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ON JOKING RELATIONSHIPS
A. R. RADCLIFFE-BROWN

HE publication of Mr. F. J. Pedler's noteI on what are called
I 'joking relationships', following on two other papers on the
same subject by ProfessorHenri Labouret2and MademoiselleDenise
Paulme,3suggeststhatsome generaltheoreticaldiscussionof the nature
of these relationshipsmay be of interestto readersof Africa.4
What is meant by the term 'joking relationship' is a relation
between two persons in which one is by custom permitted, and in
some instances required,to tease or make fun of the other, who in
turn is requiredto take no offence. It is importantto distinguishtwo
main varieties. In one the relation is symmetrical;each of the two
persons teases or makes fun of the other. In the other variety the
relationis asymmetrical;A jokes at the expenseof B and B acceptsthe
teasing good humouredly but without retaliating; or A teases B as
much as he pleases and B in return teases A only a little. There are
many varieties in the form of this relationshipin differentsocieties.
In some instances the joking or teasing is only verbal, in others it
includeshorse-play;in some the joking includeselementsof obscenity,
in others not.
Standardizedsocial relationshipsof this kind are extremelywidespread, not only in Africa but also in Asia, Oceania and North
America. To arriveat a scientificunderstandingof the phenomenon
it is necessaryto make a wide comparativestudy. Some materialfor
this now exists in anthropologicalliterature,though by no means all
that could be desired,since it is unfortunatelystill only rarelythat such
relationshipsare observed and describedas exactly as they might be.
Relationshipsin East Africa ', Africa, vol. xiii, p. 170.
'Joking
' La Parente
a Plaisanteriesen Afrique Occidentale', Africa, vol. ii, p. 244.
3 'Parente a Plaisanteries et Alliance
par le Sang en Afrique Occidentale',
Africa, vol. xii, p. 433.
4 Professor Marcel Mauss has
published a brief theoretical discussion of the
de
l'lcole
in
the
Annuaire
Pratiquedes Hautes 1ttudes,Sectiondes Sciences
subject
of
religieuses,1927-8. It is also dealt with by Dr. F. Eggan in Social Anthropology
2

