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CHl1,I)BI KI'H A N D  TIIE AFFILIATION OF CHILDREN 
IN NOH1'HWESTERN MADAGASCAR 

Introduction : CbiIdbirth arid the "Mastery of' UhiIdren" 

H(rr-c>ur~ !I! rc~!rttkcr - rhroughout Madagascar. pcople concur that 
"children arc weaIrhn. identified with the value of lift itsclf. Perhaps for  
that vcry rcason. scholars 11:lve documented uoncidcr-ablc regional and 
historical variability in usaessin~ u mother's and fathcr's claims to u 
child -- who has thc gtcatcr righl to be considered the "master-owner 
ol' a child" (rotlrl~otl' t l ~  rrrrlr~krt), or rhc "muster-ou7tler nf thc fate of 
thc child" (totr~po~r' I!!, otrjcr/-iin' try :rrrrriku). as thc relationship is moct 
con~rnonly posed. This paper explores how chilclbii-th figures in 
cl:lims to children, and lo pal-enll~ood. in the context of changing 
relations of partnership and marriage. I use particular case studics 
based on ethnographic fieldtvork in r l ~ t  Anulalava region nf 
northwes~ern Madagascar in 197 1 -73. I98 1 ,  aild 1989. to riiise issues 
that might bc rclcvanl to Malagasy e11111ography and history geneiAnIly. 

The paper i s  inspircd by a srory (ha1 t \ vo  women i n  Analalava told 
rnc about childbirth and the mastery of children when I was doing 
fieidwork on chiIdbirth in 19X9. According to thc story. when God 
askcd the woman who should be killed, hercelf or thc child, she chose 
the child. Whcn God asked the m;un who should bc killccl. he chose 
himself. Therefor-c God maclc the man the master of the childrcn. The 
story paint$ a bleak and unforgiviny picture of womerl in childbir~h : 
"men are the rnasters of childrcn" (torrll?otr' 1 1 ) .  ~crr~crkcr  ), not thc tvonlcrl 
who yive birth to them. becausc a rnm has the uourxge to sacrifice his 
own liik to save the lifc of tiis child. u11e1-eus u woman does not. Ycr 
thc story is directly contradicted by childbirth us uutualIy pl-acticcd. 
'I'hc most sti-ikin~ feature of childbirth it) the AnaIulava region is the 
woman's coui-aye i n  putting first thc lifc oT ~luull~ei-. M-eII before it i3 
clear whcthci- or not that other will be a living httnian beiny. and 
despite the cul-rcnt infa111 rnorlality rate of 120 ii-i 1000 l ivc  births a n d  
a muternal mortality ratc of 2.4 in 1000 live births. hlcn's supposed 
"maslei-y oi' children" : 1 1 ~  prnvcs to be cumplex ;IS soon ;is "rncn" arc 
scen as frjlhcrs. Iovers. hi~shund.;. hr.orhcrc. ;lnd sons. us kvell as citi7cns 



of the state of Madagascar. suhject to laws as well as Inca1 practices 
concerning the identity 2nd custody of childrcn. 

I will arguc that the contradictions betwccn the story and the 
practice of childbirth and the mastery or custody of childretl derivc 
from ongoing debates arnong Malapasy. picked up b y  
anthropolugists. concerning the rclcvancc of ancestry. procreation. and 
gender to thc forrniiriun of personal identities and social hierarchiea. 
Like BIodl (19931, 1 sce childbirth as critical to  the cmcrgeilt identitie5 
of the "mother" and "fathcr" of child: but I also iirguc tha~ childbirth 
is critical to rhe emergent identity of thc child as having both a mother 
and a fattlcr. who is both -to use the Malagasy idiom - the "child of 
women" who are sisters nmotlz siblings and thc "child of men" who are 
brnthers. l'hc minimal social identification of the child. which is 
ideidly cor~lplctcd in the union of spouses i n  "one house" ( r r c i t ~ o  

ci laiky) ,  who rcrnain tied to the siblines with whom thcy are united as 
"one belly" (kibu u,nikx) ,  is essential to ensuring that the child will not 
only be, hut thrive. I n  Madagascar. as in the United States, women and 
children ~ v h o  ate dcstituto of thc networks o f  social support these 
alTinal and natal pairs imply arc most vulnei-able to the iricreasing 
social divisions between rich and poor that afflicts a growing majority 
of people in both countries. 

In addition. I argue that we need to  see through the polemics 
surrounding childbirth to appreciate the heroism of wurncn who 
conhont a potentially deadly strugglc without complete assurance that 
they will survive it. Following Heald's (1982) work on the 
ethnopsychology of circumcision among the Hagisu of Uganda, I 
have tried to do justice to the "fear" and "confidence" in childbirth. 
which women it1 northwestern Madagascar describe as a "spear-battle" 
for women (ndy uatsnbou), comparable to cixcumcision fur men. 

Thc sharp imagery rendering these distinct practices into 
comparable expericnccs for women and men recurs in ethnographic 
and historical accounts of childbirth and contlicting clalrns to 
children, thus providing a kind of conceptual common ground for 
examining the diversity of the issues involved. In the first half of the 
paper. set in the Analalava region i n  1989. 1 will contrast the story of 
women's behavior when threatened b9 death in childbirth with their 
actual practices. In moving from the "big knife" (rlzestj he) so 
pro~nincnt in the wt)men's stcwy to tile "risks of childbirth" (Kaufert 
and O'NciI 1993 : 32-34) ;is they currently expericncc them, we &,ill 
be in a bccter position ro assess the range o f  social and historical 
factors that sccni to bc involvecl in changing moral clairns to children. 
The second half of the paper focuses on the changing web of social 
relations from which the birth and affiliarion of children emerges. 
Here 1 compare the archetypal claims ovcr children implied in the 
biblical and koranic accounts of Abraharn arid Isaac, the probable 
source of thc w o ~ n t u ' s  slory. with the  radical transfosmations i n  clairlls 



over children over thc past four to five generations in the Analalava 
arca. While kin and affines still held mock battles over children in the 
early colonial period. women now strusgle to get fathers to 
acknowledge and support their children. In  concluding, I advocate the 
integration of previously divided approaches to the study of 
childbirth, parenthood, marriage and related partnerships. 

The Analalava Region in 1989 

The commune (fivor~drurzi~111/7~~k01111~11?:) of Analalava 
encompa~ses about 10.07 1 km- wect of Route Nutionale h fsotn the 
Sophia Rivcr south of Narinda Ray to the northern reaches of the 
Ambolobozo Peninsula. The population of the ~.egion in 1989 
rlurnbcred an estitrlated 62,765, incIuding an eslim:itt.d 10.000 in the 
communc seat of Analalnval. The town includes a daily marker. 
district primary and secondary schools {E.P.P., C.E.C.), district police 
and court, and a tlational prison, as wcll as mcdical services housed i n  
the buildings of the furmer hospital. Agriculture (rice. manioc, 
coconuts, and small amounts of sugar-cane and coffee). cattle-raising, 
and fishing along the coasts, are the mait1 sources of subsistence and 
cash for most pcoplc in the area. The government is the main 
employer. Sincc the late I980s, when then-President Didier Ratairaka 
shortened weekend hours to allow time for other forms of subsistencc, 
many impoverished civil servants in this area started farming. Shop- 
owners provide a few jobs as handyman, custodian, or laut~dress. Most 
women in town scll varying atnounts of produce acquired from rural 
relatives or raised i n  urban gardens. Since the early 1970s (when there 
were two palm-wine bars run by mcn), an incxeasirig number of 
women start or manage palm-wine bars. working together with kin o r  
aftines who own or tap trees in surrounding mmmunities. 

Residence is pol ylocal. Few people born here emigrate elsewhere 
in Madagascar. yet there is considerable movement within the area. At 
lcast three different ways of living are identified with rural farming 
villages (u~rlsuhn). the town {anrposiiru), which is the main source of 
cash and wage-labor. and rhc two villages (donrly, ~~ru l~obo ) ,  where 
services honoring Iivinp and ancestral Sakalava royalty are still 
conducted. People are likely to live for  varying lengths of time at 

1 See ~ I J I ~ Z P  rkgi01~110 dc,  I ' P w , ~ ( ~ m i v  1 ~ 1 ~ 1 1 ~ y ~ ~ ~ ~ t i e .  C/~i/?rt,,~ p r o ~ , i , ~ o ~ r ~ s  ( M i n  tstkrc dt 
1'6conomie et  du lllari. 1989 : 12. 13 1. Thcsc figurcs al-c Imscd on thc E~~c/iiP!r 
dc;ri io~rt~j~l~ir~rre 19817 and subsequtlnt projections in  the I YXOs. The f i ~ , n r ~ d r o r ~ u t ~ n .  
dztlt~ed i n  1977. currcslx~nds to the .vortr-prc;fL>rtrrrc of the I'remikre lbipublique ( 1960- 
1972). I did two a i d  a l in l f  ycal.; oi. f i z ldwor l  in  [his :1rt'3 i n  1'171-73. hhluwed hy 
visits o f  a n i o ~ ~ t l t  in  1979 and 198 1 11r)rl ~hree rnurlrhs in 1989. '['he rlafrles of 
individuals mentionrd in (he (apes and fieldrlotcs quoted latct. in  this papcr h a w  hccn 
changed to proleci (heir i r l z r ~ ~ i ~ i r h .  



different pIaces in the countryqidc, in town, or in the royal centers. 
depending on their networks of kin, affincs. working and trading 
relations, a n d  friends (Feeley-Hnrnik, I99 1 : 155-3641, Although 
some frimiliec have I ~ v e d  in the town since i t5  f o u n c l i ~ ~ ~  as a French 
administrative post in 1897, rural L~rmerc still descr-tbc goin2 to 
AniilaIava as "going to thc glittery-eyes" (IIICTIIJPII(I  ( I I I I ~ I I '  1 1 ) .  

kqc~t .r~~~~crso) .  :is the  French. and their political heirs. are known. Yct 
pregnant womcn may  move  to Anululava temporarily in order to get 
help from gavel-nnlcnt mldwlves In heariilg their childrcn. More 
alteiltion to how local pcol'lc view childbearin? will help to cxpluln 
why. 

"Who Do You Prefer To Be Killed ? You To Be Killed, or Your 
Child ?" 

When Soa Kiziky. then twenty-five years old. gavc birlh to her 
fourth child in Analaliiva in the frill of 1989. she was accompanied  h y  
her husband and youns children and two femalc relatives - her 
hushand's mother's sisler and her mother's youngcr sister. The 
husband hauled water and flrcwood to heat the water; thc women 
al tended Son Riziky during thc birth. Soa R i ~ i k y ' s  mother. who was at 
rhc hospital carins for a sick child. visitcd with two of Soa Riziky's 
children at the end of the birth. 

While Soa Riziky umas stilI walkiny around. her mother-in-law and 
mother's sister talked with a couple of younser women i n  the shade of 
the verandah. Soa Riziky's mothcr-in-law sa id  that she had eight 
children and had begun "to he afraid" ( ~ ~ u ~ ~ o z u ) .  She wiis no t  sure 
whether she would be able to bear more. whether she wouId have the 
strength "to push thcm out". The Cathoiic nursing-sister had s a i d  
"Why not stop ?" How was she supposed to do that '! One of the 
youngcr women responded, "Four childrcn is plcnty. enough. Go to 
FISA'". The mother-in-law answered. "You can gct sick there. M a n y  
women i n  Antsohihy are struck (vorr) hy lengthy bleeding, and uther 
problerns". Thcy all agreed. Later in the histhity rootn, as Soa K i ~ i k y ' s  
contr;ictions intensified, and her mother-in-law had begun tn rnassagc 
her belly, the mothcr-in-laum explained to me that che was "fairly 

1 F I ~ I I I ~ I L ( I I , ~ ( I I ~ ~ I  ~ U I ~ I ~ ~ I ~ , - O  [ "Hiippy F-~I I I~  I!''). [lie n a t ~ o ~ i i ~ l  fami I~-~~;IIIIJ i11g 

organ17ation. was fnt~t idcd i n  Mndngascar ~ I I  lVh7 : coast i~l  h~-anchc< wclc rrtabli.cherl 

in  the eal-ly 1980q (C.4BK.4M. 1992 : 41rl. '1'11~ neal-est 1~1-rlncIi of FISA w a s  i II 
An tso hth y ,  the cnl>it:~l nf tflc t lcir tibor'ir~; . f r ~ . o t ~ r l ~ ~ ~ ~ i r ~ ~ i ~ .  located about 60 kin (nbnc t 
40 rr~ilea) aw;~y. The JULII-W~ hy to.tt-bro~ri\c~ in 1qXq cosl S 000 rr~a[agasy f~-rnics pcr 
~ I~ I~~N~-~L [ I I L I - I I . ~P  (rouyhl) equrvalcnt t o  tlic cort of c i g h ~  k i ln \  of hulled I - I ~ C )  31id 
tool t1ui.e 10 ~ I I -  huil~-s onz.\v;Iy. dzpend~ t~g  o n  r1311d ~ond i t i o l l b .  C!~)lesh 111z w o ~ i i a ~ i  

had 1111 or. fi'ictlds i r l  Al)tsrhil ly. she wr>i~[rl h a \ t  l o  count cwc~-n ig l i ~  l o d g i r ~ ~  ar)rl fclod 
Itito tlic c t ~ t  of going t i )  t'l5,l. 



confident (t~rnrokitok~j" about her own births, because "I arn master 
[of the birthing] ( ; c r l ~ o  ro~ilporry)". But for other women, she waq 
afraid. Soa Riziky's mother-in-law was unusual in  expressing her 
worries so openly during n birth, although not to So;i Riziky herseif. 
Yet women did speak freeIy about their worries uutside of these 
events. One woman finaily said LO me impatiently, "Wercu't you 
:ifraid?" 

During one of my many subsecluent visits to Soa Riziky after the 
birth. she raised the subject of fear herself. She a11d her rc!fiamrrt~ 
Njjarihilu (her  father's b~-o~her's son's wife) were talkiny about thc 
vicissitucles of marriaye : how a man who took another woman should 
keep his "wife inside the house" and colnpensate her for the offense 
rather than separate; how scpar;ited parents str-i~gyle to keep their 
chilciren. or "b01.1-OW" ( ~ ~ i i ~ d r ( ~ f i i ~ )  then1 back temporarily. Their 
discussion of divorce and clai111s over children conl'irms the 
conclusion of a nation-wide study of women and dcveloprncnt in the 
late 1980s : "Le problkme tnl1,jcur qlri se pose h la dissolu~ion du  
mariaye est la garde des eni'ants. La situation de ces clerniers peut ttrc 
reglie conform&nient aux couturncs" (CABRAM. 1'392 : 155). But 
they questiot~ed h o s e  customs - who should gel to kccp children and 
why? 'I'he following exccrpt frorn a tape recorciing of our 
conversation (December 4. 1989) illustrates thc r;inge of conccrns 
which finally provoked their story of women's fear. 

