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DAHDMLA‘*J MARRIAGE: A REVALUATION
LAURA BOHANNAN

F arc fottunate in possessing cnough gnnd cthnogtaphic material on Dahomey:
6o attempt 3 feasscssment in the light of later theotetical developments of the
very interestiop types of marrage reporeed thete.

Analysis shows that Geeee criteria arc inyolved in the thirteen © types * of marriage
as qg.'lm,n by Ilerskovits’s Dahomean informants:? (1) the method of arranging the
mettajre, including cowrehip and payment of the bride-wealth; (2) the status of the
children; and {3) the refationship between man and wife—a constant which is, how-
cvet, influenced by the distribution of dghts and duties in regard to the children.
The natare of the social gmupq covaceraed in the configuration of rightssewdities-
cotnected with m:l,:rﬂ:—l 2 15 a polfe of _g_,reﬂ J.mpo-ﬂaﬂce which dows oot dpp::a,:l: i

cotmesion With Herskowits's analysis of marriage; he divides these © types * nlo 3
matrilineal and 2 parrilineal class on the basis of the srarus of the children. The
startingr-point of the following analysis is the transfer or non-transfer of pairoae
ot jueal anthoriry, through martiage—a eriterion emphasized by Lo Hérisse®

ey

Marrrasy w1t THANSELR OF JURAL ATTHORITY

Thete ate, in the * types * of marriage scoompamied by & transler of jural authority
over the woman and her potential children, one variable—the preliminarics to mar-
riape, courtship and the method of paying bride-wealth—and three constants: the
mature of the marital relationship, the nature of the corporate groups involved, ie.
lineages,? and the statas of the children. The martiage is marked by the payment of
the bride-weallh, which is in two portions : gifts and services usually dirccted towards
the parenls of the girl, which may ot may not be given, and the ritual * payment ”
made to the head of the gitl’s lincaye, which tnust be given if the martiage is to be
accompanied by 2 trensfor of jural suthotity over the woman and ker children.*

In © money with woman * marriapes the man selected as flancé by the pitl's father,
accompanied by memhers of his loeape, calls on the girf’s family. The customary

- yrifts and services, the rimal payment, and the aotification of the ancesturs {ullow,

Finully, the tmaa and two men and two women of his Jmeage call for his wife, After
a digplay of gifts From the bride, her parents, and the groom, an old worman of the
gitl's Nineage hlesses herin the name of her ancestors, The bride spends the first night
at her hushand’s house with his mother or with his fiest wife: Though she may be
rejected if, on the followinpy evening, she should prove not to hiave been a virgin,
generally she is forced instead to give the name of her seducer, who will be fined

! Fletkavies, M. ., Defesny, An Swmi Werr age’, and o the * enerded family * and the * com- .
<Afvican Kingdonr, 1938, . go1-2. poard © as sppments of the linege, For defindtions
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toradulery. “The next moming the husband publicly and ceremonially gives his new
wite the name by which she will thencoforth he known.T
Another * type’,  child ask ask °, differs only in that it is the future hushand who
initiates eonrtship, If the girl should altcady be hetrothed and her fatker favonrs the
secand snitor, it is the latter who repays the original fancd2
A thitd * type ’, * woman give back woman # brings out a vory important aspect
of the mechanism of the transfer of jural authority, If the betrathed girl elopes with
ancther man, she and her seducet are brouphe by her parents before the chieft “The
chiet requitcs the original fiancé 1o caleulate the amount he expended in pifis and
services, By repaying this sum, the seducet acquires jural anthosiey over the yrirl and
obtains her as his wife, for the lincage (liere that of (he vtiyinal fiancé) which has
aequired jural authoricy oves a woman ¢an retranstere it (here to the scducer’s lineare}.
The seducer cannot make the payments to the girl’s own linewgre, which 1o longer
holds the ryhts to be tansferred. The girl’s lineage retains only the apparently in-
alienable right to cxcrcise the titual power of ber own ancestors over her, This fght
is exercized a3 a cocreive measure in later-lineuge dispures. 'Thus in such a crisis,
tha head of the fiancé’s lineage could recall in the name of their founding ancestor
all the davghters of his lineape who had married men of the eloping girl's lineage.
The girl’s lineage coull siilatly recall all the daughrers of that lincage who had
masticd mea of the scducer’s lineage, and by that means arrempt to ensute that the
seducer i3 [ortheuming with the grl, and if possible, with the hride-wealth 8
In cxchange tartape (7 wife by exchange ', © give us we give von *) two men sach
take an cligible sister o1 daughter of the nther as wife. ‘The usual services are omirted,
us they would cancel each other aut, but in both cases the titual payments atc made
and the ancestors ate notified :* both women are under the joral authotity of their
husbands® lineages. If nne of them should leave her hushaad, * this man will divorce
his sister or danghter from the orther it tetaliation *—a © tetaliation * common when-
aver telations between lincages are strained.” _