North American Tribes, 1937, pp. 75-81.
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The joking relationship is a peculiar combination of friendliness
and antagonism. The behaviouris such that in any other social context it would expressand arousehostility; but it is not meantseriously
and must not be taken seriously. There is a pretenceof hostility and
a realfriendliness. To put it in anotherway, the relationshipis one of
permitteddisrespect. Thus any completetheory of it must be part of,
or consistent with, a theory of the place of respect in social relations
and in social life generally. But this is a very wide and very important
sociological problem; for it is evident that the whole maintenanceof
a social order depends upon the appropriatekind and degree of respect being shown towards certain persons, things and ideas or
symbols.
Examplesof joking relationshipsbetween relativesby marriageare
very commonly found in Africa and in other parts of the world.
Thus MademoisellePaulmeI records that among the Dogon a man
standsin a joking relationshipto his wife's sistersand their daughters.
Frequentlythe relationshipholds betweena manand both the brothers
and sisters of his wife. But in some instances there is a distinction
whereby a man is on joking terms with his wife's younger brothers
and sisters but not with those who are older than she is. This joking
with the wife's brothersand sistersis usuallyassociatedwith a custom
requiring extreme respect, often partial or complete avoidance,
between a son-in-law and his wife's parents.2
The kind of structuralsituationin which the associatedcustoms of
joking and avoidance are found may be described as follows. A
marriageinvolves a readjustmentof the social structurewhereby the
woman's relationswith her family are greatlymodifiedand she enters
into a new and very close relationwith her husband. The latter is at
the same time brought into a special relation with his wife's family,
to which, however, he is an outsider. For the sake of brevity though
at the risk of over-simplification,we will consideronly the husband's
relationto his wife's family. The relationcan be describedas involvAfrica, vol. xii, p. 438.
Those who are not familiarwith these widespreadcustoms will find descriptions in Junod, Life of a SouthAfricanTribe,Neuchatel, vol. i, pp. 229-37, and in
SocialAnthropology
of North AmericanTribes,edited by F. Eggan, Chicago, I937,
55-7
PP.
2
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ing both attachmentand separation,both social conjunctionandsocial
disjunction, if I may use the terms. The man has his own definite
position in the social structure,determinedfor him by his birth into
a certain family, lineage or clan. The great body of his rights and
duties and the interests and activities that he shares with others are
the result of his position. Before the marriagehis wife's family are
outsiders for him as he is an outsider for them. This constitutes a
social disjunctionwhich is not destroyedby the marriage. The social
conjunction results from the continuance,though in alteredform, of
the wife's relationto her family, their continuedinterestin her and in
her children. If the wife were reallybought and paid for, as ignorant
persons say that she is in Africa, there would be no place for any
permanentclose relationof a man with his wife's family. But though
slaves can be bought, wives cannot.
Social disjunctionimplies divergence of interestsand thereforethe
possibility of conflict and hostility, while conjunction requires the
avoidance of strife. How can a relation which combines the two be
given a stable, orderedform ? There are two ways of doing this. One
is to maintain between two persons so related an extreme mutual
respect and a limitation of direct personal contact. This is exhibited
in the very formal relationsthat are, in so many societies, characteristic
of the behaviourof a son-in-law on the one side and his wife's father
and mother on the other. In its most extremeform there is complete
avoidanceof any social contact between a man and his mother-in-law.
This avoidance must not be mistakenfor a sign of hostility. One
does, of course, if one is wise, avoid having too much to do with one's
enemies,but thatis quite a differentmatter. I once askedan Australian
native why he had to avoid his mother-in-law, and his reply was
'Because she is my best friend in the world; she has given me my
wife'. The mutual respect between son-in-law and parents-in-lawis
a mode of friendship. It prevents conflict that might arise through
divergence of interest.
The alternativeto this relation of extreme mutual respect and restraint is the joking relationship,one, that is, of mutualdisrespectand
licence. Any serious hostility is prevented by the playful antagonism
of teasing, and this in its regular repetition is a constant expression
or reminder of that social disjunction which is one of the essential
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componentsof the relation,while the social conjunctionis maintained
by the friendlinessthat takes no offenceat insult.
The discriminationwithin the wife's familybetweenthose who have
to be treatedwith extremerespectand those with whom it is a duty to
be disrespectfulis made on the basis of generationand sometimes of
seniority within the generation. The usual respected relatives are
those of the first ascending generation, the wife's mother and her
sisters, the wife's father and his brothers, sometimes the wife's
mother's brother. The joking relatives are those of a person's own
generation; but very frequentlya distinction of seniority within the
generationis made; a wife's older sister or brothermay be respected
while those younger will be teased.
In certain societies a man may be saidto have relativesby marriage
long before he marries and indeed as soon as he is born into the
world. This is provided by the institutionof the requiredor preferential marriage. We will, for the sake of brevity, consideronly one kind
of such organizations. In many societies it is regardedas preferable
that a man should marrythe daughter of his mother's brother; this
is a form of the custom known as cross-cousin marriage. Thus his
femalecousins of this kind, or all those women whom by the classificatory system he classifiesas such, are potentialwives for him, and their
brothers are his potential brothers-in-law. Among the Ojibwa
Indians of North America, the Chiga of Uganda, and in Fiji and
New Caledonia,as well as elsewhere,this form of marriageis found and
is accompaniedby a joking relationshipbetween a man and the sons
and daughters of his mother's brother. To quote one instance of
these, the following is recordedfor the Ojibwa. 'When cross-cousins
meet they must try to embarrassone another. They "joke" one
another, making the most vulgar allegations, by their standards as
well as ours. But being " kind" relations, no one can take offence.
Cross-cousinswho do not joke in this way are considered boorish,
as not playing the social game.'"
The joking relationshiphere is of fundamentallythe same kind as
that alreadydiscussed. It is establishedbefore marriageand is continued, aftermarriage,with the brothers-and sisters-in-law.
Ruth Landes in Mead, Co-operation
and CompetitionamongPrimitivePeoples,
1937, p. I03.