Sou Rizikv : But the really bad thing abvur ceparating - the mother of 
the child and the father of the child - is, for exampIe, if the mother of 
the child wants to borrow it. she doesn't get it. Thatt? really bad. 
Becauae when you're sick with that child's-pinching (nrnrnr! rsorlgoen- 
tsmik? i g ~ r y .  contractions), iis filther there is just its hther. there's 
nothing he endures {tsis!, I-rrlin i a r e i i ~ ~ l y ) .  He might worry a little, but 
really just one person endures thar [the "chiid's-pinchi tlg" I, your  o e n  
belly is wherc i t  was. 
Njurilzrtn : If they separate. then she askes Lo burro- the child. hc 
doev~'t give i t .  
Sou Hizikv : He doesn't givc 11. That's really had, causes sadness. 
Njnrihifr~ : I t  really cauxs  suffering. "Please may I borrow m y  
child o!" (says the woman]. 'She man doesn't give i t .  
Son Ri:iky : Yes. Often tl~at happens. 
Njt~l-ihirm : Mocrh! Icxclarnatnryj. We hcre. our father dicl that. Hccause 
he was longiny for ou r  rnother [sad and angry at her for leaving]. 
Mother. our morher, goes to bol-row us. he docsn't give. Our father 
docsn't glvc. [Sou Kl:ik>. : Unh unh.] It  causer; suffering. He dl-resn't 
~ i v e .  Our mothcr cried. 
Sori  K i r ik j*  : Yut she endui-ed. she c,li-ried icach of us] ninc months. 
fceling sick. Sick, uo~.rying. Even food doesn't go down much. 
Rccuuse of wor~qirlg. Whcthci- you u,i11 makc it  to the othcr side 



{survive] or whether \vhat! There in your own mind (ugrllitin' I I ~  jerill- 
tetln ao). 
Nju,-ilzitu : Whether you will be dead or alive, there in your awn heart's 
thoughts {agtzutirl' crirrct-irr-F fotr-tc3rln). 
Sot1 R i ~ i k !  : You don't know after all! You don't make life. just ... just 
one arranges (r/trrro $i I.\-! ~lruiir~ilo ,fu ~ , ~ l m i i o ,  f i r  ... , f i r  n~or~dairnr? .~  
urcrik!. [Zoficrllcrry] So). You can on1 y beg God (%niicih~rr~,)  : "May I 
live". only that can be beg@. But your mind by itself doe5 not m;tke 
I sorl~cthing 1 alive. Because I Njljarihitu. st.oldirlg o ~ d  snlcac.kirlg n child. 
Hc!] that's difficult. You saw me there, I alone endured thc pain ( x h u  
(lrc~ik?' .fo t?lil~~.itt:r 'Iui I ~ o ~ , ~ o k o ) .  Its father was't there. The mothcr of 
the child ought to be the master of the lot of the child, but tielthey 
( i ; ~ )  don't do tililt. 
Njurilrirn : The woman's fear is ivhy she didn't get i t .  She didn't get 
the ... [Son R i z i k ~  : child] fate of the child. Men are confident (Lc~lolr~ 
t ~ ~ n t o k ~  jery), confident, that's why the man gel the child, but women 
are al'raid. There's an old story about that, hou: the woman didn't get 
the child. how the man gets the child. There's a story about that. 
According to the story. so they say. there was a God, so it's said. came 
along. Whcn it carnc, it brought a sharp thing. [Gk'H : Sharp thing?] It 
brought a big knife. Having come, i t  asked the woman : "Now. Who 
do you prefer to be killed? You to  he killed, or your child?" "O! M y  
child!" said the woman. "Is that su'!" "Yes lor1 second tlrozrglrr], ana-iii- 
I " .  said the woman. "Better 1 dead than my child". said the woman. 
'That big knifc got close, close indced. "Aaa! Aaa! Better my child be 
killed, eh!" said the woman to the God. The God moved , it went to the 
man. "Which do y o u  prefer'? Your child to be killed. or yourself'?" 
"Ah! Let I, better I dead!" said the man. "Is that so?" "Yes". The God 
did just that lcut thc man]. just that. did it on the neck. lt did that on 
his neck. [Soa Xiziky, ro r~ child : Join in .  Go eat. Go eat. I say.] He 
got a ctnall cut there. Thus men here have a little thing like a scar here. 
[Sou Riziky, m a clrild : Go eat.] [GFH : Yes, we call i t  Adam's apple. 1 
"Ah! " said the God , [Sou Riziky, to n child : Unh! I don't know eh ! 1 
"That man trusts his mind (nzaroky j e r ~ ) .  ISoa R i z i b .  to u chi l l i  : Sit 
down.] The woman can't endure to be cut likc that. Now sirlce you 
I the man 1 gave up your breath of life (nr~hr~fux ,fufuii 'c~igriitrr~o). would 
ruthcr lyoul be dead than your child - starting today, the woman has 
the Iot of birthing only, but is not mastcr of the lot of that child. Men 
arc masters of thc lot of the child". 

Bccausc that woniarl who fears is an enemy ([cih~i!:ci lm).  Her chi Id 
she put frotn her. Hcr life ( c~ ig t r i r l ' c r ;~ )  she could not endure dead. Yet 
the man : "Let me be dead!" said the rn:un, "not my child". T11;it is llow 
i t  came to be that men get the lot of rhe child. Women just give birth. 
That's the story. whether that's true 1 don't know. Story from bel'orc. 
That how they tell i t .  Men are ~nasters of thc lot of thc child. Wvmcn 



just givc birth. Because dlat uTom;in was afraid (sc~~t.iu ~rrafinrlpq :p!ry 

l l ~ i l 1 ~ 0 ~ ~ ~ ~ .  

Kjarihita and Soa Riziliy told this story attributing mcn's mastery 
of children to their brave willirlgnesc to die so their children can live. 
Yet. as wc shall see, the very endurance lhat Soa Uiziky emphasi~cd is 
characteristic of the stoic courage that tnost u70men show in childbirth. 
l ' h u 5  we miyh~ ask, do the women ihcrt~selves heIievc their story ahout 
ivho was wiliing to let a child be killed'! Ancl why should anyone be 
risking dcath '? Njarihitu concluded with Ihc con\;entiot~al disclaimcrs 
abuut the truth of a story. Yet in rcmcmbcring and repeating this 
story. filling in for  each other, in the midst of their own child-caring. 
both wornen c1e:irly acknowledyecI the existence r ~ f  negatjvc views of 
women in childbirlh. They were also well aware rhat childbirth entails 
the hutniliating exposure oT bodily substances. like urine and 
excrement, rha~ adults try to handle discretely. Yet thcy were critical ol' 
the consequences of ~ncri's mastery for women and children, 
emphasiziilg thu suffering. Both of them challenged the logic of it, 
emphasi~ing that the woman. not the man, is the one who endures the 
pain and faces the possibility of death. Soa Riziky claimed me as a 
witness to the valiclity of their views : "You saw ille thcrc, I alone 
endured the pain. 'The mother ought to be the master of the child's lot 
in life...". Yet, while Soa Kiziky and her sister-in-law rejected thc 
argurnenl at face-value, lhcy also knew loo much about the strength of 
a woman'5 fears, even in anticipation of childbirth, to dismiss the story 
entirely. They rcpeated the story because they could imagine 
circumstances it] childbirth when a woman might consider saving her 
own lik bcfore her chilcIis. Yet they did not say that women, likc their 
mother and like Sua Riziky herself, as we will see, "endure" (m~iuritrg) 
by striving in near silence to maintain their self-mastcry in childbirth, 
and th:it their "friends" (tranrnnm) help them LO do this. 

Scholars have riglltly emphasized rhe violence inherent in 
ideologies of male procreation. They focus on the violence entailed 
by a cultural logic in which tnen's potency and p;iteiAnily have to be 
defincd by "negation" (BIoch, 1986). or by "an element o f  
expl-opriation of' fernalc fertility and an element of alienation" (Pina- 
Cabral. I9c33 : 1 17). or by men's clairn co be the creators of children 
and thus their right to be their killers (Delaney, 1998). In Europe and 
America. 0;ikley (1993) argues that maternal mortality rates increased 
during the period i n  which pllysicians, mosr of them men. wrested 
childbirth from midwives. rnmt of  them wornen. and frt~rn birthing 
women ~hernsclves. Yet Leavitt's ( 1  986) study o f  childbirth in America 
i'i-om 1750 to 1950. on women's di;irics, Ictters. and 
autobiographies, as well as docror's diaries. medical texts. and journals, 
shows that wurncn's ou7n concerns about dying i n  childbirth 
contribuled to the formation of feminist political aolion for rnorc 



mcdical intervention in childbirth. albeit with unanticipated 
consequenccs. 

At the hcart of these contradictions is an irreducible potential fu r  
~ iolence  i n  the event itself. and thus - to keep rhis point clear - an 
irreducible courage i n  women confronting that potential violence. 
whatever the polemics of sender relations. According to the estimate 
of one rnedical historian (cited in Ulrich. 1990 : 169- 1 70), 

96 percent nf all births occur naturally and spontaneously. The 
remaining 4 percent involve obstructions of some hind and require 
itllervenlion. In addition 1 percetlt may result in accessory 
complications. fainting. vomiting, tearing of the perineum. or life- 
threatening hemorrhages or convulsions. 

l l l r ich (ibid. : 170) is quich to qualify this statement on behalf of 
the eighteenth-century Amcrican midwife, Martha I3alI;ud. by adding 
that "a natural process might still bc lsccn as] uncomfortable and 
friyhtening. and when miqmanaged even a normal birth could be  
dangerous". Yet social evaluations of "a normal birth" can vary 
dramatically, as Kaufert and O'Neil ( 1994 : 32-34) show in their 
analysis of (he ongoing "dialogue on risks in  childbirth" among 
epidemiologists, clinicians, and Inuit women in norther11 Canada in thc 
late 1980s. Thus, to understand the Malagasy debates about thc 
confidence and fear of womcn and mcn i n  giving their lives for their 
children, we must consider in tnore detail how thcy evaluate the 
material and social circumstances of childbirth. 

Childbirth as a Spear-Battle for Women, Comparable to 
Circumcision for Men 

In the AnaIalava region, childbirth is commonly described as a 
"spear battle" (udy mntsubou) for women. comparable to  circumcision 
for  men'. The phrase ad! urllsabom is understood in at least two 
different ways. The most obvious, as Soa Riziky and her rlliiaotrr~ 
plainly staled. i s  that women consider childbirth to be potentially 
deadly. A second sense has to do with the mastery of children. which 
was the sub.ject of the discussion in which Sox Riziky and her ruiiaolrr~ 
brought up thc story. The bodily, inlei-personal, and moral struggles 
ate practically inseparable, as we shall see. 

From the perspective of t hc Malagasy epidemiologists and 
c1inici;lns who advocate public hcalth funding, women's circumstances 
are spelled out in the following figures from the luzuge rk~iorrale de 
I 'Prorlolr~ic n~ulgnclr e, 1 989 : rlliflt~t:.~ pro.(l~,i.soirc~. (Direction de 13 
Planifioation Repionale. 1989 :7). when the national population was an 

I Pmplc in Antalah;~ also usc th is  pl~rase - rrr l i - lc :r i ,~~'rrrr~l i - t ,  rirrl,!' (CARR!\M. 
199Z.45). 



estimated I I rniilion, iilcluding 44.3% under fifteen years and 
scarcely 5.5% over sixty years. 

rural sccniidary pr imary 

centers urhnri i ~ rhan  
centel-s centers 

Expectation ol' Iife - rnaIcs (ye;u-s) 49.1 50.1 55.6 
Expectation ol' life - fernalcs (years) SO. 1 53.1 57.5 

Infant MortnIi~ y - m;~les  (pcr ~housand) 128.0 104.9 112.7 
1nf;int Mortality - females (per thousand) 115.4 92.7 102.4 

Average infant ruoltaIity oT males (per 1000 live births) 125.1 
Average infant mortality of females (per I000 live births) 1 i 2.81 

Epidemiologists and clinicians i n  Madagascar point to the 
insufllcient number of health centers. health-case workers, and the 
lack ol' tnedicincs. especially i'ollowi tlg slructural adjustment 
(CAHKAM. 1992 : 219-220; see also Alubo, 1990 jz. M i d w i ~ e s  it1 thc 
AnalaIava 1-egiotl echoed these concerns, and they too related 
worsening health carc lo national political and cconomic problems, 
exacerbated by structural adjustinent policies. In addition, a midwife 
in Antogtlibe described thu arca as s r r r o - d r ~ l ~ ~ ~ ~ a .  "hard of roads". Even 
if hclp were  available ; ~ t  the hospital i n  Antsohihy, about 60 kilometers 
away, a woman in childbirth might no1 survive the long. hard jourtley 
over the deeply rutted, windy dirt roads, criss-crossed with sand-traps 
and dry strcatn-beds that bccorne rt~aring torrents in the rainy season. 

Women in thc Analalava rcgion are also keenly awarc of the ways 
it1 which their impoverished conditions contributed to exhaustion and 
poor health. As one woman said, "People who havc money live, people 
who don't havc money die". Their main worry is that they will become 

I These figures derive frorn the E l r r / t r ? r r  s o c ~ l u - r l ~ ; r ~ r n j i ~ ' ~ ~ ~ ~ / ~ i r ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  19x4 MPUJS. 
"Itlfant" mol-tality is (he numficr o f  chiltlren under agc one pel- 1000 I i h r  births in  a 
g i \ cn  year. In Madagascar i n  the mid-1980s. tht avcmge mortality rate uf c l i i l d r c~ i  
ilndcr age 5 l i lt 1000 live births) was 184: the maternal mortaIity rate (in I000 l i v c  

h i r ~ I i < l  for 1980.87 was 2 . 4  (I'upulation Reference Burcau. Washington. D.C.. I'IYO : 

I I .  
2 A5 a result (>I' thc global recession, as we l l  as then-Prcsidenl Katsisnka's domestic 

and torcigtj policies, inc lud i l~g  surccssivc devaluations o f  [tie malapasy l i ;~nc ill 
19x2- 1988. rt~ral healtli cale t l~ ro i~g l iou t  Madagascar, cspzcinlly in  the smullest 

conlmunitres ( f u L o ~ i t ~ ~ r r r r ~  atid / i ~ - r ~ l . l ( l ~ i t ~ ) .  wo~-scncd s~eadi ly t l ~ r o u p l ~ o i ~ t  thc 1980s. At 
tlic 53111~ lime, Malagas) cit izens bccarr~e slcadily mnI'e impovc~-isl ied ;mi, hy their 
own account in this arcn. Iess well  fed and inore disposud to iI lnrss. ",4~:1ilrthility of 
I-ice" [ "disponihil i t2 cn t iz")  in ntwthwcstern R.l;~drtgascar (Hoina) fc l l  from 163 
kgIp~rsonIyca~.  i n  1977 to I27 kglpersonlycar in lLJX7 \CABRAM. 1992 : 2 19-220: 
C;. Kahr ;~r i~ t~a~ iar lo .  199.1 : 441. 



worn out by childbearing, and possibly il l  as well. Tiredness. hair-loss, 
poor teeth -these are [he "customs of bornen who givc birth" W~7rBu 
I I I L J ~ ~ ~ ~ I ~ ~ J  ~ l l i t ~ r u k l l ) ,  as one woman put it .  A woman w h o  is too 
cxhausted (lurljrr) will not havc the strength ( ~ I ~ I S ~ ~ I : U .  , fol- i~ay)  to push 
the baby out; or their body will give out, lurid thcy will not bc able t o  
stop bleeding. ?'heil. concer~ls would be further supported b y  
epidcmiolopists and c1inici;ins in France and the United States who 
argue that "deaths in the first month o f  life. the most rreachewus, were 
clearly duc Illore often to (he motheis' condilion during pregnancy 
and childbirth lhan to the care the children received" (Klaus. 1993 : 
1 83). While French government policies have focused on u~omcn's 
w a g d a b o r ,  American policies focus on prenatal care (Klaus ihid.). 
For women in the Analalava area. their strength before, during. and 
after pregnancies. is directly related to rhe help they are able to ger 
from "friends" (rlan~un~r), including their husbands or lovers. 