Exchange martiage may accompany cross-cousin martage—especially when palm-
Irees are at stake, By the tules of inhetitance {or this vory valuable portion of
Dizhomean wealth, the palm-trees planted by a man are on his death held in trust as
*lineage * property by his twn oldest sons. On their death, the trees are divided
equally between their surviving siblings, ‘I'hc trees inherited by a sister may be given
hy her to oac of her daughters. To avoid the loss of these trees, this dauglites is
married to onc of hee mother’s brother™s sons. The son of this cross-cousin martage
will inherit the palm-trees; he is also the grandson of the man who planted them.
However, the same problem will arise in the ncxt generation, if the gitl given in
crehange should become heir to any palm-teees. Although it is difTicalt 1o see why
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exchange tusttiage should be the preferred system in this connexion,’ exchange
martiage mipht be favourad to steengthen the mattiage ries between two lingapes.
Cross-cousin marriaye also, though nowhete singled out asa® type ?, seems 2 favoured
furm of Diahomean mattinge both bacaise of is coonomic advantages and the stated
desite 1 bring a woman's children’s children back into the lineage 2

If the father provides the bride-wealth (* father my wife )3 the son may not set
up an indepeadent houschold untl the debt is tepaid.* In any case, the wife is nnder
the ditect jural authority of her husband only when he is at least the head of a minimal
lineagre.

It a man’s best friend provides the bride-wealth, the resuling comalex of avents
is called * stomach empty * marriggeS Throughout, the husband has jutal anthoricy
and responsibility and the friend, a financial obligation: thus on the hirth of a child,
the husband consulis the diviner and performs the sactifice; the friend provides the
necessaty matenals, The debt is cancelled when the husband gives his fricnd (as in
exchazjre martiage) a daughter a8 wife. If there are only sons, or if the daughter dics
hefore she is of marriageable age.® the heir of the hushand, s saon as possible, gives
a girl o his compound to the heir of the best friend, The oblipation is then can-
celled. If that pirl eloped, the mechamism of recalling wives described above was
hrought into play by the two lineages conccrned. 1f the seducer refused 1o pive her
up, his lineage threatened to take away his wives, s fields, and his property. The
girl was nut to be given either to her otfwinal fiancé or 1o her seducer” but to some
man not affiliated with any of the three lineages involved, The friend’s son was aiven
the mast eligible pirl in his Gancée’s lineage as wifc; he had to aceept het and notify
the head of his lincapc of the fact. Shorily thereafier, the wives recalled to their natal
lineages were allowed to return to their husbands.

The jural and ritual aspects of the resuling: mardage are unaffzcted (1) whether
the gitl's father initiated the proposal (¢ money with woman 7), or the propasal firse
camc trom the suitor (¢ child ask ask *); (2} whether the suitor, his father (¢ father my
witc '), or his best friend (* stotach cmpty *) paid the hride-wealth; (3} whether the
bride-wealth was repaid by a second suitor to the first { wontan give back woman %)
—the adjustments necessary under such clronmstances are inftiated by the action of
the lincage units, and nor by the three individuals most direetly concerncd; (4) or
whether only the ritual payments ate made in the case of a simple exchange of women
(" give us we give you” or * wife by exchange *) or 2 marriage with the danghter or
sun's daughrer which repays financial aid for the mothet's bride-wealth®

Whenever the rital payments marking the transfer of jural anthority bave been
tade, the same constellation of rights and duties results :

I. There is 3 differential distribution of titual suthority uver the wife, She remains
under the power of het own ancestors: therefore the head of her natal lineage may

! Hevsloovits associates tbe iwo explicidy, Dhid. .

9.

