
ART,  CARE-GIVING, A N D  TIIE ANCESTORS : 
GENDER ROLES AND ROLE: "REVERSALS" 

IN IJIGHLAND MADAGASCAR1 

Rebecca L. GKEEN 
13nrvIitig C;l,eet~ State Un ivc rs i l y  

Worr~cri and men experience relative gender equality in 
Madagascal-'s cenl~.al highlands'. Retsileo ailcl Merinn wornen and 
tnetl hold high prol'lle positions of ;iuthority in governtnent and in 
large otgat~i 73tions and businesses. There arc doctors, lawyers, 
te;lchers. and powcrful merchant-pnr~nrrs o f  both sexes. Moreover, 
some lingu~stic forms of address differentiate social rank hut not  
penderj (BIuch, 1987 : 326). Yet. highland society is also divided inlo 
certain tr-aditionally zender-specific roles, part~cuiarly i n  relation to 
ceremonial or ritual life, and especially in connection w ~ t h  thc 
ancestors. 

Highland Malagasy culturc is permeated by the ancestors. who are 
believcd to have originated all customs and traditions. Ancestors 
embody great powcr and can manipulate the livcs of their descendants, 
;und as such arc integral lo Malagasy life at~d ideniity. Thus, activities 
and objects having ancestral associations-funerals, reburials, the 
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family tomb. and burial shrouds-are all cotlsidercd important 
cultural elcmcnts forming the essence of one's Mi~lagasiness. 

lntcrac~ion between the living and the ancestors occurs primarily 
during funerary practices that arc specific to Madagascar's central 
highlands. Upotl death. the living enshi-nud and inter their deceased 
relative in either the family tomb or a pt.ovisiona1 burial. At ( h i h  point. 
thc dcceased is thought to enter ii liminal phase between the worlds ol' 
the livitlz and the dead. i n  which hc or shc rcmains 3s lone as his or 
her body is "wtt" ( ~ ~ t u ~ t c l o ) .  As soori as (he body no lonyer contains 
moihture 01' :uny kind iund the mortal remains consist only of the 
essential "eight bones" ( t~roln~t-halo).  it is considered "dry" (n~r/itlct). 
Once dry. the eight bones are wrapped in additional shroucls ;ind 
rcintcrrcd into the family tomb during a fh~~~cffiilrcrrl~r or- rcburial 
ceremony. I ; ' r~n l~ / i / iha~~c ,  are recul-ring ceremonies held one to twenty 
years after thc initial l'uucral. during which the ancestors are united 
within the farnily tomb, givcn rlcw shrouds. and honored. Once a 
deceased person has entcr-cd thc farnily tomb. he or slle is said to have 
joined the ranks of the ancestors. ?'hc world inhabited by the ancestors 
parallels that of the living. yct is not cntircly separate frrlrn i t .  Actions 
performed in  one world affect the inhabitants of the other. Thus, 
relationships between the two worlds are reciprocal. As long its the 
ancestors are cared for. and kept happy and warm. they will 
pronourlcc benediclions and blessings. Yet if the ancestors fccl 
neglected, thcy may retaliate by rescinding benedictions or actively 
causing hart11 to those individuals they deem responsible. 

Men and women serve indispensable roles in the ongoing 
ancestor-descenda~~t relationship by performing certain gender- 
specific jobs for the good of the C~mily and community. Somc jobs 
relate to social morcs obscrvcd by the living. For example, respect for 
the ancestors is demonstrated by foltowing strict social rules governing 
gender separation during times of bodily exposure. Therefore, only 
individuals of like gender are present during, or participate in the 
drcssing, enshrouding, or rewrapping of a deceased pcrson or an 
ancestor during either initial burial or Ixter reburial. Othcr gendcr 
s~~ecif ic  jobs arc more distinct. based upon roles and assutnptions that 
are generally considered traditional due to their historic and 
complementary natures. 

Male Roles 

Men generally serve as public figures i n  contexts considered 
traditional by highland Malagasy people. Men are the official orarors. 
repl-esent;itivcs of family and communiiy, and leaders. As orators. men 
acr us spokespersnnc of the group arlcl speak lo rhe iissembled 
auclieilce - which includes the physically prcscrlt living and the 



spiritually present anceslors'. Orators wllo successfully and eloquently 
perform k ~ ~ b ~ l r ~ ;  the formal and stylized oratot.y spccch used at all 
important occasions. are recognizcd and ucknowIedgcd as hishly 
talented masters oT an exlremely difficult skill. A kc1hot-y by "sorneone 
who really knows how" (rrrltr t~lc~lrrr!, l ~ r )  i 5  diqcussed. critiqucd. and 
apprecia~ed long after the evcnt is ovt.1-. Because of [heir ancestrally 
sanctioned role as of'icial represct~tatives and negotiators. men are 
considered tn bc protectors of the group. Important protcctive 
elemenis of Merina and Belsileo ci11ti11-e arc diviners ( ~ r r ~ ~ ~ r ~ r r r ~ ~ r l r o .  
nlpisikicl~, or o~~rh in  \ ( I ) .  1)ivincl-s. who communicate (and i-iegotiatc) 
with the ancestors on their clicnts' hehalf. are gcncnilly tnale. and 
fcm;ilc diviners. while p&portcd 10 exist. ;re rare'. 

'I'hc protective role ;issociatcd wilh Inen and malencss extends tn 
roles exhi biting phy siual r;trength. FOI- example. youths must prove 
their couragc, sll-ength. and wit during Betsilcn circumuision 
ceremonies to ensure the operation's succcss. At night, young men 
must steal sugar cane (fur-y) and banana stalks (aknttdr-0) from theil- 
neighbors. and collect special or sacred water (rutto rbrlotrr,), all of 
which are materials known for their attributes ol' slre~lgth and power. 
Orlcc successful1y captured. these objectc sy rnbolize the youths' valor 
as wcll. Stre11gtt1 and bravei-y may ;ilso be dcrnonstrared at certain 
moments duri11g circumcisions and reburials, when individuals - 

generally youths - leap onto the back of a ~ e b u  steer to wiAestle with i t  
(tolorr 'o~lrh!) by firmly grasping thc animal around its ncck or large 
shoulder hump and holding on for  as long as physically possible>. 
Such impressive displays of pvwer and control demonstrate [he 
youths' strength and prowess. When performed as part of a 
circumcision ceremony. wrestling exhibitions and the successful 
capture and control of powerful materials transmit these attributes tn 
[he younger boys who are in the vulnerable position of being cut and 
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;it the uncertain thi-eshuld o f  adulthood. This pivotal time is a motnent 
when thc young patients are more pronc lo illness. cliseuse, and sorcery 
than at any other. I11 csscncc, men arc crjuatct.I with those qualities and 
attributes which display strcngth and couragc. 

Male associations with strength. power, and durability also 
trat~slate as an idetltificntion with hard (as opposed to soft) and 
durable rnaleiAi:il~l and jobs. Thus. mcn build, rcbuild. and decorate 
tonibs (figuru I ). Highland Malagasy tombs vary i n  sizc and I'orm 
frorn regioa tu region. but the general interinr. layout i~ a basic squalc 
or cruciform stone v;~ult with three walls of hierarchical shelvcs on 
which the iuncestol-s sleep. Older tomb:, may be compIetely 
subterranean. located within u natural hillside. or capped with a 
ziygul-at form of ctlncenlric. t iered squurcs of veriical s h n e  frices a n d  
horizonlai earthen sleps. Most ncwcr tombs constructed u'ilhin the I;ist 
few gc~~crations arc semi-subtcr-rancan. angular struclui-es. whose 
cxtci-iors gcncr-ally appeal- as stone cubes that m y  haw claboratc 
supcr-structurcs. stairivclls, archways. or sculpturc. Additional 
crnbcllishment. which also ir~cludcs relicf car-virig or painting. varicc 
depending on region, family, and tomb builder. Huwcvcr. stone is 
consi~tently chosen as the preferred building material. When 
constructit~g a tomb. Malag~tsy totnb builders are creitting a space i n  
which the ancestors will reside eternally?: as opposed to  the temporary 
1-esidences of the living, who inhubit clay houses. Stone is essential i n  
creating this eternal environmcnt, thc imporranoc of which is 
urlderscored by the practice in many regions of painting the mortar 
(or the implied mortar of a solid cement tomb) in order to emphasize 
a tomb's "stone-!-lessM. The idea of hardness is also extended to other 
areas of Malagasy conception, such as inlerpretalions of liquids. For 
example. ror~ka, the strong local rum that is drunk to celebrate the 
birth of a RetsiIeo boy. is described as hard (ntuJ:~~). 

