatra is not a satisfactory label because it does not connote an easily
identifiable group, or a chunk of land that can be circumscribed and demarcated. But if it is not
a land and not a people then what is it and does it have any significance? The simple answer is
that Sahafatra is a particular type of landscape, a specific and peculiar environment that demands
that it be inhabited by a certain kind of people, following a certain way of life. And to these
people the nature of their habitat is of tremendous import. But since Sahafatra is not a land or

a people one could fairly wonder why it has the capacity to endure.

You will not find Sahafatra on a map (at least not on a map produced by the Malagasy rather
than a foreign academic [cf Ruud 1960 for such a map]) and you will not hear anyone referring
to themselves as An-Sahafatra ie people heralding from Sahafatra. Its continuing existence as

a perceived entity is a demonstration of persisting loyalty towards an idea. The ‘essence’ of
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Sahafatra lies in the fact that the people living in this loosely defined area hold an attitude
towards the land that posits and perpetually reconfirms an intimate connection between it,
themselves and their way of life. They have adopted an ethic of involvement with the land that
colours (or rather allows them to actively colour in) the world they perceive around them [cf

Thomas 1996:23-24].

The contingent/symbiotic relationship between the land and the people gives meaning to the term
Sahafatra. The relationship fills out the term because the term does not represent an entity but
rather an outlook and an interaction. The interactive aspect orients this study towards the
investigation of Sahafatra as a social space. For once the anthropological jargon seems
appropriate because it is in tune with the concerns of the people. Sahafatra is a dreadful void (a
veritable gaping chasm of social space) that must be brought to life and filled with meaning and
significance not just by the ethnographer but also by the people themselves [cf McKinnon
1991:63-106 on ‘world-building’ on the Tanimbar islands]. The idea of an empty space is not
a hollow one conjured out of thin air. As has been noted Sahafatra means ‘barren land’, “virgin
territory’ or ‘empty valley’. It conveys the image of a wasteland, a wilderness, a savage and
harsh place associated with relentless hardship and an absence of food. In Malagasy terms it is
the equivalent of a desert (an uncultivated area [OED]) - a world without rice paddies.
Considering that this is a well-watered and fertile piece of land this state of affairs entails almost
criminal neglect in the hearts and minds of the people; for this is no Sahara, this is a potential

granary to feed thousands.

The potential of the land as well as its present sterility is encompassed in the term Sahafatra.
After all to a committed (almost messianic) rice farmer an empty valley is a seductive sight, an
unsolicited invitation begging to be taken advantage of. In this wilderness the potential for
growth and plenty is laid out for all to see: valleys waiting to be terraced, rivers ripe for
exploiting, marshes ready to be drained. And the Malagasy peasant farmer is only too aware of
this potential, the promise of the land is dazzling to him, like a taunt. The disparity between the
embarrassment of riches afforded by the land and the actual state of poverty the farmer finds
himself in is a constant source of amazement, sorrow and disappointment. On many occasions

people expressed their confusion to me, scratching their heads in bemused wonder as they
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surveyed the profusion of growth on the land before lowering their gaze to their children dressed
in rags, and reduced to eating insects [angoaky] and fruit to satisfy their hunger (these not

counting as real food).

The only way he can get his head round this apparent conundrum is to think of his work on the
land as unfinished. It is this sense of incompletion that drives him on to greater efforts, that gives
him a measure by which to condemn or value his fellows, that provides the impetus for his
children to move into new country. But this sense of incompletion does not generate a pure
unalloyed work ethic. Admiration for ‘The Man Who Gets Things Done’ is tempered by fear
that one might not quite be that man. The result is an uneasy relationship between an ethic
promoting ever-increasing production and expansion and a mania for enforced redistribution and

contraction, a sort of falling back into yourself.

The landscape of the past is thought of as a bare slate [zsy nisy tana; tsy nisy tani-kosy, tsy nisy
ala] (a tabula rasa not of the mind but of the earth), a contoured and watered surface upon which
man could impose his structures. This is the point of arrival for the immigrant (and the point of
departure for this study). As he looks down from on high he sees the ‘Promised Land’ spread
out before him. He does not see scenery but a land waiting to be worked full of endless potential
and endless potential danger. To say that the land looks beautiful [#sara tarehy] is nonsensical
and begs a blank or contemptuous look. To say that the land is pleasing [mahafinaritra] is less
objectionable but is really only a passing comment on one’s personal state of mind rather than
a valid value judgement. To say that the land is vast [malalaka] and inexhaustible [tsy ho lany]
on the other hand is to earn instant approval in the eyes of a local. Now you’re talking his
language! This is not a backdrop to life, it is life. It is a rich and powerful resource to be
controlled, mastered and fought over and a force to be reckoned with. What Humphrey says of
Mongolian culture is equally applicable here: “landscapes are ... in the nature of practices
designed to have results: it is not contemplation of the land that is important but interaction with
it, as something with energies far greater than the human” [Humphrey 1995:135]. This is why
the people of Sahafatra are in the process of moulding and shaping the land; peopling it with
mythical figures and forces; creating landmarks and constructing stories round them and

investing these features with meaning, value and danger. This is landscape gardening on a grand
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The contrast between the empty landscape and a ceremonial village



scale, total involvement with the land. Not just mere excavation of the earth for practical
purposes but engagement with it on a social and emotional level. The cultural resources
available to interpret the events of everyday life develop in tandem with the evolution of the land.
Work in progress on the land is also work in progress on the mind producing a landscape of mind

or possibly a ‘mind-scape’ of land [cf Hirsch 1995 on what ‘landscape’ is].

The story (so far)

The stories of settlement are various and inconsistent. But whether the groups were marauding
bands of warriors, ambitious immigrants, ex-slaves on the run or whatever, they shared a certain
perspective: they were all outsiders coming in, essentially refugees lost in space, searching for

fertile land. ‘Marchand captures the mood well:

“The family-heads, tired of cultivating an ungrateful soil, and dreaming of fertile rice-paddies
layed out beside large rivers, left in search of the promised land, and stopped where they found
rich pastures for their herds, extensive marshes to sow their rice, and elevated hillocks on which

to perch their villages” [Marchand 1901:485, my translation] *2.

What they carried with them was a desire to attach themselves to places and people, to create
islands of plenty and security in a terrestrial sea of scarcity and pirates. And what they all did
without exception was to cut themselves off from their past (outside of Sahafatra). They cast
off the mooring ropes of their roots [cf Thomas 1997 on how migrants ‘cut roots’] and lay adrift
in a pool of competitors and rivals. This was the end of the line; there was to be no moving on
or going back; they determined to fight. The truly committed do not look to the past; they know
that they cannot equally be of there and here. So instead of cherishing remembrance of memories

past they turned to creation.

But it was not to be a peaceful creation, in fact it was essential that it was based on violence

directed both towards the land and to other people. Violence was used to gain land, to farm the
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land, and to win women as wives. The creation of a new homeland was born of violence and fed
off violence, both literal and metaphorical. At first the clans fought with spears [/efo] raiding
other clans to steal the bodies of their chiefs, vanquish them and take their women as wives
[misazo vady]. Then with French pacification new testing grounds were devised: people
developed curses [opa] and bad medicine [aody mahafaty]; they invented impossibly demanding
reciprocal relationships policed by the ancestors [fanange]; they stole each others cows; they
instituted new para-legal institutions [Dina] to prevent people from stealing each others cows;
they boxed [moraingy]; they fought with words [miady am-bava], argued custom, employed
threats and intimidation and took to competitive conspicuous consumption with a vengeance ...

and on and on.

And the fight is not yet over - rather it has become the whole point, an end in itself. The forms
of combat are not only changing, they are also multiplying. The field of operations is expanding
and the result is the increasing impossibility of safely navigating through life without being
overtaken by disaster. The increasing complexity, pervasiveness and cross-cutting nature of the
dynamic arena that is conflict means that resolution can only be temporary. The dangers are not
increasing in one dimension only. Not only is the number of types of conflict increasing, the fact
is that conflict leaves behind a residue as it is incorporated into and mapped onto the landscape
(sometimes for all time). Combat leaves behind a minefield to be negotiated by those that
follow. The connection between combat and the environment lies in the telling. When an
episode of conflict is recounted with reference to the land then the land itself is changed forever.
The landscape becomes charged by the telling but the telling also provides a mental map that
allows the listeners to avoid the potential pitfalls around them. This then is the catch, Catch 22.
The sheer impossibility of the task of living gives life the epic quality that is so valued. The
catch is not really a catch because the celebration of the struggle nurtures the testing system and
allows people to create, and therefore perceive themselves as living, epic lives. It is the living

out of epic lives by ‘great’ people that generates fertility/blessing for the masses.
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Endnotes

1.The area was associated with the ‘people of the forest’ [Tanala] who were thought of as ‘uncivilized’. The
land they inhabited was perceived by outsiders to be ‘wilderness’ [efitra], overrun by bands of robbers hiding in
the tall grass [Knight 1893]. For the highland bearers of early missionaries and explorers it was a region full of
terrors, ghosts and witches, to be passed through as quickly as possible on the way to ‘civilization’. The root of
this fear seems to stem from archetypal characteristics attributed to the Tanala. In accounts of the time they
always seem to be referred to as heavily-armed, wild or barbaric [Knight 1893; Sibree 1876:38]. The true
opposition here seems to be between Tanala and Merina, most strongly signified by the contrast of the forest
with its “rank growth” filled with “brutal-looking savages” [Knight 1893:397], and the open civilized country of
the high plateaux.

2.See, for example, the description by James Sibree (of the London Missionary Society) of his journey through
south-east Madagascar [Sibree 1876] for a peripheral view of the lands outside Merina hegemony. See also the
description of a journey made between Fort Dauphin and Fianarantsoa made by missionary E. F. Knight for a
similar view [Knight 1893]. A slight exception to the general trend is provided by missionary C.Collins [Collins
1897] who at least provides a genuine eye-witness account of a village within the land of Sahafatra. He visited
what is the present day territory of Sahafatra (although he misidentified the people as Tanala) and met the then
‘king’ of the Antevatobe clan, Tsimivony. What is interesting about this account is how Collins describes an
independent, militarized and strongly fortified ‘kingdom’, reinforcing the idea of small autonomous territories. .

3.The major Merina forts were located at Vohipeno, Mahamanina, Ankarana, Vaingaindrano.

4.These rebels/bandits were known as ‘mavorongo’ [yellow-heads] by the Merina because of their strange hair-
do. “On les appelait autrefois ‘Mavorongo’ (cheveux jaunes, ou gris; parce qu’ils les portaient en boules
graissees de suif melange d’argile)” [Descamps/Vianes 1959:84]. Collins [Collins 1897:353] highlights the
propensity of the Antevatobe to rustle cattle and emphasizes the war-like nature that earned them such a fiery
reputation; he also provides a graphic description of this hairstyle which was peculiar to the region at that time:
“Their hair is arranged by means of evil-smelling fat into six or eight balls about the size of a small orange.
These balls, when hard, are of a greyish tint and as solid as wood, indeed resounding quite as much. When their
hair is freshly arranged, one may see the beaux of the village strutting about as proud as peacocks.” Knight
[1893:396] also describes ‘mavorongo’ hair: “Their coiffure is not elegant in European eyes: their black hair is
twisted up into a number of balls - about the size of a billiard ball - which are thickly plastered with fat and
white earth”. Because of its pejorative connotations the appellation ‘mavorongo’ is nowadays largely disowned
(although it is still whisperingly associated with the Antevatobe). However, the hairstyle is occasionally
recreated when dressing the dead body of an important leader before burial in the tomb; “les cheveux sont
encore parfois mis en boule et oints de terre (a la mode des ancetres)” [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:86].

5.The only mention of more than a few lines that I have found in the literature referring to Sahafatra is a 6 page
section in Deschamps and Vianes book on the peoples of south-east Madagascar [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:83-
89] which provides an uncertain, sketchy and generalizing account at best.

6. “Dans peu de regions de Madagascar on compte autant de petites tribus distinctes, ayant leur individualite
propre, vivant les unes a cote des autres sans se meler, que dans la province de Farafangana. Les unes, de race
autochtone, sont la, on ne sait au juste depuis quelle epoque, fixees, soit dans les estuaires des fleuves, soit dans
les vallees profondes de I’interieur, au temps deja ‘ou la foret allait de la mer a la montagne’, suivant les dires
des anciens.” [Marchand 1901:481].

7.The French colonial administration patented its own methods for the creation and investment of meaning.
Their inability or unwillingness to understand important themes in Malagasy culture lead them to introduce the
‘politique des races’ [Covell 1987:15], a system of indirect rule that implicitly assumed that there were
traditional institutions of authority through which to channel power. This policy required the French to find (or
nominate) ‘traditional’ leaders to rule as intermediaries. The underlying principle was that all ‘native’ groups

58



should govern themselves under the umbrella-like supervision of the French authorities. The weakness of the
policy lay in the fact that there were not always ‘traditional’ leaders in situ. In these cases the French had to
create leaders where there were none before. Not surprisingly the new leaders were not necessarily respected or
obeyed by the people they were nominally meant to represent as there was no ‘traditional’ basis for their
authority. The policy was to be assisted by the transplantation of Merina ‘fokonolona’ (village councils that had
already been transformed into an arm of the state) into new areas, for the purposes of enabling the collection of
taxes and the extraction of corvee labour. The whole system was to be policed by regional administrative posts,
operating in accordance with the oil spot [tache d’huile] principle, that theorized that power should diffuse
outwards from the centre [Thompson/Adloff 1965:15]. The result of this combination was, in effect, to split up
the people ruled into bounded groups, who were then perceived in terms of race or tribe. The research of the
Academie Malgache, set up to operate in conjunction with the colonial administration, reinforced these ideas
during the process of collecting basic data on the population, deemed essential for the effective management of
French rule [Thompson/Adloff 1965:15]. The problem with the French boundaries, often based on crude
geographic criteria, was that they were not representative of the significant symbolic divisions in Malagasy life.
The resulting group labels (18 officially recognised by the Malagasy government, the Sakafatra not being one
of them) are a mess: some were derived from the pre-colonial empires, some were survivals of earlier traditions,
some were mistakenly taken from early travellers’ naive accounts [see Eggert 1986 on the Mahafaly], and some
simply created by the French administration.

8.See Leguevel de Lacombe’s account of his journey through the region made in 1830 [Leguevel de Lacombe
1840] for confirmation.

9. “Si les tribus des bords de la Renana ont ete assujetties par les Hova [ the term for Merina at that time], celles
qui se trouvaient au sud de cette ligne: Hovalahy, Hova [not the Merina but a local clan], Ivatobe, Antevongo,
Vohilakatra, Sahavoay, Tsiaretra, Antsoro, echapperent a toute domination. Bien plus, les commercants
Ambaniandro [another name for the Merina] qui voulaient aller trafiquer dans leurs villages, etaient obliges de
leur payer un droit de passage pour n’etre pas inquietes dans leurs operations.” [Marchand 1901:482].

10.Bearing in mind the confusion created by labels attributed by external agents, the uncertainty of the
principles that lead to the generation of these labels, and the multiplex meanings attached to any particular one,
it does not seem sensible to attempt to define labels such as Sahafatra in rigid, uni-vocal terms. It is more
constructive to look at specific labels as part of a more general set in order to examine how they are used as
flexible tools for identity construction, and more specifically how they are utilized in different ways, for
political purposes as well as for purposes of identification. Such an approach reveals important themes
underlying Malagasy life. Group labels in Madagascar display three key themes: environment (the nature of the
area inhabited or of the land from whence one came or the technological specialization practiced); ancestry
(either specific or as part of a dynastic heritage); characteristics relating the group to, or distancing it from, other
political entities (expressions of group solidarity, physical characteristics, actions that mark one out,
administrative divisions). The three themes demonstrate the existence of different priorities for different
peoples, some concerned with their relationship with the land, others with their dynastic heritage, and yet others
with what they do. It is my intention to show that the Sahafatra label is most intimately connected with the
environmental theme, in contrast to many of the labels connoting surrounding groups, that refer more to the
other two themes.

11. “Le pays des Chaffates dans lequel nous entrames...est un peu moins sterile, mais encore plus sauvage que
celui des Chavoaies. La il n’y a pas d’associations d’hommes assez nombreuses pour composer des villages;
aussi n’y voit-on que des hameaux formes de la reunion de douze ou quinze cases.

Le costume des Chaffates est plus miserable encore que celui de leurs voisins; leurs montagnes etant
plus elevees, ils n’ont pas comme eux des marais qui leur procurent du jonc pour faire des nattes; presque tous
n’ont qu’un seul petit morceau d’ecorce d’arbres pour couvrir leur nudite.

Nous marchames pendant deux jours a I’ouest dans les montagnes; les sentiers commencaient a devenir
difficiles et I’armee etait focee de faire de frequentes haltes. Je profitai de ce retard pour visiter le pays des
Chaffates; je pensais que si je me rendais seul a leur grand village, il me serait facile, en attendant ’armee, de
faire connaissance avec quelque indigene dont je pourrais obtenir des renseignements sur les ressources et les
usages de sa peuplade.
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Je me mis donc en route a cheval, n’ayant pour escorte que mes maremites et quelques miangourandes
de la garde de Rene. Nous rencontrames bientot plusieurs Chaffates, mais il nous fut impossible d’en aborder
un seul; des qu’ils nous apercevaient, ils se sauvaient avec tant de vitesse que mon cheval au galop n’aurait pas
pu les atteindre si I’etat de la route m’eut permis de les poursuivre.

Jesperais causer moins de frayeur aux habitants de Fahandza, leur village principal ou j’entrai avant
I’armee, apres deux jours de march toujours a I’O. et dans les montagnes. Mais a notre arrivee I’epouvante fut
generale; les meres se haterent d’enlever leurs enfants et de prendre la fuite; les hommes les suivirent en
poussant des cris de terreur et laisserent le village absolument desert. Maitres de la place, les maremites
n’eurent pas la peine de faire cuire le diner des pauvres Chaffates; ils s’en regalerent sans scrupule.

L’un d’eux, qui alla chercher dans le village du tabac pour faire son houchouk, revint un instant apres
m’annoncer qu’il avait decouvert un homme; je m’empressai de me rendre aupres du sauvage.

Je trouvai etendu sur des feuilles seches un vieillard que ses infirmites avaient pu seules retenir dans sa
cabane; il etait tellement epouvante qu’un begaiement convulsif 1’empechait d’articuler; il me fallut du temps
pour le rassurer, et lorsqu’il fut un peu plus calme il me parla , en termes emphatiques, comme font otus les
Malgaches, des motifs qui avaient fait deserter le village. J’ai conserver soigneusement ses paroles qui
caracterisent bien 1’esprit superstitieux et ignorant de cette peuplade: -Quoique ta couleur ne soit pas la meme
que la notre, me dit-il, les Chaffates t’auraient recu comme un frere si tu t’etais presente seul chez eux, car ton
corps, tes bras et tes jambes ne different pas des notres quoiqu’ils soient couverts de richesses dont 1’'usage nous
est inconnu, et dont nous n’avons pas besoin; mais nous avons appris par le kabar des Chavoaies ’arrivee de
I’armee que tu proteges; ils t’ont vu monte sur une bete effroyable, dont la bouche est armee de fer et qui
n’obeit qu’a toi seul. Nous avons appele les ombiaches et consulte le mampila qui nous a prevenus du danger
qui nous menacait; cet animal; nous a-t-il dit, est venu pour vous exterminer tous; il tient d*Angatch et dy geant
votre ennemi le pouvoir magique qu’il exerce; aucun Malgache n’a pu I’approcher sans mourir; car sa force est
si extraordinaire que d’un coup de pied il tue cent hommes; il fait trembler la terrre quand il la frappe du pied,;
sa course est encore plus rapide que celle du’un sanglier qui fuit devant les chiens; il ne nourrit de chair
humaine et devorerait les soldats du roi rouge eux-memes si I’ombiache blanc ne le lui defendait pas. Telle a
ete la reponse du mampila qui nous a ete transmise par nos ombiaches; toi qui dois etre beaucoup plus puissant
qu’eux, puisque tu commandes a ce monstre, dis-lui d’epargner un pauvre vieillard qui n’a plus que peu de
jours a vivre et dont les chairs dessechees ne seraient por lui qu’un maigre repas. -

Les Chaffates appelaient mon cheval Bakou-bak et disaient que I’arrivee de cette bete avait ete predite
a leurs aieux: ils assuraient qu’un animal tout-a-fait semblable a celui qu’ils voyaient figurait dans leur tradition
; il devait venir du cote de I’orient pour detruire les peuplades malgaches.

L’effet qu’avait produit mon cheval sur les Chavoaies et les Chaffates me suggera 1’idee d’accrediter
les fables auxquelles il avait donne lieu. J’annoncai donc au vieillard que les Chaffates ne devaient pas redouter
la colere du monstre qui n’etait envoye que pour exterminer les Vourimes, dont les brigandages ne pouvaient
rester impunis.

L’armee n’arriva que le soir a Fahandza et n’y trouve pas de vivres, I’obscurite ne permettant pas de
decouvrir les plantations des Chaffates. Ce village est situe pres d’une belle riviere; ses cabanes sont
nombreuses, mais petites et miserables.

Les Chaffates ne voyagent jamais; leurs montagnes ne produisent que tres peu de riz, mais on y trouve
du mais dont ils font griller les epis avant leur maturite; c;est leur principale nourriture avec du lait qu’ils font
cailler dans de grands bambous.

Le gros de I’armee se reposa a Fahandza pendant deux jours et ne parvint a se procurer des vivres
qu’en allant a la maraude, car les boeufs et meme les poules avaient ete enleves du village. Jean-Rene donna le
commandement d’une partie de la division hova au major Ratsiatou et I’envoya en avant-garde dans le pays des
Vourimes dont nous n’etions pas eloignes.” [Leguevel de Lacombe 1840:238-242].

12. “Les armees merina s’avancerent jusqu’a la montagne Madiorano, qui domine Vondrozo et y rencontrerent
les guerriers sahafatra. C’est sans doute 1’expedition a laquelle participa Leguevel de Lacombe. Iy en eut
deux autres, qui etablirent des postes et emmenerent des esclaves. Mais en fait, les Sahafatra conserverent leur
independence. Les francais occuperent le pays sans difficulte, sauf des luttes episodiques contre des bandes de
pillards” [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:84].
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13.Decary mentions the Sahafatra and describes them as ‘les gens des clairieres’ [the people of the clearings]:
“Cantonnes sur les bords du haut Manampatrana, au pied des montagnes, les Sahafatra (gens des clairieres)
forment une petite tribu de 25 000 ames; ils se rapprochent beaucoup des Tanala par leurs caracteres et leur
genre de vie. D’apres leurs traditions ils seraient originaires du pays Mahafaly; ils considerent en tout cas
comme independants de Tanala et affirment que le sol sur lequel ils vivent leur a toujours appartenu.” [Decary
1951:9]. Despite their protestations of independence Decary compartmentalises the Sahafatra with the Tanala
and therefore assumes, without justification, that they live in clearings in the forest rather than in clear open
spaces. Grandidier also classified them as Tanala, and Deschamps, following their lead, makes the same
assumptions: "Il semble que cette region ait ete boisee autrefois comme le pays tanala et quasi deserte. Les
immigrants y sont venus pour faire des tavi, puis, une fois la foret detruite, s’y sont stabilises avec des rizieres.
On compte generalement 4 ou 5 generations depuis la venue du premier ancetre” [Deschamps/Vianes 1959:84].
I believe the classification of the Sahafatra as Tanala to be mistaken; of all the clans only 2 (the Tesonjo and the
Antemahatsinjobe) claim Tanala roots; the rest claim diverse origins from as far afield as the present day
territories of the Mahafaly, Bara, Betsileo, Antaisaka, Antaimoro, Antaifasy, Sakalava, and Antandroy. Their
association with the forest seems to have no basis in reality apart from this imaginary and fictitious affiliation,
attributed by foreign authors, with the Tanala. First and foremost there is no evidence that the area was heavily
forested; from the earliest descriptions onwards the region has been described as an empty place (by outsiders
and through the oral histories of the people of Sahafatra themselves). Secondly, the present day people of
Sahafatra do not talk of a heritage of slash and burn agriculture [tavy] and do not talk of ever having lived in
the forest; the forest has always been a natural barrier marking the west of their territory, a place where the
brave might go to collect medicines or hunt wild boar, but it has never been their home. Thirdly, the people of
Sahafatra do not have a positive affinity for the forest, but are rather very afraid of it, the wild animals [biby]’
that roam it, and the ghosts, shades and spirit familiars that haunt it. So if anything, the people of Sahafatra
(like the Zafimaniry described by Bloch) have negative feelings towards the forest. Unlike the Zafimaniry their
lives are not dedicated to cutting it down; however they share with them the attitude that that is just about all it
is good for. The irony is that the lives of the Sahafatra are, in fact, dedicated to creating forest; not forest like
the wild jungly forest to the west but man-made domesticated forests to shade their coffee, their villages and
rice-paddies and to provide many varieties of fruit. The people of Sahafatra are engaged in filling up the empty
landscape they inherited, regenerating their own environment/world rather than appropriating and destroying
another.