* OF the bride’s blessing. Thidl, i, 527,

I Mhiel. L, 313, * Thid. i T1f—¢2.
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tecall her in their nare. [lowever, as wife and mother, she falls under the ritoal as
well as the jural authority of hor husband's lineage: she must observe the prohibi-
tions of his lincage for pregoant woman ;' it is to his ancostors that she must coa-
fess her adultery? Although she will be an ancestress of her hushand’s lineage, by
wham she must be bured, her own anceslors arc those of her natal lincage: she is
buried just outside the walls of her husband’s compouad.”?

2. The wife ninst be provided with food and 2 honse. What she cams or inherits
herself ix her personal propeety: she may become independently wealthy.

3. The wife nay not he divoreed for barrenness* The rilval * payment * merely

26

sealed the transfer of jural authority over her children when and if born; it did not

sratantee her fevnliny.

4. ‘I'he hisband is the father of his wife's children, An impotent tnas 1ries o
atrange that his wife shall Eave children by 2 member of his lincape, preferalsly onc of
his own brothers® 1, in case of acdulery, the hushand demands the retum of the
bride-wealth, he forfeirs all rights over mother and child, Otherwise, all her children
are considered children of the hushand, * avguel Uenfant adultérin appartenait au
méme titre que les siens propres’.t -

5. The childeca huve jural and rirmal status in the ncayre which has jural authority
over the mothet at the time of their birth i all thesc cases the lineage of the paser.’
I'hey are full heirs to the el and to any lineage office for which they possess the
requisice agc and capabilities.

6. I the wifc gave grounds for divorce, the bride-wealth was retntnable. If the
hushand offcoded the wife’s lincage, she had to return but her children temnained
under the jural authoticy of the husband’s lincage * If the wite was personslly dis-
satisficd with her hushband, the head of his lincage had the right to give her to another
membet of the lineage as wife.?

2. & widow Is inherited by a member of het husband’s lineage, a brother or a son
Iy another marriage.™ ;

1t is cleat fro this description that jural anthurity over 2 worman ultimately vests
in the husband’s lincage; on the dissolurion of Eer marriage, as a tesult of the death
or personal defiult of her husband, she still remains under the jural authority of his
lineugre, Of thevarions dychts held in hes, the rights over the children she may bear
ate the tuost sechulonsly guarded : these are retuined even if she should insist on living
with 4 man of annther linesre in che case of her hushand’s death or impotence. ™
Because of this transfer of jural rights over a wotnan’s potcatial children, a child in

! Herskowits, 1038, 1 16 it} prave injures me het pavents: {2} seznal relationg

* Hepaleomite, B [, © Chatline of Bahomesn Beli-
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Dabomey falls undear the same jural authority as did its mother at the fime af its birth,
The child has tights o the titles, lands, propettics, and occupations which may vest
i the lineayre, by virtue of his status by bitth in the lincape, i.c. by wirmc of the fact
that he is under the jural authority of that lincage. Nowherce, in a tmc lincage system,
o two linesges have identical jural rights in one petson; a man has jural rights oaly
in that lineayre which has jural rights in him. In Dahomey the transfer of these jural
rights and dutics as to a woman’s children from one lineyre to another may accnm-
pany her marriage and is marked by the tiveal * paviments . Except in her oles as
witc and mothet, however, a woman remains under the ritual authority of the unces-
tors of her natal lineage. This right is cxercised when a woman’s lineuge wishes to
bring pressure (o bear un her husband’s lincage, Also, the fact that 4 woman’s lineage
may, if ofiencled by the husband or his lincage, sue for her divorce in contt, is another
means of bringing pressure: such a divorce case may be used as a theeat to speed the
collection of an oulslanding debt.? Hence the importance of mainmining marriage
ties between lingages, as by exchange marriage, 1n addition, then, to sealing a mar-
tigge betveen twwo individuals, with all that this implies in regard to sexnal, domestic,
and econumic drhts and dudes, the full payment of the bridewealth, wrirh the rimal
pottion as the critical element, is also 4 mechanism for the tranafer of jural anthority
over a woman and the children she may beatr ftom onc lineage to arather; and,
secondly, awing tm the differential disetibution of rights in the woman, the marriage
15 also an impottant mechanism {or the regulation of inter-lineage relations.