Women's coilccrns about thzir strength are also evident in 
midwives' records, which document thc increasing use of Syntocinon 
and Mkthcrgiue, comtnercial drugs used tn induce uterine contractions 
and lo stop bleeding, respectively1 One couple from the northern 
Ambolobozo Peninsula came lo Analalava for lhc birth of their 
thirteenth baby specifically to assure that Syntocition would be 
available. As the husband kept saying to the midwife. who was 
reluctant to pive a shot whilc his wifc was still having contractions, 
"We're used to shots. If therc's no shot. there's no birth" (Zuhay zatrr~ 

J I I C I I T P .  Tsisj picrrt-e, 6 . 7 ~  ~ll i ternkn).  They must have discussed their 
concerns openly at home, because they were accompanied by one o f  
their children. a little girl about ten years old, who w a ~  so worried that 
her mother would die in childbirth that she had insisted on coming 

1 Birthing worncn secrete from the pituitary @land the hurrnnnc o u y t o c i ~ ~ .  which 
stirnulatcq the contracticln of utcr inr  ir~uscle. I'eoplc i n  marly liar-ts of the world use 
othcr substances to quicken labor. but the Malagasy midwives 1 spoke tn did not 
include them in their herbal rncdicines, nor are tlicy lis~zd in Dandouau's 
"phal-macupkc sakahve ct tsimihcty" ( 1922). D ~ n d u u a u  does inc l~~dc  remedies for 
postpartum hemmorf~agc:  "uJasliing ar~d ... injections w i ~ h  a decorlion nf 
\,rrhitrirubo(ly o r  leaves of  ~.orrtmrroko [7t-i.~rrr1rtira r,ir~r ratirit~i. Cun~rnq 1." 

Syntocinon is ~ h c  brand rlnmc t j f  a syr~thetiu oxytocin. like Pitocin. that the 

midwives used to quicken Inbol-. and mow I-arely to induce it. The other Inosr 
vornrr~only L I W ~  d~vp is hlethdrgrnr. an crpor alkaloid (rneth)~lcrprino~~irle maleate) 
used to stop postpartum hrttnnrrhage. 'She ~nidwites '  records. wl i i c l~  drl 1101 include a1 I 
~ h c  tlmes thcy uwd tile drugs, indicarc a steady incrt.;~se in usage from the rnid- 
eighties. when they first appe;lr in the recold 10 rile Intc-rigliries. 111 I Y H Y .  thc 

rniduives in their pri\:aic piacticcs ch;11-grrl 3.000 iirl,o for a vi ; t l  cit Syntocir~on or- 
MerI~Cryine. Syntocino~t n,ns said to cost 1800 Crng in Antsuliihp. while mcrchanls 
it1 Analalava uncc sold i l  TLM 1.500 f r i ~ e .  I.rical 111erc11nnis clnirncd n u t  lo remcinhc.r l t ~ e  
exact pric,e\. only thar (hey wcrr tu l>rr>\ i \  t a11d a l t \ a ) s  risiny. 



with them to AnalaIava, and had not exten s i n ~ e  they left two days 
earlier. The birthing wontan, in her early to mid forlics. also requested 
a shot. Otherwise, she was quiet: even (hougll. after three shots oC 
Syntocinon o v t r  six hourr. her lat~or sccmed to bc so pr-otracted that 
the midwife bcgan to get worried. Belween thc first and sccond shots, 
the midwii't asked her. "Are you always like this?" and she said, "Yes". 
Between thc second and third, the midwifc cummentcd to them, "You 
both arc too uacd to shots (:aim louira pic~rrrc~)". They agrecd, and the 
husband adcicd that all hut IWO of tht'ii. childlcn had becrl horn wid) 
shots. 

Like Soa Ridky. as wc shall sue, many wornt.11 are also worried 
[hat the placenta wiil tlol come out completely. leaving some behind. 
causing a debilitatin~. possihly fatal. illrlo~s known ;IS pi(]. In Soa 
Kiziky's case, thc midwife puhhcd down on her belly to help deliver 
the placunta. Onc midwife in particular asked the birthing woman 
whether she w a ~  ;rucustomed tn having Ihc midwile feel inside 
( r ~ l a ~ ~ k l i t - o ~ l n )  the Literus for remaining pli~centa. If so, the midwife 
scooped oul the uwrus by hand. usually finishins with a shot of 
penicillin. ?'he concern for a young woman giving birth for the first 
time is that the birth will be hard beci~usc she must also "open the 
way". 

Most of the "journeys" of childbirth - envisioned as a kind of 
crossing-over, as So;l Kiziky indicated - end wcll. The "thing" (ruhu. 
zuku) it1 the womb proves ro be a "child" (zuzu). Names like Tufirsuka 
("Crossed Over"), T o ~ J *  Are?. ("Two Arrived"), Snanuv! ("Well Come"), 
ir:rii*oarlOo;n ("Not Struck By Danger"), Vitasou or Virnssuru ("Well 
Finished"), Tsr~ruititcr ("Goucl ' fo Sec"), Njurihita ("Sees Mother") 
celebrate the child's safe crossing and  sometime^ the mother's as well. 
Yet there arc always deaths within recent memory that exemplify how 
the journey can go wrong. Six months before I arrived. a woman in 
the family with whom 1 s~ayed --a woman in her early thirties -- 

hemorrhaged to death giving birth to her third child. Almost everyone 
agreed that she had died from the oath of anothcr woman who coveted 
the father of the child. "May you die in childbirth!" her rival is 
reported to have said. The French Catholic nursing sister, called in the 
middle of the nigh1 to carc for thc qtricken woman, did not share this 
view, but could not explain why, given her youth and strength, i t  was 
impossible to stop the bleeding. 

"The helly follows people's talk (Lcri Liho ~lic~nlrrakm 
kuhnrill'olo)". explained one of the mitlu.i\;es. Wonletl must have thc 
strength t o  push the  thing ou t .  perhaps rtruggling against their. rivals' 
oaths or their husband's or partner's hidden sexual relations with other 
women during the pregnancy. Thcy tnust also ha1.c the st]-ength to 
~truggle for the claims of then~selves and their kin over the child 
alongside the f;llhcr's ulairns as r o ~ l l p o t ~ '  1 1 ) .  :~r/rnX-cr. Now, increasingly, 
they muct struggle to get tl-tcl hther to aclinourlcdge that he is the 



ro~rrpot?' I!! ~orlakn atld thus will hclp support the child. I11 the most 
eeneral terms, thcsc struygles ;Ire exprcsscd in a won-ian's irresolvable 
L. 

contradiction - analogous to the medical historian's irseduciblc 4% 
between maintaining thc closecIness o f  the body and womb essential lo 
protccliug the thing. yet thc openness essential to its growth ~ i t l t i l  i t  is 
" f u l l "  (fcllo). then its emergence ss a I~ving heing. Thc radical opetling 
of birth must bc accomplished in a cnvcr-cd way. in a "hnusc" ol' some 
sort: perhnps even thc gliltery-eyes' maternity service, with the 
coverin2 case of fricndf, ancl pcrhaps also the cover ol' the mothera% 
powcrful reserve i n  chilrlbirth. l'urning to the rolc oC men in the 
conception. gestation. and birth of children \+-ill hclp to begin 
clarifying thcsc re1ution.c. 

IIome Births and Hospital Births 

111 tIlis region,   no st \\omen ~ i v e  birth at homc. A youty woman 
prefers to  return to hcr rnuthcr's home for her f i rst birth. Thereafter, 
she is most likely ro givc birth in her olvn hornc. assisted by her 
husband or female in-laws. arld pcrhnps also 11-omen from her natal 
family visiting for that purpow. Ndramafiavakm-iw. one of thc bcsl- 
known Sak;ilava rulers of the nineteeth century. \{-as known for having 
assisrcd his wives in childbirth. I n  3 989, Saha Barimaso. a tnan who 
worked as a tailor and served as a mediurn of rhc ancestral spirit o f  
Ndr;lmaiiavakarivo. explained the closeness of ivifc. ancl husband in 
childbirth. In the followinp exccrpl from my fieldnotes [ 1011 lX9, 
p. 38 1. the double-quotes rnark Saha Barimasu's ivords. while the 
single-quotes within- them murk the words of midwives and others 
whotn he is quoting : 

He had helped his wife to delivciA at least tlvo of their children .... 
Key issue again was "massage. Iikc a midwife makin2 n visit, 'Ah. ah. 
The place~llent of this here is had.' Arrange the thing while it's still 
small. Each day. two or three times a week. When it comes to the birth. 
maybe only the hushand iund wift. ;lye there. husband hclps the wife 
give birth. Shc who is the master ol  i t  [the birth] knows whcn thc time 
has come. 'I'm fccling ill because 1 need to zet this thing out {%[rl~o 
kna IIZ(I,~T ,fil uzilrr hibocrkrr ruhrr 'fy)"'. Then he  explaitled : "That is. 
you in charge put in your fingcr Ipestui-iny wit11 his right middle 
finger]. If i t  gocs in up to thc first knuckle o r  less. you know it's close 
to coming out. You scc that it's touchi~lg the child's head. If it's not yet 
close, you don'r c i t ,  but walk around. so lthe path] opens wide". 

Saha Barimaso always said t d r r r  1 "thing"] or i : ~ .  ' r ~ .  I " th~s  here" 1 or 
rolrrr ' r ~ .  ["this thing"], al tnost never :c~:rl, t.wik~., (or othcr terms [-or 
l i ~ ~ i t ~ g  infants. II the "thins" i j  . c ~ i I l  not completely straight, thc husband 
may stand in fi-ont ol' the wile. grasp her thishs and s1i;tke the buttocks 
by the thighs to makc the tlli~ig move back u li~tle. x o  it gets a clear 



path (trlcrhn,-o lnicr ?rrcr:c~i~rr) .  Only thc husband (~?udi t l 'o lo)  may do 
this. no one else. 

I askcd if  men were not forbiddet-i to he present at births. He said 
thcre can't be any other m;ui. except rhc husband. But orherwisc 
someone like n doctor is nut forbicldcn. 1 askcd if a wornan wouldn't 
usu;illy be attended by othcr wotncn or. other relatives. This seemed to 
be unusuul. " [ Y o u ]  call a lot of relatives only if [you] fear that the 
person might die". What if the thiny is turned around in tlic womb'! l f  
there i <  any problem \\,it11 thy th~nf con~irig out. thcn they i + i l l  cui it up 
so  the woman is saved. 

The closcncss of qpnuses i n  childbil~h is a continuation of their 
closcncss, at lcast in  pl-incip:il, i n  the concep~ion and yesration o f  new 
lifc and in thc post-parturn period when (he neu,born is still considered 
"soft" (nr(11etll~). thus vulnel-able to harm. 'I'hcsc activities, more than 
ariy other they do together. contributc most puwcrfu~ly to unifying thc 
spouses. generically \ < o h .  into thc cvcnly n-ratched pair- they arc 
idealized to be. each one pcrson who ha5 found a "friend" (trat~lntro). 
Both co~~tribute to the mi.rit~g of bloodc frorn which the thitlg is 
created, a11d their bloods should be compatible (t~rijcr~lrrrmkn). While 
the woman houscs the thitlg and contributes to its growth through the 
food shc eats, the man should keep strengthening i t  with his semen, 
which is "like vitamins", as one woinan explained it. Thc man should 
also be solicitous of his wife's food cravings. Both spouses should take 
particular care to observe each other's ancestral prohibitions during 
this period and aftcr the birth, governed by the mother's "cold" 
( ~ U I ~ ~ I ' I I ~ I ~ U )  or "hot" (~?lajuttn, tnijbrrn) customs. They should refrain 
from quarreling. o r  having sexual relationships with other partners. 

As we have seen. marricd women who give birth at the hospital are 
usually accompanied by their husbands as well as female affines or 
kin. Most nlen work outside the birthing room, like Soa Riziky's 
husband. Yet when the couple came with one of their young children 
frotn the northern Ambolobozo Peninsula. a day away by canoe. the 
husband assisted his wife in the birth. The midwife delivered the hahy, 
but the husband MILE constantly at his wife's side. helping her on and 
off thc table, feeding her, and eventually. w11ei1 rhe birth was over: 
carrying her into bed. 

The ho~pital (I ' l /c ip i tnl~) ,  a small cornplcx of singIc-story 
hu~ldings. blockc of one to foul- rooms opcning south on common 
verandahs. was built during the colonial period. whcn the town was thc 
capital of the pr-e'j~~crrirc ancl thc center of the cirr.or~sr.riprio,~ 
11rPt i ic .cr l~7 .  M u s ~  govcrnmcntal scrvices were ts:insferred to  Antsohihy 
following indepcrldencc i n  1960; In 1985, the retnaining medical 
5ervices were transferred there us iiell. The hospital la now classifiecl as 
at1 I~cil?irul .secotl~lairr. Full-time medical pcrsonrlcl livitig on or near 
the grounds in 1989 i~lcludeci a doctor ((ioXt~r-u). then on extended 
leait.. searching like his prcdeccssor~ to be tnoved to runother post, a 



nurse (ir~fi'r~~?ric~rcr). three rnidrvi\;e~ { ~ a ~ r ~ ~ q r ) ,  and (he rnidwivcs' assistant 
( s e r l . u ~ ~ ~ e ) .  In  cffccl. Ihe only serviues then provided were the 
~naternity and tIlc consultation5 of the maIe nursc standing in for. thc 
cloctoi-. Anothel. govcrnrnc~~t midwife ~wns stationed at the clinic i n  
Antopibe.  The go\;ernmcnt rnid~vi\.cs have degree5 from Iwo-y eat- 
govcrnlncllt {raining programs. 1 met two oldcr ir.omel1 v,;tio workcd as 
r-r~ri~l-j(l:u (lilci-ally. 'mother5 of childl.en') in  rural villages, using 
1liass;ige and t1crb5 conxidcrt.d io be f t r r r l r / g ~ ~ . \ ~ .  Sir~cc ~.c>tlitr-,jcr:rr are 
not counted i l l official docurncnts. 1 du not irtlow  OM, 111;1ny might 
still bc practiciny i n  the corn~nunci. 