When met1 are not building or constructing i n  hard, durable 
materials, they are cutting. digging. and takine apart. exhi biting a 
different yet related show of strength. For instance. met1 act as 
butchers, as preparers and dissers of the eiii-th (for farmins or tomb 
construcrion). and as circumcision sur2eons. Dui-in? circu~liuicion 
cerernonies-which I'ollolv the rule of gender-division in regards to 
bodily cxposurc, resulting in women being b~1-rt.d fl-om the inner-  
most surgery chambcr-mcn tlold and support the young putient(s), 
pcrforrn the surgcry. ant1 scrvc ;IS wirncss 10 thc cvenl. 

According to many Hetsileo indi vidiials. ns ;I cultt~re. Be~s11co 
~ ~ e o p l e  prefer boys to girIs hocause boys tend to remain in rhc fami ly  



while girls leave by marrying out of the family. This departure from 
family due to the patriloc;~I residence pattern can have far-reaching 
consequences. since women are frequently-if not most commonly- 
buried in their husbands' tombs. Significantly, if  a farnily has 
daughters hut n o  sons. i l  is possiblc that no additional family members 
wilt enter the tomb once the parents have passed away. Fut.thertnore, if 
there are no direct descetldants able or willing lo care for the tomb, it 
w,ill fall into disrepair and the ancestors within forgotten. While 
unfortunate. ihis circumstance does happcn. ~spccially orice no living 
descendants with memories of the ancestor$ remain. When future 
generations neglect a tomb and its ancestors. it  can triyger all the 
undesirable consequences and reprisals associated with ancestors who 
feel ignored or disrcspected. For exatnple. otherwise inexp1ic;tble 
sickness or misfortune may befall the livins. This scenario may be 
avnided. however. even if a family has no sons, because women have 
options concerning their burial locations. After carefully taking into 
consideration a number of factors. including relations with her 
husband. the number of husbands she has had, the nuinher of wives 
her husband has or has had, relations with her family, whether there 
are other family members who will enter her parent's tomb, or other 
family politics. a woman may. for example, opt to be included in her 
parents' tomb rather than her husband's. Thus, if one or more women 
from a family without sons decide to rest i n  their parents' tomb, the 
catastrophe of a broken tomb line may be prevented. 

Female Roles 

Women customarily fill roles that are more discreet, individual, 
and personal as compared to men's roies. While women can perform 
formal oration, particularly if holding a governmental or other public 
office, female specch is generally more private'. This does not mean 
that women are considered to play subordinate roles within h e  
community, nor that they do not work for the good of the group. But 
they work toward it ot~ an individual, personal level. For example, 
while rnetl officiate and ceremonially address the ancestors during 
formal occasions, women are more likely to quietly petition the 
ancestors privately. Thus, during a Jut~ l izOi i~n~~a,  while men speak 
formally to and for the group, i t  is gener~lly women who hold the 
newly disinterred ancestors upon their laps and grieve uver them 
(figure 2).  As their grieving subsides or is overcome through direct 

1 Both Grachcr (1995) and I-arson (I ' IY?) notr inst~~ncrs where ucolnen ar-r much 
Inure \villi rig to sllcak clpculy and pcrsonall y. as opposed to Ilie I;>r-rn;~l rhetoric o f  
malt speech. FOI- instance. (iracher nolrs thal wonleri '*<lid nor h e s i ~ a ~ r  10 express 
their opinions :thou1 the anveslors' behavior" 11995 : 2651. which he cutitrnsts to 
nwn \vhu g~13rd  heir speeul~. 



physical and tactile interaction, the women quietly talk to the ancestors 
about pcrsonal iund fumily news. and relate events thal havc occurred 
since thc last rebui-ial. 

Wornen ;~lxo participate on 1-1 Inorc p~thlic level. however. When 
i l~c need or desirc arises. a wornan who deems i t  necessary lo 
contribute her cxpcrtise will join i n  an oi'ficial discussinn or deba~c .  
and men listcn to and respcct women's opinions. For ex;uuple, i t  is not 
unusual during u fbn~rrdihrrtr~rreburial for a womatl to chullcngc m;de 
directives o r  t o  take control of- 1 1 1 ~  C I I C ~ ~ ~ > L I ~ ~ I I >  once I ~ C  ancestors 
Ilavc lcft the tomb. Shc may ;!rguc over- the ances~ors' identities. 1hr 
distribution and ordering of the new I (~~r~hc~tr r~t r r~  burial S~I-ouds. o r  lllc 
anccstr-al hierarchy that will diclatc the rewrappins scqucnce. I oncc 
saw a Betsileo m+ornan ernpfiatically denounce thc rrtcn iimhn had, in hcr 
opinion, incorrectly wrapped u male ancestor. Within a short tinie, rhc 
men complied with her demand that they undo thcir previous work 
and begin thc rcwrapping proccss anewl. 

While mcn are awociatcci with strenglh. hardncsc. durability. and 
cutting away or pulling ;ipart, women are associated with sof~ei- and 
lcss durable materials. objecls. and needs. and with putting togelhcr. 
Ob-jects such as I l~~?~hatrlc~~lu burial shrouds and i.sil~! matting. ~ : h i c h  
are soft. impermanent. and periodic, are identified with M-omen. 
Moreover, thc general association of women with thinys t h a ~  rcqui re 
conslant attention and consideration due to their rcmporal o r  
continually changing natures extends to interpersonal relationships. 
Thus, women are ;issociated wilh jobs concerned \+'itti tetldi tly :lnd 
casing for others, and with issues of fertility. 

While inen arc freqiiently involved in child-re;~ring or ~cnding. 
women ai-e traditionally rhc primary carc-givers r ) f  lhcir farniljes. 
Women's tasks include attending to thc continual needs of their 
families, cooking and scrving fr)od. as well as bathing and clothing 
others-particularly children and clders. This rolc of care-gi ver 
extends beyond the immediate farnily and info the world of thc 
deceased farnily. Thus, women also feed ;md lend the anceslors. arid 
clothc them wit11 shrouds. chjecrs that are predon-iinatltly woven by 
womcn. By clothing and currying the ancestors "rolled like infants in 
blankct-Iike la~rzhrn~~~rr.~ru].~" the role of  care-giver is further 
emphasi7ed. 

Women (;mcI sornctimes men) feed and provide for their ancestors 
by placing gifts illsidc the shrouds d u r i n ~  reburials : tnoney; gifts that 
produce heal (3Icohol. z in~er .  and tohncco): and those that are 
considered 5wcl.l (pctfume and candies) (i'igurc 3 ) .  Becaiist. \tmarrnth is 
rcgatded as an impost an^ curr~tive elzmcnl, many "hol" auccctr.al gii'ls 



correspond to objects givcn to someone feeling ill 1. As care-gjvers, 
women al-e associated with thc curative properties of the heat- 
producing items, as well as with the ancestors and thc reburials during 
which the items are uced. The ancestral ties of worncn are si~nilarly 
strenpthcncd through their association with objects that arc sweet, as 
demonstrated by celebrating the birth of a BetsiIeo girl with wine, a 
liquid considered both sweel and soft. rather than the ioc~kci consurncd 
for n boy. Finally. ivorncn are especially associated with the 
Iu~~~hirnr~trn burial shroud. t hc ullimate providel. v f  heat. 

