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Bringing in bridewealth gives a sister a priv
ileged status in her brother’s home. A sister is
always treated with deference and respect by her
brother’s wife, and she can instruct the wife to
perform duties and serve her. A sister keeps a
sharp eye on her sisters-in-law, and their behavior.
If a brother’s wife behaves with impropriety, a
sister can tell him kumhundyesha nyumbani (to
send her back home). Her enduring concern for
the perpetuation and reputation of her natal agnatic
lineage is evident in how she plays a part in
regulating her brother’s wife’s sexuality: when he
travels, she may spend the night in his home to
deter lovers, and she (along with her mother) can
forbid her sister-in-law to receive a tubal ligation
at the local hospital.

That brothers and sisters have a complementary,
not competitive relationship in terms of their jural
duties is reflected by the fact that they are seldom
divined as the source of evil in each other’s lives.

Brothers as Uncles, Sisters as Aunts

The brother-sister relationship continues into the
next generation. The duty a man shows to a sister
extends to his sister’s children, who call him abu.
As mother’s brother, he is their “third parent.” He
may enter into dispute settlements on behalf of
his sister’s sons, who typically have a close and
informal relationship with him. A son is free with
his abu in a way he cannot be with his father.

The mother’s brother is given one of the bride
wealth bulls known as isemuntu, which jurally
binds him to his niece and makes him responsible
for overseeing her future fertility rituals, should
they be necessary. The negative side of the rela
tionship between a brother and his sister’s children
reflects the brother’s jural superordination which
he assumes over his sister. Living or dead, he can
be named as responsible for the barrenness of his
sister’s child, if bridewealth for his sister has not
been completed. He must perform fertility rituals
([nkeni) for his sister’s daughters, and otherwise
resolve the mystical anger which compelled him
to treat them as “nothing but the offspring of a
brother-in-law instead of a dear sister’s children,
his closest junior non-agnates whom he was sup
posed to love and protect throughout his life”
(Harris 1978: 118).

The paternal aunt, enga, exercises the same
kind of authority over her brother’s children as
the father and must receive respect and obedience
from them. Just as daughters-in-law avoid their
husband’s father, so too do they avoid their

husband’s father’s sister. A father’s full sister has
a ritual foie in her brother’s daughter’s marriage.
She must be witness to the potential bride’s
public consent to be married. This is highly
ritualized in the ceremonial “touching of the
staff,” which takes place at the bride’s father’s
homestead and officially dispatches her family’s
delegates to fingirwa. Enga’s importance is also
marked out by the blanket she receives as part of
the bridewealth transfer. Because the bridewealth
cattle she brought home enabled her brother to
marry, she has certain rights to make demands
on him, on his wives, and his children (Porter
1997; 243 f.).

Women as Wives, Women as Mothers

The status of wife is necessary for a woman

to achieve full social adulthood in Pare society,
and entails responsibilities and duties towards the
husband and his kin. When a woman is married,
she hears her new father-in-law publicly instruct
her at the marriage feast held at the groom’s
homestead, to “cut the thread” (kutanya uzi) tying
her to her own kin. She comes under the watchful

and critical eye of her mother-in-law and sisters-in-
law, which one elderly woman described to me as
the bride’s “mkararato“ (her bitterness). The new
wife is reeducated in the ways of her husband’s
lineage and she is strictly subordinate to the other
women in the «household. Should she violate any
of the family’s practices during the first four days
of her stay at the home of her in-laws, she will
be sharply criticized and declared to “have no

respect.”
A woman, as a wife, gains access to her hus

band’s fields, and over time comes to exercise
strong rights in her own homestead. As she is
gradually incofporated into her husband’s lineage
through the birth of children, she takes greater
interest in his family and her status within it
rises considerably. Women say that being married
liberates them from the constant pressure village
men implicitly and explicitly put on them for
sexual favors, confers respectability and elevates
them to a “sacred” social position. Her rights as
a wife and mother are reflected in many ways: a
husband cannot sell or transfer land without her

 consent; in traditional religious practices of the
past, she performed important household rituals
(Omari 1990: 224-230); and she can inflict power
ful curses on her children if they refuse to fulfill
their jural obligations. Perhaps these strong roles
exist to encourage women to make the transition