Sincc thu ut~loniul period, nursing siqtci-s sci-\.lns the Catholic 
Ct~urch's mission lo u neal-hy Ieprosariuin h a w  provided weekly 
clinics for rcsidcnts ol' surrounding villages. I n  1989.  residents were 
ulst~ able to cor~sult ;I nurhc  (rum h1c;riccitl.r dzr M u r ~ r l r ~ ,  ivho w;~< 

stationed i n  town for a ycur. Hoping to revitalize what she called 
"l ' l r f i~~i icr l  , / i ~ t r / i i r ~ l c " ,  thc nursc arranged for (he rooms still in usc to be  
cleaned atld repainted, bepir~riirlg u i ~ h  111e 111;1tel.1lity. The four-room 
block included the birthing room l'unliahed wit11 a stainless stecl cart 
lo which a metal headboard had bccn attached: rhe midwives' mal l  
officc for prenatal examinntiot~s; and a room with a mela1 bedstexd i n  
cach corner. where women could rest after childbirth; a former 
examining room on the east end remained closed. 

111 1989, goirig to thc govcmment's hospitaI was still dcscribccI iih 

"roing L to the glittery-cycd". just l i k t  going to the town  in which it war 
located. Despite its newly cleancd and rcpainled rooms. the maternity 
offcrcd lillle besides the midwives. For prcrlaral exiii~~inations of  
alburnin i n  the urine, a pregnant wotnatl had to bring [he ball of' 
cotton, the alcohoI for fuel. and the inatch to light the tiny flamc t'or 
heating the urine. For births, thc woman and her companions also 
provided everything - bedding. food, fircuood. and buckets to haul 
their cxvn water from a distant source, as wcll as thc moIley for the 
mcdicincs, i T  any. They w r e  responsible for cleaning thr: room d t e r  
 tic birth. For those who lived IouaIly and could afford thc additional 
cost of calling thc initlwifi. to thcir home. u home-birth ii7as therefor-c 
much easier. I n  1989. thc rnidwivcs' chargc for assisting in ;I delivery 
were 10.000 fmg for n boy and 8,0110 frng for n girl ; in .4ntulrtha o n  
the east coast the cort.ccponding costs wcrc said to be 20.000 fing and 
15.000 ftng. Women who birtt-red at thc maternity gave (be midwife a 
~ i f t  of at least 5,0011 fmg. 

1 " K ( I s L I , ~ c "  ~o~i ih i i le : ,  thc l i ~ ) ~ ~ t ) ~ - i f - i c  I Y I  wit11 thc ti~-.kt s ~ l l a b l c  of t l ~  k-~-e[~c.l~ tt.I,Irl 
\ ( I ~ c , - ~ ; , I I I I I I L , .  'I IIC Iernm Ili)i- h ia l :~~ .~ \ !  l i c ;~ l l l~ -~~ oi-lc~.s I-tf1c.c.t thc 11 I c~r>l.iciil tlr'i; i 115 01' 
tt lr n; l~ ior~i i l  pubtic t ~ e ; ~ l t l ~  \yslrrrl i r ~  Er ig l i s l~  ~ l ) i s \ i o l l a~ -y  n l e d ~ c i n ~  I,cginriil~g in thc  
II~IICICCII~I~ cc11t~11.y i m ~ l  Fr,t'~lch l 'o lo~l ia l  ~ ~ ~ t ' d i c i l l ~ :  b e g i ~ ~ l ~ i  rig u ill1 Ihr conqi~e.sl I n 
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Nevertheless some five percent of ulomen mainly from Analalava, 
but also from rural villages within a half-day's journey  north or south 
of Analalavu, chose to come tu the hospital to  give birth, bringing 
produce to scll to support thenlsclves during their stay[. Judging from 
the cases L encountcrcd. the cost of calling a illidwife to thc home lva5 
not the main fuctor. hut rather an actual or anticipated problem with 
the birth. The pcrceptio~l that Ihc hospital was n placc for problem 
birrhs rniylll scern sell-widen(. Yet as Kaufel-t and O'Neil l I993 : 40)  
point o u r .  "ac in the cicbi~te over honlc versus hospitu; hirlhs i n  the 
United Kingdom. the presumption of a cmisal linkaye Ibctween birth 
at home and an i n c r e a s e d  r i s k  ot' mortality] is riot o n l y  nonproven, but 
unlikely to he evcr estuhlished". A controlled study is unlikely "as n o  
health professional would accept cuuh a ~ri;il as ethical. Belief in  [he 
powcr of Icchnolosy to preserve lile and, couvctscly. in lack o f  
technoloyy as a cause of dealh are just ton stron,ov (ilzid.). Wher-e;~s 
Inui t  women in the 1980s argued that the  Canz~ldian 2overnrnen~'s 
insistence on e~:;ruoaring pregnant wornen to hospitals i n  southern 
Canada was a political. not a medic;ll iqsue. wornc r l  in  northwestern 
Madagascar decidetl that travclliny lo the midwives i n  Analalava or in 
Antoguibe was sometimes warrat~ted. 

The maternity provided a place outside the horr le  o f  any 
interested party. where people unrelated to kin or acfines could testify 
that a birth was h;mdlcd properly, even if cither or both the mother ur  
baby died. Thus the hospital, l ike the home. provided f i ~ r  a "housed" 
birth ( ( 1 1 1 - ! t - ~ . r r ~ o ) .  albeit i11 a structure like a foreigner's house 
( i r r ~ ~ ~ o ~ ~ ? t ~ u z a l ~ ~ ~ } ,  hut attended idcally by thc kil l  of mother ancl father, 
as opposed ro a birth "in the mud" (crnr ,fGfuko). implying the kind o f  
scxual relationship out5ide of mm-riagc. literally "on the ground" ((7)r- 

tu~rq). that resultcd i n  "outside children" (:n:a url-lutly). For women i n  

1 Aucurdir~g to lllz records that thc niidxmivcs kepr Cur thc government. the nurnbcrs 
(11-prenatal consultntic>ns i r~  the Ir)XOs wcrc: 125 (1983). 205 (1984). 226 (1985). 
205 ( IYXh). 234 ( I YX?). 243 (IOXX). and an estimated 204 ( 1989, habed uri 2 7 0  
1h101tgh i 1/89), The nu11tbct-s ot hirtlis clur~r~g this wrne period u,crc : 152 ( 198.5). 
121, ( IrlXh). 17.; ( lOX7 ) .  127 (1988). and an cstimatrd 157 (19Xr). bnicd on 144 
rhi-(>ugh I I I Y Y ) .  ?'Ire c o ~ ~ < u l t ~ l i n r ~ s  include rcpcat t i s i t s  and the birlljs include lhz 
niidw~ves'  I~crnic-hi~-~hs (cvcn though tlic midi\- i~cx c,hai-gerl for t11t.w as part ot  heir 
private p r x t i ~ c ~ } ,  ho the actual numbcr of' \\oIricrl u.slny rhc horpilal ib lcss th;~li the 
rccordzd numbers suggcsr. 

E.i~r:rpotatiny f m n  dctuog~apttc~-s' c . s~ i r~ ln~c r  ot. a r~a~iut i :~ l  p t~p i~ ln~ io t t  it1 ivl~iclj 
44.302 ; ~ r c  under 17 \:c.rl~-s olrl il11il 5.5'li arc okr.1- h0 yc;~r.; old. ~ h r  c l i~ ld-hzi t~ , i r~p 
popt~lation (11' \t omtn ( 15-50 !cars oId) it] ,\nalalu\ ;l (cst. I O.O(H)) u.~aId  he less t h; in  

75 10 (the r~ t~~r lbc r  01. uuIriurl 15-60 )c;ir\ o l d ) .  Kuhcd on the mid\+ ~ v e s '  d;it;l on tlic 
i+:cltnen's rzsidcl~ce. a1)nilt ciphl l o  tiitlc ti111zs 35 many wurrlcl~ came Iro111 A~i:ilalavi~ 
atid neigllboul-ing rural cotnn~ur~i~ic>.  as frrun fur-rhcr away. Yrt 1-5 nnlnelt came eaclj 
!car t'i-otrl t ural \. ill;tgcs up t c ~  a rl;i)'> !\:~lli (11 c;~rll,c-t~-ip a x q  . 



Analalava, the hospital w;tr; u place where, as otlc woman explained, 
women could go wl~o wel-e "sick for a long time and fcarcd giving 
hirth at hntnc". ?'hc inatcrni~y provided a refuge for womcn from 
surrounding vill;igus who carnc to A~~alaluva to set away frorn 
rnalcvolent kin or nffines, yet  who did not h a w  a home in town where 
thcy couId give birth. 01- if the birth occurred during h;irvesl time. 
when everyunc was in  the fields working, then Analalava rnight bc a 
place where a woman could firld morc "t'riencIsW ~t l lo  would be around 
to heip her with cooking and washing afrcr the birth. The ma~est~ity 
was alsv a place where women were directed if they. or the rural 
health-care workers w h o  had c x e d  for them durir~g thcii- pregnancies. 
anticipated pi-oblcri~s that a midlt if'e could hiindle bcttcr if mlly 
because of thc rncdicincs. Iikc synthetic: oxy rocins and hemostats. that 
she could give if their otvn slrcngth failed them. if the placenta failed 
to come out on its onlil, or i C  thcy bcgan to hemorrhage. 

Thus. women giving birth at the matcrrlity were most likely to be 
anticipating some kind of p~.oblern. Soa Kiziky at twenty -five years 
old was n o  exception. A s  she explained later. shc was pregnant for the 
sixth time and had three livinp children. Two chiIdrc11 had died as 
infants. Shc attributed rhe deaths to the m;ilevolent actions of people 
to whorn sIlc or the baby was related. The first baby was an "outsicle 
child". By the tiitic i t  w a s  born. she hacl sep~rared from the fathcr. I ' h c  
father's fatnily wat~tcd the baby. but her fathcr refused to agree if they 
didn't accept he]. also. After her father died. "thcir talk became hie, the 
child died .... that fighting ;imong people summoncd up the child's 
death, the ancestors took it" (~~ra t~ jcrr -?  hc 1.01nrli11u'r~o. I N I ~ !  ~ , ~ ( ~ i k x .  .. . 
trcilaU1' jijlcrk '~.wik,v iuriivcin blo i-mry, ~rr~ lu i j r  ' mzmtlct)". When Soa 
Ri~iky married, she and her husband continued l i v i n g  i n  her Puther's 
village, where she as his only child had inhericed 111s land, coconut 
palms, and cattlc: as well :is the house i n  Analalava. She attributed the 
death of the second baby to hcr fathcr's sistcr who had returned to h e r  
natal village after being divorced and would havc her brother's closest 
heir if  he h;td died childless. With her son, shc put poisoil in Soa 
Kiziky's belly. almost succeeding in killing her in childbirth. ?'he 
baby. bccausc ic was sol'rer. w;~s born dead. 

To protcct hcrself. her preyn~mcies, and her neivhorn childrcn i n  
the future. So3 Riziky had placed herself and them under the care of 
two Sakalava royal nnccsrors. to whom she al\vuys spoke through thc 
same mediurns, orlc in hcr natal villase ( u  kither's sister. by another 
111othel-). the other i n  Ana1aIav;i. Shc went to (he hospitiil for. the b i r th  
of her oldest living child, which was "cnsy" (u~or- ( I ) .  She was he;idin? 
back ro the hospital, to the same midwife, by c;~noc with her hushand 
and various in-laws :md relalives to hear the second living child. when 
she started having contr;ictions. Her hushand helped to dclivcr thc 
hahy in the canoe. b11r a rniclwili. in his natal viIla~e on thc chorc 
neurhy delivered the placenta. Shc might Iiavc decided ti) have the 



third living cllild at home. bccause the Suthcr's sister had just n-ioved to 
join one of hcs childi-ell in a neighboring viIla~e. but  events pi-ovcd 
that they were still giving her a littlc medicii-ie (or~~itrr~dr-cjo c~ody i r ~ I i  
rrtcl r s i  (lo), which worked at a distance. 111 llle cul-r.er-lt preFnancy. she 
had decided to ]cave her natal viIluge. "lcft there ;und ran hcre. When 
thc last montI~ comes. the things they did are peuelrari~~g too tnuch 
( ~ n l r r r  /~r~toorlrir-r~o 1/1idirrn 1oct11.o). bccause they scc too much each 
day. Ilcrc. far away. rliey don't scc". Thus. Soa Kiziky had uhuscn to 
srtunl to the SJIIIC rnidivife H I  thc m3teinily I'or the same reasons she 
had ~.)ut herself and future cllild under llle care o f  spiril ~ucdiums. us a 
way of combattirig the viiriouc prohlcms she u7;1s encountering. In m y  
view, the powcrful reserve tl-iat Sua Ki7iky iv;s ablc to ~naintain u,hiIc 
openiny rllc way for  u sixth birth also exemplii'ics ho\v \vomen try to 
ensure the safety of themsehcs and lIlcir soon could-hc-living 
children vulnerahlt. to gettine caught u p  in relations already ramifying 
throupll gcnet.;i~iona. 

Soa Riziky Ciivcs Rirth to Vanazava 

Sr)a Ri~ihy.  her husband, chilcll-cn, and mu~hor-in-l;iw and 
mother'h younger sister alrcady were waiting on tht' bcrlch outside thc 
midwives' office. &)hen the tnidwifc and I urrilcd at 8:OO am. Soa 
Riziky occasionally sat with the women. bul spcnt most of' hci- t ime 
walking. Although shc could have walked up and down the verandah 
extcndi t1g the Ic~lgch o f  the four-room building, she chosc to walk 
mainly by hcrsclf o n  the dirt road beyond the sick-w;ircl. located north 
of the maternity. In rhe following al>breviu!cd excerpt from my 
fielclnotcs ( I  989. pp. 446-448). the doublc-quotes tnark participants' 
words. 