14.A story I heard once, but which was never corroborated by any other contemporary informant, told of how
Sahafatra is the name of a river, to be found in what is now Zaramanampy territory , beside which the
Vohilakatra lived before they moved to their present location. Deschamps and Vianes also tell of such a river, a
tributary of the Manambato; however I never heard this explanation repeated again and it cannot therefore
really be said to have any significance for the general population.

15.The idea of an extended area ripe for development is reinforced by the fact that the major river at the heart of
the territory is called the Manampatra [manana+fatrana) which means to stretch out into open space and which
therefore conveys the same sense as ‘Sahafatra’. The river is only given this name when it emerges from the
forested escarpment to the west, the upper reaches in Bara-land being referred to by a different name. This
suggests that the name of the river is referring to the open landscape through which it flows in its final stages on
the way to the sea.

16.Deschamps and Vianes estimate, made in 1959, that the original migrants had arrived about 4 or 5
generations before, fits in roughly with my estimate of 7 generations, made in 1996.

17.According to Deschamps/Vianes [1959:84-86] many of the clans have clear origins: the Antevatobe are said
to have come from Africa (they note that they are particularly black) and then been a part of the kingdom of
Fiherena on the west coast; the Hova are said to herald from Ambava-Hova in the district of Benenitra in
present day Bara-land; the Lohanosy supposedly come from their parent Lohanosy group neighbouring the
Zafisoro, the Antsoro are meant to have come from the valley of the Sahatsoro, a tributary of the Itomampy; the
Tevongo (now divided into two groups, one to the west of Vondrozo and one in the coastal zone between the
Vohilakatra, the Sahavoay and the Zaramanampy) are said to have originated in Mahafaly country, arriving in
the land of Sahafatra by way of Ivongo to the south, near Vaingaindrano; the Masitafika are also meant to
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herald from Mahafaly; the Vohilakatra claim their ancestor came from overseas, through Mahafaly and then to
llakatri in Zaramanampy territory, before arriving in their present territory; the Tsaretry are said to be a mix of
people from Mahafaly, Betsileo and Antaifasy; the Antesonjo derive from the Tanala of Ikongo and come to the
land of Sahafatra after being vassals to the Zafinivola to the south of their present location; the Antemanara are
thought, like the Tsaretry, to be refugees, in their case coming from Mahafaly, Betsileo and Antaisaka. The
Antemahatsinjobe are thought to herald from Antaimoro and Tanala. The Hovalahy are said to be Tanala of
Karianga forced out of their original territory. Other peripheral groups such as the Vohitsidy and the Zafinivola
claim origins from Antaisaka, Antanosy and Antandroy. The data I collected in 1996 roughly tallied with the
above ‘histories’; however people were very vague about where they had come from outside the land of
Sahafatra and were not particularly concerned about it. Questions about origins were always referred upwards
to elders and seniors. At first I though this was merely secretive, but later I came to the conclusion that people
really didn’t know, and simply assumed their leaders would even though this was not always the case.

18.See Eggert’s article “Mahafaly as Misnomer” [Eggert 1986] for a similar case.

19.See also Elle’s map, which is very similar but which includes the previously omitted Masizafika clan,
published in 1906 [Elle 1906:116-123].

20.See the maps which form part of the survey of the province of Farafangana published in the Bulletin
Economique de Madagascar, Quatrieme Trimestre, 1921:221-241.

21.1 visited several of these abandoned villages which are still easily visible'on the high ridges even though they
are deserted and overgrown. Their mountain-top locations show how people in the past were willing to

sacrifice easy access to water for strategic purposes and for considerations of hierarchy.

22.Many Malagasy group labels have arisen as a result of the political formation of kingdoms and the
absorption of other peoples into these kingdoms. For example, all the Bara kingdoms to the west were
constructed out of a melange of peoples [Bastard 1904:391; Boin 1897], the word Bara coming to represent all
those falling under the hegemony of the dominant Zafimanely clan in the early 19" century [Kent 1968]. The
term ‘Sahafatra’ is an exception to this general rule because those referred to by the term were never unified
within a single kingdom.

23. “Variations in the basic Malagasy culture do exist, but the different dimensions do not co-vary or constitute
cultural wholes connected to specific local groups...In general, locality and extended family are more important
bases for solidary action than ethnicity” [Covell 1987:12]. This assertion, supported by ethnography from
across Madagascar, provides the basis for any analysis of larger scale political formations. The inward-looking
nature of Malagasy social groups suggests that broadly applicable group-labels, such as Sahafatra, refer to
contingent, somewhat artificial political constructs; they represent a manipulation of the basic Malagasy social
unit. In spite of this current group labels are not entirely lifeless and meaningless; group labels become alive
when the people themselves adopt them. This is why it is worth examining how the people of Sahafatra use the
term now.

24.The doing down of the Tevongo may have something to do with them being the most ritually senior clan.
25.People who fight cannot be considered kin; even if they were kin before they become non-kin.

26.1t is interesting that in 16 months of fieldwork I never heard anyone talk about slavery once with reference to
Sahafatra. 1imagine that the idiom of slavery is so severely underdeveloped because slavery itself is so
unthinkable. In the land of Sahafatra no one would countenance being anyone else’s slave; hence the issue is
marginalised.

27.If members of two different clans that fought interminably in the past want to get married a special ritual,
known as a ‘botro’ has to be performed. As I have noted above, individuals who have fought categorically
cannot be kin; the same goes for members of clans that have fought. And if they are not kin they cannot marry.
The purpose of the ‘botro’, which involves the sacrifice of a cow given by the man, is, then, to make the couple
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kin [hava], thereby allowing them to marry. The ‘botro’ is likened to a special type of atonement [fafy] which
unblocks the way between past enemies. The cow is sacrificed to the ancestors and the force of the environment
[Zanahary] and its blood is daubed on the foreheads, behind the ears and on the bellies of the couple. A
formulaic blessing is recited: “Da hatsara an’azy io,; da hasoa an’azy io;mba hiteraka io;mba hibaby. Ho
lelahy; ho viavy; afaka io ra ny aomby io ifady; tsisy koa fady” [Let this make him good; let this make her good;
let them have children; let them cradle them. Let there be boys; let there be girls; this cow’s blood frees the
taboo; there is no more taboo]. The ‘botro’ is also thought of as an ordeal [fange] that has to be gone through
but which can be very difficult. The difficulty involved has given rise to a saying: “tsy mitange iaho, tsy
mibotro fa tsy hina an’iny koa" [1 will not undergo the trial, I will not put myself through the ordeal because I
do not want to taste that again], and suggests that old enmities die hard.

28.Marrying ‘too close’ [mifankariny loatra] and marrying ‘too far away’ [mifankalavitra loatra] are both
undesirable. As has already been noted marrying ‘too far away’ involves doing a ‘botro’ [see note above].
Marrying close can also cause trouble: if you marry someone who is ‘too close’, you commit incest, thereby
putting yourself, your partner, your children, and both families in mortal danger of divine retribution. The only
way to attempt to redress the situation (apart from separation) is to perform a special ritual of atonement known
as a ‘fony’ [peace]. Only if this is successful can you then start on the official marriage process which involves
the standard ritual of atonement [fafy]. The ideal marriage is, thus, a balance between inside and outside,
marriage with kin but not with close kin [cf Huntington 1978]. Only if there is the correct ‘balance’ is a simple,
straightforward ‘fafy’ needed; if the ‘balance’ is wrong a ‘botro’ or a ‘tony’ is required.

29.This could be interpreted as a modern version of capturing wives, with young men competing to win over’
women from other clans so as to guarantee a surplus. Indeed young men do try to physically drag women into
the bushes at village parties in a sort of ritual tug-of-war (this is a recognised game which the girls know how to
escape from if they want to; taking a woman by force is a capital crime according to the law of the Dina).
However this element of competition is counterbalanced and camouflaged by the new idiom of love [fitiava] in
operation. ‘Stealing’ a wife at market may be depriving someone else of a wife and advantaging your own clan
over others but this is not how it is generally thought of. The union is publicly construed in terms of personal
love and compatibility, not clan competition.

30.The term for the mother’s brother literally means ‘male mother’. His relationship with his sister’s son should
start early when the sister’s son is a baby. The ‘male mother’ [endrilahy] should tease his sister’s son. On one
occasion I witnessed a ‘male mother’ (only a teenager himself) pretended that he was going to give his sister’s
son a cattle ear-mark [vaky sofina) with a rusty pair of scissors.

31.It is also important to note that the emerging trend was for inter-marriage between clans of the people of
Sahafatra, not between a Sahafatra clan and an outside group. Even today this is still the case; clan inter-
marriage is fine but it is strongly preferred if the two clans involved are both of Sahafatra.

32."Des chefs de famille, fatiguer de cultiver un sol ingrat, et revant de rizieres fertiles au bords de grands
fleuves, sont partis a la recherche de la terre promise, et se sont arretes la ou ils ont trouve de gras paturages
pour leur troupeaux, de vaste marais pour semer leur riz, et des mamelons eleves pour y percher leurs villages”
[Marchand 1901:485].
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Chapter 2

The authority system of Sahafatra

In this chapter I intend to outline the ‘traditional’ authority system (as opposed to that of the
nation-state) in operation in the land of Sahafatra. For the people of Sahafatra to talk about
authority inevitably involves talking about houses [cf Thomas 1996; McKinnon 1991; Bloch
1995b; Errington 1989]. 1 therefore concentrate on describing different types of houses (their
nature, membership and leaders) and the structured relations between them, with the aim of

beginning to explore how power is exercised in the region.

Households and household design

The population of Sahafatra is comprised of thousands of individual Households [trano] spread
across the countryside. The settlements look remarkably similar regardless of which clan territory
you find yourself in. The architectural design of the houses is essentially the same; the structure
of the household is consistent; and the layout of the houses follows the same pattern wherever

you go in the region.

The houses [trano] are constructed in the traditional East coast style, utilising a hardwood for the
framework, known as the ‘bones’ [faola], and the various components of the Travellers Palm
[ravinala] for the rest. The most important section of the ‘bones’ consists of the roof pole (the
beam that provides the overhead roof support) [ambonimandry] and the two centre-posts
[andriambo], found at either end, that hold it up. The floor is made from the dried out and beaten
flat trunk [rapaky] of the Traveller’s Palm; the walls [rindry] from its vertically positioned
branch stems [falafa] and the roof [fafo] from its carefully layered fronds [raty]. Although there
are no windows the construction of the building allows light and wind to filter through the slatted

walls.
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The houses are raised slightly off the ground on piles; they are rectangular in shape with the long
sides and triangular wedge shaped roof oriented north-south. The houses only have one door
[varangara] which is situated in the west side of the north wall although there is also a fastenable
narrow door-sized opening in the middle of the east wall that gives access to the sacred area; this
should not be used as a general thoroughfare and children are told off if they try to step through
it. The houses are plain and unornamented (except for a few free calendars distributed as
advertising by the local shops) and consist of a single open spaced room. The hearth [fata], made
up of three stones arranged in a triangle on a bed of ash, is at the north end. Above this is a
ramshackle shelf [farafara] used for storing and drying out wet fuel wood [kitay]. The whole
north end is devoted to cooking and is cluttered with saucepans, pots, eating mats [fandambanal,
buckets full of water, crockery and enamelware. Clothes tend to hang on a line or be tucked into
the wall, while sleeping mats [fandria] and bags tend to be suspended from the ceiling, which
is blackened by wood-smoke, to maximise spat':e.' The room isimlllltipu‘rpbsé: it is used for livihg;
sleeping, cooking and eating as well as for storage of rice that cannot fit into the separate raised

granary building [trano-ambo] which stands alongside.

It should be noted that not all houses follow this design; some houses may have corrugated iron
roofs [vy fotsy], some grass roofs [tafo-bozaka]; some may have a kitchen [lakozy] extension,
some may have concrete foundations and some may even be built with mud on a branch lattice-
work. However the most commonly found type of house and the one described by local people
as ‘traditional’ [fomba Sahafatra] is the one outlined above. There is no systematic variation in
styles of house between clans because all agree on what a ‘traditional’ house should be like.
Existing variation is at an individual or village level; some people simply have more money
available than others and can afford to buy cement and tin roofs; some places just do not have
easy access to certain raw materials and will make do with whatever is close at hand instead.
The design of the ordinary houses that people live in is a matter of personal choice, a
combination of pragmatism and taste. Even so the majority of people follow the standard design.

The value attached to this style is demonstrated by the fact that all Big-Houses [trano-be]
(ceremonial houses that act as centres of authority) must and do follow the standard plan.

Physically Big-Houses simply are larger versions of ordinary houses.
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Structure of the Household

The word for ‘house’ and ‘household’ are the same: ‘trano’. A Household therefore essentially
consists of those living in (or stemming from) one house. At its most minimal a normal
Household consists of a husband and wife and their unmarried children. All these people live
in and sleep in the one-roomed house. However the maximal Household contains many more
people: married sons and their wives who are not yet fully independent may spend much of their
time there; daughters who have married but have split up with their husbands may return with
their children to live there; blood-brothers [fanange] of the sons along with their wives and

children may be based there; aged relatives who have no place to go may take refuge there.

Strictly defined then a Household consists of a nuclear family. However in actual practice the
number of people ‘op‘erétir‘lg'oﬁt of one Household is far more numerous. Even for p'eo'ple' who
have nominally left the Household it remains an operational centre, a place where they visit, eat
meals together, plan communal work and ask for the blessing of their parents. The notion of
Household is flexible and inclusive. Households normally consist of a large number of people
not only because of this inclusivity but also because couples favour having as big a family as
possible. It is not unusual for a couple to have ten children; however high infant mortality means
that many do not reach adulthood. The House and Household are known by the name of the
father.

Sons: the Bekomafa Boys

When the male children turn into young men they may start to build their own small houses near
to that of their father. This is in preparation for moving out of the parental house and for looking
for a wife. When the house is complete the male son will move in. However he is still most
likely only a few paces away from his father’s house where he will still eat and spend almost all
his time, except for sleeping. The young man is now likely to start courting in earnest !. The
house he has built is an inducement to potential marriage partners; once a woman sees a house

go up she is far more likely to take the approaches of her suitor seriously. When a match is made
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the new wife moves from her father’s house to live with her new husband. The couple have their
own house as we have seen but initially they will still spend much time in the husband’s parents’
house. The young man is still subject to the authority of his father as now is his new wife. As
a dutiful son he must still help work the rice-fields of his father for he has none that are strictly
his own; as a dutiful daughter-in-law she must take a junior position helping out with the chores
such as harvesting, threshing and pounding rice as well as child-care and cooking in her parents-

in-law’s house.

The new daughter-in-law will be teased [misangisangy ratsy] at first for her ignorance and
shyness in a new place. Sometimes the teasing will be kindly meant, other times it will be rough
and cruel. A song women sing while harvesting tells of the sadness of marrying far away from
home and the security and comfort of close kin: “Don’t marry far away, for you will have no
sister, no-one to help with the weeding of the rice-fields” [Ka manam-bady lavitra, fa tsy mana
rahavavy, tsy talapio ahi-bazaha]. All women recognise the importance of marrying into a
considerate family with a gentle mother-in-law. In the village of Andasibe (clan Tsaretry) where
I often visited the Big-House of laban’i Mahavelo 1 witnessed the arrival of a new daughter-in-
law. Whenever I had visited before one of laban’i Mahavelo’s daughters had cooked for
everyone. However now that one of his sons had married there was a new daughter-in-law to
help out. Iaban’i Mahavelo'’s son, the husband of the incoming woman, told us proudly of how
well his wife cooked. She was obliged to take centre stage and nervously started cooking and
tending the fire while everyone commented on her capabilities. The daughter meanwhile,
relieved of her duties, was able to relax and enjoy her new found freedom. The meal turned out
fine but it was clear to see how anxious the incoming daughter-in-law was even though all the
banter and expectation had been very good-humoured . Throughout the preparations she was a
very quiet and concentrated figure. When the rice was finally cooked the husband was very

complimentary, reiterating how his wife cooked really well [fena mahay!].

This situation of dependence is likely to continue for some time (several years). It is usual for
children to be born to the young couple during this period while they are still ‘attached’ to the
parental house. Gradually though the son will insist on being more independent; his father may

give him some land and the son may start to open up his own rice paddies as well. If all goes
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well the son may build a new house on virgin land further away from his father. He will move
there with his wife and growing family, he will begin to support himself, and he will visit the
parental house less often. In spite of the physical separation a son can never be free from the
authority of his father while the father is still alive. However he can distance himself literally
and metaphorically in order to prove his own independence. A son is always in a sense part of

his father’s household but this goes in tandem with creating a separate household of his own.

It should be noted that not all sons end up moving far away from their fathers. To some extent
this picture of outward movement is how people think it should be, not how it is on the ground.
As families tend to be large there are often several sons attached to a Household. Some may
venture far away but others may never leave the proximity of their father’s village to settle
elsewhere. There is no strict and tidy rule for who should move away and when, but elder
brothers are likely to be the first to leave and younger ones are more likely to end up remaining

in their village.

One family I knew particularly well was based in the village of Bekomafa (clan Masitafika). The
father of the house was called Tatahira (or Iaban’i Diny) and he and his wife, Pelamity, had
seven sons. The oldest son had already in theory broken away from his father; he had married
(no children yet) and built a homestead on a hill a couple of kilometres away from his natal
village. However it was a running joke in the family how he was endlessly coming back to his
father’s house. He was teased by his brothers for his regular visits. His inability to stay away
was not a problem but it was laughed at in a gently mocking way. One time I was visiting and
he was there I remarked on how long it was since I had seen him and asked whether he had been
busy farming. His siblings found this hilarious because he was always coming round and
because anytime he wasn’t he was giving his attention to his new young wife not to the demands

of the agricultural calendar.

The second oldest son was also married and already had a child. He and his wife lived in their
own house in his father’s village but spent much of their time in the parental house. As the eldest
resident son, almost permanently present, he would take responsibility for organising the

agricultural tasks [mamboa-draha) delegated by the father. His wife helped cooking, collecting
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The Bekomafa Boys at home



water [matsaka rano], transplanting [manetsa)] and harvesting rice, buying and selling at market

and looking after the small children.

The third son was still a bachelor and was official leader of the Masitafika young warriors
[panjakan panabaka). This role meant he had responsibilities outside the immediate family and
was often in town or traversing the countryside fulfilling his duties. He was however keen to
find a wife and had started constructing a little hut a few steps away from his father’s house.
Only the framework was compléted when I left but his brothers were already teasing him about

who the wife might be.

The fourth son was definitely still living in his father’s house but had already embarked on the
typical young-man lifestyle: always keen to dress up in loud clothes and have a drink, and willing
to walk 20 km to a distant village to find a lively party and young women. The fifth and sixth
sons, about 10 and 6 yrs old, always looked slightly lost. They were too young to be roaming
young men and yet too old to be tended to by their mother. The youngest son was still a little
boy most commonly found lolling naked in his mother’s lap or pottering about on errands close

to the house.

The case of the Bekomafa Boys shows the different degrees of autonomy and the various semi-
independent states sons can have. Although the broad cultural expectation is for them to move-
out and move-on this will not necessarily be the case for all the boys. The reasons for leaving
are clear and culturally elaborated: it is admirable to ‘strike out on your own’ [mikombo], to
‘open up new land’ [mamelona tany vaovao), and to ‘be your own man’ [mana didy manokana).
The reasons for not leaving are various: inertia, laziness [tsy maharonga tena), lack of ambition
or fear [atahorana] on the part of the son, combined with a tendency for fathers to ‘cling’ [#sy

mahafoy] on to their sons.

To an extent the development cycle of the household rests on the implicit struggle between sons
trying to escape from their fathers and fathers trying to hold on to their sons. I was often told that
fathers were unable to let go of their children, that they would not allow them to ‘hatch’ [zsy

mahafoy ny iabal; sons, on the other hand, were said to be willing to let go, to ‘hatch’ [mahafoy]
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and grow [mitombo]. Additional impetus is given to sons by their fear of ridicule. Sons who do
not leave risk being branded as ‘grown up men still sucking on mother’s milk’ [be minono - this
is the name of a junior age-grade]. The absence of arranged marriages, the promotion of the idea
of ‘love’ [fitiava] which should be sought out, and marriage rules stating that people should not
really marry within the Big-House (extended family) group, all also encourage young men to

venture further afield, away from their natal home.

Daughters and movement

A daughter of the Household remains in her parents house until she marries. Then she moves
to the village of her husband where (as we have noted) she plays the role of daughter-in-law in
‘the Household of her p'arénté-ih-lévs). Tatahira and Példmiiy Wérelvéry.prbud of tﬁeir daﬁgﬁtef |
who they obviously thought would be a good match for any man. They always took her along
with them when visiting, dressed her up in fine clothes and showed off her basketry skills in
order to encourage potential suitors. It is only a question of time before the inevitable happens,

and she marries and moves out.

Men are compared to insects called ‘angoaky’ that call out with tremendous, shrill volume during
the summer days. Women are likened to grass-hoppers [valala] who hop around from place to
place and, responding to these calls, approach [manatona)] the men, taking their small children
with them. Daughters are therefore transferred [mifindra toera ny viavy] from one Household
to another. However their allegiance to the natal Household is never broken [for a similar case
cf Lan 1985:26; also Southall 1986:420 2]. If they separate [misaraka)] from their husband they
are most likely to return to their father’s Household *; when they die they will be buried in their
father’s tomb despite the protestations and pleading of the husband.

So, to sum up, daughters do not set up a new Household of their own but rather serve in (and help
create) a Household outside of the one they were born into. Their elevation to a new status as
creative partner with the husband is clearly signified by the terminology used when they get
married. The woman is ritually ‘raised up’ [manaka-bady] by her husband so that she may
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become fully implicated and involved in the joint project of Household construction. The
husband actively initiates the birth of a Household by taking/stealing [mangala-bady] a wife; the
wife takes her position in the new house and brings with her [apangalaentana ny piakabao] a
dowry made up of goods (sleeping mat [fandria], mosquito net [¢trano lay], white rice [vary
fotsy], serving spoon [ondriky], dishes [finga], blankets [bodofotsy]) that begin to turn the house

into a Household.

