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Hsu’s theory is thus not universal, and its applicability depends on vari-
ables that should be possible to isolate. The contribution of the theory is
precisely in that its explicitness makes it testable in a way that allows other
variables to emerge, for the central problem here hinges on traditional
anthropological concerns: How far can culture transcend biology? Is cul-
tural cognition entirely arbitrary, or are there universal cultural tendencies
related to certain objective features in the world that no cognitive system
can ignore? We have, for example, always found it easy to accept the idea
that sex and generation (or age) should always be culturally “noticed,”
but we hesitate to go much beyond this. Hsu's theory demands, for its
verification, a comparative social psychology of kinship behavior in the
same way that the newer “componential” methods of analyzing kinship
terminologies demand a comparative psychology of cognition (cf. Wallace,
1965). It is in the eventual linkage between the two that the old problem
of the relationship between kinship terminology and kinship behavior may
begin to be resolved.

One final query: Are there cultural systems that demand greater in-
tegration among relationships, and others that minimize the need for con-
sistency? And even when there is a consistency in the structure, how does
it affect the actors in it? As a system, Suku kinship structure is rigidly
integrated, but the people occupying the various slots in it can be shifted
around. For example, a person can shift from the slot of patrilateral cross-
cousin { with whom one jokes, and whom, if female, one can marry) to the
slot of “father” or “father’s sister” ( whereupon one stops joking and starts
respecting and marriage becomes forbidden). Such shifts reverberate
throughout the system. Whole groups of relatives get reclassified termin-
ologically and behavior toward them shifts accordingly, but the system
itself remains rigidly consistent. It would seem that the culture here allows
a kind of discontinuity of roles in specific persons that another culture
would not (for example, from sexual joking to avoidance or vice versa).
Do relationships in such systems influence each other in the same way as
in systems emphasizing a different kind of integration? What happens in
systems where relationships are essentially dyadic and treated atomisti-
cally? The questions concern something anthropologists have yet to tackle,
namely the effect of the cultural conceptions of how it should work on the
way an existing system works—in short, the influence of a people’s own
ethno-sociology on their “objective” sociology.
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Father-S5on Dominance in
Middle Eastern Kinship Systems

This paper attempts to show the way in which behavioral characteristics
in one kinship relationship are in part constrained and determined by the
existence of another, dominant kinship relationship. It seeks to explore the
mechanism whereby this dominance is effected, through an analysis of
role dilemmas. The main factors that are given explanatory precedence
are the general values prevalent in the population concerned and the
external circumstances that shape the situations in which kinship behavior
takes place. In the latter part of the paper I illustrate and to some extent try
to test my assertions with data from my own field work among Pathans—
an agricultural people with a patrilineal and patriarchal family system—
and from the literature on Cyrenaica Bedouins.

The paper thus takes up for discussion one of the many problems that
arise from Hsu’s stimulating development of the concept of a dominant
kinship relationship. There can be no denying that this concept enables us
to bring out certain regular patterns in the empirical material, and thus
has great descriptive utility. But the concept of dominance entails no
analytical framework for understanding and explaining these patterns. It
would obviously be unsatisfactory to interpret dominance literally—that
is, to give concrete behavior in one institutionalize " relationship causal
priority over concrete behavior in another such relationship. Hsu himself
looks for sources of dominance variously in the value emphases of each
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culture, in the requirements for mairitenance of the social and cultural
system, and especially in the developmental history of socialization that is
common to the members of the society. I shall take a more limited and
synchronic view, and concentrate on the question of the possible interac-
tional mechanisms whereby characteristics of one social relationship can
determine behavior in another social relationship. Since we are dealing
with social behavior in stable institutionalized relationships, it further
seems legitimate to require any explanation to be consistent with a general
theory of social behavior, in this case the analysis of roles. The mecha-
nisms we look for should thus be found among the general mechanisms of
role formation.