'I'hc protective role of worncn is not manifest in  physical prowess. 
as is that cxhibited by men. Instead, women as care-givcrs provide 
emotional and physical prescricc and support. Thus during a 
circurncision ceremony. women do not exhibit physical strength, but 
protect and suppoi-1 others through performances o f  song and Sesturec 
of praise and blessing. While men occupy the room in which the 
operation is taking place. women. children. and men with more distant 
ties to thc sponsoring fill thc counyard, spilling into the 
windows or duor openin? onto the operaling room. Thc courtyard 
audiencc, includiny the hoys' mothcrs, bless the boys by waiving 
reeds (called r~~~~i l l - r lu l rnsn)  towatds thctn. and periodically shouting 
benedictions while singing to  musical accompaniment. Women also 
splash 01. flick blcssed water towards thc boys using their hands o r  
leaves (rciviri-isarc1 or I . ( I I : ~ ~ ~ u  ~ ' O C I S U ~ ! ) .  The male inusiciat~s join men 
fron~ inside the operating roonl in entreating the women to sing 
louder and well (Milrit.cr rluhulo ! Milrim rsuro). and to dance better. 
As the operation approaches the final, critical moments, (he shouts of 
encouragcrncnl increase - the boys need the ivomen's crucial 
protective blessings a11d songs to pull through the ordeal sarely. 

Women also bestow strength during other. perilous or difficult 
phases of the l i fe  cycle. During a funeral, women support the grieving 
family by occupying a key position beside family members during 
the night-long watch over the dece;ised's body. Once again the role of 
singing is of utmost importance. Thmughout thc night. wornen close 
to thC deceased's family holcl a vigil over the  body to protect it  against 
possiblc nocturnal evil forccs altructed by the dcath, to support the 
filmily by lending a physical presence. and to distract the rnourners 
with cot~tinuous singing, thcreby easing the paiti of lobs. As onc song 
winds to a close, a new song is initiated, selectcd from a repertoire of 
Chi-istian church hymns or local triiditional song5 (non-Christian). 
Elder worncn scold their younger counterparts for any momentary 
lapses i n  thc continual singit~g. as this signifies an obvious and 
rherefore dangcrtlus break in  rhc diligent funerary \i.utuh. As rnorc 
gi~fi ts  arrive, thc outer rooms and balconies fill with mcn ;und wornen 
who join the inncr room i11 singing. 



Women and Weaving 

It1 contrast to tnen. who, as burchers, farmers. tomb-builders, and 
circurncisivn surgeons arc associlitcd with cutting, digging. and 
removing, women are linked with work that is temporary or periodic 
and with objects that are continually built-up. created. and re-created. 
Womcn plant young rice shoots (into ground that his bccn prepared 
by men), weave textiles and plait matt~ng. Mosl highland Malagasy 
dcscrit~e weaving as rlrc~ archetypal fernale job (figure 4). In fact. the 
tcrrn urt~pclrr or ep~ icr  (spindle). can also be applied to a woman1 
(Mack, 1987 : 88). Allhoi~gh I1lt.n are currently invol\,ed i n  a few 
aspects of the weaving process. the identification of womcn wirh 
weaving bcgins at birth. During the airing of a newborn child (a 
cere~nony during which the infant i s  introduced to the community), 
family mcmbers curry objects symbolic of the baby's gender - 

hunting ob,jects or weapons for a boy. and weaving lools. sucl-, 3s a 
shuttle stick or spindlc, for a girl (Moltit, I979 : 43). Many womcn 
begin weaving at itbout eight years of age, learning the skills f rom a n  
elder female relative and continuing to weave througt~out their lives. 
Not all women continue weaving, however. Some women are not 
sufGciently interested in this time-consuming occupation. Others are 
forced out o f  the practice due lo econon~ic or demographic 
difficulties. Wcasers who move away from their families ol'tcn find 
continuation difficult without the financial support or equipment and 
materials avaiiable at home, particularly if they have movcd from a 
rural to an urban setting. For those women who continue weaving, this 
symbolic "women's work" often provides supplemental income. More 
rarely, weaving may become a full-time profession - a difficult step to 
~nakc due to the prohibitively expensive raw materials. 

As the principle practitioners of  this art form, women are involved 
in cvery step of the weaving process, from gathering the cocoons. 
inverting and encasing them {a process also called ful~ludihana), 
cooking, washing, and spinning thc silk (tigure 51, to ~vcaving and 
sewing together the separately woven panels. Me11 are less frequently 
involved in the actual wcaving. ancl are primarily drawn to the lucrative 
positions of intermediary vendors or patrolls who commission cloth. 
However, it is not unheard of for  men to collect cocoons, help prepare 
or spin the silk, sew the finished panels, or ivcave. particularly during 
the slow agricultural months or rhe winter rcburi:ll season with its 
accompanying high iextile demand. 

As an occupation, weaving empowers wornen socially, technically, 
monerarily, and spiritually. Although agriculture ia the predominant 

I M ~ c k  (1987 : XXI. See also Sthl-re. wtin ntltes 111ilt. '.an old Malilg:~~>'  narue in,, 
gil-I i s  : ( J : ( I - ( I I J I ~ P / ~ I .  ' 1 1 1 ~  c l ~ i l d  of- ~ I I L *  q > i ~ ~ t i l < - . '  i l r  hpin11i11g child-' ( I 870  :220) ,  



occupation of highland Madagascar, most rural families participate in 
various additional cottage itidustries. including weaving. Moreover, I 
rnet a number of weavers who told me they began to weave when they 
became orphans. Sibree (1870 : 220) also riotcs that to use the term 
c.pcia for a w o m a ~ ~  is similar to calling her a spinster. That women turn 
to weaving under such difficult situations - being an orphan or a 
spinster in a culture bused upon a large f~mi ly  work force - suggests 
that weaving is a viable economic avcnuc available to women. 

Weaving is one of the most prevalent fernalc ociupatiu~ls in the 
Imerinu and Betsileo regions. Anyone interested i n  leariling to weave 
may either study with an e l k  family metnber (generally a tnothcr or 
gl-andmother), or if no1 from ;I weaving Limily, may apprentice with 
such ;l woman. Once skilled. many weavers carry out various weavirlg 
stages in groups - iimons fiumily members o r  neighbors - and in 
public settingx. For ex:unple. i t  is not unusual for a wealthy family, 
with the means to purchase large quantilies of  silk. to hire groups of 
women to invert and encase Ihe siIk cocoons i n  preparation for the 
lenglhy cookiny process. Or. 5eve1-a1 wr)men may gather together at a 
river lo rinse their newly cooked cocoon masses. Probably the most 
evident example of weaving's public nature is found in the local 
outdoor market. Betsileo ~narket women often sell their wares while 
sirnul~ancously spinning their cooked, indigenous silk cocoons using 
drop spindles' i n  preparation for the upcoming reburial season. 

Women are also empowered through recognition and 
acknowledyement o f  their technical and creative skills. Women who 
cultivate and expand upon their own expertise are regarded as highly 
motivatcd and serious individuals, and are therefore respcctcd. 
Weavers recognized for thcir superior skills are sought as teachers by 
people wishing to learn and as cxpcrts by anyone wishing to 
commission cloth. Such recognition translates into financial 
empowerment. for it provides a source of income indcpcndenc of that 
based on Family farming. The implied   no ti vat ion and economic savvy 
of 1-1 woman who is able to manipulate her usually meager resources to 
obtain the expensive inaterials necess;~ry for weaving is appreciated 
within thc oornmuniry. Depending upon financial ability. weavers may 
purchasc just enough materials to meet current demand, or rrlay buy 
large quantities of the expensive raw materials in advatlce, during the 
less co5tly off-scason and either prepare and weave the silk thcmselvcs 
or cornrnission others to complete the various tasks. Convcrscly, 
weavers uriablc to procure rhe often prohibitively expensive cocoons 
may commission thcrr~selves out to someone of greater economic 
means. 