If we imagine a Household we can trace the relative movements of sons and daughters. Sons
nucleate out (near or far) from the central Household of their father [cf McKinnon 1991:107-
108]. They create their own new semi-independent Households. These constitute part of what
becomes the Extended Household of the father. The Extended Household consists of several
houses: the house of the father and the houses of all his sons. The Extended Household stems
‘from the father’s house because this was the pbiht of debaﬁufe for the sons. The movement of

sons is seen as a development and extension of the original Household.

Daughters are taken away from their natal Household and only return to stay if they split from
their husband or if they die. The Household they join may be in the same village as their father
or it could be many miles away in a different clan territory. The movement of daughters is less
systematic than that of sons; they could end up anywhere. Likewise they do not contribute so
directly to the development of their father’s Household because their labour capacity and their

children are attached to the Household they move to “.

Spatial orientation of the Household

Positioning within the house is very important. The father normally lounges by the opening in
the east wall enjoying the knowledge of his honoured position as well as the extra space and
cooling breeze it affords him. As head of the household he presides over affairs [mandidy ny
iaba). His sons tend to sit opposite him on the west wall or at the dark southern end of the house
aligned in approximate (but not usually strictly enforced) age ranking, with the oldest furthest in

from the main door. Every time a son enters the house, even if it is 50 times in a day, a certain
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greeting, identical every time and quite long, must be gone through. The father as master of the
house starts the greeting and the son respectfully answers. An example is given below when two
brothers return to their father’s house for the midday meal. The exchange is very hard to translate

as it is ritually polite and consequently largely formulaic:

Father -Is all well?

Son1l -Yes.

Father -How are you, I am here, so I ask again without exception, how are you all there?

Son 1 -We are well without exception, there is no news. To you all here without exception
I ask the same.

Father -There is nothing the matter, all is quiet. I ask you the same without exception.

Son2 -From us all I ask the same, how are you all there?

Father -From I the same.

Others -From us the same.

Sons  -From I the same. °

There is never a time when the greeting is forgotten or considered unnecessary; however weary
both sides may be (and sound) of the repetition they both still mumble the formula. A son is
endlessly recognising his status as a junior and temporary visitor (only there on his father’s
sufferance) while the father is continually reiterating and restating his seniority within the house.
The mother and matriarch of the family/house does not sit against a wall but rather takes centre
stage in the middle of the room, slightly to the north, tending her fire and doting on her youngest
child (or a grandchild). The daughters and daughters-in-law of the house sit in a cramped huddle

just inside (but almost falling out of) the door in the northwest corner.

The father takes the senior position in the house while the mother takes the central position. The
man is ‘above’ [ambony] his wife in terms of rank but she is the one actually masterminding the
running of the house; this is why in some contexts she is known as master of the house [fompon-
trano]. The father is in a sense presiding over his domain while actually taking a back seat; it is
the mother who cooks on the hearth and who organises the provisions and who looks after the

children. The father is a symbol of the social side of the house; it is his being there that counts.
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His presence signals that the house is open to visitors whereas his absence means that the house
is ‘closed’ even if his wife is about. Often as a guest it was painfully obvious that if the man of
the house was not in we should not expect hospitality or outstay our welcome beyond a simple

greeting and brief enquiry into peoples well-being.

The mother is in control of the mechanics of the everyday running of the house whereas the man
represents what the idea of the simple house essentially stands for, namely a male-descent based
corporation. When referring to the house it is the man's name that is used to identify it; if a
marriage breaks up it is the woman who leaves to return to her fathers house ¢ and the man who
remains. In an important sense the house belongs to the man; he has built it (literally) and cannot
be thrown out of it. A woman may animate a house and bring it to life but only within the
framework provided by the man. The house is used to frame the idea of descent carried through
‘the male line [cf Thomas 1995 on Temanambondro gender relations]. The house is a physical
shell which provides set parameters through which the model of patrilineal descent ’ can be
worked out and emphasised in daily life. This is why it is desired that a house should be full and
noisy; without people to play it out the concept of descent is a meaningless failure. Descent only
comes alive through participation, through people feeling it is right to sit in certain places, to

perform certain duties, to use particular forms of address and so on.

In a sense the everyday activity of the house could be said to be cognatic in nature as it actively
involves both sons and daughters, husbands and wives. However this cognatic aspect, an
undeniable motor of life, is marginalised by the creation of a gender hierarchy within the house.
The favoured members of the house are the men, the father and his sons, precisely because they
are the ones directly responsible for the survival of the patrilineal house group. This is why the
women defer to their authority and literally ‘serve’ them, shuffling forward on their knees with

their heads bowed whenever they dish up a rice-meal to their menfolk.

The women’s contribution is seen by the men, the power-holders, as more short-term, indirect
and peripheral; the cognatic relations that they engender, though essential, are more transient
than the permanent and enduring claims of the patrilineage which is formed from the ineluctable

long-term developmental cycle of the house. Men are said to be ‘hard’ [mafy] and to ‘last’
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[maharitra] whereas women are said to be ‘soft’ [malemy] and are compared to the temporary
and transferable ‘soft furnishings’ [fanaka malemy] within the house, the dowry gifts they
themselves brought with them [cf Bloch 1971:180-182 for the Merina equivalent)].

Layout and structure of the village: the development cycle

If we imagine a developing Household we can break down what is happening into two trends:
sons moving out, gradually extending into the countryside with new Households forming and
eventually breaking away from the parent Household; sons staying put, building-up a core
nucleus around the parent Household itself on the original site. These two trends begin to allow
us to see how villages are formed [cf Freeman 1958 on the development cycle of the Iban of
‘Borneo]. ‘Each time a son moves away the seed of a new village is sown. If the son is successful
his homestead will flourish and grow. As his own sons grow up around him and build their
houses nearby a hamlet is formed. If enough of them stay on, the number of descendants of the
original founder will continue to increase until the place becomes recognised as a village [fana].
The creation of villages is like a chain-reaction across the countryside. However, the growth and
continuing existence of villages is dependent on a degree of stasis/stagnation in this chain of
development. A village can only sustain itself if a certain number of male descendants stay on.
The tension between fathers and their sons implicit in this system is reminiscent of Graeber’s

description of a similar scenario in Imerina:

“There was, and apparently has been, a radical contradiction between a father’s interest and that
of his sons. As a result, generational politics largely amount to a politics of movement with
fathers striving to keep their descendants from leaving and sons at least dreaming of being able

to break away” [Graeber 1995:267].

What is clear is that the successful creation of a village to an extent depends on the selfish
motivations and repressive actions of fathers. The result is that a village is a very dynamic ever-

changing entity, depending for its survival on the determination of its senior generation
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constituent members. The model of development given above is therefore of course idealistic;
the practical realisation of the ideal is far more messy and complicated than the abstract theory.
However the model is a close approximation of how the people of Sahafatra seem to understand

the process of village creation themselves.

Homesteading and the ideal of imagined growth

Homesteading is initially about going it alone. The word for homestead [kombohitra] literally
means a ‘hill by itself’ graphically illustrating how homesteading must involve starting afresh
in a completely new place [cf Elli 1993:34 #]. The isolation of a homestead means that one must
be prepared to be a self-sufficient and independent entity; there are no other kin there to
‘immediately help out. When the wife of the homesteader is ill; instead of being able to call in
another female relative to do her work, the husband must himself be prepared to take over her
tasks, regardless of the theoretical sexual division of labour. It is therefore not uncommon to see

a man pounding and cooking rice (quintessential women’s work) in these situations.

laban’i Zafitala is a man of the Masitafika clan who has started a homestead [kombohitra] a few
kilometres from his natal village, Bekomafa. When laban’i Zafitala decided to move away he
was already married and had several small children; his father was dead by this time. He built
a strong new house on the top of hill situated between his parent village (Bekomafa, clan
Masitafika) and the territory of his wife’s clan, the neighbouring Tevongo. Initially a simple
lean-to was built on the bare summit; later this was replaced by a sturdy full-size house. A raised
granary [trano-ambo] was put up and a cattle pen erected. Banana plants [akondro] were planted
around the nascent house and manioc [kazaha] put in on the surrounding hillsides. Fruit trees
were planted near the house and coffee plants gradually introduced. Rights to use of existing rice

paddies were still activated but new ones began to be constructed too.

At first Iaban’i Zafitala’s house stood alone. He and his wife and small children all lived in the
one large open-space of the house. His eldest daughter married out (to a Tevongo man) and left

the homestead, and now only returns from time to time to visit with his new grand-child. His
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younger daughter is also looking to marry and will soon move away. However, the sons remain.
As his sons grew older they began to construct their own basic lean-to shelters to sleep in a few
paces away, slowly improving on them as time permitted. A year ago an outsider (not originally
from the land of Sahafatra), who had been working on road construction in the area, decided to
settle and asked permission to build a house on the same hill-top. So what was originally one
primitive shelter has already developed into a little hamlet, basically made up of family but also

encompassing ‘tenant’ incomers.

Through the act of moving away from his natal village Iaban i Zafitala can see himself becoming
more and more independent. Although he still admits that he must ‘approach’ [manatona] the
parent village for ritual purposes he asserts that he is on the path to full autonomy /efa mana zo
zaho] Iaban’i Zaf tala already thinks of hlmself asa local leader [pan]aka zaho] and is regarded
| as such bemg treated Wlth deference at publlc events He is already self-sufﬁcrent in practical |
terms (he no longer needs to beg cattle [mangataka aomby] from relatives to trample his rice
fields, which is a common sign of dependency) and speaks with confidence at debates [kabaro].
Everyone, including himself, is confident that his settlement will turn into a village [ho tana
itiky] and that his house will be officially transformed into a ceremonial Big-House in reco gnition
of that fact. All that needs to happen is for the trend to continue, for more people to stay than to

leave the hamlet.

In some contexts the people of Sahafatra imagine even more idealistic versions of how it
could/should be. A village is imagined ideally as being the descendants of one man. Iaban’i
Zafitala thinks of himself as the founder and pictures the generations beneath stemming from
him. He lists the terminology for his descendants, tracing the imagined future line and the filling
up of his village. He is the founder he explains, the father [iaba]; he has children [anaky] who
have grandchildren [zafy], who have ‘diminutive’ grandchildren [zafiafy], who have ‘knee-high’
grandchildren [zafindohalika], who have ‘ankle-high’ grandchildren [zafikitro], who have ‘sole-
high’ grandchildren [zafim-paladia], who have ‘grandchildren he will never see’ [zafy-tsy-hital].
By this time he says the village should be full up [fero] and he, even if he lives to be an ancient
white-haired old man [fotsy-volo], will be dead. laban’i Zafitala sees himself as the ‘head’ [loha]
of a string of descendants that grow and go to make up a ‘body’. The passage of time and the
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filling up of a village are measured in terms of moving down the generations and of moving
down and filling out the ‘body’. The terminology of filiation runs for seven generations, from

head to toe if you like. When the cycle ends the ‘body’ is complete and the village full.

The metaphor of the ‘body’ can be understood in two ways. In one sense Iaban’i Zafitala is
‘head’ of everything; he is higher than his descendants and generates/encompasses them all. But
in another complementary sense it is the descendants who fill up and make the ‘body’ he heads;
he is constituted by his descendants [cf Feeley-Harnik 1982:45 for a Sakalava version where
slaves make-up the royal body]. The tidy picture painted by laban i Zafitala is not replicated on
the ground. What he imagines and explains is a vision of how he would like it to be in a perfect
world. He smiles ruefully as he tells his tale because he knows perfectly well that not all his
male descendants will stay put and that his female descendants will most likely marry out °. But
| thé ir‘na‘ge. isAno\t éonfaﬂﬁﬁatéd 'byl reélify llaeéaﬁse. ea'chy tillne. sdméoﬁe lstalrts‘ a ﬁoﬁéstéa& tﬁeré ié
another opportunity to create the ‘ideal’ village. The idea of the perfect and uncontaminated

evolution of a homestead into a fully-fledged village keeps the ideal alive '°.

The reality of the village

The expectation for all daughters to marry out and for at least some sons to stay put means that
villages should, in theory, basically consist of an agnatic descent group stemming from a
founding Father. Many homesteads and nascent villages still represent this state of affairs.
However most villages of long standing have a more complicated structure. The more
complicated structure normally arises from the fact that separate descent groups (of the same
clan) have at some time allied themselves with each other for the purposes of security. The
recurrent and ever present threat of banditry [dahalo/fahavalo] and of inter-clan friction
encouraged descent groups to aggregate together. Once sited on the same spot it was rare for
there to be a wholesale move-on by any descent group. Young men from all the groups
continued to nucleate outwards but the central core of the collected descent groups remained.
In addition villages often incorporate ‘outsiders’: ‘tenants’, ‘blood-brothers’ [fanange], and

subordinated men [cf Middleton 1988 on Karembola idioms of dependency] who come to live

77



in their wives’ villages’ [lelahy tsy maharonga tena, mody am-biavy] all find a place. As they
generate descendants they also become members of the village community. In reality then
villages tend to be based on an aggregation of agnatic descent groups, with a collected assortment

of peripheral or subordinate households latching on.

The clans themselves have distinct territories but the agnatic descent groups within a clan do not.
All the agnatic descent groups within a clan overlap and intermesh spatially with each other.
Although some villages are recognised as strongholds of a particular descent group this does not
mean that the village is comprised solely of members of that descent group. Almost all villages

consist of a mixture of descent groups.

.Tl‘le vm;ak.e-lllp‘and membership of Big-Houses

The extended Household consists of a collection of houses centred on a parent house headed by
a living Father. The extended Household is essentially a minimal agnatic descent group. As we
have seen villages are likely to be made up of the cores of several of these extended Households.
Each extended Household is part of a larger Family [fianakavia]. The word for family is
obviously a flexible term that can be used to refer to a nuclear family, a household, a lineage or
even a clan. However when discussing the constitution of a Big-House informants use the word
for Family [fianakavia] as a technical term. In this technical sense Family consists of all the
people who can trace descent through the male line back to the recognised founder of the Family,
a man known as the Grandfather [raibe/iababe). A whole Family, unlike a Household, does not

congregate on a day to day basis but only on special occasions.

One, two or three of these Families go to make up what is known as a Big House. If there was
just one founding Grandfather the Big-House will consist of one Family; if there were two
founding Grandfathers the Big-House will consist of two Families; if there were three founding
Grandfathers there will be three Families etc. The founding Grandfathers of each Big-House are

said to be ‘brothers’ [ampirahalahy] to one another even though they may not in fact be real
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brothers. Big-Houses are not traced back to a single founding ancestor as would likely be the

case if these ‘brother Grandfathers’ always shared a common Father.

Although siblings within a nuclear family are normally ranked by age, the underlying idiom of
sibling-hood is one of equality and substitutability [azo soloana]; the eldest brother is merely the
first amongst equals. The important features held in common by real brothers is that they are all
of the same generation and that they are all said to be of ‘one belly’ [¢roky iray], meaning that
they were born of the same mother. Brothers are not always related through one father. Rather
brothers are allies who should always support each other, an idea expressed by the belief that
they should help each other trample their rice-fields [mifanosy). It is the co-operative and
egalitarian aspect of the relationship that is thought to apply to ‘brother Grandfathers’. Thus the
term ‘brother’ is here bemg used to demonstrate the equahty of the Famlhes rather than actual
‘51b11ng hood between the Grandfathers Some Grandfathers may be real brothers (the
Grandfathers of Tatahira’s Big-House in Bekomafa (clan Masitafika) were for example real

brothers that he could trace genealogically) but this is not a necessary requirement.

The Big-House of laban’i Balery in Vohimary, a Masitafika village, was said to have three
Grandfathers: Rafenitsara, Marovala and Mahafaly. However nobody could genealogically
place them as true brothers, or was particularly worried about being able to ''. All that the
members of the Big-House insisted on was that the Grandfathers were all descendants of an
ancestress known as Safoly. What was important to them was some sense of common ancestral
origin combined with recognition of the equality and separateness of each Family and the right
of each Family to split off and form their own Big-House in the future. What is clear is that a
Big House is as much the result of the pragmatic alliance of unrelated lineages in the past as it
is of blood kinship. The Grandfathers of the past may have allied their Families for much the
same security reasons as extended Households group together in villages now. However, unlike
extended Households that simply exist in proximity to each other, Families symbolically place
themselves under the one shared roof of a Big-House. The Big-House is an actual building as
well as an idea. However it is not a specially designed, separate building only used for
communal get-togethers. Rather it is the house of the person chosen to act as representative

leader of the combined Families that is transformed into the Big-House.
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Similarity and difference between a Household and a Big-House

Each Household is part of a wider Family (descendants of one Grandfather) which is attached
to a Big-House. Membership of a Big-House, like the extended Household, is also in theory
determined according to descent through the male line. However, unlike the Household in which
membership is demonstrated by an agnatic link to one living Father, membership of a Big-House
1s shown by tracing a connection through men to one of two or three long dead founding

‘Grandfathers’ [raibe/iababe].

The surface similarity of the make-up of the Household and the make-up of the Big-House can
lead to confusion. The fact that both are based on the aggregation of members of male descent
groups makes it tempting to assume that the Big- House 1s Just a big version of a Household
‘However as has been noted a Household is bas1ca11y a genume m1mma1 descent group whereas
a Big-House is several medium-sized descent groups (Families) artificially glued together to look
like one maximal descent group. By being grouped symbolically under one Big-House roof they

give the impression of being an over-sized Household when they are no such thing.

It is this ‘confusion’ that allows a strong sense of quasi-kinship to be developed, bonding
together the Families and all the members of the Big-House. By presenting the Big-House as a
normal house that just happens to be big all the real-life messiness of Big-House membership is
obscured; unity and common origins are emphasised while diversity and differentiation are
down-played. This is why the members of the Big-House are known as those of One House
[trano-iray]. This gives the impression that everyone originally stemmed from a single

Household, whatever the real fact of the matter might be.

Leadership and nature of the Big-House

Each Big-House has one leader who is known as the Minder of the One House [piambina '? trano
iray]. The One House referred to is one and the same with the Big-House which, as has been

noted, symbolises the putative common origin of all those affiliated to it. The Minder of the One
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House lives in the Big-House. This does not mean that there is one Big-House that each new
leader moves to in turn; rather whatever house the new leader is living in is transformed into a
Big-House. If his current home is not large enough communal work will be undertaken to
construct a suitably sized Big-House nearby. This work often takes up to a year (we watched
one new Big-House in Vohimary, capital and ritual centre of the Antsoro clan, painstakingly take
shape through the whole 16 months fieldwork) and serves to make clear who are the committed,
contributory members of the Big-House group. So, although the concept of what the Big-House

consists of is clear and enduring, the actual physical manifestation is temporary and transferable.

The Minder of the One House, who can be from any of the constituent Families, represents all
the Families. As his title suggests he is a type of ‘caretaker’ [piambina] who is responsible for
various ritual and practlcal dutles concermng a11 the members of the Blg-House Unhke the |
'Household Head [zaba] who is a permanent ‘given’, there by virtue of his position as Father and
genitor, the Minder of the One House is not an automatic choice and his position is temporary
and conditional on satisfactory performance. Although the position of Minder of the One House
is often inherited according to descent criteria (the closest and most senior male relative of the
previous leader) this is not always the case. If the most obvious candidate is thought of as
unsuitable (for reasons to be gone into later) an alternative candidate will be selected by the
subjects instead. ‘They must be chosen’ [fidina sinitra], it is said. As the people insist, and as
is clearly the case in practice, an element of choice [safidy] has entered the equation. This should
not entirely surprise readers familiar with the literature on Madagascar; Beaujard, for example,
in his account of the development of Tanala royal structures records the evolution of an elective
system whereby certain types of panjaka can be chosen [Beaujard 1983a:321]. What is
interesting is that his material echoes the Sahafatra case in that not all panjaka, but only certain

types of panjaka, may be chosen.

The Big-House is not just an abstract idea; it also exists as a physical structure [for comparative
regional literature on Big-Houses cf Beaujard 1983b:226-231; Thomas 1996]. The Big-House
is built to the same specifications/design as an ordinary house but, not surprisingly, it is
exceptionally large in comparison. In theory it should be able to fit, at a squeeze, all the adult

male members inside; if it cannot pressure will start to mount for a reconstruction. The Big-
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House must be lived in by its leader. When a Big-House is out of action, abandoned or not being
lived in by the Minder of the One House, two of the hearth stones [tokom-bavy roa] (which are
thought of as female) are removed; only a single hearth stone [tokon-dahy iray avao] (thought
of as male) is left in place [cf Thomas 1995:342 for the reverse Temanambondro scenario where
the single stone is female]. This state of affairs continues until a leader once again takes
residence. The Big-House is thus essentially an ordinary home, as symbolised by the three hearth
stones. However the Big-House also acts as a focus for it’s constituent Families: it serves as a
centre for rituals, as a meeting place for debates, as the accepted place to entertain strangers to
the village, and as the site for laying out the newly dead bodies of ordinary members of the
Families. So, although the Big-House is based on the model of an everyday house, it is not only
bigger but it also serves different and more public/communal purposes. Public and private

worlds are combined within its precincts.

The existence of the Big-House as an actual building makes membership of the Big-House more
inclusive than is suggested by the abstract criteria discussed previously. The Big-House is like
the Household where, as we have seen, real membership comes through taking part in Household
activities as well as through patrilineal relations. Big-House membership does not only or
necessarily depend on considerations of accurately traced descent; what counts for membership
is a demonstration of allegiance towards a particular Big-House and participation in the activities
centred on it. This involves paying ones contributions in money and labour to the construction
and upkeep of the Big-House, attending and taking part in ceremonies, playing a role in public
debates, taking ones problems to be sorted out there and so on. This means that in reality

inclusion in a Family and a Big-House is far more open than the strict definition allows for.

The Fertile/Big-House conceptual divide

As we have seen each Minder of the One House is the head of a sacralised building known as the
Big House [trano-be]. It is important to note, however, that this culturally supercharged house
is also commonly referred to as the ‘lonaky’ which literally means ‘Fertile’. The people of

Sahafatra themselves refer to sacralised houses interchangeably as either Big-Houses [trano-be]
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or Fertiles [lonaky]. They use both terms liberally and do not differentiate between them
according to context. My usage will differ from this in that I will use each term to purposefully
convey different and contrasting aspects of the sacralised house. It must be remembered that this
is an artificial separation on my part designed to demonstrate clearly that the authority of the
Minder of the One House stems from two different sources. I intend to use these two terms
advisedly in order to convey the different roles the building plays in constructing people's
competing mental models of authority: one based on order, alignment and inheritance (the idioms
used to express patrilineal descent relations), and the other on centres and fertility (alternative
idioms which run contrary to patrilineal descent, concentrating on the importance of houses and
their undifferentiated constituent members) . In real life no such distinction is made. In fact the
lack of actual distinction is critical to the construction of a complex structure of authority: it
allows these two different types of authority to be combined and confabulated instead of being

‘opposed.

The Big-House aspect

When one refers to the Big House one is talking about the collection of households that go to
constitute it and which are oriented towards it. A Big House consists of a collection of Families
in theory related to each other by a patrilineal connection at some point in the past. In a sense
then the Big House is simply a symbolic house (one that happens to be big) containing a huge
extended family sharing a putative distant ancestor; it is an extrapolation of the ordinary
household and of the rules that operate within it. In the same way as there are proper sitting
arrangements within the house, so there should be an appropriate spatial arrangement of the
constituent houses towards the Big House. The theory is that constituent Households should be
to the South and West of the Big-House, leaving the Big-House positioned (relative to them) to
the privileged North and East. Although this is clear in theory it does not work out that way in
practice. This is the point where the similarities between house and Big House begin to go awry.
People pay lip service to relative positioning but it is not an overriding priority. The fact is that
it is hard for this mode of organisation to be realised on the ground. For many villages there is

simply no room on the hilltop sites to create the required pretty abstract patterns; neither can
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people who move away to homestead afford to choose land according to such criteria. What we
end up with as a result is a far more random arrangement with the Big House approximately at

the centre.