Mawnracr, wiTHCUY TRANSEER O Junar AUuTHORITT

A consideration of two © types ” of martiage (* child stay father house * and © prince
child child 7} in which no transfer of jural anthorily uver the children 2 womun ooy
bear takes place, necessitates the division of the concept of © jurad suthority ® inte
tights over a woman as wite, the granting ol which cotstitules mutriagze, and tights
over 4 woman as o het children.® This distiaction is cleazly articulated in Dakomein
ritaal and both illuminates und is confirmed by many aspecis of Dahomean custom
and social oreanieation.

“Child stay father house * martiage ocours when a lineage, faced by a shortage of
tmale heirs, secks to inerease ils strenpth. The head of the linsage segment 1&lls oae
of his davgrhters or hrother’s daughters to choose a hnshand.  This man is presentead
to the household and the couple is blessed in the name of the gitl’s ancestors. The
man turnishes all the bride-wealth, with one exceprion: he is cxpresslz fathidden (o
give the ritual payments which would bring *-,:nrltu_-a.l sanctinn from the ancestral
founder for the children to halong o the father’s sib .3 The husband huilds his wile
a house in het fathet’s cnmpound; he contributes to the suppart of his wife and
children. There exists hetween hushand and wife 1 well-artiontated and socially
defined hody of sexual, domestic, and economic, 1.6, matital, rdhts and duties.

! Hezskowice, 1038, I J4u.
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The mother’s lineage iz under a mosal, Iaat not Iegal, oblipaticn to abandon its
utigind Hghts over some of the children in favour of their father. A son thus sent
tu his father cunnot iohent from chat facher, whose heirs are those sons over whom
he s jurad suthotity by virtue of having given the ritual paymenss for their mother,
A daughter sent to her father may be martied with transfer of jural authority over
herself and her children, whereas the danghtery retained by the mother’s lineage must
marry as did their mother? It is difficult to explain this vardation in the danghters”
martiages in terms of receipt of bride-wealth.

To assume that the reason for this vatiation lies in the possibility of giving the
bride-wealth to the giel’s father and his ancestors in ore case, and its irmpossilility
in the ather, is to jgnore the statement that © spivitual sanction for the children to
belang to the father’s sib’ iz se¢ riven and that therefore the father’s lineage could not
reccive the rirual payments, which must be presenied to those ancesfors who can
spititnally sanction the transfer of jural anthority. The marriage of a daughter re-
tained by Ler mother’s family must be regarded a5 2 preferred type (discussed later)
rathet than a ritwal dilemma, The children do noc fpee facle have full status in their
tather’s lincape; he has control of the daughters sent to him by virtue of a later
transter of dehts aver those individual children and not by default of such nghts
being vested in the mother’s lineage, One must assume that the children oot sent
to the father have full jural and riteal smms in the mother’s lincape, Since the
mother was specifically retained to provide her lineage wich male heirs, one assumes
that her sons are cligible to headship of that lineage sepment at least.  An important
part of that office consists in the rimal duties connected with ancestor worship; the
petformance of these dutics usaally indicates full jural and ritual status in the lineage,
It would sather secin to be the sons sent to the father who sufer jural disabilities.?

* Child stay father house * matriape shows a differcntial disttibution of authority
over & woman and her childten. Tt has becomxe evident that the full bride-wealth
marks the transfer of ritual and jural anthodty over a woman as wife and mother: that
i3, thete are transferred tights in a woman as wife, wcor, and as mother, gessirix, Le.
righls in her children once born are held by viroue of holding tichis in geasireicesr!
In the first class of martiages discussed, these tghts were unsfetred concornitancly
to the husband, with the husband’s lineage holding the over-right of retransler on the
death or default ol the active holder. Thus on the husband’s death, vights & socores
arc transforred to another individual, whereas righes #2 pererrivesy arve retained by the
lincape, in which they ultimately vest. In ° child stay father house * marriage and in
the marriaye of women of the roval liceage (* prince child child 7) righes in 2 woman
a8 wife, swer, are transforred; rights in het as gemesrds are retained. The trangfer of
tights iz severeny is © paid for 7; the marriaze is celebrated and is a sacially rocognized

! Hemshowits, 1928, 1 323, Of five or six children,
Do arbe sedit b the Sathe; of four, ooly one soes
o the lather, Also Te Herfsse, 1o01, poo2eo.