Around 10:30 am, pcrliaps 10:45. Sna Riziky camc into the birth 
room with tlcr rnother-in-law. The Kasage ex;~mined her. said i t  would 
he pretty soon. The water broke shortly afterwards. Or rather. Soa 
Riziky asked me lo call the Rasagc back in, bccausc after exainining 
her, thc Ras;ye wctu back o u t  lo sit on the bcnch wit11 the other older 
\rloman. When shc came back in. her colleague who was still on duty. 
said to her, "LI porlrc csr r,ri.~.rr:r. [Tl~c midwives always spoke 
~nalagasy among themselveh. but their prufcssional lunyi~ugc included 
many French loan-words. and occasionally they used Frcnch phrases 
in cot-rsulralions arid the hi1-thinp room]. At this point - at I1:00 atn - 
thc Rasagt: y a ~ c  tier u shot of Sytltocinou. thcn wen! o u ~  again. Son 
Kiziliy and hcr in-ln~v wid tl-iat they Ii~dn't asked for i t .  I t  was the 
Rasaye's idca. The Rusugc .;;lid Iater sllc had sorne Icfr vlrcr from [lie 
hi]-th oT twins dow11 i n  Afongo~ly this rnol-nin~. If shc didr-l't use it up, 
111t.11 it m i ~ h t  go bitd. This way. t l i ic  birth. ullich otherivise would have 
happcncd around man. happcncd f:rster. Tllc Kasage had ulrcady left 
around I0:30 or 50 to put i ~ p  ticr rice for  (hc noon meal. 



The baby was born at 11:20 am. It was likc the other births in thal 
Soa Riziky made very little noise. She asked her mother-in-law to rub 
her stomach,  which she did thn)ugh ihe clorh. which she had stretched 
carefully ovcr Soa R i ~ i k y  when she got on the table. (They were 
careful to cnvcr her breustc. bclly and genitals, whercas none of the 
others bothered with t t ~ l ) .  Whcn she groaned a little. her moiher-in- 
law motioned to her to grit her teclh. which she did. Shc had nothing 
undcr her hcad or the rest ol' her  body exccpt ihe mctal cart. 

'The haby was barn with the next couple of pushes. Soa Riziky 
closed her  eycs, yritted her tcctl~. tilted her pelvis up. and pushed so 
hard that her hcad began to go  lhrough the bars of the head-board. 
'I'he Rasage IieIped the baby out. which was horn lace dcwn with no 
complic;it~ons. came out quite ~ s i l y  and started to cry almost 
immediately. I t  was a yirl - 3.100 mg. The Kasage laid thc baby on ;I 

clcan cloth and rinsed thc scissors and clamps in ihe bowl of wash 
water near the dry sink. She clainpcd the cord arid cut i t  about 4-5 
inctlcs from the body o f  thc baby. Cossing up  the placenta-cnd on  Soa 
Riziky's stomach. 'l'he Rasage washcd the baby i n  the cluan er~amel 
pan. using soap and water thcy had brought. thcu put the baby on the 
ciean white cloth they had laid out for  it. 

Soa Riziky was still lying [here will1 her eyes shut, and f ~ c e  
slightly grimaced. No blood. generaliy very little blond. The Kasase 
asked her if her bclly still hurt and she noddcd. and the Kasage asked 
if she llsually had pin [illness from rctained placenta] after a birth, and 
she said yes. The Rasage thcn delivered the placenta, while pushing 
down on the upper part uf the belly toward the genitals. while the  
second Rasage dressed the baby's end of the umbilical cord and 
wrapped it up. 

It W;LS only after the placeilta was out that Soa Riziky redly 
focused on the baby. looking over at it, saying that it the first time she 
had a girl, the other thrce were boys. Her mother-in-law made a cloth 
band to catch any remaining hloocl. Once this was done. [he Rasage 
asked if the bed were macltl up  and if shc could get into Ihe other 
room. By that timc. Soa Riziky's mother, with the two younger kids. 
had come in. Soit Kiziky said yes and, helped by her mother-in-law, 
went inro the oilier room where she lay down in the bed in the SE 
corner (usually the first choicc). 

Having bcen through six births by the age of twcnty-fivc. Soa 
Riziky W;LS moving into the lime when she might begin worrying 
about having enough "force" to "push out" another child. Yct Soa 
Riziky still felt confident enough about hcr own strength [hat shc did 
not ask for Syntocinon, nor d ~ d  she ever cxpless Ihe worries of hcr 
mother-in-law. Hcr main concern was to protect he]-seIf against thc 
efforts of others to harm her or her child. or both. She  rcmained 
composed throughout labor, despite thc Pact that the Syntocinon that 
ihe Rasage gave her to hasten the birth might have made her 



contractions more intense, and perhaps moi-e erratic and Iess amenable 
to her control. When once she groaned slightly. hcr mother-in-law at 
hcr side - thc same womiin who felt afraid tor her - silently tightened 
her lips s o  Soa Riziky would do the same. which she did. 

Onc effort to assess the strength of uterine contractions as if thcy 
were indcpendent 01' the social-cultural, historical anct materiai 
circumstances of birthing worncn in 35 countries on six continents, 
including thcir iittitudcs about pair) or fear, concluded [hat 15 '% had 
Iittle or n o  pain, 35 VP hati rnoderatc pain, 30 L;lr had severe pain, and 
2 0  % had  eextrerncly severe pain. The height of sensation iis the head 
of the baby stretches the perineum beyond the full dilation of thc 
ccrvix. as measured on a dnlorimeter based nn (herma1 heat. is 
comparahtc in intensity t o  ;I third-clegree burn (Ronica, 1996 : 29. 
3 1 ). Scholars acknowledge that  such measures have many problems 
not only i n  their design, bul also precisely because perceptions of pain 
in  childbirth have proved to be so sensitive to the circumstances of the 
birthing woman. for example. her knowledgc of the process, fatigue. 
loss of sleep and general state of t~caIth. the Icn~th  of her labor, the 
presence of others. including the father of the child and their attitudes 
( ih id.  : 35-38), One study found that "confidence in ability lo handle 
labor was the ]nost significant predicator of all components of pain 
during active labor, l'he greater the confidence the parturient had, the 
less the pain and vice versa" (ihicl. : 37). 

M y  it~terp~etation of the hchaviclr of Sea Riziky and other 
birthing women in the Analalava arca as a sign of courageously 
rcsolute self-mastery. if not fearlessness, foIlows their uwn emphasis on 
thc value of stoic self-control i n  polenrial ly dangerous circumslances 
not Iirnired to childbirth or women alone. Many lesser incidents, 
accidents and thc like. provide opportunities for learning to mastcr 
oneself and remain calm and quiet - r?~u?tgirlu is the kcy term in  
childbirth and such other circumstances, sometimes as a command - 
Mmrlgirtii mrnn! Women and mcn elsewhere, for example i n  Malaysia 
(Laderman, 1983 : 159-166), in Benin (Sargent, 1990) share a similar 
view of the value of stoicism in childbirthy. Yct woman may also claim 
that vociferousness in childbirth is the ideal approach, for example, to 
hasten the birth, as atnong the Fon of southern Benin (Sargent, I990 : 
73) or to show a man "how a woman suffers". thcreby inducing him to 
help i n  spacing children, as among the Maya in Mexico's Yucatan 
(Jordan. 1978 : 24. 77). Based oti my limitcd personal experience 
prior to 1989. g i v i n ~  birth in the communal birthing i+ootn of a 
hospital i n  Antananarivo in  1972, and sleeping through a home-birth 
in 3 farming villagc soutl~ nf Annlalava rt few weeks later, quiet 
composure sce~ns tn be the valued ideal i'r)r women identifying 
themselves as "Merina" and "Tsimihcty" as for Tufiala women around 
Ifanadiana i n  1979 (Ravolulomanga. 1C392 : 125) and women in 
Manambondto in southeact Madagascar in  199 1 - 1993 (Thomas. 



personal commut~ication. Dcccmbet. 1'397). Ycr Ve7.0 women in  
sout1tn:est Madagasual- in 1987- 1989 cried out in childbirth (Asluti. 
pcrsonaI com~llunic;ttion, April 30: 1997). and. ;is we shall see. crying 
out in  uhilclbirth was the vulucd behavior for "Sr~kalava" and 
"Tsimihcty ". but nnt "Hova", women in the Analalava area just four or 
five generation5 ago. 

-1'0 summ;uize rhe argument thus Car, common stereoty pcs about 
wornen's behavior in childbirth are belied by what wumcn ac~ually do .  
Contrary to their alleged cowaiclicc, they "endure" - hnd forci hly 
teach othei-s to cndure. ns I wrtncfscd i n  the uusc of 3 scventettll-yeirl-- 
old girl giving birth f o r  the first time. Givcn the data on how wonlcn 
pel-ceivc the risks of childbcarin~. ou~lrncd i n  the first half of I11is 
pupcr. I would arsue that their capacity to remuin contaiucd i n  3 
condition of e~er-inci-casing openess is cr- tical 1101 only lo ~ h c  dignity 
thcy are achieving as a growing women. but also ti) thc pcr.ilour 
proccqs of bringing lifc out o f  death. Throush the bincling pov+7el. of 
thcir restraint. sct against the deadly knives. spears. and midtvives' 
scissors that keep rccur.ring in accounts of childbirtlt. they " b r i n ~  
forth" ( t ~ l i h o c r k r ~ )  a unifyill:! being. In addition lo bcing "one helly" 
(kiho nrcrikv) with its sihlinys born of the samc tt-lother, a living chilcl 
testifies lo thc comp;itibility of the pair o f  fricnds who joined t o  m:tkc 
i t  and may thus cot~tribute to their conrinuing union.  In ;iny ciise! thc 
child binds together thc two "sides" ( l ( $ r l ? . )  of their kin, w h o  iviII 
remain "otle through thc child" (~~rir-ux citluku), even if thc two i n  the 
originating union later separate or divorce. 

In rhc first part of this paper, we have focused tnainly on thc 
bodily processes tllrough which women and men create ailti bear 
children. Yet, as Soa Kiziky's account of her childbirths suggests. the 
path of new life. which women opcn with such striking reserve, is likc 
the con~inuation of a tnuch longer path, brought forth i n  silence out 
of thickels of speech that may bc bristling with "big ivords". The path 
o f  new lifc is not simply chanrlcled through thc woman's body attd [he 
pair of friends, but ;dso through tnany ulhcrs embodied in lllcir words 
ancl actions. The uniting and severing of inany more pcoplc than the 
wornan ;ind man of the story arc involved in thc procreation o f  
childre11 as ;ictually practiced in the Analalava region. 

Soa Riziky was fortunate in having the fullest possible array ol' 
"friends" connected to her own Pumily and her  husbatld's filmilq; lo 
hclp her give birth. I11 addition ti) hcr work with the two royal spirits 
(onc cmhodied in a kinsivomun). thc support ot- Soa Kiziky's mother- 
in-law and her mother's sister, as n7cII as her husband's hclp outside the 
birthin2 room. clearly contrihutcd to her strengtll and to her  ability to 
show no sigri of pain or fear. We will now turn frorn the irnporluncc o f  
ii woman's resolution i n  thc gestation and birth of a ne\v child to the 
importance of he]- resolution in clarifying the place ul' a ncwbort~ 
child i n  the w idehl possitdc network of support. extending wcIl hey ond 



the un ion  of "fi-icncls" from which it$ birth has most irnrr~ediately 
derived ;md to which i t  may yet contribute. Establishing the identity of 
a child us both the "child of women" and the "child of men" is critical 
not only LO i ~ s  health and well-bcing of the child. hut also of the 
mother whorn rlie child may sup1~ol.t in old age. I11 pursuing these 
poit-its, we will cxpand our historical perspective in order to relate rIlc 
shil'ti~ly social channcls of life- and death-giving in a wom:m's Iifetimc 
to thc radical changes that peoplc h a ~ e  experienced ovcr the past i'ou r 
to fivc gcneratiotls in the hnalalava region. 

Ilf,ral~an~, Isaac, and Sarah in Madagascar 

The very story with which we bepan pt.ovides sornc evidence of  
thc many sources from which current debates over the relarive 
strengths of mothers and fathers in chi1dhe;uing have arisen in the 
AnuIulava resion, and possibly cvcn u hint of their history and 
rcgionaliry in Mada~ascar. The story's cmphahis o1-1 whethcr a parent 
will allow God to kilI his or her child. the "biy knife". the parcnts' kar,  
and thc dialogic form of the narrative. all suggest to tne a variant of 
the hi blical story of Abi-uham's near-sacrifice of Isaac. 

I n  the Hiblc (Gclli~sis 22). God tells Abraham to sacrifice his o t ~ l  y 
son as a sign that he fears God (22 : 12). Only whcn Abraham raises 
his knife to kill Isriac docs God's angel strip hi111 arld tell him to 
substitute a Kim caught in a ncarby bush. Seeing that Abraham l'ears 
God, God blesses the father, promising to "multiply thy seed as thc 
stars of heavcn and us the sand which 1s upon the seashore" (22.17). 
The Koran (Sura 37) differs mainly in that Abraham telIs hi5 son. who 
is not named. (if God's plan. Ilclancy (1998) uses the Abraham story 
to question the assumption that "fatherhood" means merely the social 
acknowledgement of a biological tie to a child rather than a social 
construction dcri lied from il particular theory of procreation, a theory 
11x11 impute? creativity and ayency to the male, exemplified i n  
Abraham's control ovcr Isaac's lice and death. at the cxpense and 
devaluation of the fernale rolc. Dclancy iirgues t11;it the story associates 
motlothcism with ;I monogenetic theory of procreation, in which tilt 
male's "sccd" is considered to be the generative element and the female 
~nerely its nurtui-el-, a11 ideology pespetuatcd among latterday heirs of 
the "Abrahamic 1-eli~ions" of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 

As  Soa Kiziky and her t'ciAr~otr-tr told the story in  AnalaIava in 
1989, "Sarah" and "Abl-;ihun~" ;ire there bcfort God together with thc 
child, whose gcndcr is no1 specified. Their focus is not the father's fcai- 
of God. but thc mother's greater !'ear for herself than lor the child and 
the C~ther's Freatcs fcarlcssncss to be killed so the child may he spared. 
Yct. as Delaney would have prcdictctl. the story revolvcs around the . 
qucsrion 01 "who I I ~ C  the right ovcr a child's fate". finally confirminy 
the fiithci- as rt~trr[?ntr' rr t<jcr~- l / /~ '  1 1 ~  ; r r ~ ~ r l k t r .  Perhups the ctnry itscIK ia 



cvidence that the i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  Muslim or Christian doctrinec i n  
Madagascar has contributed to the p h i l o s o p h i c a l  and s o c i a l  

complexity of the debate:, we havc been c n t ~ s i d e t i n g l .  