I Bzrsi1t.r) use dl-clp spindlca ratf~ct- that, rollitip the silk across I ~ o r i ~ o n t ; ~ I  pieces of- 
M-ct H 00~1. the lecl~niqirt r r n p l ~ , ~ t l  I)! tllc Mcr i l l . [  



Finally, weaving empowers women through its links with the 
ancestors. and thus rhe ultimate highland Malagasy identity. The lire- 
long associatioti of women with weaving contil~ues lleyond (leaill. 
because the shrouds that are used to clothc the deceased and the 
ancestors are woven by women. As tloted by Feeley-Harnik in 
discussing hishlat~d reburial practices. while rnen bury their ancestors 
through oration. "women bring thcm to renewed life in their shrouds" 
(Feeley-Harnik. 1989 : 103). I n  fact, two of the three primary 
implements uscd in c a i i n ~  for the ancestors are cre'tted throuyh 
weaving o r  plaiting, objects without which the anuestr;il ccremonies 
would be incomplete and impotent. Shrouds and tnattin~ are relatively 
impermanent, fragilc, and inconspicuous. and therefore seemingly 
insignificant i n  cprnparison with the large. pcrmanent. malc-made 
familial tombs f i r v r r r l c r )  that house the ancestral rcnlains and that covci- 
the hig11l;ind landscape. Tombs are critical expressions of family ancl 
one's rightful inclusiorl within it. and excIusion from rhe h~rnil?; tomb 
is the worst possible punishment and is reserved for only thc most 
despic;ihle of crimcs or transgressionc. 

Yet, the fernale-made cotto11 ol- silk burial shrouds used to wrap 
and rewrap the ariccstors. and the reed mats1 on which the wrapping is 
perforined and in which the ancestors are transported (see figures 2 
and 3), are essential components of  highland Malagasy aricestral 
obligations. When asked the rneanings and reasons behind highland 
reburial practices, wornen and men invariably stress the need to 
provide complete and undamaged shrouds fnr the ancestors as the 
strongest impctus Ibr performing a firilradihnt~n. For an ancestor to 
have a disintcgrated shroud i tnplies tremendous neglect 2nd 

disrespect. This rieglcct meails that one is not providinp for onc'a 
ancestors, is allowing thcm to dress in rags, and is subjecting them to 
cold - whether symbolic or real - when not fully clothed. Moreover, 1 
was consistentIy told that the primary reason for having shror~ds at all 
wa? to provide a visua! marker differentiating humans from anim;il?. 
atld Malagasy from notl-Malagasy humans. Denying an ancestor his 
o r  her rightful burial shroud relegates that ancestor to thc statux of  
non-human and non-Mvlalagaqy. To do so would be unthinkable. and 
would rnake a powerful statement as to rhe character of that individual. 
who obviously (to a highl~ind Malagasy) is no one of worth. someone 
11ot entitled to even the minimum of respect. Once thc shroud is 
eliminated as an element of burial, no other burial convenlions need 
be followed and the body could as cnsily be thrown into a pit or the 
~ , o o d s  like a dog. The moment a body is enshrouded. however. the 
shroud hecomes a part of the deceased, wllom it was rnadc lo honor. 
'I'hus. whiIe tornbs rcprcsent family identity, shrouds teprescnt one's 

1 .4l1hc>ugh ~ a t f i a  rnnts rrlay also he plaited I,! ttlcli. I ~ Z  yenerr11 uccup i i~ io r~  o f  

\4 L-;~L ih .  :IS r n c ~ ~ t i t u ~ c d  ; I ~ w Y ~ .  ~IIL*\~I-IC;IITI~ I-L-I.~IccI tn ivoInen. 



humanness. one's Malagasy identity. and one's entry iuta ancestor 
status. 

Plaitcd matting is the third cssentii~l, mngi ble element i n  highland 
funerary practices. Kcctanyular reed mats. or lsihy, are predominately 
protective. Newly plaited mats are carried aloft by family member5 
who clnnce along the reburial procession rr~ute. Upon arrival at the 
tomb. ~ s i h y  ciAcate a special, tetnporary etlvironrncnt that is spiritually 
powerf~il. 'I'hey servc as slinss by which the ancestors arc convey ecl 
ri.om ~h t .  tomb for rc-enshrouding. ;und ultimately I:~rrn d proiec~ivc 
ground cove~.iny upon which the ancestors are ltiicl. 'I'hey contain the 
ancestors' remains. keepins them from bein? scattc~.cd or dihpcrsed, 
and shicld them from possiblc dirl. filth. or other contamination. As 
spiritually powerful protective contai~icrs. rnats arc virtually thc on1 y 
nbjccts tt-ie ancestors touch during the potentially vulnei-nblc time 
tvhile out of the familial tomb and ~>aititlg for their I I C ~ V  shrouds. Once 
re-enshrouded. thc ancestors are u p i n  physically rund  pir ritually 
protected and contained. arld can enjoy more tiircct interaclion with 
their descend;unts, who then l if t  their ancestors ancl dance (figure 6). 

Physical Interaction 

I f  ttlc ancestors are succrrssfulIy kept happy ancl warm. they will 
bestow bcnedictions. Objects intilllately associated with the ;uncestors. 
including burial shrouds. bcads from shrouds. and matting are all 
considered langible repositories of the ancestors' blessing, and 
therefore vehicles of  cumrnunicutioti through which the blessings are 
bestowed. Funerary Icrrtiles. however, ;ire thuugt-it to bc particularly 
efficacious. Thus, although rcxtiles visibiy link the ancestors (as 
mnsumcrs) and wornell (us creators). consumption can also extend to 
all living individuals. regardless o f  gender, who use and manipulate 
tcxtiles to their own advantape. For exainplc, family heads may 
publicly display shrouds that will bc used in an upcotning cercmony 
to tangibly display filial and familial piety. By using shruurls i n  this 
way, such individ~~als can negotiate an increased social status and 
position within family and community. Yet. the greatest ancestral 
benediction i s  that of fertility. As Ruud nolcd, "through contact will1 
the dead and with thc wrapping-sI~cets whicli are pure and not infeclecl 
with dearh, power and fertiliry arc transferred to the living" (Ruud 
19hO : 186). While all individuals benefit from progeny. women are 
considcrcd the sourcc or victims of stetili~y. and therelorc women, 2s 

mt~thers and u~re-g!\,crs, ha-ce l l~c most lo gain from rhe ancestors' 
~reatcst gift. Thcrefclrc, womcn are not only the primary creators of 
Ihc ancestors' intirliulz t.nvirontnents. they art! also the primary 
bcncficiaries of physical coiltact w i ~ h  them. Thus i t  is women i n  
particular who intel-uc~ with their ancestors. via  tcxtiles. du r ing  
reburials. 