Relative location should speak of the place a Household occupies in terms of seniority but the
actual state of affairs is a recognition that the ‘proper’ alignment of houses (symbolizing and
marking out the correct patrilineal descent relations) is not necessarily the be all and end all of
spatial organisation. The consequence of this is that in many villages two or three Fertiles may
be lined up with each other to form a core nucleus around which everything else is aggregated

in a semi-random manner.

‘The Fertile aspect

I use the term ‘Fertile’ because it is the best translation I can think of that conveys people’s
attitude towards the building, which, because of what it is, the events that go on inside it and their
associations, is thought of as in some sense generative. The notion that the building contributes
to the common good is supported by the fact that repairs to, and the building of new sacralised
houses is communal work undertaken and funded willingly by constituent members [cf Bloch
1971:105-137 on Merina tomb construction and maintenance; also cf Feeley-Harnik 1986:164-

173 on Sakalava ‘fanompoana’, royal service].

The idea of generative power is also captured by the other uses of the word ‘lonaky’. Apart from
referring to the sacralised building itself it is most commonly used when talking about the land
and, slightly less often, women . When people are looking at a particularly productive rice-paddy
or hill-side they will often say with great satisfaction that the land is fertile [lonaky izany tany
mamokatra). Similarly when they are commenting on a woman who has borne many children
they might say that she is fertile [lonaky ny viavy]. What is curious is that a basically adjectival
word meaning ‘fertile’ is being used as a noun denoting a sacralised building. It is as if the idea
of fertility is actually tied up with the building and what it stands for; as if the building is in some

sense an objectification of, and focus for, different types of fertility. This combination of
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different types of fertility in an object is compounded by the fact that the head of the sacralised
building is also indirectly called ‘lonaky’ (because the building is alternatively known as the

‘house of the lonaky’ [tranon-donaky]). He is also an objectification of fertility.

This suggests that the fertility of the land and the people is inseparable from and intimately
involved with both the building and its leader. This complex interdependency of different types
of fertility is an issue I will develop through the thesis; for the moment, it suffices to say that the
sacralised building is not simply a mundane house, but is rather a culturally charged source of
fertility. When the house is being treated as a ‘centre’ it is far more appropriate to use the term
Fertile to describe it [cf Errington 1989:64-135 on centrist politics and the leader as the “navel
of the world”]. This is the alternative idiom. The house is a centre for outward growth, a town
centre, and also an attractive pole for outsiders to latch on to [cf Errington 1989:26 on society
“organised around a central vital point”]. Membership in this world is far more hazy than that
in theory allowed by the Big House concept. The stability and order of the Big House idea
provides the fixed point, the framework to allow another type of institutional organism to come

into being [cf Errington 1989:233-243 on the general nature of house societies].

The house attracts a great number of people [cf Errington 1989:108-109 on how it is more
important to control people than territory in southeast Asia), and the greater the assembled body
of subjects the more undifferentiated they become, so much so that they are likened to a mass of
water [rano]. Instead of choosing a leader simply according to the dictums and structures of the
house (which privilege patrilineal descent relations) different criteria begin to come into play.
An element of choice is introduced; the people must choose for themselves [tsy maintsy mifidy
ny fokon’olo]. When a new leader is needed, instead of it being a simple matter of descent, a
consensus must be reached by the members of the Fertile as to who should ‘inherit’ [mandoval
the mantle of authority. I put ‘inherit’ in inverted commas because the role is not in fact
necessarily inherited in the obvious sense; ie by the closest relative. If the logical genealogical
choice (the brother or the eldest son of the incumbent) is deemed unsuitable another candidate
can be substituted in his place. Genealogy alone is not necessarily determinant in the selection

process.
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This, then, is the water-shed between Fathers and Minders of the One House in the authority
system. The Fathers’ authority is based simply on the prioritisation of patrilineal descent
relations, expressed through the alignment of houses and the ‘correct’ ordering [ambaratongal
of people. In contrast the Minders’ authority is based on his ‘selection’ by his subjects. As we
move up the structure of authority there is a partial transformation in the way power is
transmitted. At the bottom of the hierarchy there is a ‘traditional’ (in Weberian terms) system
where inherited power travels down the male line; further up the hierarchy we discover a new
system which is to some extent defined by the public will and in which considerations of descent
are not paramount. As one ascends the hierarchy then descent credentials count for less and the

charismatic qualities of the candidates for leadership come more into play.

‘The court of the senior panjaka

Evidence for the existence of a new type of authority is provided by the changing nature of social
relations found within the Fertile, compared to that found within the ordinary house. In many
senses the Fertile is like a royal court. I introduce the idea of a court for three reasons: the house
of the panjaka is a type of palace; it is a ritual centre and the place that orders are given from;
the senior panjaka should stay put in his house and the people should come to him; he holds
court so to speak; in their official capacity senior panjaka never sit alone but have a number of

people (courtiers) to assist and protect them.

As I have stated, the Big-Houses of Minders of the One House and Earth-Shakers (even more
senior leaders; to be introduced in the following section) are also known as Fertiles. The term
Fertile [lonaky], by extension, also means ‘royal palace’ because it is the ruling figures who are
thought of as sources of fertility. ‘Royal palace’ may be a rather grandiose term and misnomer
for what is often a rather dilapidated palm-hut but it does convey the critical truth that a senior
panjaka must live in a Fertile, and that a Fertile is only a Fertile if it is inhabited by a senior
panjaka. People insist on this fact and use the evidence that someone does not live in a Fertile
to demonstrate incontrovertibly that they are not a senior panjaka. This proved to be the case for

the President of the Dina Sahafatra, Iaban’i Fano (clan Antsoro), who was a very conceited and
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self important character. He initially presented himself to us as a senior panjaka. It was only
when we reported this to other people and they burst out laughing at the unashamed and bare-
faced nature of the lie that we realised we had been taken in. As was pointed out to us, Jaban i
Fano could not possibly be mistaken for a panjaka (however much he desired to be) because he
did not live in a Fertile [lonaky]. He liked to style himself as a panjaka because he felt he ought
to be recognised as one. However, no-one else accepted his vain self-aggrandisement; instead

they found it comic and ridiculous.

For our present purposes it is enough to recognise that the Palace and the senior panjaka are
conceptually inseparable. Consequently the man as well as the building is regarded as a ritual
centre of fertility. The combination of the two form an immovable centre [cf McKinnon
1991:274-276 on static nobles in the Tanimbar islands] that must be approached [manatona] by
vth.e sﬁbj eéts IWI‘ICI‘I ﬂ‘IC}" Havé épfoﬁlefn br fake i)aft 1n é cérelmclmy}. 'So'eavchv Big-Héus;e/F eﬁilé |
is a seat of power representing in a sense the ‘palace’ of the resident senior panjaka. Within this
‘palace’ the senior panjaka holds court. In so doing he is related to people in a way that is
different to that found in ordinary household relations; he is not just surrounded by family as
such but by ‘courtiers’ who have particular roles to play. When strangers approach or subjects
petition the senior panjaka he must have a spokesman [mason-drano] and a bodyguard [vady
voin-donaky] present with him. On formal ceremonial occasions the whole court must be
assembled. In addition to the spokesman and the bodyguard the senior panjaka’s wife (known
in these circumstances as the ‘royal woman’ [ampela hova]) must be there; so must all the junior
panjaka; so must all the people who stand in the relation of sister’s son [zanak ‘anakavy] to the
senior panjaka; so must the Taster; and so must the subjects. For the purposes of clarity I briefly
introduce the members of the court; several of the characters discussed below will re-appear later

in the thesis.

The mass of subjects and the Eye of the Water

The subjects are thought of as an undifferentiated mass of people. They are described by fairly

indeterminate terms: ‘/onaky iray’ [people of one Fertile], ‘fianakavia iray’ [people of one
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family], ‘fokon’olo’ [council]. Most importantly, however, they are thought of as a mass of
water [rano]. The full implications of this will be discussed in Chapter 7. For the time being it
is enough to know that this ‘water’ (the subjects) is a volatile and powerful force to be reckoned

with.

A senior panjaka never sits alone in official situations. He must always be accompanied by his
spokesman who is known as the ‘mason-drano’ which means ‘eye of the water’. The Eye of the
Water is in a tricky position; he is the spokesman, mouthpiece [solombava] and adviser to the
panjaka but he is also the representative of the people. He is the intermediary between the ruler
and his subjects. The Eye of the Water speaks for the senior panjaka who is meant, on the
whole, to be silent (for reasons that will become apparent later) but he is also meant to carry the
wishes of the people The Eye of the Water 1s not an 1nher1ted posmon he is chosen by the
‘members of the Blg-House [trano zray] Nelther does h1s pos1t10n necessarlly mark h1m out as |
a future panjaka; he will not automatically be selected as a successor. He has been chosen for

a particular role that he has been judged suitable for, and no more.

Closer analysis of the title ‘Eye of the Water’ helps explain the nature of the role and how the
‘eye’ works. As informants pointed out the Eye of the Water is both one and the same with the
people because both are water [mitovy fa samy rano). And yet he is also different, removed from
them, because he is their spokesman [vavan-olo], their eye [nefa hafa fa mason-olo izy]. Like
a drop of water in a pool he is separate and indistinguishable at the same time. If the people are
the water he is the critical drop of water. He is the eye that is able to see in both directions,
communicating the wishes of the people to the panjaka and vice versa. He is the agent and the
focus of the mass. He is also an intermediary buffer [olo anivo] between the ruler and the
subjects to guard against the overwhelming potency and potentially harmful fierceness of the

panjaka.

The Eye of the Water must read the mind of the largely mute panjaka in order to speak correctly
without the need for the panjaka to intervene. This is why the Eye of the Water is also referred
to as the close ‘friend’ [nama] of the panjaka; he and the panjaka must be able to ‘understand

each other well’ [mifankahazo tsara] without oral communication. It is the Eye of the Water who
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fields questions, not explicitly conferring with the panjaka but just glancing up at him nervously
to gauge if he is doing right. This mind reading is achieved through eye contact. The Eye of the
Water is forever turning between the panjaka and the people he is addressing, looking for
confirmation and approval from both directions. This constant checking and appraisal of the
situation in part explains his name. It was explained to me how eyes are not only tools for
seeing; they are also thought of as pools that screen the emotions of the owner [tsy manety avao
ny maso fa mampiseho fihetsem-po koa). Thus eyes allow you not only to see but also to be
‘seen’. The Eye of the Water is therefore an eye in several senses. He is an eye that can see the
will of the people; he is an eye that can screen their desires, thereby representing the people; he
1s an eye that can interpret the reaction of the panjaka; he is an eye that can convey that reaction

back to the people.

Protector and substitute: the ‘wife of misfortune’

A senior panjaka will also have a type of guardian protector who should accompany him
wherever he goes [cf Beaujard 1983a:324 for similar ideas of how Tanala panjaka should be
protected]. This man should be trustworthy [azo atokisa], reliable and strong. He is likened to
a bodyguard [guarde de corps] and is known as the ‘vady voin-donaka’. This title contains at
least two elements of meaning. In one sense it could be translated as Wife of the Fertile
suggesting the weddedness and connection of the title-holder to the sacred house and all it
represents. Bearing in mind the inseparability of the Fertile and the senior panjaka the Wife of
the Fertile is also in a sense wedded to the panjaka; it is therefore the job of the Wife of the
Fertile to behave like a male wife, tending to the needs of the panjaka. In another sense however
the title means ‘wife of misfortune’ (literally ‘voina’ means ‘reason’ but people always explained
it in terms of necessity brought on by bad luck). What this is getting at is that the panjaka may,
through misfortune, become indisposed (ie ill, dead or elsewhere) and the Wife of Misfortune
will have to stand in as a temporary replacement. The ‘vady voin-donaka’ plays both roles: he
1s protector, carer and poteﬁtial substitute. He is known by many alternative terms among the
different clans, such as ‘lefitra’ [lieutenant], ‘adjoint’ [assistant], ‘anak-hova’ [noble], ‘anak-

andria’ [noble], and ‘komandeo’ [commander] .
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The Royal Woman and the Taster

The real wife of a senior panjaka also has a very important position in the ‘court’. When the
panjaka is ‘raised up’ his wife officially becomes the ‘ampela-hova’, the Royal Woman [cf
McKinnon 1991:261-265 on women’s adopted rank]. As the panjaka becomes the ‘Father of the
People’ [iaban’olo aby] so his wife becomes ‘Mother of the People’ [endrin’olo aby]. As
‘Mother of the People’ the Royal Woman has certain responsibilities and certain privileges [cf
Beaujard 1983a:331 on the Tanala ‘Princess of the Sky’]. The people are her ‘children’; she is
therefore senior to them but has an obligation to look after their welfare. This must be expressed
through empathy and generosity. Thus if a madman goes by wearing no clothes, the Mother of
the People must give him some clothes. If she does not she risks going mad [molamola] herself
because she has not fulﬁlled the obhgatlons ofa mother In recogmtlon of her pos1t10n the Royal

‘Woman 1s excused work in some contexts. She mamtams her honour by not workmg in front of |
strangers [vahiny], delegating [mambo-draha] to other women instead. Most notably she is
excused working at circumcisions [fora], funerals [fahafatesa), and at the Black Wine and

‘raising up’ ceremonies [to be described later].

The couple are paired together in a way that ordinary husbands and wives never are. This is
demonstrated most vividly by the fact that they sit beside one another on ritual occasions in a
way that spouses never normally do. At ritual occasions the Royal Woman is allowed to wear
a special type of reed hat known as a ‘sartroka batrelaky’. This hat, which has 4 red diamond-
shaped marks in the middle of the sides like an Antaimoro hat, singles her out amongst women
but also serves to pair her with her panjaka husband who also wears special identifying headgear
[soto mena]. Their complementary headgear matches them together and plays a particularly

important role at the ‘raising up’ ceremony of the panjaka, which will be discussed later.

In a sense the Royal Woman is a partner in power. However she does not rule in the same way
as her husband. We showed the boys from Bekomafa pictures of Queen Elizabeth II. They were
most interested that she was ‘raised up’ too and that she had a crown of gold [sartroka
volamena]. However they did not accept the term ‘panjakavavy’ [female panjaka] that we gave

to her; they assumed we meant Royal Woman [ampela-hova] which is what they insisted on
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calling her. Essentially, then, the Royal Woman only rules through her husband and is
symbolically incorporated by him. She is ‘Mother of the People’ and he is ‘Father of the People’
but he is also ‘Father and Mother of the People’. She is associated with all the people but only
has any authority over women; he has authority over men and women, incorporating her realm

into his own.

When visiting a senior panjaka it is appropriate to take a small consumable tribute (normally
wine [divay] or rum [toaka]). However since the preferred method of sorcery in the land of
Sahafatra is through poisoning a Taster is needed to sample the gift first and then to serve the
drinks to everyone in the room in an appropriate hierarchical order. At every occasion in the Big-
House there will be a young man to act as Taster '*. Ideas about the court will be elaborated on
later in the the51s At this pomt itis merely 1mportant to see that the F ert11e/B1g House is not Just

‘a house but a centre of royalty and all those 1mp11cated by that royalty |

Families of Big-Houses

The structure of a single Big-House and its similarity to a court has been outlined above. This,
however, is not the apex of the hierarchy. Big-Houses are important entities in themselves but
they are also building blocks in a larger structure. It is this larger structure that I outline now.
Big-Houses are not all of the same type. Each Big-House is affiliated to one of the Great
Ancestors [razam-be] of each clan. These Great Ancestors are thought of as the clan founders in
the land of Sahafatra. In the public imagination each Great Ancestor created and headed an
original Big-House in the region. All the Big-Houses of today are said to have stemmed from

the initial few Big-Houses belonging to the Great Ancestors.

The proliferation of the number of Big-Houses is the result of Big-Houses having given birth
[naterahana] to other Big-Houses. When a Big-House is ‘born’ of another Big-House it retains
the identity of the parent house ie it remains affiliated to the same lineage and same Great
Ancestor. The result is that the different types of Big-House existing today represent different

lineages stemming from different Great Ancestors. The Big-Houses are effectively divided up
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into what I shall call Families of Big-Houses; each Family of Big-Houses being thought of as the
issue of a Great Ancestor. The members of a Family of Big-Houses are known as people of One
Belly [troky iray]. A clan is made-up of several Families of Big-Houses (depending on the
number of Great Ancestors it has) and is therefore said to consist of a certain number of Bellies.
For example if there are 4 Great Ancestors then there are 4 Families of Big-Houses and the clan

is said to have Four Bellies [efatra troky].

In theory all the Big-Houses are descended from one of the Great Ancestors. However, this is
just ‘theory’ because the system allows for the incorporation of later incoming groups [for similar
data about incorporation into clans in Zimbabwe cf Lan 1985: 25]. As long as they affiliate
themselves to one of the Great Ancestors they can become part of the clan. Though not readily
apparent this is what has in fact happened In many cases. The dlfﬁculty of dlscovenng such
‘cases stems from the fact that they are well h1dden It is not therefore sulpnsmg that the ﬁrst case
I found, I stumbled upon by accident. I was a guest in the Big-House of laban’i Balery in
Vohimary (a Masitafika village) and happened to ask him which of the three Masitafika Great
Ancestors he was related to. After a brief pause he said he was descended from Great Ancestor
Renifatsy. Slightly suspicious of the hesitation I asked if he might trace his descent line. He was
not unwilling, but revealed that the four Big-Houses in his village actually thought of Andrevolo
as their founding ancestor. Now Andrevolo is not one of the official recognised Great Ancestors
of the Masitafika; after further questioning it emerged that neither was Andrevolo connected by
any known genealogical route to Renifatsy. So what was going on? I was confused. It appeared
that these people were not related to Renifatsy in any way. Wanting to clarify the matter I asked
if members of his Big-House were buried in the Renifatsy communal tomb. Sure enough, they
were not, but had their own separate tomb [kibory]. This was incontrovertible proof that these
people did not think of themselves as true descendants of Renifatsy, but had merely affiliated
themselves to him. The above case demonstrates how clans do not consist just of descendants
of original Great Ancestors; they also incorporate incoming groups who place themselves under
a ‘flag of convenience’. Clans may present themselves as pure descent groups but to an extent
they are simply aggregations of incoming people willing to pay allegiance to a fictitious (as far

as they are concerned) ancestor.
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Leaders of Families of Big-Houses

So Families of Big-Houses are constituted through affiliation as well as descent. However,
whatever route one takes to become an accepted member of a Belly one is ruled over by the same
type of person regardless. As each individual Big-House has a leader, the Minder of the One

House, so each Family of Big-Houses must have a designated leader too.

All the members of the Family of Big-Houses choose !* a more senior leader, known as the
‘kobatany’, from amongst their own number to head their Belly. The element of free choice
involved in the decision is particularly stressed; in theory any adult male affiliated to the
appropriate Great Ancestor can be selected as the ‘kobatany’, whether he be a Minder of the One
House or an ordmary citizen [olo tsotra] 16, Once chosen the ‘kobatany has authonty over all

.the members of all the Blg-Houses that go to make up the Fam11y of Blg-Houses

Each clan has several ‘kobatany’, the exact number being in precise accordance with the number
of Families of Big-Houses (Bellies). For example, if there are three Bellies there must be three
‘kobatany’. These ‘kobatany’, like Minders of the One House, each rhle from a Fertile. However
these Fertiles are each the most senior out of all those that go to constitute each respective Belly
and, in a ritual and hierarchical sense, subsume all the others within the set. This is part of the
reason why the ‘kobatany’ are said to ‘rule the land’ [mandidy tany]; their authority quite literally

extends over a large territory.

However they also ‘rule the land’ in a different, non-juristic, way. Their title actually refers to
‘agitated land’ [koba(ka) + tany] hinting at an active relationship with the land itself. I have
therefore decided to call them Earth-Shakers, which is how I shall refer to them from here
onwards. By adopting this term I intend to give the impression not only of figures who ‘rule the
land’ but also of people who are intimately involved with its productive processes. In large part
this thesis is an attempt to show that the Earth-Shakers rule their subjects by virtue of their ability
to harness and amplify the life-giving fertility of the land.
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The most senior in the land

In everyday life the Earth-Shakers of one clan are said to be equivalent to one another, equal in
rank and power, each with jurisdiction over his own people. However in the final instance and
on certain occasions the Earth-Shakers within a clan are ranked. One Earth-Shaker is singled
out as senior to all the rest. This is due to recognition of the fact that he is descended from the

most senior Great Ancestor.

In addition to his title of Earth-Shaker this man is also known as the ‘Elder Brother of the People’
[zokin olo], ‘Grandfather’ [iababe], ‘Old Man’ [rangahy], and perhaps most exceptionally as the
‘Old Woman’ [ranavavy]. When there is need to single one person out as the most senior Earth-
Shaker of a clan I will refer to him as the ‘Old Woman’ as this is the only term that would never

b applied to any of the other leaders.

The Old Woman rules from a Fertile also. His Fertile, however, is the most sacred of all the clan
Fertiles and must be situated in the ritual centre or capital [renivohitra] of the clan territory. This
Fertile encompasses all the other clan Fertiles. As we have noted each Earth-Shaker can be said
to rule over a large territory (that defined by his subjects); the Old Woman, who symbolically
combines all these enmeshed territories under one mantle of authority, can truly be said, by

extension, to ‘rule the land’.

This is the idiom used to express the clan seniority of the Old Woman. However this seniority
is largely ritual as each Earth-Shaker essentially has jurisdiction over his own people. Even
when there is a communal decision affecting the whole clan the Earth-Shakers meet as a council
to reach a consensus decision. It is only when agreement cannot be reached that the Old Woman
has the final say. The Old Woman has an important ritual role. His presence at public
ceremonies is vital for the well-being of all the clan and there are loud complaints and
recriminations when he fails to turn up. Similarly there is great anxiety if he is reported ill. He

is the most senior of the clan and as a sort of totemic father figure he is also the most duty-bound.
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Continuities and breakages in the multi-level authority system

I have tried to make clear the basic structure of the system of authority that the people of
Sahafatra operate. I have gone through the structure at an abstract level but in order to be clear
I shall recap and use one particular clan as a concrete example. First of all a recap of the overall
make-up of Sahafatra is necessary. The people of Sahafatra consist of a collection of about 13
clans centred around the town of Vondrozo in southeast Madagascar. Each of these clans
essentially forms an independent entity; no clan is subordinate to any other clan, each clan
governing itself. Although as I have said the clans are independent of one another the structure
of their hierarchies are essentially the same. Not only is the theoretical hierarchy the same, so
are the means of constructing and maintaining that system. The underlying values that make the
system satlsfymg to the majority of the part101pants are shared by all the clans So what we have

in Sahafatra isa patchwork of nelghbourmg clans runmng thelr own temtory but operatmg |
parallel structures of authority (parallel symbolically as well as practically). The similarity of
the set-up makes the clans comparable to each other and of great interest to each other. Having
pointed out that the structures of authority are essentially the same for all the clans I will in fact
outline that structure with reference to just one clan for the purpose of simplicity and clarity. The
clan I have selected is that of the Masitafika who inhabit an area immediately to the northeast and

southeast of Vondrozo.