Once this synchronic and structural framework is adopted, rather than
the developmental one, there is no 2 priori basis for restricting the analysis
to the kinship domain, and I shall need to consider the connections be-
tween kinship and extra-kinship behavior. More concretely, I shall try to
show how general values regarding descent, maseulinity, and sexuality are
made relevant to the behavior of males in a variety of situations in Middle
Eastern societies. Furthermore, I shall argue that these values are such as
to give a prominence to the father-son relationship that may legitimately
be characterized as dominance, while other relationships, such as that be-
tween husband and wife, become recessive so that behavior in them is
strongly modified and in part suppressed. I find the mechanisms effecting
this in the process whereby actors are led to select predominantly only a
small range of behavioral elements within their present repertoire when
shaping a social role,

To argue that behavior in a relationship is being modified or sup-
pressed, one needs some canon by which to characterize its #nmodified
form and judge that some distortion has taken place. Hsu's development
of the concept of “intrinsic: attributes” of relationships, most simply ex-
emplified in the employer-employee relationship (Hsu, 1965: 640),
serves him in this necessary purpose: “The intrinsic atiributes of each
relationship,” he writes, “are the basic ingredients and determinants of the
interactional patterns between parties to that relationship.” As I under-
stand them, then, these “intrinsic attributes” are the basic specifications of
the relationship which no party to that relationship can deny in his be-
havior without repudiating the relationship as a whole; that s, they are
the minimum specifications of the statuses involved in the relationship.
Hsus view of dominant kinship relationships depends on the view that
some of these attributes are raturally determined, and thereby provide a
primitive, cross-cultural canon for judging the extent of modification of
behavior in kinship relationships.

However, the connection between such minimum specifications of
statuses in dyads or larger sets, and empirical behavior, is more complex
than this model indicates. Not only is actual behavior a great deal richer
and more varied than these minimum specifications; the standardized

Role Dilemmas and Father-Son Dominance 89

institutionalized behavior that emerges in the roles that an observer may
record reflects these specifications only partially and imperfecﬂy. because,
though it is constrained by them, it is simultaneously constrained and
formed by other determinants. The following analysis depends on t'he
recognition that a role is also constrained by the setting where behavior
takes place: Some forms of behavior require physical props, othe.rs be-
come necessary only as a response to characteristics or changes in the
environment, including the presence of other persons. In other words, reg-
ularities of behavior—in the present case, kinship roles—can be :;mder—
stood in part from the constraints that status specification impose, in part
from external or “ecological” constraints in the contexts where the be-
havior takes place and the role thus has to be consummated. )

This view of the complex transformation from status to role derives
mainly from Goffman (195%), and I have made use of it elsewhere (Barth,
1966). I wish to show here how some features of the phenomenon that Hsu
describes as “dominance” between kinship relations may be understood by
means of it. Most important, it implies that when seeking to unde:rstand
how behavior in one relationship affects or is affected by the actor’s rela-
tionships to third parties, we need to separate two different level._s on
which the interconnections may be found: the level of statuses, as a distri-
bution of rights and resources on social positions, and the level of actual
behavior in role play.

One type of consistency and interdependence between ‘the -forms .of
behavior in different kinship relations is clear: Where exclusive ngh‘ts, jus
in rem (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952) are vested in the encumbents of kinship
statuses, behavior relative to these rights becomes systematized through-
out the kinship system. Indeed, it follows from the very definition 'of such
rights that they affect the behavior of third parties: They are rights as
against the world to certain services from certain persons. Some of the
features of “dominance” referred to by Hsu might therefore be interpreted
as the expression of such rights. ' _

Most kinship behavior, however, derives from in personam rights which
do not entail the same degree of systematization on the level of statuses.
However, I shall argue that the domestic setting in which these ng!:ts are
consummated is one that produces some degree of consistency in role
playing, even where in personam rights are involved. Th1s follows from
the intimacy and comprehensiveness of interaction within hou§eholc']s:
Alter in one relationship is audience and spectator to ego’s interaction with
others in other relationships. In shaping one’s behavior towards one altef,
one is constrained by the need to avoid repudiating that which is
important in one’s relationship to another, who is present though 'the
relationship may be latent at the moment. Especially when several kins-
folk are interacting simultaneously, each person involved needs to find a
pattern of behavior, and an adjustment of the various kinship roles that
allows them to be pursued simultaneously.
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This I feel is the main sense in which certain kin relations can become
“dominant”: They are important and clear enough to take precedence
over other relations and to block the use of certain idioms and the expres-
sion of certain qualities in those relations which would challenge or
repudiate the “intrinsic attributes,” or status-defining characteristics, of the
“dominant” relationship. 1 would argue that persons, in shaping their kin-
ship roles, in many kinship systems do act in terms of some such priorities
and avoid the behavioral forms and the embarrassing situations in which
key relationships and obligations might seem to be challenged or repudi-
ated, and that the patterning of behavior that Hsu notes and describes in
terms of dominance and recessivity is generated by this fact.