Women tend to manipulate textiles on a much more private and 
personal lcvcl than do tnetl. One-on-one interaction between women 
and their ancestors can be seen on the road to the filmily tomb and 
upon arrival. A wornan carryiny a new burial shroud for use in a 
cerernony may drape the texlile over one shoulder, aciAoss her breas~s 
and womb, and looped around the opposite hip (figure 7). She may 
also drape the entire shroud ovcr both shouldcrs, ends graspcd in hcr 
raised, outstretched hands. and dance while waiting for the tomb door 
to he opcncd and the ancestors carried forth. Explanatiot~s of these 
activities always center on a worn;~n's  dexire for children and her 
subsequent request t'or benedictions of fertilily from the ancestors. Tu 
accotnpli~h this she interact? with the shroud, the slrongest possible 
syrnbol of the ancestors. The shroud relays her requesrs to the 
ancestors and acts as a repository for their blessings. In soInc 
instances, the shroud's symbolism is quile literal. 2s when a woman 
wears it draped across her bi-eaals ancl womb. By wcarin_e it in this 
mantler. a woman visu;illy indicates the physical area addrcsscci in her 
request while simultaneously enabling the transfer of the ancestors' 
responding blessings o f  fertility. Thus. while an entire commurlity 
may benefit from pel-forming a , fu~~~c~dihurlr~, women, who arc held 
responsible for infertility, are the most directly and profoundly 
affected. 

Physical inleraction can cause both positive and negative results. 
From their inception, burial shrouds and the implements used in their 
creation are considered powerful objects that must be treated with 
great respect. Their power is extremely volatile, even for women who 
are intimately associated wilh weaving and the ancestors, because 
althvugh they are potentially bcncficial, these objccts may also causc 
tremendous harm if misused or abused. For example, many highland 
Malagasy believe that a young girl touched or hi t  with a f(utattta~rcl 
(weav~ng sword) will never marry'. If a girl is unable to marry. it  is 
implied that she will not bear ct-lildren. If she does not bear children, 
she will not fulfill her role as t-t-lother and progenitor. nor as a fertile 
and productive member  of society. Of ctlurse. other female roles or 
jobs are important. However. progeny - the brunt of ~ ~ h i c h  falls on the 
perceived fertility o f  women - is a significant personal concern. and 
"failure" in this arena would be devastating: particularly in 1-egioilx 
where children provide valuable labor resources and social security, 
and are an essential factor in one's economic and social standine 
within the community. Moreover. an individual without descendants 
will have no one to tend rhe family tomb or care for his or h e r  



shroudsl. If this occurs. he or she will disappear and bc forgotten 
beforc having attained the status of ancient and anonymous ancestor'. 
:I fate similar to that of individuals barred from initial ctitry into the 
family tomb. Thus. fe~tility translates as immortality. One Bctsileo 
wornan explained the importance of fenility and children by noting 
that "if, for example. r;omcone has not given birth ... then there is n u  
one r dance with that person. But if thcy have given birth, then there 
will bc people to dunce with them [during a fcr111iirl~hcrnc~j".1. This may 
expidin why another Malagasy friend once told me that pr~or tu giviny 
bi i~h slie had been afra~d of the ancestors and reburials. Once she had 
given birth, however, she waq no longer afraidJ. As McGeorge notes, 
"the soul of the dcceased dies Iwhen] none of the living makes 
sacrifices to the dead soul. Life beyond lasts as long as the relatives 
and their descendants commemorate the dead" (McGeorge 1974 : 
34)5. Thus. white no t  immediately dcadly. childlessness ic still 
uitimately fatal. 

All relations or interactions with the ancestorc are potenlially 
volatile because any ancestral ne~lect  (or perceived ne~lect )  can bc 
dangerous for the living. If  the liv~ng fail to perform timely reburials. 
if they do not provide qualitatively and quantitatively sufficient burial 
shrouds. or it' they do not provide o r  mainrain a prrlper tomb - i n  
short. if  they do not render the dead proper respect. then the living 
may expect to be visitcd. literally and figuratively. by the wradl uF 
their ancestors. 

It is therefore essential that the ancestors are cared fbr, a n)le 
primarily associ;~red with women and with reburials, at which time the 
ancestors are given new shrouds and giftq. While gender-5pecific 
groups work together to rewrap corresponding ancestors or ancestral 
bundles. women  (and sometimes men) circulate and distribute gifts for 
the ancestors, small tokens of their love and affection such as the 
perfume, tobacco, candy, and alcohol mentioned above. These gifts 
are placed or poured into the discrete ancestral bundles before the new 
shrouds are tightly tied shut. Then, re-enshrouded ancestors may 

1 Feelcy-Harnil (1991) notes the significance of genealoeics and the unbroken l i n r  
01. descent that are so important in establishing nnces~ral ties, which is intpossible 
withotrt ncknoivlzll~itig rndividunl hiulupical birth h~ .s~nr ies .  

I corttcnd that aIiccsturs reach the ancicnt artd nnonylnous state of Anccstor w l ~ c n  
they have rccciked rlumcrous firrtrr~(lihr~~~rr. have becrr corrtbirlud In ;~ncestral hurtdles 
contairting ~nultiple ntwestors. and have thus  b t . z t ~ ~ ~  to lose thcir individual iderititics 
and weds 

3 Hertinc Rarr~;truva\,y. ;I ~r~iddle-aged tncrcliaiu from Sar~d~.~indaliy. ~ v h o  ht.1-self has 
horriz nu cl~ildren ( p c r s r ~ ~ i a l  c o t i i ~ r ~ u ~ ~ i c a t i u ~ ~ .  ls9.7). 

5 See n l \ o .  I i uud  (1960) 



either be quickly lifted away, one by one. to the shoulders o f  fi~mily 
membcrs and close friends who dance vigorously. ur may remain 
upon thc mats until all rewrappin2 is complete. 

If the ancestors remain on the mats while waiting lc~r the 
remaining iuncestral bundles to bc rc-enshrouded. wornen conti nuc 
holding and speak in^ to their anccsrors. relating events and 
nccomplishinents that have ~ccurred i n  the family since the last 
ceremony. until the ancestors are all carried alof'l. A l t h o u ~ l ~  some 
scholhrs suggest that the reason for this ancesti-ztl interacriun is tcl fcjrce 
wornen to acknowled~e the final death of 2 lovcd oncl. 1 contend th;lt 
this act is consistent wit11 women's rolcs as carc-givel-s. ,4s noted by 
Mack. the fact t h ; i ~  the anceslvrs are rcinrcrrcd w h ~ l e  "cnvelopcd in an 
artefact woven by a woman's liands is crucial" i n  light of "the 
repeneratile powers of women, the power to give birth and. in the case 
of the de;td. the power to eive rebirrh ... as a n  anccstor" (hdack, 1987 : 
891.2 

The intimate relationship nl' womcn with the anccstol-s (both their 
own and their husbands') b e ~ i n s  with wcaving thc ancestors' burial 
shrouds and continues with clothing and rcclothirlg thc ancestor5 
during their original burids ancl pcriodic reburials. Shrouds and items 
closely ;~ssociated with them arc oftcn sought out by women (and 
sometimes men) Iookiug lor tangiblc ob-jects as syrnhols of and gifts 
from the ancestors i n  exchange for their own gifts of goods. time. skill, 
and conversation. 'I'hcrcforc. people take small. white. elass and plastic 
bcads ( I ' L ~ ~ L I I I U )  that are found on older, disintegraling shrouds. or in 
the layers of earth between the massive stone portals sealing somc 
older Betsileo tombs. 

The most sought after prizes for women, however, ate the two 
fabrics instrumental in contair~ing and protecti~lg the ancestors - the 
Innlbanlel~r~ burial shroud and the 1.9ih.y matting. Thus, while pieces of 
dirt and bone that accidently fall out of excessively disintep;~ted 
shrouds as the ancestors are rernoved frtlm the tomb are carel'ully 
collected and reinserted into the newly enshrouded bundle, womcn 
often discreetly retnove small pieces of the uId burial shroud before i t  
ic  enclosed within the newel- in t l rh~l t r~el~n.  As fertility aids, wonlcn 
prefer obtaining the s~naller cloth fragments o ~ c r  wcaring or dancing 
with a new shroud because while a new shroud is crrlpowcrcd by its 
potential at~cestral cont;ict, fraements are perrna~lcnt kccpsakcs that arc 

See. for r u m p l e .  Hloch ( IYY4 11'17II : lhX) A I I ~  Gracbzt. (I995 : 269,. 
2 S e t  a ls t~  t3lr>ch i 1981) a ~ ~ d  M;IL.L ( 1YKh). 