The structure of authority of the Masitafika, a clan of the people of Sahafatra

The Masitafika live spread across the countryside in the vicinity of the small town of Vondrozo.
They number about 2000 people and think of themselves as having 8 major villages. Each
member of the clan is attached to a Household [trano] normally headed by his or her father.
Each Household [trano] is headed by a man who has authority over his wife and children who
reside with him. There are probably about 300 Masitafika Households ranging in size from
simple husband/wife pairs to large families of around 20 people. For the sake of simplicity I refer
to a Household as if it is physically one house when this may not in fact be the case: as sons

break away from their fathers they build their own small houses but are still in some senses
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subordinate to the house of their father and subsumed by it. There is no one moment of breakage
between father and son but rather a gradual separation which forms part of the development cycle
of Households. So when I use the term Household I am actually referring to a collection of
houses still under the active authority of the father. The head of the Household is known as the
Father [iaba].

All Households form part of a larger Family [fianakavia]. One, two or three Families are
combined to form a Big-House. All the members of those Families are attached to the Big-
House. The Masitafika have 28 Big-Houses. On average a Big-house will have about 10
Households attached to it. However the range of the number of Households attached to a Big-
House is large; some newly formed Big-Houses may have only a couple of dependent
Households whereas the oldest and most well establlshed Blg-House may have as many as 60
‘households under it. Membershlp of a Blg-House is accordmg to descent through the male 11ne
Sons and daughters become members of the same Big-House as their Father who has in turn
followed the path of his own Father. This ascending path is traced upwards to one of the
founding ancestors of the Big-House known as a Grandfather [raibe / iababe]. There may be up
to 2 or 3 founding ancestors or Grandfathers who are said to be ‘brothers’. So all present day
members of a Big-House are descendants through the male line of one of the founding
Grandfathers. The Grandfathers are regarded as ‘brothers’ and are symbolic heads for the

separate Families.

Each Big-House therefore consists of what are regarded as several extended Families grouped
together under one symbolic roof. The Big-House is a more inclusive version of the ordinary
Households that go to make it up. It is more inclusive in that it extends over more generations
and in that it includes more than one Family. The Household aggregates members of one male
descent group; the Big-House on the other hand may involve the aggregation of more than one
male descent group. In addition to this difference the criteria for entry into a Big-House group
are less strictly adhered to than that for a Household. Due to its size a Big-House has more
capacity for adoption and inclusion and obfuscation than a simple Household. So each
Household consists of a man (the Father) and his dependents. If there are 300 Households then
there are 300 Fathers. All Fathers (plus their Households) are attached to one of the 28 Big-
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Houses. Each Big-House is lead by someone selected from amongst the Fathers who head the
Households that constitute it. Each leader is known as the Minder of the One House and lives
in and heads the Big-House. There are 28 Big-Houses for the Masitafika and thus there are 28
Minders of the One House.

Big-Houses are however not all of the same type. There are 3 types of Big-House for the
Masitafika each representing a different lineage stemming from a different Great Ancestor
[razam-be]. According to the Masitafika there were originally only 3 Big-Houses, one for the
Andrambaharoy lineage, one for the Andrahamoky lineage and one for the Renifatsy lineage. All
the Big-Houses today are descended from these and in the sense that they were born out of a
certain Big-House they retain that identity. So all the 28 Big-Houses can be classified as one of

these three types and are in fact d1v1ded into three dlstmct groups three Farmlles of Blg Houses
if you like. Each of these three groups chooses a senior leader ﬁom amongst thelr own number |
to head their Family of Big-Houses. Each of these leaders is known as the Earth-Shaker
[kobatany] and each is said to rule the land. In everyday life these 3 Earth-shakers are said to be
equivalent to each other and equal in power; they are cast as brothers [ampirahalahy]. However
in the final instance they are ranked according to their genealogical closeness to the original
Masitafika ancestor in Sahafatra, Ramahafasa. The Renifatsy (headed by Tsaninena/laban’i
Vily) are thought of as the youngest brother [faran-daza, zandry]; the Andrahamoky (headed by
Maurice/Zaman’i Bamanjary) as the middle brother [anivo]; and the Andrambaharoy (headed
by Iaban’i Berlet) as the eldest [zokin olo].

As the youngest the Renifatsy are the most junior lineage. However they are thought of as a
favourite and spoiled son [tian 'ny iaba sy ny endry] and gain much power through cunning and
through deceiving by flattery [aroboy]. The Andrahamoky, the middle lineage, are thought to
be strong and warlike and are thought of as the fighting force [miaramila] and protectors [piaro]
of the clan. The Andrambaharoy as the eldest lineage are the most senior and are thought of as
wise and stable. They have the right to correct and rebuke [mananatra] the other lineages if they
step out of line [laha diso]. The result of these perceptions is that the Earth-shaker of the
Andrambaharoy Family of Big-Houses is regarded, in the final instance, as senior to the other

two. In addition to his title of Earth-shaker he is also known as the Old Woman.
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Figure 4: structure of the Masitaflka clan



To sum up: 300 Fathers head 300 Households; all Households are attached to one of 28 Big-
Houses, each Big-House being headed by a Minder of the One House; all Big-Houses belong to
one of 3 ranked Families of Big-Houses, each Family of Big-Houses being headed by an Earth-
shaker; of the 3 Earth-shakers the leader of the Andrambaharoy is singled out as the most senior

and is referred to as the Old Woman.

What are panjaka and how do they fit ihto the structure?

The structure of authority has now been outlined but one critical term remains to be properly
developed: that of the panjaka. The term is critical not just because it is theoretically important
but also because the people of Sahafatra are obsessed w1th the idea of panjaka and the role that
pan]aka play in their lives. Tobea panjaka is to have a loosely defined role premsely because
to be a panjaka is in some sense simply to rule over others; to have a panjaka is to have a leader.
A panjaka may demand fealty, his existence may impinge on your personal freedom but he

provides reassurance, security and ‘fertility’ in an uncertain world.

This broad understanding of what it is to be a panjaka means that many different types of leader
fall into the category of panjaka. Panjaka come in all shapes, sizes and forms. I have
concentrated on the three major, high profile variants of panjaka: Fathers, Minders of the One
House, and Earth-Shakers. The fact that these three very different types of leader are all
classified as panjaka helps us begin to understand the diverse nature and overwhelming
importance of panjaka in Sahafatra society. At every level, from simple Household activities
to clan decisions, people’s lives are affected by panjaka. Everyone has a Father (who is a type
of panjaka); everyone is under the authority of a Minder of the One House (who is a type of
panjaka); everyone is subject to the power of an Earth-Shaker (who is a type of panjaka); and all
are beholden to the Old Woman (who is a type of panjaka).

People are concerned about panjaka because the performance and activities of panjaka really
matter; they are ‘lost’ without them [laha ts’isy panjaka da very ny vahoaka). Panjaka are
implicated in all the practical and ritual duties of life in Sahafatra. Life without panjaka is
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inconceivable because there must always be a leader [tsy maintsy misy loha], a ‘head’ to turn to
[cf Feeley-Harnik 1986:164 for comparative data on Malagasy Sakalava royal leaders as
‘heads’].
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Endnotes

1.To court [mifapila] involves the boy giving little gifts to his ‘girlfriend’ [sipa] such as small amounts of
money, plastic jewellery or a ring. If a girl is wearing a ring it does not signify that she is married but that a boy
is interested in her; people will ask her who she got it from [peratra tamin’ia?] and she will most likely give an
arch reply. She in turn demands that her ‘boyfriend’ [sipa] wear an article of her clothing to demonstrate his
commitment to her. It is therefore not uncommon to see boys wearing women’s wraps [salova] and even
lipstick and jewellery at circumcision parties where they are meeting their ‘girlfriends’.

2.“Women are never fully incorporated into their husband’s family or descent group unless by endogamy they
belong already. Otherwise, they remain more closely tied to their own kin group than to their husband and his”
[Southall 1986:420 with reference to general Malagasy custom].

3.If a woman has lived with her husband for many years and has grown-up children by him she becomes a
valued member of the community she has moved into. Even if the husband dies or leaves her she may well stay
put in her adopted village. It is the presence of her children that makes this appropriate, as is made clear by the
fact that when she dies her body will still be taken back to her father’s Household. If the children are old
enough when there is a separation in theory the man should take them (especially the sons). However he may
only do so if he pays sufficient compensation, likened to wages [karama], for the effort involved in the raising
of the children. As many men are unable or unwilling to come up with satisfactory compensation (at least one
'cow) women often retain de facto custody of their children. Even a powerful senior panjaka we knew
(Tsaninena) was having trouble persuading his teenage son by an ex-wife (now dead) to move back in with him.

4 Although Fathers lose some control over the children of their daughters who marry out, they are still very
actively thought of as his descendants [taranaka]. Thus despite the heavy patrilineal bias there is still definitely
a cognatic view of relatedness. This is demonstrated by the fact that all grandchildren, whether they be through
sons or daughters, should attend celebrations/rituals held by their ‘grandfather’ [iababe].

5.[F]: Finaritra? [S1]: Ie. [F]: Akory anareo masa, etoa avao, anontany abo koa, da akory aby koa eny izay?
[S1]: Ahay da soa avao, da tsisy maresaka, da anareo aty abo koa? [F): A da tsy manahy, mbola mangi, da
anareo abo koa? [S2]: Da anay aby izay masa, da akory aby anareo iny? [F): Da izy aby izay. [O]: Da anay
aby izay. [S]: Da izy aby izay.

6.There are some uxorilocal marriages but these are extremely rare and undesirable from the man’s point of
view. If a man moves to his wife’s village he is thought of as a non-achiever [tsy maharonga tena] and is
treated as a serf by his father-in-law [rafoza].

7.Instead of referring to patrilineal descent it might be more appropriate to imagine growth in terms of the
“cumulative process of patrifiliation” [Southall 1986:422] since household growth is as important as the creation
of corporate lineages.

8.The equivalent to a ‘kombohitra’ for the pastoral Bara herders is a temporary cattle camp known in the local
dialect as a ‘kombohitsy’ [cf Elli 1993:34).

9.In real life, as opposed to an imaginary world, Fathers try to lay claim to as many descendants as possible.
Although patrilocal residence is preferred, who is and who is not a descendant is judged by cognatic reckoning
[cf Astuti 1995a: 80-89] independent of where someone may happen to live. Therefore the offspring of sons
who homestead far off and the offspring of daughters who marry away (and all their respective descendants) are
all counted as descendants of the original Father figure. In addition ‘outsider’ women marrying ‘in’ are adopted
as daughters and become kin [hava)]. They are known as ‘our people’ [olo aminay] by members of the
patrilineal descent group. In a way they are substituting for the real daughters who have left, replacing them in
the imaginary constitution of the body as imagined by Jaban i Zafitala.
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10.A contradiction between homesteading and the ‘filling up of the body’ of a village is apparent here: if
everybody went out to homestead the ‘body’ would forever be being ‘emptied’. However it is the insoluble
nature of such contradictions that makes ideals (ignoring the contradictions) so appealing. As I have already
noted it is equally idealistic to imagine all daughters staying in the village; this, though, does not prevent people
from fantasizing about such a scenario. It should also be pointed out that the contradiction between
homesteading and ‘filling up the body’ is not as great as it seems. It is true that if all sons went out to
homestead the ideal would be shattered; however, what is actually imagined is one Father’s particular
homestead and its development into a village. From the point of view of the ‘imaginer’ (the Father who heads
the homestead) there is no contradiction here; he starts a homestead and simply desires that all his descendants
will stay and build it up. The contradiction only arises because the sons have a different outlook to that of their
Father; they too are eager to create something of their own rather than be a part of someone else’s creation.
Thus they also would like to break off and homestead. It is the conflicting priorities of Fathers and sons that
makes the contradiction and that makes the ideal unrealistic. In a way then the ideal also serves to mask and
deny the inevitable tension between Fathers and sons.

11.Tracing ancestries is made more problematic by taboos on naming dead ancestors. Names of ancestors are
treasured and should remain hidden so that enemies outside the clan cannot use their names to utter excessively
strong and personal curses [opa], which would inevitably provoke unwanted violence.

12.The Malagasy word ‘piambina’ which I have translated as Minder is derived from the verb ‘miambina’
which means to look after. The verb can be used with reference to anything that needs taking care of but is
'most cormonly used when referring to houses, children or cows. An alternative translation would be ‘guardian’
[cf Feeley-Harnik 1982:37].

13.Although the roles of Eye of the Water and Wife of Misfortune are completely separate, both positions may
be combined and held by one person.

14.Sorcery through poisoning seems to be tied up with the idea of hospitality: who can you trust to give you
food; are others too suspicious to accept food from you? Giving hospitality is in a sense a challenge; accepting
hospitality generates trust and kinship.

15.The idea of the ‘people’s choice’ is confusing here. Although it is explicitly stated that all the people
[vahoaka] choose the ‘kobatany’ it emerged on further questioning that it was a council made up of the Minders
of the One House of the Belly that made the final decision. Although this seems to go against the idea that the
‘kobatany’ is elected by the people this is not really the case as Minders of the One House are seen as the
natural and legitimate spokesmen for their subjects. If they operate autocratically and not in broad accordance
with the wishes of their subjects they will themselves be removed from office.

16.The idea of being able to choose anyone is also slightly misleading. Although the choice is, in principle,
‘open’ the vast majority of ‘kobatany’ are already Minders of the One House when they are selected. This is
not really surprising because someone who is already a Minder of the One House already has a proven track-
record as an effective ruler unlike an ordinary citizen; however it does underline how ideology and practice are
not identical. Despite protestations of ‘open’ choice two extra provisos must also be made here: i) sons of
incumbent ‘kobatany’ cannot inherit their father’s position ; ii) some lineages in some clans are actively ruled
out because their forebears proved to be ineffective or unjust leaders [see Chapter 3 for more detail on these
points].
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Chapter 3

The responsibilities and ‘selection’ of the leaders

Competing idioms of power in Sahafatra

What is surprising about the term pahjaka is its inclusivity. From the descriptions of the roles
of Fathers, Minders of the One House and Earth-Shakers it should be clearly apparent that they
are radically different types of people; and yet they are all classified as panjaka '. 1shall use this
interesting paradox as a key to explalnmg and understandlng the nature of rulmg in Sahafatra

\By unpackmg the contradictions contamed w1th1n the concept of pan]aka I mtend to demonstrate |
that there is an inherent tension in the panjaka system itself, stemming from the difference
between what it is to be a Father and what it is to be an Earth-Shaker. I will argue that these two
positions are based on different sources of authority which are articulated in contrasting ways.
I contend that Minders of the One House, with one foot in both camps, are the men caught in the

middle; they unwittingly mediate between the two competing systems of thought.

Fathers, Minders of the One House and Earth-Shakers are all types of panjaka and are referred
to as such in many different settings. However that does not mean that people have any difficulty
distinguishing between them in practice. The basic distinction is one of seniority (the more
senior they are the more exceptional they are thought to be): Fathers are thought of as ordinary
or everyday panjaka [panjaka tsotra] and are an unremarkable phenomenon; Minders of the One
House are the prototypical panjaka (if one refers to someone as a panjaka without qualifying the
term it will be assumed that one is talking about this kind of man); Earth-Shakers are out-of-the-
ordinary, extraordinary panjaka and if they need to be accurately identified or singled out they
are called Great Panjaka [panjaka-be]. What we have is a system where the status of individuals
is crystal clear (there is no problem differentiating between actual types of panjaka) but where
the concept of panjaka-hood is blurred and confused. It is the blurred picture, constructed from
what it is to be a Father, a Minder of the One House or an Earth-Shaker, that illuminates what
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it is to be a ruler and what the nature of ruling is. Iintend to explore these ideas by discussing
the different realms of authority of the different types of panjaka. 1 shall show that there is a

connection between the responsibilities a leader has and the way he is selected.

Realms of authority: how Fathers generate a domain to rule over

A Father is master of his own little house and the household it contains. He is described as the
‘panjaka of his wife and children’ [panjakan’ vadiny sy zanany] or as a plain, ‘everyday panjaka’
[panjaka tsotra]. The straightforward Father is in a position of ‘natural’ (although this is only
one example of what is seen as ‘natural’) ascendance. By ‘natural’ I mean taken for granted to
such an extent that h1s w1fe and descendants would never cons1der challengmg hlS authonty H1s
‘authonty 1s a given. By vntue of bulldmg a separate house of marrying and havmg children, he
gains his position and cannot be replaced. This section will show how the Father generates all
the subjects within his realm of authority. His responsibilities extend only as far as the
boundaries of that which he has created, namely his descendants [faranaka). Consequently there

is no selection procedure; once he has ‘created’ descendants he automatically gains his place at
their head.

One becomes a Father by marrying and having children. This involves building your own house,
moving away from your own Father and breaking away from his authority. Becoming a Father
is regarded as part of the natural development cycle for men. Although it is impossible to
become entirely independent until one's own Father has died young men are gradually growing
into the role as they take on more and more of the responsibilities once dominated and controlled
by their own Father. It is every man's right to become a Father and it is expected that all men
will become Fathers. Becoming a Father is a non-reversible process. Once a Father always a
Father; the status cannot be taken away. One remains a Father until death by dint of the fact that

there are descendants [taranaka] beneath you. They are masters [tompo] of their own creation.

The practice of teknonymy illustrates this well. A man is given a name when he is born % and is

called and referred to by this name until he himself has a child. When this first child is born the
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man not only literally becomes a biological father, he also becomes a public, social father and
is addressed as such; his name is changed with reference to his changed status. He therefore
becomes known as ‘Father of ..." [iaban i ...] whatever the name of his child is ®. This new name
is the one by which he will now universally be known. A critical distinction is being made here
between those who are descendants of others and those who have descendants themselves *. The
practice of teknonymy identifies the parents with their children and socially validates their
existence. The fact that the father carries the name of his child forever demonstrates the

inseparability of the two and the inalienability of the relationship >.

Fathers are men who have taken their destiny into their own hands. This is why Fathers are
regarded as self-made men who have achieved their own status. A Father is described as
someone who rules over his wife and children [panjakan vadmy sy zanany] He is regarded as
‘someone who has ‘stolen’ a wife [nangala bady] and in union w1th her generated descendants
to rule over. His power rests on the fact that he has, with his wife, created his own people and
his own domain to rule over. The Father is senior to his wife and female kin; the Father is senior
to his son; the elder son is senior to his younger brother. In a normal family setting the authority
of the Father is unquestionable; the Father rules [mandidy ny iaba] and this is accepted as a non-

negotiable law.

The Father's authority is based on the principle of descent (privileging connections through the
male line) and relies on the successful production of descendants so that this idiom can be fully
lived and played out. The descent ideology is expressed less in terms of essence than in terms
of the proper relation of people to each other, which I call ‘alignment’. The proper ordering (or
‘alignment’) of people creates and represents an ‘essential’ connection é. The Father is thus very
concerned about: the spatial arrangement within the house; the proper form of greetings; the
correct order when walking Indian file; having the final word in an argument; the appropriate
division of labour; the respectful use of terms of address and kinship terms; the carrying out of
ritual duties towards seniors; his ability to access blessing from the ancestors; control over his
sons to build up a strong descent group; the creation and maintenance of communal tombs

symbolising descent; the idea of inherited power as part of the natural order of things.
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Such concerns are characteristic of Fathers who are figures intensely pre-occupied with the
combined issues of descent and ‘alignment’. One of the bases of being a panjaka is thought to
be Father-hood because Fathers set up, and are masters of, the individual Households that form
the building blocks of the wider society. In constructing Households Fathers utilise the idiom
of descent by literally generating descendants to rule over and by governing how they behave.
Consequently descent becomes a universal idiom for life. The portability, adaptability and
endless repeatability of the descent idiom, and the fact that it must be played out for life to

continue, make it an enduring theme.

Duties and responsibilities of the Father

The duties and ‘reépdns'ibi.ﬁtieslof a Father reflect his role as héad of a group of déséeﬂdaﬁté. The
extent of power of the Father is over all that has stemmed from him, over all his children, male
and female, over all his grandchildren and so on down the generations. As far as pragmatic
activities are concerned a Father is a director of affairs and representative of his descendants. He
will sit in his house receiving visitors and deciding on appropriate courses of action to follow.
His house is a focus of activity for all his descendants. At an everyday level he will tell his
children what work needs to be done; errands to be run, messages to be taken, goods to be bought
at market and most importantly the agricultural tasks for the day. Even when a Father's sons
have started to set up their own houses, agricultural work is still held in common. Agriculture
is still a matter for the extended family and relies on cooperation; consequently people who get

on well are said to ‘trample each others rice-fields’ [mifanosy] in preparation for planting.

A Father is responsible for the well-being and proper treatment of his wife and children: he must
provide a house and shelter for his family; he must provide access to the blessing of the family
ancestors; he must organise the agricultural production of the family ensuring that there is
enough food for all, all year round; he must care for his wife through pregnancy, birth and her
vulnerable period after the birth; he must dispose of the umbilical cords of his children in the
appropriate place; he must organise and sponsor the circumcisions of his male children; he must

negotiate and broker the marriages of his children (for daughters ensuring that they will receive
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the proper treatment and respect and dues from the husband; for sons aiding in the bid to make
the woman agree to marry and helping out with costs involved); he must resolve any disputes
arising within the family; he must represent the family at any public events (at funerals, debates,
councils, circumcisions, the raising up of new leaders [panjaka] etc); he must host any family

events; and he must play an active role in whatever Big-House he is attached to.

If we consider how men become Fathers it becomes obvious that it is nonsensical to talk of a
Father being ‘chosen’ [fidina]; no-one in the land of Sahafatra would ever dream of using the
word in this context. A Father’s position rests on the generation of a personal descent group; this
is why a Father’s position is not inherited. Each man must start anew as his authority is founded
on the idea of being able to look downwards at his descendants. His permanent position comes
by right of bemg a gemtor and a social father Descendants cannot be 1nher1ted but must be
lcreated Thus becormng a Father rehes not on an act of ch01ce or on 51mp1e ascnptron but rather

on a specific process of creation

Minders of the One House

The Minder of the One House has responsibilities both in terms of the practical day-to-day
functioning of the Big-House and certain ritual duties. Like a Father, the Minder of the One
House conducts all his business from home. There is no division between his domestic space and
his ‘office’ space. The Minder of the One House effectively holds court in his one room Big-
House. Any members of the Big-House who have a problem, a query or a request come to him
there. The Minder of the One House must maintain the unity and cohesion of his Big-House.
He must oversee the growth and success of the Big-House by contributing in a practical and
ritual way. As we shall see the force of his pragmatic interventions depends on his ritual pre-
eminence. He is artificially ‘raised up’ above the people, by the people, in order for him to attain

the power necessary to lead effectively.

One of the most important ways a Minder of the One House can contribute to create Big-House

community is to control, manage and mediate disputes. He is responsible for sorting out
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problems and complaints within the Big-House. The most common problems that have to be
dealt with are: theft; damage to crops; land disputes; accusations of incest; failure to contribute
to communal collections of money or rice; the apportioning of blame after a fight; accusations

of witchcraft etc

The Minder of the One House is a mixture of an arbiter and a ruler. When people have problems
they come to the Big-House and the Minder of the One House hears them out. He will not
necessarily pronounce judgement on the matter; rather, he is likely to ask for more details and
to call others to give their side of the story before suggesting a certain course of action. For a
particularly contentious issue he might decide to call for a public debate [kabaro] to be held so
that everyone may have their say. It is very rare for a Minder of the One House to dictate affairs.
Instead he uses hlS authorlty 1nd1rect1y to bnng about a resolutlon toa d1spute Only when ‘
‘consensus cannot be reached and when his patience has run out will he exercise his right to have

the final say in the matter [mahatapaka).