One advantage of this view is that it distinguishes “strata” of determi-
nants of behavior, and enables us to identify functional equivalents in
related systems of kinship behavior. To illustrate the whole argument,
including this last feature, let me discuss some material on the father-son

relationship, and other kinship behavior, among tribal peoples in the

Middle East,

If the criteria were clarified, I believe one could make a very good case
for the father-son relationship as the dominant relationship in most Middle
Eastern kinship systems. Especially in tribal areas, where political life is
structured by patrilineal descent groups and productive resources are held
collectively by patrilineal groups, the importance of the father-son rela-
tionship is overwhelming; and throughout the area the family system can
be characterized as patrilocal and patriarchal. The attributes which Hsu
lists as intrinsic to this relationship are descriptive of its form in these
Middle Eastern societies. The atiributes of continuity, inclusiveness,
authority, and asexuality have institutional correlates in patrilineality,
joint property and responsibility, paternal authority, and incest taboos
embracing the spouses of close agnates. They are furthermore continually
expressed and confirmed in etiquette summarized under the heading of
respect behavior by the son towards the father.

This behavior is somewhat at variance with the general ideals of male
behavior. Masculinity and virility are very highly valued, and are recog-
nized and asserted in behavior that exhibits independence, aggressive
courage, dominance, and the repudiation of superordinate authority in
others. But in the case of father and son, this repudiation is not necessary
—as agnates their masculinity and virility, their honor, is joint. The honor
of the father is transmitted to the son, and the son’s feats of courage and
strength sustain the honor of the father, of the joint patriline.

The husband-wife relationship, on the other hand, has attributes that
are discordant with those of the father-son relationship. Not only is it
characterized by discontinuity and exclusiveness, creating a small realm
into which a father’s rights and authority do not reach; the Middle Eastern
view of what is intrinsic in the relationship goes further, and particularly
emphasizes sexuality in the form of male aggressiveness, dominance, enjoy-
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ment, and privilege. The husband’s honor also demands that he should
fully monopolize the woman; no one else should be allowed a share of the
pleasures she gives by seeing her beauty or interacting with her as a
woman. This aggressive monopolization of male rights over a woman is a
virtue in a man,; it epitomizes masculine dominance and autonomy, and no
husband should repudiate it in his behavior towards his wife. Yet such
behavior in its very essence is a repudiation of the virtues of obedience,
discipline, and respect that are demanded from a sor in the father-son
relationship, and it goes against the sharing of honor, and particularly of
the masculinitiy and aggressiveness that characterize their relationship.
The “intrinsic attributes” of these two relations, in the form which they
will take within a general Middle Eastern value system, are thus highly
incompatible, and provide a convenient case for the analysis of dominance
between kinship relations.

The incompatibility poses behavioral dilemmas in all Middle Eastern
societies. Indeed, the highly unequal and complementary view of what is
intrinsically male, or virile, and female, or feminine, makes for difficulties
in all public interaction between male and female. There is hardly any
adequate way of shaping roles so that they allow diversified interaction
between a man and a woman without highly compromising the public
image of both. This impasse has been created, or is resolved, by the seclu-
sion of women: the systematic separation of two spheres of activity—one
where men interact with each other and observe each other, in public; and
the other the private sphere were interaction in the husband-wife relation-
ship is consummated, and a role can be constructed between the two
which may be at variance with the public image of themselves that they
each individually wish to project. But to the extent that the “continuity” of
the father-son relationship is realized, fathers and sons will be found
inside the same compound walls, as potential observers of each others’
interactions across the sex boundary. Thus the dilemma of the kinship
roles remains.

Two forms of solution may be compared: that of sedentary, village
dwelling Swat Pathans (Barth, 1959) and that of nomadic, tent dwelling
Cyrenaica Bedouin {Peters, 1965 ).