3 Ruud ntltes th;tt sterile iron1t.n hi[ rh'f pieces rul'otrl shl~n~rl  i r ~  o~,dzl  1,) t hc~r -  

in tc r l~ l i l y .  noliriy Ili;tt " i t  is the it i~crsloi-s' poi \e~ '  \vlliull ~ n n L r s  ~ l l c  jvntrlrn f i - r t~ lc  :111rl 
przgr1;lrlt. Sexual i r~ re i -cn~~~ 'se  i \  i r l  [his uonnccticm of tnintw ~r~lportancc" 1 IYhO : 

lh71 ,  



significantly more powerful due to their previous intimatc ancesrral 
contact. 

Women also prize the ncwly plaited t s i h ~ ~  rnatting used to  convey 
and prolect the ancestors. because their sole usc i s  physically 
connec~ed with the ancestors. Consequently. after the final ancestvr 
ha5 been lifted onto the farnily's waiting shoulders and danced away. 
women (and sometimes men) battle over the IIOW empty matting. oflcn 
to  thc cheers and encour;isement oT others. Superficiiilly this tug-of- 
war is txpIained away jokingly and taken as a fitrue. Yet this evcn; has 
serious repcrcussions. The victor of this struggle walks away with un 
invaluablc souvenir, symbol, and tool through which she may derive 
ancestral blessings'. 

As iniple~nents of fertility. ancestral mats are used quite literally. 
'l'he anccsbrs once lay upon them, and so too will women who desirc 
to he fertile. Beads and pieces of old shroud, on the other hand. are 
assumed to embody ;in all-encornp;~ssing power, and are therefore 
used in a v;u-iety of ways. They arc said to aid in ancestral 
communication and i nteracrion, whether piaced i n  the northeast cornel- 
of one's horne (a special location reserved for the ancestors), kept 
near one's bed. carried i n  a pocket. or worn as u bracelet or necklace. 
Beads or ancestral silk stored in one's house or pocket can also act as 
protective devices. because they are thought to tranvnit thc ancestors' 
Iwwer against evil-doers. Thus certain ~?lputlnrldro diviners use strips 
tom from ancient burial shrouds in creating protective devices or 
amulets caIlcd fclnlc~to'. Although the contents of u ,fi~ntuto are no t  
publicly known (unless the diviner creating it decides to divulge his or 
her secret), those cot1t;iining indigenous Ilrridihc silk are believed to 
have lhe greatest power, and may. for example. cauFe a night prowlcr 
to become fi-ozen in place until the rightful owner arrives in the 
morning and catches the would-be thief", 

A shroud's pi+otective properties may also extend into the 
medicinal reatm. I was fi-equently told of people combating the 
terrible pain of a toothache by inserting a shroud fragment around the 
afflicted toolh. Moreover. ~ r ~ f o ,  n trce hark that is closely associ;lted 
with the ;iucestors due to its traditional use in dyeing st~rouds red. is 
also used as a fertility drug. which further increases the sh rouds '  
perceived power ;ind significance. Whether or not a shroud is actu;illy 
dycd red however, its implied "redness" intimates authority and ;in 

I Tht ouctll-rznc,e of ~ v o n ~ z r l  f ig l i l i~ lg  ovcr 111;ltting to  t.r\surc tc l - t~l i ty  i s  vc.ct>ldt.rl a s  
early as 1892 by Hailc. (1XL)2 : 41 4) .  Scc also Mulct ( 1079 : 27) .  



association with ruling classesl. as well as will1 past cloths, the 
ancestors. and fertility, thereby crcating a powerful symbol. 

Kole " Reversals" 

Although m;iintaining traditional, gender-spcaific roles is cssenti;iI 
tn sustaining respectful and appropriate relations with the anccslors, 
symbolic arid actual shifts do occur during certain Merina ancf 
Bersileo ancestral ceiAemonies~. Gendercd bchavior during burials snd 
reburials S{>Ilows this paradigm. resulting in an assumption of female 
rolcs by men. and a relinquishing of  these saine roles by womcn (with 
variations according to regional and kirnily-based lraditionr). What at 
first glance appears to bc a rcvcrsiil o f  roles would, however.. bc more 
accurately described as a transference from womcil to men, wirh l-iire 
or no eviclcnl corresponding transl'erence from men lo womcn. For 
example. one northern Retsilcv family requires Incn lo fetch water 
during ,fi~uloclilrm~ru, a dury usually required of women and children?. 

The trlclsl wide-spread rolc shift that i encountcred - occurring at 
every fr /~~~udihatruI attended - involved food. Fond preparation and 
distribution. froin going to market, cooking, and sei-vins the final 
product. is normally a woman's job. Howevcr. during reburial 
ceretnonies, mcn fi-u111 the sponsoring family cook the ceretnonial 
meal and serve the numerous gucsts (figure 8). In particular. mcn  
prepare and serve the Icroka, a noun that enco~llpasses whalever one 
cats as a complement lo rice, whether the oornpleinent is meat, poultry, 
or vegetable. The rneai served during aJui~rudilzu~rc~is called van '  be 
I I I E I Z U ~ C I ,  and genel-ally consists of beef or pork in a heavy oil sauce 
that is served over rice. According to many highland Malagasy, eating 
v a n  ku ntenuko is integral to cla~ming a highland Malagasy identity. 
When 1 queried thc reason for this rolc shift, women, who cook the 
meals on all other occasions, clailned simply that men are more skilled 
when dealing in largc quantities. This "fact" is easily dispelled upot~ 
attending any large cvcnt, funeral, or work party where women 
cornpctcntly cook for largc groups without rnalc aid. 

Men's appropriation of "women's" cooking role is further 
em~hasizcd by the tendcticy at both funeraIs (fcrlr(jriutr~r) and 
Jcrtlr~rdiharlufor men to riot only lake chrlrge of preparing the 1uukc1, 
but also to siluate their cooking fii-es in ur near thc main house. This is 
i n  direct contrast to womcn. in charge of cooking the ricc, who 
frequently sel up in outer buildings or areas not nor~nally desig~lalerI 

1 Scc Mack (19X93 : 43-4) 

2 Whilc 1 er~ct,i~nlet-ed gc~idcr ru[e shifis dtlr-~nil_ but11 M ~ I - i n a  and Bets i leo  
C ~ I - C I ~ ~ ~ ~ I C S ,  w,ere 111o1-T coillliion 311d obvious M i lhir i  r l ~ c  Ur.tsi1t.t) contc.xt<. 

3 I t ,  t hc  Ilctsileo t o ~ n  of- I~I:IT:II~,I 



as kitchens[. ?'he location of the women's temporary work spaces 
removes them from the main house as well as from much of the 
family and its activities. This organization may bc due to the relative 
newcomer status of wornen who marry into a family, and to a 
corresponding desire to dist;~uce the fatnil) members less closely 
connected to the central family branch'. Howcver, men mari*ying into 
a family are not treated in the same manner. Conversely. this 
dichoromy may simply wise from the skill levels and physical logistics 
required whcn coukinp such largc meals. As indicated by the sayins 
"You h w e  not eutcn a meal i C  you have not eaten ricc" (tsy retlo 

l lu~ l i~ t l~o  rr~lta tsx Ilinun~bot-itrav). rice is the central element of uli  
highland Malagasy meals. The importance O K  rice is further reflected 
by the array of vocabulary used to describe its various forms and 
preparations'. Diners are therefore tlighly critical of its preparation, 
which in turn requires a sureness in cooking skill. Also, rice is eaten i n  
large e n o u ~ h  quantities that i t  may not he possible to squeeze all thc 
necessary cauldrons in or near the main house. whereas il would be 
possible to f i r  the s~naller number of cauldrons necessary lo cook the 
I~rokn. Moteovcr, malc appropriation of the task of cooking the meat, 
as opposed to the  ricc, may arise from their ir~tilnate ties with cattle, for 
i t  is a man's job to tend. wrestle, and butcher them. 