Providing a communal space and acting as a representative

One of the responsibilities of the Minder of the One House is to provide a communal space for
his subjects. The Big-House is the home of the Minder of the One House but he must also allow
it to be used for other purposes. The Big-House will be used by members to: have public
debates; hold circumcisions; hold marriages; lay out the bodies of newly dead commoners;
perform the Black Wine ceremony [see Chapter 4]; act out the ‘raising up’ of the Minder of the
One House [see Chapter 4]. The Minder of the One House presides over the first four activities
and is involved in the final two. Although the Big-House is his house it is also a house that

belongs to all the people and he must willingly give it over to them at short notice.

The Minder of the One House acts as a representative for all the members of his Big-House. He
must go to several types of public event on their behalf: the ‘raising up’ of other clan leaders;
the Black Wine Ceremony of leaders from the same Family of Big-Houses within the clan; the

funerals of clan members; councils of his own clan leaders. As representative of the Big-House
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he must act as a channel for blessing from the clan ancestors. He asks for blessing from the
ancestors of the Big-House at circumcisions and marriages. He is not the one to ask for blessing

when he himself is ‘raised up’.

The reason for choice: how Minders are ‘chosen’

From the description of duties it should be clear that the Minder of the One House has
obligations to all the members of the Big-House whether or not they are his real descendants.
His duties are considered so important that inheritance cannot be relied upon to provide the right
person every time; both ability and political expediency must be taken into account. This is why
he is said to be, and in some ways is, ‘chosen’ [fdma] A Mmder of the One House is chosen
'aceordmg to certain rules precedents and cntena Not every man becomes a Mlnder of the One
House although all adult males within the Big-House are theoretically eligible. In this way a
Minder of the One House is different to a Father who gains his position automatically as soon
as he has a child, without reference to anybody else. There are five main ways in which one may

be chosen as a Minder of the One House:

1. The office-holder may offer you the position while he still lives. If the subjects
do not strongly oppose this move the position is simply transferred from one

person to another whom he has selected.

2. The office-holder may die suddenly and unexpectedly. A council of senior
subjects will choose another leader who must be a close relative of the deceased

in order to remove any suspicion of foul-play.

3. The subjects may be dissatisfied with the Minder of the One House and by

popular agreement will remove him and replace him with another.

4. A new Big-House may be created by fissioning from an existing Big-House.
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A new Minder of the One House is chosen by the members of the branch that is
splitting off.

5. A Father may build up a large enough power-base of descendants to declare his

own house as a de facto Big-House.

It is clear then that, normally, becoming a Minder of the One House involves being ‘chosen’ by
someone already in authority or by a group of people representing the Big-House in the absence
of an accepted leader. Only in one instance, the final one involving the inauguration of a
completely new Big-House, is the act of becoming a Minder of the One House an act of self-
determination and self-creation. Even in that case the success of the venture depends on the other
lBi‘g-Ho‘us‘es éhboéiﬂg to écécﬁt thécﬁanéed state of éffé.iré By feéoéniéiné t.he.ne.w ‘leelldér. ‘S(l)
it could be said that the process of becoming a Minder of the One House is initiated by an act of
choice. This element of choice is, however, generally governed by the application of standard

criteria.

Criteria for choice and justification of the need to choose

The choice of a Minder of the One House is based on a combination of descent considerations
and judgements of ability and aptitude. The most obvious choice for the position is always the
most senior relative (in male descent terms) of the incumbent. Most often the successor to the
position is a younger brother or a son of the ex-Minder of the One House. Nevertheless this is
not an automatic process but rather an act of deliberation involving an active decision as to the
suitability of a candidate. However appropriate the candidate is thought to be in terms of descent
closeness to the predecessor, if he is too young, too old, too weak, too poor, too irresponsible,
or too untrustworthy he will be passed over in favour of a more distant alternative relative [cf
Leach 1954:213-214 for similar practice among the Shan]. Political expediency is also an
important factor. The very fact that the selection is felt of as an act of choice influences the

decision. The power of the Minder of the One House rests on his subjects so any leader who
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does not have the full support of his subjects is weak. This is why a consensus decision is so

important.

As we have seen a Big-House may be segmented into two or three different families. Therefore
in order to maintain popular support for a leader there must be a certain amount of power-sharing
between the families. Since there can only be one leader at any one time this is achieved by an
informal system of taking turns. It is not unusual therefore for an incumbent Minder of the One
House to ‘offer’ [manolotra] his position to an appropriate person from another family. The
necessity of maintaining trust and co-operation within the Big-House also accounts for the
custom of keeping the office of Minder of the One House ‘in the family’ in cases where the
predecessor has died a sudden and unexpected death. The fact that the position cannot move to
another ‘family’ in these cases removes the motlvatron for, and prevents susp1c1on of, murder
This direct inheritance of power w1th1n the fam1ly is known as ‘sweeping up the ashes of the
father’ [mamafa ny lakevo ny iabany], which metaphorically conveys the idea of completing his
responsibilities [mamita ny adidy]. Only a descendant of the same ‘grandfather’ [raibe] can
perform this duty; an outsider does not have the right [olo-kafa tsy azo mamafa ny lakevo ny
iabal.

The Minder of the One House has authority over all the members of his Big-House, whether they
are his descendants or not. Minders of the One House have not generated all the people under
their authority. This is why they must be ‘chosen’ [fidina] as representative heads. They are
subject to the will of the people because they head something which is not entirely of their own
making and of which they are not ‘naturally’ master. They are temporary incumbents; they do
not hold their position by right. As head of a Big-House a Minder of the One House is
representing a cluster of extended Families. Thus he rules over equals and contemporaries as well

as over juniors.

This is not like the Father who rules over people who are without doubt classed as his juniors,
coming from descending generations. A Father just is senior to his dependents whereas a Minder
of the One House is not. This is why a Minder of the One House must be ‘raised up’ in a special

ceremony (to be discussed later) to differentiate him from his peers. As we will see the fact that
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he is ‘raised up’ by his subjects demonstrates his reliance on them. However the ceremony also
takes the form of a test to prove that the candidate is worthy of being placed in a senior position

to his fellows.

Earth-Shakers and their sphere of authority

The Earth-Shaker operates out of his own Big-House which is identical to the Big-House of a
Minder of the One House. However the Big-House of the Earth-Shaker subsumes all the other
Big-Houses of the clan Belly [#roky] and can be said to represent all of them. The Big-House of
the Earth-Shaker is like a parent encompassing its offspring. The similarity of the procedures
for approaching a Father, for approaching a Minder of the One House and for approaching an
‘Edrth-Shaket, dll of which involve being respectful, being submissive and paying tribute in the
form of a gift, reinforces the idea that the Minder of the One House and the Earth-Shaker are just
more senior versions of a Father encompassing more people; and that the Big-House and the Big-
House of the Earth-Shaker are just larger versions of an ordinary Household. The people
themselves view Minders of the One House and Earth-Shakers as types of Fathers, explicitly
calling them ‘Fathers of the People’ [iaban’olo aby]. However, we should not accept this
equation at face value ourselves. To give the impression that Fathers, Minders of the One House
and Earth-Shakers are different types of the same thing is misleading: as we have seen a Minder
of the One House is not literally a Father, and the Big-House is structured differently to an
everyday Household. In some senses Fathers and Earth-Shakers are qualitatively different.

The sphere of authority of the Earth-Shaker is even greater than that of the Minder of the One
House. An Earth-Shaker is an extreme form of a Minder of the One House. He rules not just
over a set of extended Families but also over a Family of Big Houses. His elevated position is
even further removed from the realm of his ‘natural’ authority as a Father. As one moves up the
hierarchy of authority from Father to Minder of the One House to Earth-Shaker one moves
further away from what is seen as the ‘natural’ (ie unquestioned and unquestionable) basis of
authority: pure descent. The vast majority of an Earth-Shakers subjects are not descended from

him. Neither is the lineage he comes from necessarily senior to that of his subjects. His
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unjustified super-elevation means that he has even further to be ‘raised up’. This means that he
1s even more subject to the will of the people than the Minder of the One House. The form his
‘raising up’ ceremony takes is thus designed to test his worthiness even more sternly. Not only
is the Earth-Shaker further from what is seen as the ‘natural’ source of authority than the Minder
of the One House, his sphere of authority is also far more extensive and his responsibilities

significantly more far-reaching.

Earth-Shakers have many of the same responsibilities as Minders of the One House but they
operate at a higher level. They govern not just a single Big-House but a whole Family of Big-
Houses. They are responsible for the welfare and security of all the members of the Family of
Big-Houses. This responsibility does not usually involve dealing with individual’s problems as
they can be sorted out by the Minder of the One House. Rather it is when there is a problem
‘between two Blg-Houses (w1thm the Fam11y of B1g Houses) or between two Famllles of Big- |
Houses, that the Earth-Shaker will act as the mediator. The Earth-Shaker is also someone who
can be appealed to if an individual feels hard done by a ruling at a lower level. This is however
a risky procedure as to re-open a matter that has already been judged is considered difficult.
Only if there are strong reasons to object to the initial judgement is such a course of action
condoned; otherwise the appeal is likely to be even more harshly treated for wasting the Earth-

Shakers time and for not respecting the original ruling.

Jurisdiction over, and association with, the land

Although an Earth-Shaker might be asked to deal with a variety of complaints his major
responsibility and the one that people continually emphasise is his right to rule over land issues.
Land issues are considered so important that even minor disputes must be brought before the
relevant Earth-Shaker. The Earth-Shaker will be informed of the problem and he will call for all
the subjects be notified so that they can assemble for a debate [kabaro] to resolve the issue. If a
consensus decision cannot then be reached the Earth-Shaker will intervene and end the debate

with his own final ruling. This is why he is said to ‘rule the land’ [mandidy tany].
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I have described the Earth-Shaker as someone responsible for a certain set of people. Although
this is true in a technical sense it is not the way the people themselves seem to perceive the
situation. For the people the Earth-Shaker is not someone who rules over such and such a group,
he is simply someone who, as they say, ‘carries the land’ [minday tany). It is interesting that
control over the land is the one inalienable right of the Earth-Shaker. Many of the Earth-Shakers
peripheral powers have been taken away, delegated or devolved but their control of the land has
never come into question. The emergence and rise of the Dina is attributed to the failure of the
traditional system of authority to control banditry. The consequence was the movement of many
powers from the Earth-Shakers to the Dina. However the one right that could not be transferred
and that has never fallen into the realm of authority of the Dira is the right to ‘rule the land’.

‘Public roles and receiving strangers

The Earth-Shaker is almost always a Minder of the One House (the two roles can be held
simultaneously) and consequently he shares all the same duties as the Minder of the One House
concerning: dispute settlement; providing a communal space; acting as a representative.
However, because of the high profile and elevated position of the Earth-Shaker it is even more

stressed that he must be present at the aforementioned public events.

The Earth-Shaker acts as a representative for his Family of Big-Houses and for the clan. If there
is a need for inter-clan dealings they will happen at the level of the Earth-Shaker. For example
the Earth-Shakers of different clans may, in exceptional circumstances, meet to decide how to
counter some external threat. This is said to have been the case in the distant past when the clans
united to defeat a highland Merina army in the 19" century. It also happened more recently
when the Earth-Shakers united to decree that a Dina should be formed to counter banditry.

It is also traditional for the Earth-Shakers of all the clans in the administrative district of
Vondrozo to assemble when a new ‘President de la Delegation Speciale’ (the most senior
government administrative post in the region) is elected. They act as the guard of honour for the

‘President’ in what the public see as his ‘raising up’. The public involvement of the Earth-
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Shakers implicates them in official Malagasy Government but it also casts official ‘Government’

[fanjaka)] 7 in traditional terms.

It is also the duty of the most senior leader present (the Earth-Shaker or if there is not one in the
village the Minder of the One House) to receive strangers. It is impossible to enter a village
without being drawn into formal sit-down introductions and explanations with the most
important people available. When you have been received once there is no problem returning
at any time in the future; you should simply head directly to the house you first visited so as not
to snub your original host. In this way you become committed to visiting certain people; the tie
is fastened each time you come. If there is no Earth-Shaker present many villages are effectively
closed. It's like a bad horror movie with people peeping out of cracks of doors and shutting them
in your face as you approach Children may run away screammg and even leaders themselves
vmay try and s11p away into the bushes to avoid thelr respons1b111t1es It is part of an Earth-
Shaker’s job to receive ‘strangers’ [vahiny]; if he is not there people may be too frightened; they
are unwilling to shoulder the responsibility of inviting a guest in. Even when there are a couple
of men around and women inside houses invitations to ‘come in’ [mandrosoa] are not necessarily
forthcoming. Often in the middle of the day the only people left in the village are the old,
especially the women. They have no obligation to entertain and give hospitality to strangers.
Instead when you manage to corner one of them they unashamedly tell you that ‘everyone is gone
to the fields’ [ny olo aby an'tonda] even when that contradicts the evidence of your own eyes.
This is just code language indicating that there are not enough seniors around to host a reception
committee. Many people are simply pottering around quietly minding their own business; if
there is no leader they are certainly not going to concern themselves with yours; that would be
arash, dangerous thing to do. After waiting around for a bit you begin to feel unwelcome and

leave.

At Bemandresy (clan Antsoro) there was a Minder of the One House present but he was
suspicious and did not extend any sort of welcome; in fact when we told him we were going to
bathe in the river below he decided to check on us, creating a pretext to spy on our movements.
He pretended to come down to collect water in a bucket (never men's work) and after confirming

our whereabouts slunk away into the bushes, retreating to the village to firmly shut his door in
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case we returned. From ordinary people this sort of behaviour is acceptable and expected but for
a Minder of the One House it is ridiculous. On recounting the story in other villages people
would laugh and mock his timidity and incapacity to handle strangers. His actions were
reprehensible because it shamed the village and made it vulnerable. By refusing to offer
hospitality to a stranger he threw away the chance to discover the purpose of their journey and
diffuse any potential danger. He also gave the village an impression of weakness that could be

exploited by other foes.

The need for active selection: choosing an Earth-Shaker

It can be seen from the above description that the Earth-Shaker has a tremendous range of
lrespon51b111t1es This fact combined with his dlstancmg from the natural’ descent-based realm
of authority necessitates that he be very actively selected for the role. ‘Choice’ becomes the first

priority. There are 3 main ways of being selected as an Earth-shaker:

1. The old Earth-shaker offers his position to you and a hand-over is completed
while the ex-office-holder is still living. Such a hand over must have the tacit
blessing of the members of the Family of Big-Houses who the Earth-shaker

represents.

2. The incumbent is removed by the popular will of the people (members of the
Family of Big-Houses) and is replaced with a candidate selected by a senior

council and approved by them.
3. The old Earth-shaker dies suddenly and a successor is appointed by a senior

council made up of representative members of the Family of Big-Houses and

verified by the wide-spread support of the people.
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The process of selection appears to be very similar to that for the Minders of the One House
except for the fact that there is no fissioning off to create a new post and neither is there any auto-
genesis. The number of Earth-shakers is permanently fixed. Although the process of selection
appears similar the criteria influencing the choice of an Earth-Shaker, as opposed to a Minder of
the One House, are very different. We have seen how Minders of the One House are chosen by
flexible variations on the theme of descent; a pragmatic reworking of the idiom of descent

utilised in order to pass-over inappropriate candidates.

Selection of an Earth-Shaker [cf Kent 1979:84-85 for description of election of leaders in 17
century Antanosy and non-hereditary nature of traditional chiefs there] is not a variation on the
theme of descent, rather it is positively anti-descent. This is because when the position is offered
on to someone else it is explicitly stated that it may not be handed on to the son of the incumbent
‘[ts‘y azo mandova toera njz z‘an‘an‘y] . The ;‘)os‘iti‘on‘ of Ear‘th-‘sh‘ak‘er ‘is ‘no‘t befmittéd fo lbé
hereditary. The ideal candidate for the replacement of an Earth-shaker should be distant [lavitra]
both in terms of descent relatedness and geography. This unformalised but strongly-felt notion
that the position should rotate between families and between villages [tsy maintsy mifindra toera]
prevents the creation and propagation of dynasties. No single Big-House is permitted to
monopolise the powerful role of Earth-Shaker, a monopoly which would allow it to dominate the
Family of Big-Houses over an extended period of time. The existence of this unofficial ‘rule of
rotation’ probably explains why a system of ‘rotating kingship’ was said to operate in the area.
Although ‘rotating kingship’ is too precise a term to accurately describe what is going on it does
help convey the ideal that power should be shared between families and villages over the years,

rather than being held in one place.

The extreme case of the Old Woman

The Old Woman has exactly the same responsibilities as the Earth-Shaker but also takes on a
‘totemic’ importance for the whole clan. This is because the Old Woman is the closest link to
the line of Founding Ancestors and is the personification of the whole clan. Consequently

people are obsessive about knowing the whereabouts and the state of health of the Old Woman,
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and insist on his presence at every public occasion. If for any reason the Old Woman does not
appear people become agitated and angry; they demand an explanation and if it is not deemed

satisfactory the Old Woman is punished, in absentia, in the form of a fine.

At one funeral we witnessed the Old Woman of the Masitafika, Iaban’i Berlet, a modest, kind
wizened old man, was unable to attend because he was suffering from coughing fits. A panjaka
of the Renifatsy lineage angrily demanded to know why he was not there. “Where is the Old
Woman?” he asked [aia ranavavy], “Where is my grandfather, where is the elder brother of the
people?” [aia iababeko, aia zokin’olo]. A friend of ours called Iaban’i Sambazafy tried to
explain his absence, defending him by saying he was ill. However he had no answer to the
complaint that if he was ‘indisposed’ [tsy mana fahefa] he should have sent a messenger [tokony
naniraka), as Tsaninena, another panjaka who was subsequently excused his non-presence, had

done.

The Eye of the Water [mason-drano] of Iaban’i Berlet offered to carry the discussion back to
him, but the crowd rounded on him furiously at the very suggestion. He was curtly reminded that
an Eye of the Water cannot substitute for a panjaka let alone the Old Woman, and was told he
would be punished if he uttered such heresy again. As far as the mass were concerned only the
presence of laban’i Berlet would do. In the event, since it was clear that he was not going to
arrive, a prolonged discussion ensued as to whether the Old Woman should be fined or not for
his unexcused absence. It was eventually concluded that he would not be fined this time but

would merely be administered with a very stern warning not to commit the same error again.

A return to descent in place of choice

The Old Woman is chosen in the sense that he is an Earth-Shaker, but once he has attained that
position he is automatically recognised as the Old Woman due to his membership of the lineage
stemming from the most senior Great Ancestor. In fact the range of choice for this senior Earth-
shaker is severely reduced because this lineage is only allowed to have one Big-House. For the

Masitafika clan this means that the Old Woman must come from the Andrambaharoy lineage,
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and must live in the only Big-House of that lineage which is situated in the ancestral village of

Ambalarano.

The most senior lineage is not allowed to divide up and separate off from itself but must rather
stick together and adhere more closely to rules of hereditary descent. Thus it is possible for the
son of the Old Woman to inherit the position [mandova toera ny zanany], an idea that would be
impossible for the selection of an ordinary Earth-shaker. The idiom of descent is returned to so
as not to lose the most valued link to the clan-founding ancestors of the past. The fact that this
most senior representative of the clan, the one supposedly closest to the founding ancestors, is
referred to as an ‘old woman’ [ranavavy], even though he is a man, is informative. It is as if the
men are trying to hamess and take credit for the reproductive power of women. However the
claim is not to be a young woman but an old one. An old woman is someone who has been
Iproductlve and generatlve but who isno longer SO; she is symbohc of past not present fertlhty

By claiming to be an ‘old woman’ [ranavavy] the ruler is therefore casting himself as an Eve-like

figure, a metaphorical root of fertility upon which the present-day fertility of the clan is based.

This interpretation of the ‘old woman’ as a static root is supported by the other uses and
associations of the term ‘ranavavy’ [old woman] and by the actual habits of, and regulations
surrounding, the leader holding that title. A ‘ranavavy’ is a woman regarded as so old that
normal kinship terms are regarded as irrelevant and redundant when referring to her and are
consequently ignored. For example, grand-daughters of a very elderly woman we knew and
visited often in Miarinarivo (clan Vohilakatra) always referred to her as the ‘old woman’
[ranavavy] rather than as grand-mother [endribe]. The impersonal way in which she was
addressed suggests that really old women are regarded as having reached a stage beyond kinship.
Their individual kinship connections are downplayed so that they can become generic symbols
of past fertility for everyone 8. ‘Old women’ are also thought of as largely immobile, being
referred to as people who always stay in and mind the village [piandry tana]. They can look at
their past achievements with self-satisfaction; they exude a passive stillness because as past
‘producers’ they can wait for everything (which they have generated after all) to come to back
to visit them [cf Middleton 1995:223-233 on the power of origin points in south Madagascar;

also Errington 1989:128 on how in Eastern Indonesia the ritual lord known as ‘Mother’
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represents the sedentary, dignified, silent aspect of power].

Thus ‘old women’ combine a set of powerful associations in one body: permanence and stability,
undeniable past fertility, and the general appeal of people who appear to be ‘beyond kinship’.
This combination makes the ‘old woman’ a potent and enduring figure and may explain why
supreme clan leaders have appropriated the term. However this is not simple appropriation; clan
leaders really do behave like, and really are treated like, prototypical ‘old women’. They must
live in pre-ordained ancestral villages and are not allowed to move; they stay put in these royal
villages and expect people to come to them; they (unlike other types of senior panjaka) are not
easily removed or replaced; and they (unlike other types of panjaka) are respected for their life-
giving connection to the past, even if they are weak and feeble now. As ultimate clan-leaders and
‘old women’ they are valuable ‘roots’ [fofotra] upon which future fertility is founded; therefore

‘théy should not bé, and are hof, c;,as‘uaily‘di‘spéséd of

The changing nature of power as one ascends the hierarchy

A Father is not chosen as a Father, he creates himself through his own actions and justifies his
position by merit of the fact that he heads his own descent group. A Minder of the One House
is selected mainly according to descent criteria but also with an eye on his capability and
suitability and taking into consideration an equitable distribution of power within the Big-House.
A Minder of the One House can create himself but this is a rare event and one that must be
sanctioned by the other leaders. Earth-shakers are chosen and must be chosen according to
criteria outside of descent; however suitable they are sons are not allowed to inherit their father’s
position. On no occasion may an Earth-shaker create himself. The Old Woman is chosen from
a more limited pool of candidates because he comes from the exclusive and indivisible senior
lineage. As one ascends the hierarchy ladder the element of choice becomes more stressed and
insisted upon until one reaches the peak of the authority system where choice is once again taken

away.