The Swat Pathan solution depends in part on the men’s. house—an in-
stitution with a number of political and economic functions. Almost all
men spend most of their free time in the men’s house, and the man who
spends much time at home is ridiculed. The institution thus provides a
way of affirming publicly the priority of male life and one’s relations to
men over one’s relations to women, no matter what the emotional realities
may be. In some areas of Swat, all men sleep in the men’s house; and in all
of Swat, young unmarried men sleep in the men’s house.

As marriage approaches, the prospective groom tries to avoid situations
or behavior that confirm the impending event, but his juniors and equals
try to discomfit him and he rarely avoids giving expression to his embar-
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rassment. The father plays the active role and represents the groom in the
preliminary negotiations and the legal marriage ceremony. When the mar-
riage takes place, the groom plays no part in it at all and runs away and
hides for days on end during the celebration, while heartless friends spend
quite a bit of time looking for him. Consummation takes place in great
secrecy, aided by female agnates. As soon as possible, the new couple
establish an independent household, within the walls of which they can
have privacy. Until such time, the son-and-husband spends an emphatically
great deal of his time away from the home, and the newly wed spouses
do not speak to each other and have no interaction when others are
present, They especially avoid being simultaneously in the presence of his
father (her father-in-law). In the powerful landowning families, where
patrilineal extended households are the rule, rooms are allocated to the
new couple into which the father would never conceive of entering, and
the husband-wife relationship is in relative latency outside of these rooms,
when others are present.

The later phases of a man’s life cycle give an opportunity to judge rela-
tive dominance of kinship relations more concretely than by the canon of
intrinsic attributes. Especially in patrilineal extended families, it is instruc-
tive to compare behavior in the husband-wife relationship where the
husband is senior male in his line and has no relationship to a living father,
with that of husbands who are simultaneously involved as sons in a father-
son relationship. The absence of the superordinate party in the father-son
relationship gives opportunity for more assertive and more public be-
havior in the husband-wife relationship.?

One major difference is a freer dominance in the senior male’s behavior,
contrasted with the junior male’s reluctance to assert authority over his
wife in front of his father. A senior male will occasionally engage in loud,
demonstrative assertion of such authority, both in the presence of kinsmen
and within earshot of others. He also more freely interacts with his wife as
an object of sexuality and affection. Senior males are far more indulgent in
pampering a young attractive wife, in favoring her and protecting her as
against other women in the household, while a junior undercommunicates
his interest in his wife as a sexual object and supports general household
views of “fairness” that are usually discriminatory against a young wife.

Finally, the senior male is freer to enjoy his wife at will. Though all
areas of the house are open to a son, it is his responsibility not to disturb
the father, and unmarried sons sleep in the men’s house to avoid the
shame of witnessing the intimate life of the parents. Where a married son

1. Inevitably, there are other variables that may be responsible for some of the con-
trasts. The husband’s physiological age differs in the two situations; but I assume the
“social age” of seniority to be the more si%ru'ﬁeant variable. The wife’s age need not
differ, as the husband’s behavior is frequently
tive later wives as well as at an original first wife. The existence of sons should have little

effect in suppressing most aspects of the husband-wife relationship, since there is a
harmonious authority regime of father and husband over both son and wife.

directed at younger, sexually more attrac- |
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lives in the extended household of his father, the young couple are
reserved private space, as noted above; but the son cannot withdraw at
will to his wife, and his obligations to give his time to his father always
prevail over his obligations or enjoyment in the husband-wife relationship.

The same privilege of the superordinate male, to enjoy sex himself but
monopolize the subordinate males’ time and the time available to them for
cross-sex interaction, is seen in public life. In areas of Swat where all men
sleep in the men’s house, only the chief goes publicly to enjoy his wife,
while other married men wait and slip off discreetly to visit their wives
unnoticed, after the chief has left and the men’s house has quieted down
for the night.