1 HU\G va~.i;~rlts of the ,4t>raha1l1 story 17liglit ha\ P beer1 Ilistnl.icalI! 01. curr.er~tly 
associated wi th  particular thc01-ics oi' p r o u r r ; ~ ~ i o ~ ~  is far TI.OIII clcal-. MnIaessy 
Catholics arid Protestant<, t r ; lnsl ;~t in~ f i -ur l~ Fre l~c l l  and English l3il>lcs. csprcss 
"<ccri" ill G(>t~c,rir 22 as rmr-rrrrrilrto, "your dcsccridant';". not 111 "sccd" (1,1111). Tandi-cly 

in stlurhrrn M;td:~g;~scar le11 slor'ies o f  sacrifice to  explain w l ~ y  rncn, riot woirizn. II;I\ e 
rnaslely c>vel' chilrll.er~: ~ ~ t i u t h c r  thcy a l r  associated w i l l 1  seed a ~ i d  .soil rr1e1apljo1-5 ot' 
male crcativit\: is yct to I>c cxl>lo~-c.d. In ihe Tarlrlroy sto~.ies. t l ~ c  child has a tnorral 

illrlcrs. Thc pal-cnts take i t  to (iod nho dzlnar~tls that thcy rut) ~ ~ a l c d  through ;j crr)wd 

of pcoplc. 111 contrast to tlic wc.c>rilarl who c a t ~ l ~ o t  ovctc.onic hcl- aliamc. tlie mall i.k 

R i l l inp to  run iuked fol- rhe s;tkz of  the chilrl's life. T h u s  Gtxl maLcs thc miin l l ie  

mastcr of tlie child. I n  ~ ~ n o t l l e r  versior~. t l ~ r  mat) 11r>t only ran 1takt.d. hut o(l21-ed l i i s  

own l i fc as a sacriticc in  pli lcr ul'lhz lice oi'thc child. "Zanahal-c took a s u ~ p c  at l i in l .  

hut only made a token cut, c u ~ t i r ~ g  otT his foreskin. Hcncc thc 01-iyin of- circumcision" 
(Fce. personal c t>n~r r l~~r j i ca t iu r~ .  Apr i l  10. 1998 : w e  Fee. 1997 : 268). 1 [ere. in  (he 

late IYXOs and early 1990s. children st i l l  rcmaincd wi th  the f i~ther aftel- a divorce (k'ee 

1997 : 2h7). 
I'euplc i n  thc Antalaha I-cgion of- norlheas~sl-11 Madagascar justify thc f n t h c r ' ~  

p u s i ~ i o n  as ruritpr~rr' I I \  :ulrc~Xc~ rtccol-ding lo [he male-sccd and fcrriijlc-soil or - 

cnntaincr metaphors o f  PI-ocrea~ion lhnt Dcfancy finds ccntl-nl to  Judaism. 
Christianit). and Isl;~nj. perhaps as a lesult of tn iss~c~nizat ion in  tlie area (C:ht3KAM. 
1942 : 42-43). but there is 110 evidcrlcc of t l ~ c  story. 

-1'Ile ethnogl.aphy on childhil-th among V e ~ o  i n  sou~tluestern Madngasca~, in  the 

late 1980s compounds the historical and social co~np l cx i t y  <uggc<ted I>! these 

examples. L i ke  people around Antahha. Vczo also claim that " i t  is rlie semen thxt the 
man puts inside the wornb that causcs thc fetus to  form inside the ucrrrjnri." while the 

womnti houses the chi ld (Astuti, 1993 : 2KO). They categorically arid consistently 
denied  tia at a wolniln might also co~~t r ihu t t .  to  th r  l'ornja~iurl o f  tlie fetus placed w i th in  

her womb, though somc uo lncn  claimed that menstrual blood rr~ight contribute to t l ie 
formation of the placentn. considered to  be the elder s ih l i r~g o f  tlie fct i~s.  "Women 

have thc 'house' ~n thcil- body. b u ~  rnzrj are the 'origin', thc 'soul-ce' oi- pi-egnancy 

( ~ r r r l p ~ i ( ~  tmilo, le l l i l r~hy ~ - o f r r t o ~ - r ~ r ~ '  mrrr-ulrr~); i t  ir rncn umho yive prrgnancq to worneri 

r o o  o t i  I I I ,  1 1 0  o o r  - .  )'el V e ~ o  argue 

that lnen are simply "throx'ir jg a\$-ay" ((11-jrr) their scmen i n  t11c wonlan's womb.  -1'he 

woman who works s o  hi~1.d to bear and Iatcr fccd thc hahy is thu\ " th t  I-sal maslzr of the 
child" (rtrt~pclo In tc7rra /orlrpon>) (Astuti. l Y Y 3  : 280-2x1)  O n l y  afir i- pe r f c~ rn~ i r~g  n 
spccial t r~t i l ;~]  (FOI~O~~'IIIILII;C~) for his f i l .st-h~.n cl l i ld docs ;i man acquil-e the ~riyl i t  to bury 
the hones oi' the firs1 and subscquc~ir c I i i l d~ -c l~  in  l i is torrth i ihir l .  : 287. 1'11 I ? ) .  
Noruegi:in Luthcran tt~issinnar~es have u.o~-Lzrl in  s o u ~ h ~ ~ c s t r . ~ . ~ ~  Mndi~gasca~, T~IICC tilt 
lare ninetcctlt11-ccntury. hut n-Iiethel- [heir docuinrs 01. practices have contt-ibutcd 10 

local dcbatcs is all upc r~  question. 
Among Taiala in  Itiinadiana. n rtlnrl (and his kin) havc no c l i m  on :I child i~r j less 

thc man has given tlie marriage :rifts uniting I ~ i l n  with thc ~nothel- ( I Z ; ~ ~ o l o l r ~ n i ; t r ~ ~ n .  



Alrhough Soa Riziky and those of hcr kin and affines whorn 1 
mct wcre neither Muslim nor Christian, some of Soa Riziky's 
husband's rclarivcs were silcinro, long-ti me  Muslirn converts, and all 
were likely to have sonlc familial-ity with Christianity as  ell. Many 
practices idetltified in this area as ~lz(/lagcrsx - for example, certain 
aspcct5 of Sukalava royal sel.vices - have clcarly cleveloped i n  dialogue 
with Muslim and Christiun liturgical practices. Muslims have been 
trading and scttlirlg i n  northwestern Madagascar sincc a[ least the 
twelfth century (Lewar and Wright I993 : 431ff.). New rnosqucs and a 
CathoIic church were built in Analalava. and a Protestant chapel i n  
Arnpasihely. shortly after 1897. when a French military post was 
cstablishccl in Analulava. 111 addition to the church and chapel. these 
were four- rnosqucs i n  Anztlula~ a in the early 19705 still in existence i11 

1989 (Feeley-Harnik, 1991 : 238). 
The C ~ I I I C S  p o ~ ~ ~ i I i / i ~ . r s  dcs SC/~CIICII.CI el c i ~ s  Tsi~rlillrr! ilr. lu rr;gio/r 

d'A1rnlu1nl.u { 1922). which AndrL Dandouau. u French school tcacher 
in Atlalalava. cornpiled from stories hc heard during the first dccade 
of colonial rule. includes nott~ing like ihe Abraham story. Thus ivc 
have n o  quick answer to when or how Muslim or Christian doctrines 
might have contributed to  Malagasy debatcs about gender, 
procreation. 2nd the mastel-y of cllildren in this arca. Ycr Dandouau's 
accour~t uf childbirrh in rhe Analalava region, published in 1908. 
indicates dramatic changcs in local practices since that time, clcarly 
responding to political and economic, if  not also religious 
considerations. As I will now suggest. colonial and post-colonial 
policies in this area seem to have favored men's mastery uf future 
children, but pcrhaps men more 11;irrowly conceived as fathers, not 
also mother's brothers, compounding differential political and 
economic subordinatiot-i and limititlg the options of wotnen, as 
mothers, sisters, and spouses. and the options of children. 

Dandouau ( 1  908) describes the birthing rnother surrounded by 
her female relatives ancl friends. old and young; the fathcr is absent. 
The "Sakalava" attd "I'sirnihcty" mothers, in contrast to thc "Hova" in 
the area, can cry and cornplair~ withoui reproach (ihid.  : 164, 175). 
The "sword battles" of childbirth i n  1989 have a curiously concrete 

1902 : 1x7-INK). Amrjny Tcmanambonriro ill s o ~ ~ t l ~ e u s t  Mndag~rncar, both the man altd 
the woman 31-t. srnd t c ~  hear thc child ut t l ~ c i r  union. Thus n rrlarl Inay he recognized as 
the _c rn i l <~~ -  01  a r.liild, bul  hc is not rccngnizud us ttlc father. tlil-ough his Anccstl-y. 

unless lit 11ah ct~mple t td  thc iof-i,, thc sacrifice. of n zcbu cu~r~ptet i r ig the marriage u ~ t l i  

the c l ~ i  [ d ' ~  r~jottier. C't~ildren 1 ~ 1 - r i  o f  11 t111ia1-1-icd n o t t ~ c ~ i  ( : o t i ( t L  ' ( 101 -~1 (> ) .  a150 haid t o  

"ha\ c t10 tather" I I I ( I I I ( ~  ( l h ( l )  I~I-t' :iffilialed \t ith thzil- mr,thcr's fathcr, '~ A r~cest~.y 
tThotna?;. n.d.). T c t t ~ i ~ n a ~ n t ~ o t ~ d r c  dr, nut spr.nk LIT "I~I;I~IZI-~" o v r r  c l i i ld1-~11 (Tliulnas. 
pel-\anal uornmitnicatic>n. I)c.ccml~c~- 19971. U'hctl icl Mviuslir~l or C'h~- is~i ;~n storics. 

doctrir~zs. or ~)~,;~uiiccs figul-t. into It>c.;~l dehiilrs ill tlicsc arcas is ii r i ~ i l ~ t e r  Ihr luture 

rrwnruh. 



precedent in 1908. The participants' stock qucstion to the rniclwifc 
about the birth is said to be : "What do you think ... of this expedition" 
- K ~ I ~ J U ~ ~ I I L I ~ C C I  (/i7! ~ ~ z l ~ t l ( l f i k i l ? ' '  (ihicl. : 1 68)l. While the mother and 
child are still confined. the father sathers his 1-elatives to celebrate. 
Formerly they would have shot off guns and danced with spcars and 
shieldx, but since rhe French havc fortidden the Malagasy to carry 
arms. peoplc knock on old oil drums and empty flour boxes (ihid. : 
167 12. 

When the rnother at-~d uhiId present themselves outciuurs u week 
later. the mothet. is dressed in new clothcs from hcr husbancl. Ycl onc 
oi' her  brothers takes ttlc lcad in calling their ;incestors to blcss the 
baby. using what would havc bcen a cpear. but is now a stick. to tap out 
thc stcps bet~vccn his invocations as they circle the house (ihicl. : 109- 
170). A few months later. at the child's first 11nir-cut. 3 mock battle is 
hcld in which the mother's k i n  ct~e;tk up on the father's village. where 
she i s  living, and try to steal the baby. Forbidden to  carry weapons. 
their "spears are replaced with illusionury sticks". The mother is not 
allowed to t-iold the baby "because she might Favor the clesigns of her 
family": the baby is guarded by one of thc father's sisters or by his 
mother. If the father's kin fail to prevent the baby's capture,. the father 
must pay the mother's kin in money and cattle. which are immediately 
contributed to a huge celebration in which a grandmother, preferably 
the father's mother, cuts the baby's hair (ihid. : 170- 17 1). 

In  1971-77, people in the AnalaIava region no longer staged 
mock battles her ween father's and mother's kin. Sakalava royal scrviccs 
were the only occasions in which wooden guns representing the 
weapons of old were still carried. Furthermore, as I was told 
repeatedly, "the father is the master-owner of the children", evcn of 
children born of outside unions. Thc father's mastery was marked b y  
his burial of the newborn's placenta, considered its elder sibling, in the 
yard of his house, usually located i n  his father's natal village, if not in 

1 Thc rn~dnift. is s ~ i d  to respond. "We who have guIir tu battle declare that the child 
is we11 hor~i. horn L~vcording 1u austorn .... I'he i ~ ~ t i t r ~ a ~ c s  and rclativcs hcrc p~,csui~t arc 
witnesses (rL:~rroir~s) of the fact ..." (lbrrl.: 168). s ~ ~ g g c s t i t ~ ~  that Saha !dnrimaso'< 
emphasis or1 the rized [or "\vitnesscsH it1 difficult births has some PI-cccdence in thc 
area (See i ~ l \ t >  Fzeley-Harnih. 1941 : 270 oti thc i~sc of witncsscs.) Tafiala in 
1l';lnadiar)a i r ~  1979 described birtfi as n /ri[iko. or "battlc" (see R;~volulnm;~ngii. 1992 : 
1 1 0 ) .  

2 V;~~irluuau i 190s : I h h )  notcd or1 hi5 personal copy tl~at thc cncloscd placc u.1~1-t. 
thc mott~cr grid child at-c sr>rifiticd af-tccl thc birth is PI-otrcted by implemrnts hi111: or1 
tlic ccntc.1- ~>oxt: 3 sliuttlc for wtaviny r;~[i;~. a h;t[lzn wit11 six  transverse 111arl;s i t 1  

w h ~ t e  chalk on i t .  and somr little half-wu\eri baskets. These objects tvuuld nncc hnvc 
tlerr~ artnchetl to ttlr blade of a spear plar~tcd ncnr thc hcarth. Womcn ill t l~is area 
stopped uzn i  irlg sorrletirrle d~rl.il~; thr cnlonint pcricld. 



towtl. When spouses scpiirated, ll~e father invarial-\ly got thc children. 
Stepn-iothers (nrnr~rrnX-r-.l~~) werc and 31-e conhidered in filmnusly 
neglectful of former wivcs' o l .  rivals' childre11 (: lr~~loX-mrl-h~~(l~.  : [ ~ J I ( I -  

d t u j ~ ) .  A5 one woman said, the stepmother likes being able to order 
thern around, but doesn't like the body Vi-i r.sy tirr I)?: ~~rrtutlu)!. 'I'hus. 
the father almost always gave thc childrcn to his mother o r  a sister to 
raise (Fccley-Harnik. 199 I : 172. 216-2253, I n  rcfusing lo respond to 
hi5 fortner wik's plca to "borrow" children from thcir marriage, n man 
tnade ller suffer not only ernotioilally. as Soa Riziky and he]- ,-rriitror~-u 
explained. but also econorniu;~lly, ziven children's important 
contributions to childcarc and other tasks. especially cri~iual io womcn 
who bore rnost of the domestic workload. and especially as increasing 
nur~ibers of childrcn werc It.u\;ing for regional schools as they got 
older. 