This distancing (from ‘natural’ authority) as one ascends the hierarchy means that the more
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senior the leader the less foundation there is for his authority. However as one moves up the
hierarchy a different source of power/authority can be seen to emerge counteracting the
imbalance. The terminology used for the leaders gives us a clue to the changing nature of
power/authority as one ascends the hierarchy. A Father’s authority is based on the fertility and
growth of his family; a Minder of the One House’s authority relies on the maintenance and
general health of the Big-House; an Earth-Shaker’s authority stems from his ability, in
conjunction with his subjects, to ‘make the land fertile’ [mahamasy ny tany]. The idiom of
power and the justification for that power changes from family to house to land as one goes up
the authority structure. There is a transition from a concentration on descent to a concentration

on the overall fertility of the land.
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Endnotes

1.1t is clear to see the heavy cultural emphasis placed on the idea of panjaka. It is assumed that all countries
and peoples have panjaka, not panjaka of the same type as Sahafatra necessarily, but panjaka nonetheless. The
existence of other competing types of panjaka makes it a contentious term. Panjaka-hood is the dominant
idiom and the only idiom people understand for authority. Therefore the category of panjaka is one that cannot
be ignored by those parties keen to win over the hearts and the minds of the people. The Church (which
presents God as a kind of panjaka) is involved in a struggle to define what the term panjaka should represent.
The way the Church presents itself and how it is perceived helps illuminate and put into context what it is to be
a traditional panjaka. It also begs the question of who/what is seen as the legitimate source of authority: God,
the Government [fanjaka] or the Traditional Chiefs? It was interesting to note that the Malagasy Preacher at the
Lutheran Church in Vondrozo was forced to use the idiom of panjaka-hood to try to win people over to religion.
Even in the Nativity play held in Vondrozo the dominant idiom was that of panjaka. God was presented as the
Biggest Panjaka of them All [panjaka lehibe indrindra] and Jesus was introduced as the New Panjaka [panjaka
vaovao]. Herod was depicted as a vicious Traditional Panjaka (wearing the identifying French-style trench-
coat, a local symbol of power and dominance), addicted to exercising his despotic power every hour of every
day [isan’andro, isan’ora]. The vicious presentation of Herod as a panjaka was a very lightly veiled criticism
of traditional ways. The Pastor made another indirect attack by talking about how foreigners [vazahal have a
panjaka between people and God and how this is evil and wrong. In the view he propounded panjaka as people
know them should be done away with as there is only one true panjaka and that is God.. The irony of the whole.
discourse was that as well as borrowing the idiom of panjaka-hood the Pastor behaved like a traditional panjaka
himself; the belligerent and angry delivery he adopted is associated with traditional panjaka forced to intervene
and bring a debate to an end.

2.Names given to children are very arbitrary and are regarded as quite unimportant and insignificant. The name
chosen will often be something exotic (eg a French Christian name) that the parents have heard and which has
taken their fancy; it may even have been chosen by the doctor who assisted in the birth at the hospital, who is
often the only person present who can read and write and is therefore able to fill out the birth certificate.
People’s personal names [anaram-bata] are not widely known outside their close family. All that is needed to
get by is to know how people are related to you so that you can politely address them with the proper honorific
term. The fact that Jaban’i Zafitala, for example, did not know the personal names of any of his wife’s relatives
never caused him any problems.

3.The same is true for women whose names remain constant, even when they are married, until the birth of their
first child. At this juncture they become known as ‘Mother of ...” [endrin’i ...] whatever the name of the child
is.

4.The distinction is clearer conceptually than in practice. This is because those who have not yet had, or who
cannot have children, are also sometimes given teknonymical names: a young man may be known as ‘father’ of
one of his elder brother’s children, and a childless woman may be known as ‘mother’ of one of her sisters
offspring.

5.This principle of the inseparability of the producer and its product extends into the realm of nature: bees and
honey are both known by the same term [tantely], as are mango trees and mangoes [manga]. The inseparability
of father and child is also emphasized by their sharing of food: although the father will eat from a separate plate
to his young children he will give (and they will learn to ask for) some of his own food to them during the
course of the meal. Father and sons share sustenance and therefore substance in an act of commensality.

6.The father is particularly concerned about forging his own ‘essential’ connection because procreation beliefs
do not attribute him such a major link. Conception stems from a single act of intercourse between a man and a
woman. The semen [fembo] of the man makes the woman's blood sleep [mampandry ra). Although this one act
is sufficient it is desirable that the couple continue having sex during pregnancy to keep the vagina open and to
repeatedly add doses of life-assisting semen. The couple should also be faithful and united at this time: if a
woman sleeps with another man there is an idea that the father's essence will be to an extent contaminated and
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diluted, weakening the baby; if the man sleeps with another woman the woman's birth-passage will clamp shut
until the transgression is confessed and atoned for. The mechanics of procreation beliefs do not explain how
the child is formed. Sex and procreation are considered to go together but the development of the baby is a
separate matter. The coming together of the blood and semen creates a new life and a new destiny but the shape
it will take is still undetermined. The blood of the mother and the semen of the father carry no imprint that will
automatically be transferred to the baby; neither does the sexual act physically mould the child. Thus the child
will not necessarily look like either the father or the mother. What influences the shape of the child is far more
ethereal than the idea of transmitted substance would allow for. A child is more likely to look like its mother
than its father but this is not because the mother physically 'presses’ the child like a vinyl record but because her
affective state may be mapped onto the child’s features. There is no idea of biological inheritance here but
rather a transference of indirect associations. Between mother and child the distinction between physical and
emotional and between one and another is blurred. The close proximity, the attachment, the containment of one
within the other during pregnancy means that there is far greater degree of interchange and interaction between
mother and baby than between father and baby. Mother and baby are so involved and confused that what is a
fleeting thought for the mother can become a permanent physical feature for the child. Thus the straight and
silky hair of a child is accounted for by the fact that the mother was thinking about the Chinese shopkeeper she
used to play with when she was small during her pregnancy. There is no strict logic here; the fact that a baby
turns out to resemble an old friend and play-mate of the mother is not inevitable but is rather a play of chance,
emotion and memory. The father lies outside this sphere of symbiotic relations. His contribution was to
produce a destiny the nature of which is beyond his immediate control. His donation of semen created a life
which is initially beyond his ken. However his semen is like a dormant and shapeless link staking a future claim
in the.child. The father will eventually. use this passive bond to appeal to the child in an attempt to activate a-
social relationship between it and his own descent group. In the meantime he must remain a passive bystander
himself.

7.The most important derivative of ‘zaka’, apart from panjaka is ‘fanjaka’. Broadly speaking ‘fanjaka’ is any
sort of large scale government institution. It is usually associated with official bureaucracy and the political
structure of the nation-state. It is thought of for the most part as alien, unresponsive and run by outsiders;
indeed sometimes the word for foreigner [vazaha] is used instead of ‘fanjaka’. ‘Fanjaka’ is an obstacle to be
negotiated, a resource to be manipulated and a final recourse to appeal to. Although people like to feel that the
traditional system of authority is independent of the modern government this is to some extent an illusory
division; now they are in effect often two poles of the same scale. There is a fusion of panjaka and ‘fanjaka’, a
combination of traditional custom [fomba] and the government way. For example local boundaries are
interpreted as both ancestral territories and administrative units. The Earth-Shaker of the Tevongo, the most
senior Earth-Shaker of them all, is an unofficial President Sahafatra (this is one of the titles by which he is
known). He sees himself as a figurehead for all the peoples of the whole administrative district [fivondronana]
of Vondrozo. Not surprisingly when Karianga, the territory making up the northern third of the district, split
off to join the Fivondronana of Manakara (a major port on the coast), he was very upset and sad about the loss.
At a stroke the land falling under his ritual mantle of authority was technically reduced; the Sahafatra elders
[raiamandreny] were said to be artificially divided. People interpreted the separation as a plot masterminded by
self-seeking politicians and carried out behind the backs of the general populace. Everyone was convinced that
the northern territories were already homesick and wanted to rejoin the union [te-hipody hitambatral, or come
home so to speak. It is clear that over time the traditional and government authorities mutually implicate one
another. Nevertheless people keep them separate in their mind and think of them as categorically different.
This is true to such an extent that it is still frowned upon to go to the fanjaka’ instead of the local descent group
to sort out disputes.

8.The same is true for the term ‘rangahy’, meaning old man, which is also applied to senior panjaka. A
‘rangahy’ is an old man who has produced many children and who has also, in a sense, moved beyond kinship.
The term ‘rangahy’ is not just used to refer to old men, it may also be used to refer to anything that is past its
productive best but which is still regarded with fondness. For example, an old date-palm no longer producing
much fruit, but still towering proudly in the centre of a village, might be called a ‘rangahy’ while being patted
affectionately as if it were a real person. The term ‘rangahy’ conveys permanence and enduring fertility; the
‘rangahy’ himself is no longer fertile but he has produced much of that which still is fertile today.

122



Chapter 4

Testing: the process of becoming a senior panjaka

The previous chapter demonstrated that the more senior a panjaka, the greater the need for him
to be ‘chosen’ and ‘tested’ by his subjects. The text essentially argued that senior panjaka have
to be ‘chosen’ so that the best possible candidate for the job (according to a diverse set of criteria)
may be put in place, and that they have to be ‘tested’ in order that they may prove themselves

worthy of such an elevated position.

In this éhéptér I intend to elaborate on how fhéy are “tested” aﬂd lﬂo{vv thlS ‘fesﬁﬂg’ is intérﬁrefed
both by the panjaka themselves and by their subjects. I will show that the ‘tests’ set for the
panjaka are intentionally designed to be difficult so that the process of becoming a panjaka may
universally be judged as significant. The tests set are not arbitrary but have a definite structure
and sequence. This makes becoming a panjaka a lengthy, but officially recognised, process.

The ritual tests specifically address the capabilities of the panjaka, however, it is important to
note that there are, as we shall see, beneficial spin-offs for the subjects. The tests serve to try
the endurance of and to humble the panjaka, but they also serve to appropriate his wealth at the

same time.

Although this mercenary motivation for testing the panjaka is genuine and readily admitted to
we should not let it obscure the more general aim behind the rituals he is involved in, which is
to generate fertility and blessing. In this chapter I describe the mechanics of the tests but I also
lay the groundwork for a later analysis (in Part II of the thesis) that will show how the senior
panjaka, in conjunction with his subjects, accesses this life-giving force. ‘Testing’ is thus shown

to underpin society explaining why it is perceived as constructive.

Alternative ideas about ‘testing’ are to be found in the literature on Madagascar; Middleton,

notably, talks of how the Karembola of the deep south enjoy regulated ‘testing’ within their own
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confederacy between groups who regard themselves as equals, ‘mpirahambane’ [Middleton
1988:121-168]. However, Karembola ‘testing’ is strongly connected to culturally elaborated
notions of honour and shame [Aenatse] and aims to create dependency; it cannot be said to be
productive (of authority and of life) in the same way as the Sahafatra case. The Sahafatra
material therefore merits further analysis in order to broaden our understanding of the motives

for, and applications of, ‘testing’ in Madagascar.
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Section 1: the process of testing

The duties of leadership are so onerous that few people actively want to become senior panjaka.
If you are a senior panjaka there is a constant need to prove your worth, both in terms of
leadership qualities and the ability to provide for the insatiable needs of your subjects. Both
Minders of the One House and Earth-Shakers are prey to the demands of their subjects, but it is
Earth-Shakers who are subject to the greatest predation because they represent the upper end of
the hierarchy. As people selected from a pool of candidates drawn from the extended lineage to
represent all the Fertiles of one Belly they are regarded as specially ‘privileged’ individuals.
They must possess remarkable qualities to justify their position. However, it is not enough to
surmise that these qualities exist, the leaders must be tested to give them an opportunity to prove

thgt 'phey ¢xi§t._

Qualities sought in an Earth-Shaker

An Earth-Shaker rules because of what he is and what he can do, rather than of because who he
is. He is chosen because he is thought to fulfil the requirements necessary for carrying out the
role of a senior panjaka. His election depends on personal attributes and character (ideally he
should be strong, have great powers of endurance, be honest, fair and incorruptible, both fierce
and moderate by turns), but most importantly it depends on his wealth, measured typically in
cattle. Although, as I have said, good character is desirable it is not a requisite for leadership as
long as a panjaka has a lot of cattle to make up for his deficiencies. Consequently many panjaka,
chosen because they happen to be rich, behave like spoilt little children: they want to be given
little presents, they want to be flattered, they are oversensitive to implicit criticism, they get
drunk and become argumentative getting ever more pedantic. We have witnessed pointless
discussions about which comes first, Christmas or New Year, and about who owns the Boeing
planes flying overhead; in each case the panjaka present insisted on being right, unreasonably

using his authority to overrule everyone else.

Wealth, above all else then, is the key to power; a potential Earth-Shaker must have many cows
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at his disposal (normally between 20 and 30) to be considered. Normally it is super-rich men,
metaphorically referred to as ‘the owners of a thousand head of a cattle’ [panarivo], who are most
likely to be selected and rated highly as senior panjaka. This is the case for Jaban i Berlet, the
Old Woman of the Masitafika. He is not an impressive physical specimen; he is old and wizened
and bent-double from a perpetual cough [kohaka]. Neither is he well educated; he cannot read
or write and relies on close relatives to help him with his sums so that he doesn’t get cheated
when he sells his coffee to the shops. However, since he is said to have over a hundred head of
cattle (and extensive coffee groves) he is still regarded as an ideal panjaka. His subjects never
cease commenting on the size of his exceptional stone-walled ‘cattle-pen’ [valan-aomby] despite
the fact that it is normally empty. They know it is empty so that the cows can be fattened up on
the hoof 24 hours a day, out of sight of their greedy, feasting eyes.

Ina Way the wealth a p‘otént‘ial‘ Earth-Shaker pbséeséés is Ir‘lar‘lifést‘prloof of the éxisténée 6f Ithé
other desired characteristics. A rich man is a living symbol of success, a talisman, whatever his
physical appearance or level of education. He has already proved his fecundity through the
amassing of life-giving wealth. However, if he is to be a leader it is not enough just to do it for
himself, he must do it for his subjects too. The all-consuming question for the subjects is whether
a potential candidate has the means to complete the ritual obligations that will ensue if he is
elected to office? For, once he is elected a process begins whereby he must continually
demonstrate his worth by sacrificing cattle for them. This is not simply a redistribution of wealth
(although this is the most immediate and tangible thrill for the participants) it is also an offering

at the communal altar designed to promote general welfare.

The importance of cattle

The importance of sacrifice in local thought explains why it is critical that the wealth of a
panjaka be in cattle [cf Kent 1979:84-88 on similar 17" century Antanosy attitudes]. Cattle are
critical not just because wealth is generally stored in them (they are walking savings accounts and
accepted currency in a world without banks) but also because they are the ideal sacrificial

offering at life-cycle rituals such as those undertaken for circumcision, marriage and death.
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Cattle are not just an alternative to money, they are special symbolic objects to be used in

specific, culturally sanctioned ways [cf Elli 1993].

The special nature of cows is attested to by the attention people pay to the informal ‘rules’
governing how they are used. The most poignant ‘rule’ states that cows should not be sold at
market [tsy tokony mivarotra aomby an’bazary] but should be reserved for communal
consumption at public ceremonies. Those who do sell cattle to the butcher in Vondrozo are
disapproved of because, for the sake of personal profit, they are prepared to undermine the social

and natural relations that rely on the proper handling and circulation of cattle.

The illicit nature of the sale of cows means that many business deals are struck in private, with
cows being transported for slaughter to far away Farafangana under the cover of darkness SO that
no-one rmght see . Even those buylng meat from the local butcher seem to have mlxed feehngs
about what they are doing, keeping quiet about their purchase and hiding it at the bottom of their
bag. They are excited because they are allowing themselves the rare treat of eating beef, but
they are nervous and shifty because they know they are involved in a slightly selfish and anti-
social activity. After all, if everyone sold their cows to the butcher and everyone bought meat
the consequences would be bad: firstly eating beef would become a mundane and everyday
activity, and secondly cows might run out making it impossible to carry out the life-cycle rituals

which rely on cattle as sacrificial offerings [cf Lienhardt 1961:21].

There are several practical and symbolic reasons why cattle are thought of as the essential
sacrificial ‘gift’; most important of these is the fact that cows are regarded as the best substitutes
for human beings 2. Sacrifice is essentially regarded as the exchange of one highly valued life
for the heightened well-being and fertility of others. To be effective, therefore, the animal
sacrificed has to be as ‘alive’ as possible, as close an approximation to a human being as
possible, and as valuable as possible. Since cows are admired for their strength and vigour 3,
since they are said to be the same as human beings ¢ except for the fact that they cannot talk [¢sy
afaka miteny, izany mahabiby ny aomby], and since they are each worth a small fortune (enough
to provide about a thousand rice meals), they are the perfect choice [cf Elli 1993].
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Cattle trample the fields and are sacrificed



In addition to their sacrificial ‘exchange’ value cows have tremendous ‘use’ value. This ‘use’
value derives not from a general usefulness (cows are not treated as beasts of burden; neither are
they milked) but through one single, vital practical activity that they perform. Their power and
energy is reserved for one task, and one task only: that of trampling the flooded rice-paddies
[manosy] in preparation for sowing and planting [cf Elli 1993:45]. Cattle are vital to rice
production because they are irreplaceable elements at this point in the work cycle. If there were
no cattle the earth and water would not be mixed properly in the paddy (for there are no tractors
or ploughs that could do the job instead) and production would come to a halt. For the people
of Sahafatra this would be catastrophic because rice, which is their staple food (to be eaten three
times a day if possible) is equated with life >. Recognition of this state of affairs, that without
cattle there would be no rice and no life, leads people to attribute to them a sacred quality; they

are said to be ‘masy’ which roughly translates as vital and efficacious.

Cattle are loved by men for the combined roles that they play in their lives: the wealth and
vitality they symbolize, the life they give (through work and death), and the tasty meat they
provide. This love of cattle makes men unwilling to give them up for others; they are so
attached to them that they have to be forced to give them up. That people fight over cows [miady
aomby)] provides a perpetual reminder to everyone of just how valuable they are ®; people
recognise how great a personal sacrifice it is to lose a cow and this underlines what a worthy and
efficacious sacrificial beast it is. Cattle are more than essential necessities, they are sacred and
loved beings also [cf Wilson 1992:76-83]. Thus their sacrifice is particularly painful and potent.
This, then, is why potential panjaka must have wealth in cattle: in life they produce rice which
sustains, and in death their sacrifice generates the blessing which safeguards the living and makes

them fertile.

The need to capture leaders

As has been hinted at above, the benefits of being a senior panjaka are generally regarded as
being outweighed by the burdens of enforced ‘giving’. Consequently there is often a need to

actually ‘capture’ leaders who would not volunteer themselves under normal circumstances. The
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need to ‘capture’ is heightened by the fact that those actively aiming to be panjaka are often
_considered inappropriate candidates because of their ambition whereas, conversely, those who
shun the role are thought of as ideal [panjaka are therefore always victims unlike many divine
kings who only become victims if they fail in their duties cf Simonse 1992:372-373]. This is
why people must be forced into accepting positions of responsibility. Thus when people refer
to ‘capturing’ a new panjaka this must in some senses be taken literally [cf Feierman 1996:46

for comparative literature on the leader as a hostage 7).

An event known as the ‘first capture’ [fanambori-voaloha] is how people envisage the career of
a senior panjaka beginning. The stereotypical account below is not necessarily how it actually
happens but it is how informants describe it, and how it ought to happen in a perfect world
unaffected by unforeseen circumstances and practical considerations. The picture given is the

- ideal one, whereby a living [mbola velo], but worn out [valaky], senior panjaka passes on his
position ® to a younger man. As we have noted one may become a senior panjaka in many other
ways; however the organised hand-over is the most fitting and appropriate way, if it is at all

possible. All the other ways are less desirable variations on the same theme.

When it has been decided by the old panjaka (or by his close followers if he is dead) who should
succeed him rapid action is taken to realise the royal edict. It is said that the panjaka ‘offers’
[manolotra] his position to his chosen candidate; however this phrasing hides the fact that
acceptance of the offer is obligatory. This is why the process is universally viewed as a ‘capture’
°. The new panjaka who, unbeknownst to him, has been ‘chosen’, must now be physically
‘captured’ [samborina). The news is kept secret because if he should hear of it in advance he

might run away [milefa] in order to avoid the onerous burden of responsibility [mavesatra ny

adidy] associated with the post.

A messenger, accompanied by warriors, creeps up stealthily to the house , trying to avoid
detection, so that he may take the new panjaka by surprise. On arrival at the house of the future
panjaka the messenger sounds the conch shell [mampaneno ny antsiva amin 'ny varangara) three
times as loudly as he can at the threshold. The trumpeting of the shell attracts a lot of attention

because it is normally only blown in cases of emergency or on ritual occasions '°. As people rush
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out of their houses and gather round the messenger publicly announces the capture of the ruler

to be.

It is too late now for the chosen man to flee since he has officially been informed of his ‘election’
in front of witnessing bystanders. To flee after having been officially informed is thought of as
shameful [mahamenatra] and anyone who attempts to do so is ‘fined several cows’ [sazina
aomby maro]; in addition the family of the refugee loses the right to hold any position of
authority in the future. This custom is so rigidly upheld that many lineages are barred in
perpetuity from ever having an Earth-Shaker. The Antemahavelo Belly of the Vohilakatra clan,
which consists of 8 lineages, provides a case in point: of those 8 lineages only 3 are eligible to
provide Earth-Shakers [mahazo kobatany]; the rest are barred because of the irresponsible

behaviour of leaders drawn from their number in the past !'.

After his capture the chosen man is summoned to the Fertile/Big-House of the old panjaka;
having accepted his destiny he should go quietly and without fuss. The purpose of this visit is
to temporarily transfer the ceremonial headgear, a red cloth known as the ‘sofo mena’, from the
old to the new panjaka. The new panjaka is ‘crowned’ [sotoina] momentarily before handing
the headgear back. This signifies that he has formally accepted the new role and that he is
prepared to take over in the future. At this point he is not yet a panjaka since the temporary
transfer is a statement of intent, not the actual realisation of power. The old panjaka still reigns
until the new one is fully ‘raised up’ at a later date. The brief coronation commits the new
panjaka to his role and acts as definitive proof that the selected man has now been truly

‘captured’.

All these precautions and threats of punitive action are necessary because the role of panjaka is
not one that all people accept gladly. When a panjaka is captured he becomes an involuntary
hostage, imprisoned [igadra] by his duties. Tests are diverted onto him and he becomes a sort
of heroic champion protecting [miaro] the people. The panjaka is like a gladiator; he is a
potential sacrificial victim who must fight for his own survival as well as for the well-being of
the people who chose him to represent them. Once captured [samborina] his freedom rests in

the hands of his subjects [cf de Heusch 1985: 103-107 for a comparable example of Swazi
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subjects controlling their king]; he is only released [afaka] when the people allow or demand it

[arakarak ’ny hevitran’olo].

The most senior Earth-Shaker of the Vohilakatra clan provides a fine example of a man
unwillingly trapped in his position and subjected to unbearable pressures. After only a year in
power at Miarinarivo the effect of the crushing weight of responsibility was all too clear to see;
compared to his former imposing self he was a shrunken and hollow figure, as thin as a rake and
suffering repeated bouts of fever [voa ny tazo]. We would often find him wrapped up in a
blanket in his Big-House, too ill to venture outside. Glad of our company he would invite us in,

all smiley and soft-spoken, to moan about his problems.

‘Ruling the land is hard’ [mafy be ny fitondra tany], he would complain as he donned his faded
- grey trilby over his skeletal shaven head. “The territory is'too big and the panjaka receives no -
money for his efforts’ [malalaka loatra ny faritra ny Vohilakatra; tsy misy fandraisam-bola ny
panjaka]. Shivering gently he would gather his own children around him, huddling them into
his robes while the Eye of the Water shooed off onlookers who were disturbing the panjaka by
making too much noise and blocking off the light from the door. Then he would continue. He
outlined why the job was too demanding: there were so many disputes to resolve that there was
no time to rest; having to liaise with gendarmes and angry armed deputations from other clans
made him perpetually anxious; whenever a meeting was called he was required to provide the
food [cf Adler 1982:180 for a comparable case in Chad] which meant he always had to be on the
lookout for a cow [mahita aomby]..... The list was endless. He explained how, already tired of
his duties and physically exhausted, he had begged leave to resign his post. After a short
dramatic pause he looked up, smiling wistfully, to add that, of course, the people had not agreed
[tsy manaiky] and that therefore his request had been refused. He had to struggle on.