Compare this to the situation in an entirely different technical-
ecological regime, among the Bedouin pastoral nomads of Cyrenaica.
Without the paraphernalia of houses and compound walls, and engaged in
tasks that require women to move in public among the men, the Bedouin
cannot achieve the same degree of privacy and segregation as the Swat
Pathans. Peters {(1965) gives a detailed and intriguing account of father-
son and husband-wife roles in this system, and of their expression at
ceremonial occasions. The pattern can be summarized as one of ritualized
avoidance and fiction. At the wedding the groom tries to escape but is
“caught” by the young men and brought to the nuptal tent, whereas his
father is completely inactive and feigns ignorance of the whole affair.
Having established his own tent, adjoining that of his father, the son
continues to play-act the role of an unmarried boy, returning to his father’s
tent in the morning to “wake up” in his usual place there, eating with his
father out of his father’s bowl, ete. In the presence of the father, no state-
ment or action is made that would force him to acknowledge the change
in the son’s position.

In other words, in the Bedouin setting where husband-wife interaction
cannot be as effectively contained within a secluded, private sphere, the
role dilemma is resolved by the relative latency of the husband-wife rela-
tionship, and by symbolic behavior which confirms the father-son relation-
ship. The fictions and stereotypes of Bedonin kinship behavior provide a
shelter for discrepant roles that is functionally equivalent to the compound
walls of the Swat Pathans. But they do not have precisely the same effects.
The complete dichotomization of secluded private life and public life that
is possible in the village protects the senjor male very adequately and
allows him to play his different roles at the appropriate occasions; the
dilemmas are concentrated in the son-and-husband combination. In the
Bedouin ecology, on the other hand, the father-son dominant relationship
needs to be protected by special behavior on the part both of father and
son. There is no way for the senior party to prevent the intrusion of infor-
mation that is discrepant with his own pose and interests; as a result he
must develop a role solution that actively both over and undercommuni-
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cates aspects of the situation and asserts the dominance of the father-son
relationship.

My point of view could be summarized as follows: I believe that the
empirical substance of Hsu’s thesis of dominance in some kinship systems
is valid and can be demonstrated. But I think that the pattern he has ob-
served does not need to be cast in the descriptive and analytical mold that
he has chosen. For the kind of data I have at my disposal, an explanatory
model based on role theory appears to be both adequate and economical.
It starts with the view that the distribution of rights on different statuses is
never entirely integrated and harmonious. Where status sets and relevant
social situations are clearly differentiated, this disharmony matters little to
the actors, who can then pursue discrepant roles and project variant social
personalities in different social situations. Routinized social life will in part
be shaped by these considerations: Persons will seek the situations where
successful role play can be consummated and avoid the situations where
serious dilemmas keep arising—to the extent of grooms in Swat avoiding
their own weddings. In general, difficulties can be resolved by avoiding
simultaneous encounters with the parties toward whom one has discrepant
relations—by patterns such as the seclusion of women, for example.

Where, as in the domestic unit, practically all role playing in one rela-
tionship takes place with the parties to other relationships present, prob-
lems arise for the actor in composing his behavior, his role, in such a way
that activity in one relationship does not repudiate obligations or qualities
important in the relationship to the others who are present. Here, one
relationship may emerge as dominant over others; it takes precedence and
is relatively little modified, whereas other relationships become latent
and/or behavior in them is strongly modified, because tactical considera-
tions of possible gains and losses are such as to make one relationship by
far the most critical. In these cases it becomes important for the actor in
shaping his role to avoid all idioms that are discrepant with his obligations
in the dominant relationship. Thus, substantial sectors of the interaction
appropriate between parties in non-dominant relationships may become
suppressed, as between husband and wife in the presence of husband’s
father in Middle Eastern society. I would suggest that behavioral solutions
to such dilemmas may go to the extent of imposing latency on the whole
relationship—so that formal avoidance behavior may be analyzed from
this perspective.

Which dilemmas will arise will depend not only on where the main
discrepancies of status obligations occur, but also on the structure of co-
resident groups, and the other institutional forms that channelize and
segment social life. Which solutions will be adopted, furthermore, depend
on the “ecology” of the behavior in question: the setting, the technology,
and the tasks required.

The perspective provided by Hsu, in conjunction with such a view of
how role-patterned behavior is generated, thus seems to bear promise of
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refinement in our analysis of kinship behavior, It allows us to relate more
closely the different patterns of behavior between descriptively separable
but functionally connected kinship dyads, especially within domestic units
and other high-commitment living units, and may also give an improved
perspective on such institutionalized forms of behavior as avoidance and
joking relationships.
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