Women's n~les are not as explicitly cross-gendered as men's. 
;ilthough they may adapt a fcw elements of mate identity. For 
example, during a largc Jirnradil~ai~ulasting three or four days, in 
which two competitive h i m  gcr.rj7 singinp troupes are hired, the 
sponsoring family participates in a :t~rln-drainnu (children of the 
ancestors) performance. During this event, family tnernbers parade 
around the performance area in gendercd pairs and groups wearing 
matching outfits (figure 16). led by two female Iiira gnsy singers who 
don the distinctively malc. t lar hira gasy hat. Use of this hat may have 
become popular due to its ability to differen~iate the singers from the 
rest of the often-times chaotic parade. because the crowd can rapidly 
become a messy and confusing mass in the central arena as 
participants dance into the center lo place money into hats held o u t  by 
the rcburiai's primary sponsoring couple. Wearing the malc /lira gusy 

1 Fob- lnsvancc. this uccurl-ed at a burial in  Tarriaitla : and a rchur-ixl it1 Fanorana. 
2 l'his ~nterpi.etatir,n would i ' i ~  iritn BIoL'II's analysis of  wornen as div isivc elernentr 

a i ~ h i n  the Carnil? Froup ( 14X7 3328-329). 

3 Examples of  vm-ious types of ricc i~luludc : tmrrr-? Irlrlrc, (red riccj. 1,rt,-y .fi,fr\. (whifc 
r c  I - I  (foreign 1 . i ~ ~ ) .  t'rrparations iriclude : l ,r ir:rm r o s o r r  ( r im th;~t is thick 

and %r>llpy). \ ' ( i t? ,  rtrrrprrllgnn) (rice vookcii llnlil it i s  dry). Ollc elf the most corntnon 
drinks i r ~  thc higlllnnd ct)~rr~!~,yside is rrltto I Y J I ~  (gold water), wa!er' r h ; ~ t  is heatcd in a 
1x)t i r ~  which rice I1a.s hrcn coohrd and which srill ctititains n layer or burnt I-ice 
cilaliriy i t s  interior ';uI-I';Ic~-. 



hats may iilso havc been adopted i n  order to lend the women authority 
by visually linking thcm lo the h i m  gosy tradition. '['he hats therefore 
servc as ii symhol atld beacon for the family inembers to recognize 
and follow, thus lending a sense of order to the apparent chaos. 
Fe~llale Izirii gas!' singers cannot provide this symbol themselves since 
the traditional female cmtumc does not include head gear, so thcy 
111ust therefore borrow from their male counterpans. 

Followin? thc gender-specific conventions of highland 
Madagascar. womcri and  trletl arc separated by l i  ke-gender 
associations (all women do X) and by coIIec~ively pracl~ced role shirts 
(inell appropriate women's role of A' d u r i y  reburials). The .(run- 
clm;nr~o, howcver. seems at first to he  inconsislent with this systcrn ol' 
srructured gcnder roles. In  order l o  dernonstr;ile the family's stro11g 
bond hefure the garhered communily. tnen and women partiuipiite in a 
united. f;lrr-iily-based performance of the ~rirlcr-r/rcr:uttr/. However, the 
inconsistency is more apparent than real. Thc ver? fact that the : , c l ~ l a -  

ri~.tr:crtrn pairs are gender-bastlcI underscores the irripoi-lance of 
gcndered alliances. The participatlts' unity with family is based on 
participation: unity with onc's own pender is based on strong visual 
associations of clothing and accessories. and on the motion and dance 
of partnered pairings. 

I11 examit~irig the contexts assumed o r  shiftcd gender roles, I find 
a direct correlation between shifts among the living and the perceived 
physical presence of the ancestors. Shifts clo 1 7 0 f  Occur when the 
ancestors are ~hougbt only genen~lly present, as whcn they arc called 
or spoken to. Role assumptions do occur when thc ancestors are 
considered tangibly present with the direct and physicat immediacy of 
an event such as a,fumaclilru~lu. during which thc ancestors are actually 
touched. For example, ancestors are addressed directly during 
I~rr~blanci (feasts or ccrcmonii~l everits that often precede reburials) or 
,f;-rrrnsu~t (feasts that also frequently precede reburial5). and are 
generally thought to be about "in spirit", but are not considered tc) be 
physically present. Without a physical presence, female and male 
attitudes towards their specified roles. such a:, serving the ceremonial 
meal. do not change - women serve the guests while men psesidc over 
the meal's proceedings. Similarly. people adhere to gender-spccifiu 
roles during I(urul~nrrrr organized to raise r.snng(~rrl-hlrto (standing 
stoncs) or vuroluhq ("male" stones), stone monuments erected as 
memorials to individuals who die far from the fr~mily tomb and whose 
relatives are unablc to recover the body. Roles ;ire not during 
this typc oK cercrrlnny - rncn raise the nionutnerlt while women 
prepare and serve t l~c  meal. Main~enancc of roles is again evident 
cl111-ing circumcisions (ciilli-p611.u or r ~ ~ r k i : ~ ~  i ( r l l ~ 8 ) .  wI~z~.e  the ancestors 
arc culled to wilness and blcss the evcnl. but arc nor physically present 
- rncn p;irticipate in the operating room while ivoruen sing and \vatch 
ove r  the procecdinps fsorn [hr uoi~l-ty 21r-cl. Yet. when (he ancestors are 



both physically atld spiritually present. as during a reburial, cruss- 
assumptions of gender roles do occur. 

Conclusiun 

Because iritelligenr. socially actitre indi~~iduals are involved i n  
creutinp and defininy rolcs within a cullurc, numerous ideolupios arc 
brought tn hew a s  many individuals negotiate cateyories of identity. I 
;igrec with Bli,ih's conclusion that no single M e r i m  [or Bztsilet,] 
rep-csentution of gender exists, but sevei-:I]. and that these 
represenlations are part of a social process occurring within tht: 
production of ideology (Bloch. I987 : 337) .  \Vi th in  the onpoing 
negotiation of gender rolcs and identity in highland Maduyasczlr. 
women and men enjoy relative equality. evun though overt p o ~ i i i u ~ ~ s  
o f  power [nay often seem male-weighted to oursidcr-s. This impression 
is due to the emphasis on public orutiiln for men. w h o  ~hercforc 
becomc spokesmen for thc group ;und are thus more readily visiblc 
and officialJy r e u o g ~ ~ i ~ e d .  Women's roles. although often less e~idctlt 
to an outsider, complernt.nt men's official spccch and are essential for 
the successful existencc of the community. As n7euvei-5. women 
pruvidc a tangible point of emotional arid phyciual access to the 
ancestors. As care-g~vcrs, women form an imporlanr link with the 
ancestors and play a vital role in I'arnily and community political and 
social lifel. Malc adoption of fcmale-specific roles while i n  the 
physical presence of the ancestors underscores the qualities o f  care- 
giver that arc essential for successfully maintaining crucial ancestral 
relationships. When highland Mnlapasy men assume fetnale 1-oIes, both 
mcn and women are i n  a position to carc for their ancestors and thus 
receive benedictions vital not only to one's sense of identity. but to 
one's very survival. 
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1. BetsiEeo tomb and tomb owner Near Sandrandahv. 1993 

2. Merina women hold~ng an ancestor on lhe~r l a i ~ s  before re-enshrouding 
the ancestor during a fwmrllhana Tsaravavahady September 1993. 