Although this example is quite typical not all panjaka felt the same. Young, strong, vital, and
newly elected panjaka in particular presented a prouder and more resilient image and would
never admit to weakness or to the possibility of failure. These men tended to be gruff and
fearsome, unwilling to waste energy on unnecessary talk. The Earth-Shaker at Anandaka (clan

Antsoro) is a good example. All the people we visited in his village were unwilling to answer
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questions about panjaka lest they commit a taboo [fady] and be punished by their leader.
Consequently they referred our questions upwards and took us to see the Earth-Shaker himself.
He was an immense physical presence in the Fertile, silent and uncompromising. He was not
unfriendly but neither was he forthcoming; only when we had explained the purpose of our
journey three times did he agree to talk to us through the Eye of the Water. After that he was
disdainfully accommodating. His apparent immovability, both emotional and physical, generated
an impression of great power and control which to an extent explained the hold he had over his

subjects.

Ritual activities: proving yourself worthy

- The nitial capture is the first stage of a long process.: To be a successful leader of a Big-House
a Minder of the One House must have and continue to earn the respect of his subjects. To do this
he must prove his worth, not just by behaving well on a day to day level, but by fulfilling ritual
obligations and following a difficult and ‘testing’ ceremonial procedure [cf Simonse 1992:214-
231 on how the tension underlying the relationship with the king unifies the people]. Once he
has been ‘chosen’ and ‘captured’ he must sponsor and hold a series of ceremonies. Initially he
must organise and take part in a gathering known as the Black Wine [foa-mity]. This is a type
of initiation and also serves as public recognition of his new position. After this has been
performed he must mastermind his own ‘raising up’ ceremony [sandratra panjaka]. This is
explicitly designed to raise him up above his subjects and to make him senior to them, which as
we shall see is a tricky and expensive undertaking. It is not sufficient to hold this ‘raising up’
ceremony only once; it must be repeated at regular intervals for as long as a Minder of the One
House stays in office. The cycle of ceremonies not only continually re-affirms the authority of
a Minder of the One House, it also serves to promote the general “fertility’ of the land and the
group. In fact it is this perceived generation of ‘fertility’ that really guarantees the position of
the leader. A Minder of the One House must play a key role in this generation. How this is

achieved will also be discussed later.

Earth-Shakers, like Minders of the One House, must prove their worthiness to rule over their
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subjects. Due to their more senior position the tests they must endure are more extensive than
those undergone by Minders of the One House. The format of the tests is however the same.
Initially there must be a Black-Wine ceremony; this must be followed by a longer series of
repeated, cyclical ‘raising up’ ceremonies than that demanded of Minders of the One House.
The testing of an Earth-Shaker is not an arbitrary and useless process simply designed to prove
- his worth, it also serves a practical function as it contributes to the fertility of the land. Since
Earth-Shakers are more concretely associated with the land than Minders of the One House their
contribution to the land is considered to be significantly more influential. By passing the tests
an Earth-Shaker secures his position twofold: he proves his worth and rejuvenates the land and
the people.
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The Black Wine ceremony

The first official duty of a senior panjaka is to hold the Black Wine [toa-mity] party. The Black
Wine [toa-mity] is the name of the event that marks the public beginning of the career of the
senior panjaka. 1t is specifically likened to an announcement [fanambara] of his accession. As
has been described, the old panjaka who is ‘tired out’ [valaky] from his duties has already
‘offered’ his position to a new younger man who has subsequently been captured and briefly be-
hatted [mampisartoka]. The old man, described as a ‘father’ [iaba], has offered a junior,

someone regarded as a ‘child’ [anaka], his ‘position’ [toera].

This event (the capture) is said to have happened ‘yesterday’ [omaly] or the day before yesterday
[oratrony] in relation to the Black Wine [foa-mity], but this is only figurative; it may have
“happened several months ago. This means that after the ‘offer’ (wliich cannot be rleﬁ‘lséd)' has
been made, and it has been agreed that the new panjaka will take over control, there is still plenty
of time for him to consult a diviner [panandro] in order to appoint an auspicious day for the
hand-over. This day is the day of the Black Wine [foa-mity] ceremony. The Black Wine [toa-
mity] is only for limited public consumption; only members of the one relevant Belly [troky]
(Family of Big-Houses made up of people affiliated to one Great Ancestor) should be present.
It is an intermediate stage, situated in between the initial paranoid secrecy of the selection process
(involving the physical capture of the new panjaka) and the explicitly public celebrations that
will take place when the new panjaka is officially ‘raised up’ at a separate ceremony known as

the ‘sandratra panjaka’.

The Black Wine [toa-mity] is the explicit public recreation of the first essentially private capture
[fanambori-voaloha] which most likely took place in isolation somewhere out in the countryside.
Consequently it is alternatively referred to as the ‘second capture’ [fanambori-faharoa]. The
Black Wine [toa-mity] is also likened to the stage in the marriage procedure when the bride is
announced and ‘comes out’ [fiboa-bady]. The comparison is based on the fact that in both cases,
that of the Black Wine and the ‘coming out’, a person is being introduced and made visible, and

an initial informal social contract is being entered into.
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The senior panjaka is likened to a wife in more ways than one, however: like a wife he is taken
as an unwilling captive (there are echoes of how women were captured by force to be taken as
wives in the past) and like a wife he will be ceremonially ‘raised up’ [manakatra] '* by others.
Unlike a wife, though, the senior panjaka is not a woman. This obvious difference is the critical
one. A real wife has the upper hand over her promoters (the husband’s family) because if she
is dissatisfied with her treatment she will leave and, crucially, take her children with her. She
is the owner of the children because her fertility is not in question, it is the promoters who must
constantly earn the right to keep her and her offspring '*. The senior panjaka, a pseudo wife to
his subjects, is in the reverse position to the real wife. His promoters have the upper hand over
him because his fertility, unlike the straightforward and undeniable biological fertility of a
woman, is in serious doubt. In order to free himself he must prove his fertility and munificence

by alternative ritual means; until he does he remains obliged to those who raised him up.

What is ‘toa-mity’: the nature of the Black Wine ceremony

‘Toa-mity’ is traditional alcohol, a sort of black coloured wine that was made out of fermented
wild berries in the time before the foreigners [vazaha frantsay] came. The party consists of the
offering of the Black Wine to the people. The Black Wine [toa-mity] is said to be the ‘root’ of
what makes a senior panjaka [cf Errington 1989:205-206 on origin points and ‘roots’] as it
begins to secure him in his position [mahafototra). 1t is the start of a difficult process of
negotiation between the senior panjaka and the people, which is likened to a long journey [dia
lava]. To give the Black Wine really starts a panjaka on his way; to not give prematurely ends
his career. The Black Wine ceremony [foa-mity] fnust be done by all senior panjaka; as the

people say ‘those that do not complete it will not last’ [£sy mahavita, tsy mahazaka].

The giving of the Black Wine is like the satisfaction of the demand for a pound of flesh (my
metaphor); it is a bargain based on the willingness to give up life for fame. The Black Wine is
explicitly likened to blood [ra] and drinking it is believed (by the old in particular) to fortify the
body [mahamdtanjaka]. This is why for many people wine is the favoured tipple over and above

the local rum. Wine has potent associations; it is the life-blood of one transferred to the many.
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In the past 4 bottles of black wine had to be amassed and given away for public consumption for
a man to satisfy the first test of a senior panjaka. The panjaka himself provided two bottles and
other family members (eg the elder brother [zoky] or the sister [anakavy]) made up the deficit.
Now the event has turned into a party [Aira] and although the panjaka must provide great
quantities of alcoholic drink, the drink is not necessarily wine and the guests are ashamed if they

do not bring a contribution also.

Black Wine, as it originally was, no longer exists and in the main ‘foaka fary’, a rough local
home-distilled rum, a Malagasy [gasy] moonshine, has been substituted. Sweet red wine made
from low quality grapes grown in the highlands and bought out of huge barrels in the local shops
is also consumed and is still the choice of older folk who value the associations with the original
‘toa-mity’, and who regard cane rum as too strong. Foreigners, specifically the French, are
'blamed for accustoming the Malagasy to rum [ny vazahad mahatama ny gasy amin'ny toaka fary).
With their help the idiom has changed from ‘adding blood’ [ampiana ra], to competitively
drinking excessively strong booze. The ceremony has become less of a vital distribution of life-
essence and more of a ritually combative knees-up where serious drinkers aim for nirvana-like

oblivion by consuming far more than they can take [tokony minome be loatral).

Despite the changes, the Black Wine ceremony [toa-mity] is essentially the same as it was in the
past; although the substance consumed is different it remains a gift giving occasion which plays
on ideas of reciprocity in order to determine who is senior to who. In normal circumstances
when gifts are exchanged between equals it is the gift-giver who gains the position of seniority;
the receiver is demoted to a junior position until he/she reciprocates in some way. However,
when those involved in a gift exchange are not perceived as equals to start with, the grammar is
different: in this situation both giving a gift to a junior and receiving one from him/her simply
reinforces ones superior position: by giving one demonstrates generosity and munificence, by

receiving one merely accepts appropriate tribute.

The consequence of this dual grammar is that in order to interpret the gift-giving of the panjaka
we must know whether he is regarded as senior, equal, or junior to his subjects? This may seem

like a ridiculous question but it actually gets at the heart of the matter. Although the senior
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panjaka is unquestionably senior in ordinary life there are certain ritual occasions (notably the
Black Wine and the ‘raising up’ [sandratra panjaka]) when the senior panjaka is ritually abased
and cut down to size, as the subjects remind him of his reliance on their support. The result of
this is that there is a perpetual question as to whether the panjaka is senior or junior to his
subjects. This uncertainty generates a tension that the panjaka is obliged to try and resolve
throughout his career. By giving presents to his subjects one could argue that the panjaka is
demonstrating his superiority as he is the provider; the fact is though that the subjects refuse to
accept the implied inferiority of their position, the gift given them after all simply being their due
for raising him up in the first place. In their minds the panjaka's gift is not enough [tsy ampy]

to compensate for his massive promotion.

When you give a gift you are thanked by people in authority as a dutiful child - ‘We have a
“child!’ they say [manan-anaka ahay!]. 'In this view it is accepted as only right and proper, as
natural, that tribute should flow upwards; your gift cannot bridge what is an gaping chasm of
status, in fact, as we have noted, it merely reinforces it. However gifts may also be received by
calling you a father [iabako], a humble stance recognising the generosity of the giver and the
privilege involved in receiving a gift and at least momentarily accepting a junior position. The
idiom used depends on your relative position, on the context of the gift and on personality and
mood. The existence of the two idioms demonstrates how reciprocal relations are expected.
There is no one way traffic of gifts; both children and fathers are expected to give them. By
dramatically giving valuable gifts the senior panjaka is trying to leap the status chasm. In a
relatively undefined relationship (after all a panjaka rules over generations both senior and junior
to him) he wants to generate a strong impression of himself. As I have already noted a new
panjaka is referred to as a ‘child’ [anaka] by his predecessor. This label, which the subjects latch
on to and adopt, is one that the panjaka wants and needs to be rid of in order to become an
authoritative, ruling father figure. He attempts to dispose of his child-like image by creating such
a gift imbalance that no one can doubt his transformation from a ‘child’ (who owes and is duty
bound to give) to a ‘father’ (who is owed but gives out of generosity to display his munificence).
This cannot be achieved with small gifts; the gifts must be monstrously large (ie a cow, a super-
valuable) so that no-one can mistake what side of the symbolic generational divide he lies on.

If a ruler impresses his subjects they will respond by commenting that he is not their child but
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their father [tsy anakay fa iabanay].

The first gift of the Black Wine decides nothing; it is a preliminary ‘sparring match’ [ady kidy
fa tsy tena ady be] and a statement of intent by both sides. The senior panjaka gives a taster (the
Black Wine), hinting at his potentially infinite bounty but refusing to give too much away. The
people present a barely disguised demand for an ever increasing ransom [hataka]; as far as they
are concerned he must pay out, ‘cough up’ and ‘vomit’ his wealth [mandoa vola] from now on,
for as long as he is in office. The Black Wine signals the start of a battle of wills and resources

that will be played out again and again throughout a senior panjaka's life.

The mechanics of the ritual

Black Wine ceremonies tend to be held in the ceremonial season which stretches from June
through October. These months are ideal for festivities because the weather is dry and cool, most
of the agricultural work for the year is over, the rice granaries are full, and the cash crops
(notably coffee and pepper) are ripe and can be sold to raise the money necessary to sponsor the
ceremonies. We witnessed four Black Wine ceremonies which took place over this period, two
for the Masitafika clan, one for the Vohilakatra, and one for the Antsoro. The small number we
attended can be accounted for by the semi-private nature of the event (which made it harder to
hear about) and by the fact that people did not realise that we would be interested and eager to

come, if asked.

Once we had been invited we were always treated as one of the group. We took our own
alcoholic tribute and then proceeded to melt into the drunken haze. We were never placed in a
particular spot and soon came to realise that this was the whole point: at the Black Wine
everyone should be crammed into the limited space of the house until the crowd can hardly
move. Three out of four of the ceremonies were straightforward hand-overs of power, however
the fourth involved the ‘separating off’ [misaraka] of one Family to create a new independent
Big-House/Fertile. The procedure for both versions is essentially the same although when a new

Big-House/Fertile is created the ceremonial headgear [soto mena] cannot be handed-over from
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the old panjaka to the new, but must be bought afresh. The only other major difference is that
at the inauguration of a new Big-House/Fertile representatives of all the Clan Bellies must be
there (instead of just the members of the one relevant Belly normally required to attend such

an event) in order to deliver official recognition of its new status.

At a standard event the guests from the one Belly arrive in groups throughout the morning. They
all bear locally distilled rum [toaka] which they present as a barbed tribute to the new panjaka.
Their liquid gift is a lightly veiled demand for reciprocation or even super-reciprocation and the
receiving panjaka should try to at least match, and if at all possible surpass, the quantities
provided in order to maintain his honour. As each group presents rum [foaka] there is a certain
etiquette to be followed. Thanks and recognition for the gift should be given by an equal: thus
when a senior panjaka offers rum or money a senior panjaka should answer in reply; when an
'Eye of the Water offers rum or money an Eye of the Water should respond '*. The rum [toaka]
is then drunk by everyone and the house becomes very crowded and merry, full of the family of
the senior panjaka, members of the Family of Big-Houses [troky iray] and close neighbours. The
most important senior panjaka sit by the opening in the east wall; otherwise the seating

arrangement is purposefully random.

The handing over of the hat

When representatives from all the Fertiles/Big-Houses [lonaky/trano-be] of the One Belly [troky
iray] have arrived the crux of the ceremony begins. The ritual hangs on the presentation or
handing over of the ruler's headgear, the ‘soto-mena’ [cf Feeley-Harnik 1982: 36 for comment
on other Malagasy royal regalia, specifically the emblematic ‘long iron’ (vy lava) of the Sakalava
monarchs]. The ‘soto-mena’ is a sort of handkerchief sized piece of red material, red being a
royal colour, which is tied bandanna style on the head of a senior panjaka '*. The ‘soto-mena’
is handed over from one panjaka to the next. A specially selected member of the one Belly (who
stands in the relation of sister's son [zanak ’anakavy] to the replacement panjaka) takes off the

hat of the previous panjaka and transfers it to the head of the new, thereby ‘crowning’ him.
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The senior panjaka is not being crowned by an object that is precious in itself; it is not expensive
[#sy lafo], in fact the item has hardly any pecuniary value at all (it is made of a strip of ordinary
material bought from the shop). He is being crowned with the ‘hopes’ [fanontania] and
expectations of his subjects. He is honoured by the entrustment of the land to him [tany
omen 'an’azy] but the price he pays is the heavy burden of office. The ‘soto-mena’ is a sign of
control but it is emphasised by the people that it is only a symbol; no power is thought to reside
in the object itself which is just a piece of cloth [tsy mahery ny soto fa lamba avao]. 1t is
explicitly stated that “the ‘sofo-mena’ does not really make the panjaka a panjaka, it merely
shows that he is one” [tsy tena mahapanjaka ny soto, mampiseho fa panjaka avao). To make the
point absolutely clear informants likened the ‘soto-mena’ to a mundane gendarme's uniform
[mitovy amin 'ny fitafy zandarma], which is generally recognised to be an exterior symbol, not
a source, of power '¢ [Sahafatra royal regalia is thus not infused with power, unlike in many parts

“of southeast Asia cf Errington 1989:123-129].

The ‘soto-mena’ is owned by the people but womn by the panjaka [minday soto ny panjaka nefa
ny vahoaka no tompony), who is by extension also owned. Without the ‘soto-mena’ the senior
panjaka is quite an anonymous figure; however since the ‘soto-mena’ is not his own possession
but that of his subjects he may only wear it on special occasions when they wish it, not on his
own whim. Therefore although it marks him out it also asserts his hostage status. The ‘soto-
mena’ is an unattainable object for the senior panjaka; he must try and earn it but he may never
call it his own [tsy an’azy] while he lives. If it is deemed that he has deserved it, it may be
allowed for him to be buried with the ‘soto-mena’ when he is dead, as a final belated recognition

of his greatness.

The “soto-mena’ is a contested object but the contest is always lost by the senior panjaka. The
first demonstration of his domination by others is given at the Black Wine [toa-mity]. Once he
has been crowned (not by his own hand) he may not take off the ‘soto-mena’ for the rest of the
ceremony. This is a problem for the panjaka because as everyone crowds into the house the
atmosphere gets closer and closer, and irritatingly hot. As he sweats the subjects joke about his
discomfiture, revelling in the fact that it is they, not he, who will decide when he should be

relieved of the “soto-mena’. The whole event becomes increasingly drunk and rowdy as the room
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is crammed full. Eventually when the overwroughtness has become almost unbearable and the
sun starts to go down [miandry ny maso-andro miririna], the event is brought to an official end
by the removal of the ‘sofo-mena’ [ny fanesorina ny soto amin'ny loha]. The appointed Sister's
Son rises from his place beside the senior panjaka and removes the ‘soto-mena’ 7. The panjaka
himself, temporarily released and relieved of his burden, pays three litres of rum [foaka] to his
subjects for the privilege of his transient freedom. This is swiftly consumed before the party

finally breaks up and everyone disperses.
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The ‘raising-up’ of the senior panjaka [sandratra panjakal)

A few weeks, or even months, after the Black Wine [toa-mity] the senior panjaka is officially
raised up by the people at the event known as the ‘sandratra panjaka’. The ‘sandratra panjaka’
is a very public event and all the clan and surrounding groups are called to attend and witness
the ceremony [havory ny vava-rano iray, ny fokon'olo, ny tana manodidina). The ceremony
involves the gathering and positioning of the so called subjects in relation to the captured senior
panjaka. Once this arrangement is satisfactorily achieved, a cow given by the senior panjaka
must be slaughtered in the name of the group [cf Kent 1979:84 for 17" century Antanosy
equivalent]. This cow is known as the ‘sharp cow’ [aomby maranitra] or perhaps more
appropriately ‘the cow that really hurts’ [mamparary manome aomby]. It hurts because it is so
painful to give, but it is sharp also because the sacrifice of something valuable is efficacious

| [mas.y]‘in‘ the quést ‘fo‘r iﬁcfeaéed fértilit&.

A senior panjaka is not raised up only once in his career; the ‘sandratra panjaka’ is part of an
ongoing and cyclical/repetitive process that takes place every few years. At each ‘sandratra
panjaka’ a cow must be given by the man being ‘raised up’. It is said that at least three cows
(and therefore at least three ceremonies) are needed to ‘make’ a Minder of the One House [aomby
telo mahapanjaka]; however more are required for the most senior positions. It used to be
necessary for an Earth-Shaker [kobatany] to give six cows to attain full recognition; now that
number has been reduced to four because of the general perception that everyone has fallen on
hard times '%. Each successive cow that is given is nominally allocated to a section of the group.
The first one is said to be for the ‘young warriors’ [panabaka], the second one for the Women
[viavy] and the third one for the immediate Family [fianakavia]. This allocation is in word only
to honour each respective section and to chart the progress of the gifts of the panjaka. The
division of the cow remains essentially the same although the named privileged section may

receive slightly more generous portions than usual.

The grammar of the event is quite clear: there is a circular arrangement whereby the subjects
[fokon'olo] repeatedly capture the senior panjaka and the senior panjaka in turn pays his dues

[mandoa] to renew the polity, renew his contract with the people and be temporarily ‘freed’
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[maha-afaka]. In the process fertility is generated. The crucial question for the senior panjaka
is whether he can cope with the obligations, stay the course and survive for the full term.
Eventually all senior panjaka become worn out [valaky/lany]. Old senior panjaka become unable
to carry out their responsibilities because they are too tired; they lose any appetite they may have

had for the job and are replaced [sohafana].

The newly elected senior panjaka does not necessarily regard himself as ‘lucky’ [atojony] or
fortunate, in fact he is often rather sorry for himself [malahelo]. Normally he does not think of
himself as ready for a role which involves ‘heavy responsibilities’ [adidy mavesatra], ‘long
journeys’ [dia lava] and ‘terrible expenses’ [depenses be]; however he is obliged to take over
anyway [voatery miakatra]. When a new leader is asked if he is happy [faly] about his promotion
he most often responds by laughing at the ridiculous nature of the question. He looks with
‘contempt at the questioner as if to say ‘Of course I am not happy’; to be happy would be to admit

ambition and complacency, encouraging his subjects to treat him even more harshly.

We witnessed 10 ‘sandratra panjaka’ in various clan territories; three were ceremonies to raise
up Earth-Shakers and seven were for Minders of the One House. The ceremonies for Earth-
Shakers and Minders of the One House are essentially the same the only differences being in the
privileges allowed for the different grades. The prototypical case I describe below is for the most
senior rulers as they have the most privileges and therefore provide the most graphic and all
inclusive account. I am however careful to indicate in the text at appropriate moments the
specific differences: whether or how long they are allowed to don the ‘soto-mena’; what type of
ceremonial robe [lamba] they are allowed to wear; whether they are allowed to perambulate
around the house and triumphantly bang the walls etc All but one of the ceremonies we attended
resulted from the death or abdication of previous panjaka. In one remarkable case though a
panjaka was being removed and replaced by the popular will of the people. The procedure was
exactly the same but the atmosphere was completely different; everybody was very tense,
unwilling to talk about what was going on, and continually emphasising how ‘difficult’ [sarotra]
it was. Our attendance at this event affected the rest of our stay as it was assumed by our
presence that we supported the new panjaka. He became our friend but the village of the

‘evicted’ panjaka became one of the few places we were obviously not welcome.

143



The ‘sandratra panjaka’, like the Black Wine, tends to be held in the dry, cool season [asotry];
ideally it should be held in October [volambitabe] ¥, as this is thought to be the most auspicious
month of all [cf Beaujard 1983a:310 for confirmation], and on a Friday, because that is the most
‘powerful’ [mahery] and ‘male’ [lelahy] day of the week. The ceremony is a high profile public
event attracting many spectators. Consequently market women come from town to sell pre-
prepared tasty titbits; they sit under the rice granaries [trano-ambo] where it is shady and cool
and where they can set out their wares in view of the participants and passers by. As the morning
progresses people arrive in columns, walking Indian file in ranking order, and present themselves
at the Fertile/Big-House [lonaky/trano-be] where the old senior panjaka is holding his final
court. Men carry umbrellas and walking sticks and wear long coa<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>