The bias toward l'athers us thc rnastcrs of childre11 evidcnt i11 

197 1-73 may have derived i n  part from the practice of the French, 
now Malagasy, yovernments to corisider the man to be the rlzqf dp 
. f i~mill(~ and to regi stcr citizcns as tiewhorns, school-c hildren. tax- 
payerfln~ales oniy). atid so on. according to the identities of their 
fathers (FceIey-Harnik, I9?1 : 179. 244-245, 552 1 1 .  1612. Yct. as the 
father's relalio~~ship tcl his sister might suggest, brother-sister relations 
werc still a powerful counterpart lo  ~pousal relations in 197 1 - 
73. Wcisner (1987) rusgests that sistcrs' and brothers' close relations 
through caretaking in childhood are likely to contribute to their 
conceptions of parenthood i n  later spousal relations. Weiner ( 1992, 
1995) argues that the full range of a wonian's reproductive and 
productive roles is too valuable to  bc lost entirely to her natal family. 
Even though her physiological role in  bearing children may be given 
in marriage, or other partnerships preserving proltibi~iot~s against 
siblings' sexual relations, other reproductive capacities. for exanlple. 
raising a brother's children, may bc retained. In  M;idagasuar. as in 
Southeast Asia and Melanesia. enduring close relations between sisters 
11nd brothers - what Weiner (I992 : 72: 1995) calls "sibling intimacy" 
- seem to form the basis of an altertlativc theory of the procreation of 
kin existing alongside pnlcreation idcnlagies bascd on spousal 

1 Kcsidcrlts of Arnbar~ja and Ar~lalahd fol!ow tlic sartle praciicc (CAHR,&M. 1992 : 
.??I). 

C'u~- rc~~ t ly ,  thc Mulafa<!. gove~-nmcr~t s ~ i l l  idcn~ifies tl~r. ~~at i t )~ ia l i lg  and ethn~c-ity 
of n child h~71.11 I n  k.l;~rlagasca~- :iccurding In the n3tionality and etlinic'ity c>f its i'utl1t.1-. 
i~nlcss tlw f-athcr's i~ u n k n o ~ n  01- iionexistcnt ( C A I ~ R I W .  1992 : 149). CUI-rctltty. ;I 
uoxnan is r r c o g t ~ i ~ e d  as " / i . ~ ~ ~ r ~ l c - r ~ l l c ,  ikt,frtrr~illr" onTy i f  she is n s ~ n g [ c  I I IO~~IL ' I . .  11 

Cliv~l.ced I I I O I ~ ~ I -  of ;I f;imily. or a w~duw,  but nor if shr. i s  an abnrldon~d wif r  with 
cl~ildrer~.  h uiCe occupies that ~x~s i t i on  only if her hi~sb;~nd is  "irlr~riyi~hlc, I I O I - . ~  rl'~;i,rr 
r l i ,  rlrrrr~(#>sir,r so t.o!r~rtrc: orr tli:c,Ctlk" ( ih i~l . :  157- 158). 



relations. The existence of cach possibility may help to  mitigate 
ilnpredictablc difficulties arising in the other. Yet sibling intimacy is 
regionally very variable, expressed i n  some areas through endogamy. 
includinp marriages of thc childrcn of brothers, or brother and sister 
(but nor of sisters); in other areas, including the Analalava area, 
through exosamy combined with close brother-sistcr relations (see 
Feelcy-Hurnik, 1'391 : 183-186, 216-229; 1997 : 161-108). Now 1 
would question how t~ational political-economic transformations. such 
;is I have riescribcd, rr~ight expand or lirnit how women and men 
evaluate their gencrative relations as siblings and spouses. 

"Things Without Fathers" (Rnha l'sisy Baba) 

Soa Kiziky's account of the dcath of her  firs1 child. born "out~ide" 
of a hotiscd relationship i n  the early 1980s. shows hox intensel)' the 
kin of both the father and the mmher may struggle lo keep a child. 
Pcrhaps bccause of their greater tveallh. Soa Kiziky's k i n  were able to 
insist that the fathcr's kin had nu right to take the baby if they did not 
also tako its mother. Yet in 1989, the more common problem for 
women was not retaining a child aftcr separating from ils genitor, but 
getting the man to acknowledge his role as genitor (see also 
CABRAM, 1992 : 43, RilvuIolomany. 1992 : 145, 204-205). Fortnal 
marriages legitimated through the exchange of gifts had become 
increasingly difficult for young tnen to achieve. With the rising cost of 
living. exacerbated by successive devaluations of rhe malagasy franc. 
the gifts have become steadily more costly, while well-paying jobs 
have become more scarce for women and Inen aiike (Dorosh and 
Bernier, 1994). The gifts cost more, partly because thcy must 
acknowledge the rising costs of' education. Yet a man is Icss able to 
count on his kin for ct~ntributions. or their contributions may take 
longer. 

It1 many parts of Africa. young women and men are trying to 
solve thesc problems by forming new kinds of unions (>Bledsoe and 
Pison. 1994; Karanja. 1987). Some scholars have argued that y o u n g  
women are using childbearing as a way o f  inducing men to support 
them. what Fayorskey (199211 993 : 37) calls "multiple. sequential 
marriages" invo!ving a new kind of "co~~scnsual marriage". WIlercas a 
man may define thc status of a union - inside or oi~lsidc, hidden or 
open - to marginalize a wotnan and the offspring of a ~natriugc, a 
woman may use childbearin2 to "stabilize an othel-wise ilccting 
relationship. Without the child there is no basis to cIairn any l o n g r -  
tcrm goals" (Guycr. lg9.1 : 237). In [he Anaialava region. ~ h c  y f r -  
exchange through which a rnarriagc achieves pilhlic tecogi~ition, i s  
expected lo continue throughout the relationship. Men are also 
expcckd to give gifts (rang,r) to  thcit' girl-friends before marriage and 
thci r lobcr? outsiclu of marl-iagc ( l*cl(/x ri11 - r o r ~ x ) .  Men's rel;~rionships 



outside of nlarriage are still attributed lu their maniiiness, but women 
are nut regarded in thc s;trnc way. In thc words of a common saying. 
"A woman is the spouse of one person, but a rnan is not the spfiuse of 
one person (Murio~~py ~~rrclirzhlo irr-c/ik.v, ,fir I ~ h i l u l r ~  i . ~ !  varlirr'oio 
rrr-crik)". Yet a man's obligarions t o  thc children of such unions ha\;e 
little sanction besides what local ideology and practice can proiidel. 

One way for a woman to 1-etain a man's support, even temporarily, 
even divided among other women, is to bear ;I child with h im.  I n  
addition to persuad~ng a man to ohscrve the beh;~vior appropriate to a 
senitor during conception and gestation. a wornan m;iy also lay the 
groundwork fol- her claim by Ilcr courageous hehav~or in childbil.th. 
The following event cuggests lhe value of exploring this pvssib~lity in  
further research. 

In October 1980, Zaramisy Icabclle, a schoolgiri then seventeen 
)ears old. gave birth to her first child. She cnmc from a village at the 
hasc of Narinda Ray to Analalava i n  order to attend the d~ctriut h i ~ h -  
school. Although she had beer1 living uith othel. school-mates. she was 
taken into the hornc of hcr boy-friend's parents dul-ing her preenancy 
and after the birth. The boy's mother atterlded her throughout the 
birth. Judgins from thc girl's quiet fortitude, 5trikingly different from 
the behavior of anothcr schoolgirl about the same age, but in less 
fortunate circumstances. the boy's rnothcr is also likely to have 
counseled hcr i n  what to expect and how to behave. 

Returning to thc hrni ly  where I was living. I said to Matnan' Leon 
that the girl had hardly made a sound. In this excerpt from m y  
fieldnotes (I0/17/89. pp. 179-lXO), double-quotes mark the words of  
Maman' Leon and her rnother : 

The most she did was quietly pant. tiny groans of effort, not really 
groans. Maman' Leon said, "It is forbiddcn to cry (fucly ~rliintunl~y), 
crying indicates incest ( t ~ ~ o r ~ ( h ; a ) .  The meaning of t~~atrcloto : to 
m m y  a relative. whether her brolher or her father [using "marry" as a 
polite substitute for intercourse]. Must not cry. nced to he quiet. Just 
groan very quietly in pushing. Don't cry i n  giving birth. People say 
[crying shows) committing incest". Thcn her mother came in, and 
Maman' Leon asked her : Isn't that right? And her niorher said, "No, 
crying just means that 111e woman is leeliri~ ill [with contracti1)nsj. Otle 
doesn't think that the woman has bcen committing Incest unless she 
culls for her father (nriurlrso p r p c r  i:!). if shc calls for her father, it's ;IS 

if  she were commiting incest. She should only he calling for her 



motller (Iz?; kou t~~ iur~ t so  prqm i ~ y ,  kurul~a ~tla~rdoza. K E I I J  fo 
~ l i a n t . s o n v ~ r ~ l ~ ) .  

Incest (~~luttdo:n, ~~tur~atrrurrlho) is considcrud a terrible act. As 
Maman' Ideon explained, i~trrttdo:cr refers to se~i ia l  relalions with a 
"relative", usually identified as a brother or sister. born of the same 
parents, or rather-, hut never mother. Perhaps M aman' Leon's ~nolhcr 
WOI-I-ied that 1 would ussurnc that local people comtnonly cotnrnitted 
such terrible acts. 01- perhaps she simply disagreed wirll her daughter. 
In iacr. incest as such is very ~.;u-t: ~ S C C  Feeley-Harnik. 1991 : 83-88. 
172- 176). Generally, ~~zutrdotu refers to sleepins with anyone kt~own 
to be a "relative". a preferred practice else\vhere i n  Madagascar. as 
cvident in the views of migrants frotn those arcas to the Analalava 
region. T l ~ c  local practice of exogamy is alrnost always described by 
contrast to the practices of Silamo or Mcrina who favor endogunou.; 
marriagcs between siblings' children. From the point of view o f  
Malagasy in this area who have uol converted to Islam. the unions 
i nvolvcd it1 these marriagcs are ;11so ur~acceptahl y " inces~uous". 

By her conduct in childbirth. a woman is able t o  bear witness thilt 
she is bearitlg a child formed out of  a properly csogamous 
conception and gestatiotl. Even if the father has not yet publically 
acknowledged the child, the mother h;id laid the basis upon n,hich that 
can be donc. In so doing. she may be able to get support h r  hcrqelf. 
but morc important. shc will he better able to get support for her child, 
from whom her futurc support is more likely to  come. 'She mother's 
status as a spouse may contribute to her economic wcll-being. but not 
invariably. The status of the child as someone who is both a "child of 
wotnan". born of a woman who is a sister. as well as a spouse, wid1 
access to all of its mother's ancesrors, and a "child of man", horn of a 
man who is a brother as well as a spouse, with access to all of his 
ancestors, is essential to  its wcll-being. 

A child who has not hecn acknowledged by the man as well as the 
wom;in who formed it into being is a "thing without a father" (ralru 
is isy huhu). hardly more than the undifferentiated thing still gestating 
it1 its mothcr's wotnb. Such a child will be raised by its mother's kin. 
Nevertheless, the person who is only a sister's child has more liinitcd 
access to land, water, and other critical goods. The father'5 sister and 
her child, whom Soa Riziky bclicved were trying to harm her, wit5 

running into that problem. Such a child is also vulnerable ;IS an adult 
to cornmit~ing incest inadvertantly because it doesn't know who all its 
relatives are (see also Astuti, n.d., 34. f n  2 1 ). Furthermore. its health 
and well-being may suffer directly from thc lack of connection with 
thc man who contributed to I'orrning it. An i l l  child can bc diagt~osed 
as "needing its father" (111i1u bcrhu). or ncedit~g to "search for its f'allrher" 
(rlliir~ll! hrrhr~), even ycars later. Its father's ;uncestors may strike i t  with 
illness as a way of forcing the connection. If the father does t~o t  



acknowledge the child and interve~le wi~h his ancestors, Ihe child rnay 
die. 

The following brief account of how Maman' Meva was trying to 
arrange for the rccogt~ition of hcr daughter's ncw baby exe~nplifies 
the problems involved in the ecot~omically hard times of 1989. In the 
following surnmary of our taped convcrsatiot~ (October 10, (989). the 
double-quotes mark Maman' Mcva's words. 

Meva was living with her father Djoma and i~rrnlicrkely, his third 
wife after her mother. hut [he stepmother thrcw her out after accusing 
her of  planting medicines fro111 her  noth her to break up the father's 
new marriage. Meva's mother's brother then asked his sister if Meva 
could stay with him. but thetl "used her like a servant", so she returned 
to her mother's house. When Mcva started having contractions, her 
father took her up to the maternity. Now hhc and the baby are stayin- 

5 with his mother. I asked who way the father of Mev:is child. Maman 
Meva said you don't know right away. Mcva told her, but she still 
didn't dare to say anything to that family, because i t  might rlot he  
right. "Among us Sakalava. you have lo know exactly who thc father 
is, because a sick child who needs its father (nrila huba) Ico get well 
through invocatioil to his ancestors], it's being not the right tnan can 
make it  sicker". Maman'Meva had notified the grandmother of ~ h c  
boy who was here in Analalava, so that she and Marnan'Meva could 
take care of the baby logether. His gi-andmother is happy about this, 
keeps giving little gif s whenever she can, but the  father still hasn't seen 
the child, because he's married up north. "He is afraid of his wife after 
all (Muvozo vadiny ke)". He married after he separated from Meva. 
Whenever he comes down to Analalava, he's with his wife. He couldn't 
get the child because it's still too young. But "he must get the child, 
because he's never given birth, that's his first. He has gotten the child 
of relatives to raise (Tsy 1rlai~1t.s~~ ~~ la i tazo ,  sulriu ~~~~~y ilit~ruku, 
sunthan! io. N(~lr~ir1' zul~aku iz~lvrrtln)". He's stitl having difficulties 
taking care of the marriage of his younger brother. When that's done. 
he may look after his child. He's still a young boy, younger than me, 
perhaps thirty year old. 