3 An elder Menna woman pouring honey, perfume, or local rum rnto the 
ancestors' shrouds as gifts befora Ihe news shrouds are lied shut. 

Ambohanana Anvon~mamo, 1992. 
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.I Bebe Razanarn~oly, a Be l s l l ~o  weaver cilsnlay~ng a lamljavato (stone 
cloth), a Iambamena that she wove to be used as her own burial shroud 

when she d ~ e s  Mandiavato Anvon~mama. '1993. 
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5 Helkne RAHELIAEI5OA. De4:~I-.:- !.:- :i,. 2 ;  ,n.Fq ; ; I  1 l i '  II#J+I~.:I:S /;~ty/it)o 
silk on epe1a:ampeia. hlear So~idrandal I Y ,  -1 ::11:i3 

6 Merina family n 
right). Once re-ensr: I : O r <  a r ~ ;  I111=q or:t:) Itir:, s5:1~tlc!ar5 171 

wailing family n~=.r~dvc~ s W I  l r l  viyl.lrol.lsi!, dance 1n4tii them Near 
~ ' I m t ~ a l o ~ o l ~ y ,  1QP3 



7. Betsileo woman wearing a lambamcna bur~al shroud on the walk to the 
tomb during her famlly's lamaditiana. Amhositra July 1990. 

8 Men serving Ihe laoka during a Bets~leo famadihana In Iharana. 
J d y  1993 
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ct~mprcnd aussi lu\ ;i~~c?trr.;. 011 puut tit:tculor ausxi uric ahsr~ui;~tiun faitu cnl1.c Ies 
fcrrlrnes et Ies (hjcls t ~ i o ~ ~ ~ / d o i ~ ' i .  L.rs plua ilnpnr~anls du ucs ohjets "dphL:rnkl.ec" 
crCks et n1anii.h pill. les f'ciiin~cs sent dcs lil~cruls qui .jo!ir.r~l drc ri,loc p~i~norciiaux 
lot-s dcs u~lle~~rernent~ ct dcs I,<tournc~lletlt< I'otlr I u ~  s~c ic t t !~  dcs I lililtec Ten-rs 
cenrralus. le tix~agu chsl I'acti\-ili' Cetnit~inc par t.xcrllet~cc. Sur  le pl:ui social. 
spiritutll et kconomique. le tissayo dot~t~t'  dck pouvuirs J L I ~  ( ; l~ l~t l le~.  [It' plus. le 
(issage est le Iit11 I C  ~ I U C  iiilr)o~~t;int CIJ~I -c  elles (cl. par cxtzr~sion, cnlrc leurs 
rarnilles et I~LII-s c o m ~ n u n ~ ~ i ~ t i . c ~  rt 1c.a a11c6tres: c'cat a\cc Izs linceuls rissks p ; ~  
tcs ie~nmer; qu'on v?t et elnhallc. lec CHI-ps ;lux setou~-ncn~cnts. h i  consc'rlucnce. en 
tnr l t  que tisscl-andes et meres de flimillcs, l e ~  fc~nnlcs fuurnisscnt iln contact 
pl~yqiquc. c'n~olil-entrc Ic n~oitde ciu5 \ i~artts t.t uclui des ar1c2tr.e~. 

I ,'orclru ancestl-al. luh ~i)rl~l)c/l~-rlt.t~:~~t~(~. :15ciynclit cles rciles sp2cifiqu.e~ aux 
fernriles CI hor7irnc.s C'I C'CSI ell r-~',~pr~iiitit et cn ;1ccr)rnpli.;sa1-1l L.C\ roles qut. I;I 
binkdiction itl~cc~tr;lle t'sl i1~~1>1ii6t'. N i ' i i ~ l ~ ~ i ~ i ~ l ~ ,  CIII C O I I S I ; ~ ~ ~  q ~ r .  U ~ ~ C L  I t s  bl~lcrina 
et les I3clhilc.n. i l  eki\tr aucsh rlrc rnon~c~tls oil ccuc di\ lsron scxucllc dt. travail 
t'st in\.c~-~Pc'. Lor.; rics I - ~ I C S  i~ncc>r~-iuix. Ita.; I ~ O I I I I ~ I L . ~  i~riul)tcn~ cr: qui c . ; ~  
~ I ~ > ~ I I J : I [ L ~ I C I I ~  ci)t~siriC~-C i..o~llrl~f l i .  tr;t\ail rle f c ' t~~ t l~~*s .  u r l ~ =  iti~et-sio~i ryul tnrt en 
I-elicI' I ' i ~ ~ ~ p o ~ r a ~ l c ~  dc C C ~  i~c lc .c  1,our I'c>l~t~-c~icli clc bonnc\ ~rc l i~l io~~? a\.cc Ic\ 
:inci.t~.cs. 

Sr I'un ~-cgal.dc Irs coutc.xtc~ dc cr:, i~h \ r r%jo~~s .  ~ I I  vait quc ~.'csf atix 
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izany f isahanan'ny IehiIahy n y  asam-bolniravy izay atnin'ny f;~mndihnnn aniin'ny 
fan:~ovan'ny lehilahy n y  nfom-patona to akaik! na ao anatin'ny ttarlu lotoIra 
voatcl-y mandrtia l;ivid;ivit~.a. i velan'ny tcwriina ma11~1;latra a7y irzo no 
i~ ln~ndroi~n'ny v r l i  i i . 3 ~  y ny vary. 

Iran): fiFamadihan:~ i7:ln) i7ay al~itati;~ n! Irh~lnhy ~nahnndi-r) 11) I;~oka ('1 
tsy rly \;tiA> ) di;~ mcty ho a/<) :ui-~s;~i t i i ~  ihatiy sarri;~ iz!: II.L'O d i i ~  ~nik~ndray 
i in~in 'ny ntnb) ( n )  1c.Iiilnliy IIO in pa hi^ l i txy at-! i ry  ir.?u nn ~ i i i i l n~o  
tofoti 'urnh~ ;:miti'riy Ianol~ari;~ I(?? il-cnyi. Ka~iofa. n o h o  io fifdrn;~dil~a~la io ts! 
11lit1-anpa tah;~ tsy tn tseho rni t,allt;irii~ 11,. I - i ~ ~ i u i i ~ .  d i i ~  lni ~ i t l y  kina7n\,nti;i  hall^. Ky 
~IS:I f;111il~i11 i ~ i ~ i t i : ~  x! ~~~;Iv;I~;I~~III~I tzi~y fototr!, riy l ' i i ~ i~ l i~ i i ' i ~~  vclotia. d i i ~  :IT;IO 

lnodcly illan! k r x ~  alnin'ny f i f ~e tq~h ;~  ~f;lndl;iica~l;~ u r i i ~ i ~ ' i ~ t ' r ~  r;l/;in:i. I\;ol~o i7;itly. 

1-al1a tniaahiuna ny ;~s:urn-I~t.l~iva~ y leli i lnhy ;it? nfbvoa~i-~iuiy. tlia ;1sonfi1riin'i7! 
~I-CII i iy li ini;~ sy haw1-ohidi11' i I-eo asam-hc11iv;ii y ireo. Arnha i ~ a n y  di;~ sa~iiy af:ika 
~~i ih i i~- ; lL;~~- i~ ny 1;v:Lna na TI! lehilaliy na I I ~  \eh~va\ 'y ka nl;lha 111:1ntil-a> ny 
f i lnhian' i~y il-co izay ilaina rsy ; i tn i t~ ' t i !  f;i~noron;ina n >  n ~ i l i i ~  ilry n> tcti:~ iIi:ltiy 
fa amin'1-1y fitohi7un'ny ait1;i ko;l. 