2 Herzlea s, 13, 3 334
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i, one fir whom the tiual payments have beoen
ey eotvvetiely, iF e douy rok dinhesdt his brother's
widdow, §e, it she dees noe fail woder the jural

aurhority of her dead husband’s Hospee, bBe ose
nrany ber dauphter.  Macriage prohibitions and
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institution. ‘The transfer of rights # svere constitutes marriage. [ivoree s neces-
sary (o break the arrangement, though always somewhar easier whese rights i
genelricem afc not also involved.

Rights # geratricems ate held in the woman in reference to the children she may
bear, If the husbund made the ritaal payments, ke holds rights i gassries in his
wifc, whether or not she is barrea, Rights i gesserdeens m the mother give original
jural and ritual suthorily over her children, onee horn, But dghts in a child ence
batn may be retained of trensferred—a child may be pawned, adopted or matried
out—withont prejudice to the rights beld in its mother or its siblings.

In © child stay father howse ' martiage, tights i secorew were transterted to the bus-
band; rights f# geseiricers in that same women wore not transferred, but were
speeifically retained by the otiginal holder, bere the head of (he woman’s lineage
sepment. The holder of dghts & gewerricesr has original jural avthoricy ovet the
childeen, which ean later be transferred without projudics to the righis i genefricem
in their mother or siblings, The children sent to the father thus remain under the
jntal and ritnal anthotity of the mother’s lincape and have jural status in the

- father’s lineage only if the mother’s lincage formally rencunces its oghts over

them.! Thus a Dahomean child has jural and ttual tights and status in that lineage
which held rights j= gesefrices in the mother at the time of its birch. This may
ot may not be the lineage of its soclally recopnized father,? Le. the mun who held
rights ## severem in the mother. Furthermote, whether or nnt these riphts are held
concomitantly in Dahomey is apparently derermined by the opetation of economic
and political factors,

The toval ineage wever transfors rdpgats i a woman as gewefrix, cither acamirer] as
in a wifu, by payment of the rirval portions of the bride-wealth, or origieal as in the
case of daughters of that lineage. Rights i #norem ave frely given, ofter for political
purposes. In fact, the royal marriages represent special adaptations of marrage
within a patrilineal descent systom to other principles of the social structure.

Mastiage with acquisition of rights iz geseiriersr cannot oceur between members
of the same lineage: the rimal payments must be displayed to the ancestors of the
two lineages. I¥ a man or a woman of the royal lincage wishes 0 hold sights &
senetricens in & wile, that wife must come from one of the cummoner lineages, Since
thie heir to an office o title which tuns in the male line from eldest son to eldest son,
bartitig personal incompetents, must be che son of a woman whose husband held
tights i gessirivens in her, the kingship thns gocs to the sun of the King and a com-
moner wile, Since riphts #r gevesrien are not transforred when a woman of the toyal
lingage is involved, the children of a princess have full jural and ricual status only

[ f e entauts nes anicn libre on de goute antre
nniza qui les plioe spus Ta puiszange maceraelle oe
peurenr bériret e len e e 4 modns que 13 femdle
de lear trine el Geeocllonwent cenoncé 8 oses
drodrs ot erre)” D Heérissd, 1o11, L 252,

* Tn Evuns-Pritchanls discosaion of Muer mar-
fAagre pafer metiny either Lo cascs in which both diches
in aevrens ad1d tiphes O paeseedieesy are held concomis
tantay, or v the holder of fights dar gereersen whers
thes are fiest beldd oontegmitantly (op. cit. gorvm.) Tu
Dahomey sights i gastirdoom moay be vested inoan

office, 1tle o cotate 3= wrell 55 £ N 12 s didTioal:
ta telfy these es gader, In Ashanti mutdiage as dis-
waaggad bl Fovoes ( Kinship sl Marriags amony
the Ashandi T, Fawelkiy end Merriepe o Afie In
press, g kv goter refers po che soeidle eooognized
fithee, the mocher's limsband. Tn Dekorrey also the
soxdul by romagnized father of the child is the mather’s
husliend, dc. the amn who hele fghts ér eacres n
+he mnither at the dme of the chilel's bizth, ‘The
izt v of ciglis do gewedvioesr dows ot afeet Lhia
shulai. i
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