Yet these speculations about using childbirth ro begin e~titblishing 
claims to a properly exog;lmous union should be set alongside the 
possibility that women may be trying to help themselves and their 
children hy retaining close rulationships umith their brothers. M y  
evidence here is also tenuous arid ~ndirecl. but perhaps sufficient to 
indicate that women and men may have multiple strategies. Although 
Sakalava royalty have not governed ofi*icially in this area fui- almost a 
century, they are still prominent in  reprecentin$ and achieving 
solutions to interpcrsor~al reIu~ions within natal t'arnilies and betwecn 
Invers and spouscs. Pmticular well-known groups of royal spirils have 
long servcd as tnodels of olternativt. ways of forming generative 



~ ~ n i o n s  tllrough siblings or through spouses. 111 thc carly 1970s. when 
fathers predominated us masters oT childrcn. the two tnost prominent 
falllily groups of ancestr;~I roy;ilty consisted of a group of fathers and 
soils (Z(ifi'rzitlrriln) and a group of a brother and sister with tllc 
brother's cliildre~~ (Z(!f i~~ifotsj .)  1 Feeley-Hurnik. I99 1 : 200-25. 3 1 0- 
3 13). Although tlic sccond Froup was ; iI~o focused otl a father atld his 
cliildru~~. the prominence of thc "fathcr's sister". as she was iden~ificd 
from thc pcrcpective 01- the childre11 in the group. contrihuted to [he 
ability of sisters. their spouscs, and children tu remuin in or ]-elurn to 
~ h c i i  natal farmitl~ vill:igcs ivhc1.e their t'rdhers and brothers controlled 
the distribution o l  Innd and water (ihicl. : 2 16-275).1 

In  1989, thc Z ( ~ f i r l t f o r s ~  were not so cornmonly seen. A group oi' 
yuuilg royal mothers' brothers callcd Zcrtlro. mother's bl-orhcrls. v,crc 
fast bccorning the mosr populai spirits in the area, possessin; young 
womcn i n  particular. Anothcr br-other-sister pair of young royal spirits 
was active it1 Ambanja, north of /ln;llaI;~\/a (Sharp. 1995 : 82). Here 
the focus seemed to be on the sister. Not only was Mbotimahas;lky 
unmarried, hut her lover. wirh whom she had just had a baby. wenled 
about to ah iu~don  her. She and her brother. fighting with each other 
when they first appcared i n  their mecIiums. then usually makin2 peacc. 
were specialists in cotitlict resolution and Inve tnediuine. 

1 111 ttlc most p~) [x l la r  sorlg I ~ ~ ~ t l o ~ ~ i ~ l g  1 1 1 ~  h ~ - ~ ~ l I ~ c ~ - - ~ i b l c r  11;lit.. tiicy HI-c prcscnltd a s  a 
gc'11~1-3ti\.c c o l ~ p l t  i t1 ~ ~ l ~ i c l ~  ttlc t71.oth~i-  II~ICI yi \t ' l )  bir t l l  to tllc c l i i l d i - ~ ~ ~  ;irld hit sistcl- 
was l -ai \~ny Illern: b " , h . c ( c r h r ~  t r i t r ~ ~ r t i r ~ - r , .  .ltri/fc,lrth(, t ~ ~ i t o r i t ~ ~ r ,  (t-ertey-H:~r,ttik. l Y Y l  : 

2 2 3  2 2 5 ) .  



Conclusion 

N! zcrr~rtkrr / t o  Imrlhri i i r ! f ia~la - "the child is the Icit~rhcr in  which 
one is cIulhccI". Yet Malagasy pcoplc have many ways of wrapping 
their lrrtrrhu, as Kavololumanga ( 1992 : 17) points out  in citing this 
Mcrinzl proverb. As t have ~ h o w n  here. a woman's conduct in 
childbii-ti) is ;I critical to  thc social-historical processes by which 
children bind women and 111zn to each other and childrcn are bound 
up i1-i newly cmc~ging networks of relations. Yet ihere arc signil'icant 
local ~ariations in how childhil-th and the "mastery" af childrcn are 
viewed, with peopIc i n  sornc areas claiming rnen to be "masters of the 
fatc of the child". ivhile pcoplc clsewhel-t. claim worncu to be. Grounds 
for rnaking thvse cIuit~~s al5o vary. ?'he focus may bc on theories of 
conception in which men are said to be the creators; or on the 
woman's hard work in raising a child, rcgzlrdless of the man's ~ l e  i n  its 
conception; or. as presented here. on debates about the ~rlalive 
capacities of women ;md men to bravc thc cleat11 that bringing I'oi-tli 
new life may en~ail.  

For womcn in the Analalava area, childbirth is a hazardous 
journey. requiring gl-cat strength and composure. The struggles of 
wornc~l and men for the "mastery of c11iIdret-i" arc similarly uompIex. 
Tt-ie very cutting, wrapping, and tying ll~rough which thcy articulate 
[heir bodily, inlcrpei-sonal, and moral concerns. may help us to 
comprehend how [hey relate their lifetimes to Lhe dramatic poliiicul 
and economic changcs oC recent penetations i n  this area. Men are 
currently regarded as the "rnaslers of cl~ildren". Yet historical and 
ethnographic data show considerable variation in both childbirth and 
the affiliatiot~ of children rhroughout the colonial and post-colonial 
pcriods. These data suggcst that in understanding the relevance of 
ancestry and natality i n  determining the affiliation of children, we 
need to recognize that competing gender ideologies about male and 
female fornis of birth may coexist, as wcll as competing ideologies of 
get~erative rclatioi~s derived frotn the different ways i n  which wo1ner-i 
and Inen participate in kin youps  as spouscs and as siblings. Wc need 
to ask what happens to hese 1-elations when the rising costs of formal 
marriage outstrip thc ability of most people to pay. and many childr-en 
must "scai-LII for their fathers" in order to live to adulthood. We need 
to exanline the local struggles of women and men for the mastery of 
thcir children in the contcxt of of rhe policies atid practices through 
which governments attetnpt to bring the births of i ts  c i ~ i ~ e n s  under the 
oversight and control of national public health systcm. a:, well a? 
changing go~~crnmental policies idcnlifying people as ci tizcns through 
men or through womcn. Fillally. we mighr consider how the problcms 
of women and childl-cn in such apparently distant places as 
Mac1agascu1-. France, at-id thc Ul~ited States ;ire linker! not only by 
common concclns of childbi~.th anrl purunlhood. hut by their common 



involvement in global political-econon~ic relatiims which contribute to 
the impoverishmcnl t ) f  women and chiidren overall. 
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ABSTRACT 

According to a story told in not.tt~u~esturn Madagascar i n  1980, "men ace 
the ~nasters of  childl-cn" (totly~cltl '!IT :l~rr,rr~krr). no1 the women who give birlli to 
ttucrn. hccause the rntn h:we more cou~agc than women to put the life oi- the 
child befoi-c their own. WIICII God asked thc woman who should be hiIlcd, herself 
01- the chiltl, she chose the child. When God aakud the rnan who should bc killed. 
Iic ~Ii(>se hirnsclr. '['lierefore GLKI lnade the ma2 the master of  the children. Yet 
t 1 1 ~  1110~t striLiiig feature of' chi ldhi lth i n  pricliuu i s  the ivcl~nan's courage i n  
pulling first lhe Iife uf another. uufl  before it  i h  clear uhethcr or not fIial other 
\viil he a livlriy human bzit~g. and dcspite the currciit infant mortality rato of 130 
i n  1000 live births ;und a rr~;~teri~al mortality rare oT1.4 i n  ]OW) livc births. 

1 argue that lhc contradiction\ between ~ I I C  s101-y and lhc practice 11f 

childbirth and child mastery. or custody. derive fmm ongoing dchates arnong 
Malagasy. picked up hg anthropologisrs, concernin: the relevance of anccslry, 
PI-ncrcatiun. sod ~cl-lder to the rormation 01- personal idcnlilies and social 
hiti-al-cl-lies. Li kc clther scho1al.s working irl Madagascar, 1 a r p c  that childbirrh is 
critical to the erucl-gcnt identitics of the "mothcr" and "father" of a child ; bur I 
also argut. that childbi~~h is critical io ~ h c  ernergen1 idcntity of lhc child as a 
heing who ha< both a nlothul- and a fhthCi-, who is both - to use thc Malagasy 
idiotn - thc "child of womon" who are sislcrs among siblings and the "child of 
men" who arc hi-others. The minimal social iduntification of the child, which is 
idcaf l y cornplcrcd in the union or each of these pairs, and clear relations ktween 
thcm, is essen~ial t o  ensurir~p ihar the child will not only hc, but thrivc. In 
Madagascar. as in ~ h c  United States. women atid children who are destitute of lhc 
networks of social support these pairs imply are most vuIr~er:~hle to thc 
increasing social divisions hctween rich and poor that afflicts an increasing 
majority of pcople in both counlrics. 

RESUME 

Cet articIc us1 inspire d'unt hisloire concernant la nnissance et la maill-ise 
des cnfants raconlec par deux lkrnrucs lurs d'enquE1ts ~ u r  la naissance en 1989 
daris la region d'AnaIalava. Selon octlc histoire. Dicu donna le choix suivnni i 
une I'cml-ne: qu'il In luu. ou qu'il tue so11 enf;~nt. Ellc a pl.opos2 I'cnfunt. Dicu a 
prwliun6 que dorena\:ant, les erifanls appartiendront aux hn~nrnts. Cette hisloiir 
crkc un prtrai t  morne et rancunior des fernrlues cn couchcs: "l'homtne ost le 
~nilitl-v des enk~nls." ct non pas Is I'cmme qui donnc la vie.  piircc que le plrlnicr a 
211 IC  mulaze de SL' S ~ I - i t i e r  ~nr~dis  qut' la fernmu. soi-disiln~, nu I'avait pas .  
I'ourianr uette liistoi~~e contredit dilectc~ncnt Ies rknlitCs de la ni~issance. L'aspuct 
le pIus fi-appant de I'auiu d'accouchernc~ll dans cette rigion est 1c courage k h  

fcmmes dc muttre en nranl une ailtre vic rlui n'est pas uncore cortaine, et lo 





duono~niques mondiales qui conlrib~~ent a l'appnuvrisscnient des remmes et dix 
enfan ts en g6nCral. 

F A M I N T I N A N A  

Ity lahatsuratla ity dia notakilril-ia tarnirl'ny lanlara inorr~ba ny fiterahana 
sy fifel~ezana ny . ~ e a  notdntarain'iruo vuhivavy roa tiunin'ny fikarohana natao 
moinha ny fit en ti an;^ ~alnin'ny taona I989 [any arnitl'ny Il~rilr'Analalavn. 

Arakn io lanlaru io dia natnpisafidianin'Andriamar~i~ra hono ny vehivavy 
ind~ay ~nandelia ka niinontaniany na izy nti Iiovonoina na ny ranany. Nov;ilian'ny 
tmthivavy aneh hono iziuny hue "aIeo Lars no hovonoina". Nohu i~nny  
fitinvan-~cna nasehon'ny vchivavy i7.any nry. diii nanapaka tiorlo Andriamanitra GI 
"rnanomhoka i7.ao dia ny Ichilaliy no tompon'ny r a ~ u " .  Ny lehilahy mantsy Iintw 
sahy nrinolo1r:i 11y tztiaily ih tsy lnha nanao tnhaka ny i.chivavy. 

Iiita amin'izany mannme endrika ralsy ny vehivav) lokoa io tarltnia 
io mha hanamal-inana ny fanarahan'ny znnaka ny lehilahy. Ny antsoina hoc 
"Ichilahy" eto din  mc1y h o  lay, na sakaiza. na \:ady, rua anadah) na olotl-l;nf;l Icma 
aLa. Tena mifanohi~ra amin'ny mva-tnisy marina aiiefa ny tlc\.itr1io tantnrn io. 
sniria ny vchivavy din Lena rniscdra ny mafy tokod co am-piterahana. A7.0 lazaina 
ho nlallao sorona n y  ainy mihilsy izp inha hahazuana zanaka. Hita i z a n y  nmin'r~y 
isan'ireo tnaiy ao ilmin'ny toeram-pilCl-a11an'AnaIaIava. 

Ny vodohany kendren'ity Iahatsoratra ity izany dia ~ i y  fatiehoana ny 
herim-pon'ny vchivavy . " Ady an-rsaboa" na "ady lefona" ny fi tetahnna hoy 11y 
filazan'ny olona H L ~  any a~nin'iny faritra avarillra iny, iznny hoc inaliafaty. Ka aLo 
ampi tahaina amin'ny rilmolana i7y atnin'izay . Tao iimin'ireo hkarohana nataony 
niknsika n y  Merina. din nannntitraiititra i Maurict Bloch (1986) Fa ny famomna 
(tahaka ny randevenana sy ny farnadihaiia? dia fotnba iray ahafahan'ny lchilahy 
mametraka ny tcnany ho filohan'ny taranaka arniil'ny fanainaivanana ireu 
fifandrsisana miai-dlia amin' ny fiterahana, ny Fahafatesana ary ny vehivnvy . 

N y  Faliaresen'ny vehivavy, i~ i iy  mitranga. hono. amin'ireny lanonana 
ircny, dia miova 110 fahaveIornana ara-twsialy ny fahaFdlcsana ara-nofb. Ny 
Ichitahy no manamarina ireny tiovann il-eny, ary ny vehivnvy dia "avela hilanja 
ng razana" k ; ~  noho izilny voalototl'ny Fity izy ireo. Mananlitrantitla ihany koa i 
Bloc11 fa ireny lanonana f ia~npi   tar^;^ ireny - 11y famoratia sy ny f;tndevenamna dia 
lehihe kokoa noho ny fahaterahana amin'ny Pamoronana rly maha-izy azy co 
amin'iiy fiaraha-rr~onina ny dona iray. 

'l'ahnka an'i Hloch. dia fomba fijery sra-piarahamonina fa lsy 
psyki\!6jik;1 no ainpiharina eto. Sai.olra kokoa ny rrlijcry ireo tombon-tsoa 
rniditra an-tsehnt~a nt~ho I I ~  finvan;] isnm-parill-a rg tiohu ny iidiran'ny toe-javatl-;I 
3rd-loc-karena. nrn-~ant:i~-a al-y ara-poll tika. 

Ny mponioa arnin'iny hritra avamtra andi-cfana iny dia mihevitla fa 11y 
end~iha silsan'ny titzri~hilna dia nialoto ary mitcra-doza tniaridi~liiiia. Saingy 



vo;lpul-ofo koa ailefa ny fahatsnpan'izy ireo. fa ny tsy fitoviar~a ara-politika sy ara- 
tcwkarenn no tnifcritka sy mahatanga ny tininan'ny sasany ho nlaloto na mi~cra- 
i l 0 7 ~ .  

Harnnfisin'np mpar1oritti';l amin'ny tikarohana nataony titloha (F.iI. 
1'391). Fa 11y lanon;lni-pandeveri;11~n. na inona na inoila n y  sarangan'ilay n ~ a t y .  dia 
mitaky fiaraha-miasn akaiky eo amin'ny Ichilahy sy ny vchivilvy. Tahi~ka izatiy 
ko:i eo smin'ny frterahana. An1k3 n y  hita arnin'ny rihn sy 11y tarltar~ dia 
miharihary fa n y  hhaterahana dii: toe-javatm ~na fo i~ ja  eo arni2'ny fiforonan'ny 
maha-izy 11y oIona satria mametiaka a7y ho zanaky ny rainy sy nq. re~iiny. 