This content downloaded from 62.122.76.45 on Sun, 15 Jun 2014 20:57:26 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

ON JOKING RELATIONSHIPS

I99

In some parts of Africa there are joking relationshipsthat have
nothing to do with marriage. Mr. Pedler's note, mentioned above,
refersto a joking relationshipbetween two distincttribes,the Sukuma
and the Zaramu,and in the evidence it was stated that there was a
similarrelation between the Sukumaand the Zigua and between the
Ngoni and the Bemba. The woman's evidence suggests that this
custom of rough teasing exists in the Sukumatribe between persons
relatedby marriage,as it does in so many other African tribes.I
While a joking relationshipbetween two tribes is apparentlyrare,
and certainly deserves, as Mr. Pedler suggests, to be carefully investigated, a similarrelationshipbetween clans has been observed in
other parts of Africa. It is described by Professor Labouret and
Mademoiselle Paulme in the articles previously mentioned, and
amongst the Tallensi it has been studied by Dr. Fortes, who will deal
with it in a forthcoming publication.
The two clans are not, in these instances, specially connected by
intermarriage.The relationbetween them is an allianceinvolving real
friendlinessand mutual aid combinedwith an appearanceof hostility.
The general structuralsituation in these instances seems to be as
follows. The individual is a member of a certain defined group, a
clan, for example,within which his relationsto others are definedby
a complex set of rights and duties, referringto all the major aspects
of social life, and supported by definite sanctions. There may be
anothergroup outside his own which is so linked with his as to be the
field of extensionof juraland moralrelationsof the samegeneralkind.
Thus, in East Africa, as we learn from Mr. Pedler's note, the Zigua
and the Zaramu do not joke with one another because a yet closer
I Incidentallyit may be said that it was
hardly satisfactoryfor the magistrateto
establisha precedentwhereby the man, who was observing what was a permitted
and may even have been an obligatory custom, was declared guilty of common
assault,even with extenuatingcircumstances. It seems quite possible that the man
may have committed a breachof etiquette in teasing the woman in the presence of
her mother's brother,for in many parts of the world it is regardedas improperfor
two persons in a joking relationship to tease one another (particularlyif any
obscenity is involved) in the presence of certain relatives of either of them. But
the breach of etiquette would still not make it an assault. A little knowledge of
anthropology would have enabled the magistrate, by putting the appropriate
questions to the witnesses, to have obtained a fuller understandingof the case and
all that was involved in it.
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bond exists between them since they are ndugu(brothers). But beyond
the field within which social relationsare thus definedthere lie other
groups with which, since they are outsiders to the individual'sown
group, the relationinvolves possible or actual hostility. In any fixed
relationsbetween the membersof two such groups the separatenessof
the groups must be recognized. It is preciselythis separatenesswhich
is not merely recognized but emphasizedwhen a joking relationship
is established. The show of hostility, the perpetual disrespect,is a
continual expression of that social disjunction which is an essential
part of the whole structural situation, but over which, without
destroying or even weakening it, there is provided the social conjunction of friendlinessand mutual aid.
The theory that is here put forward, therefore, is that both the
joking relationship which constitutes an alliance between clans or
tribes,and that between relativesby marriage,are modesof organizing
a definiteand stable system of social behaviourin which conjunctive
and disjunctive components, as I have called them, are maintained
and combined.
To provide the full evidence for this theory by following out its
implications and examining in detail its application to different
instances would take a book rather than a short article. But some
confirmationcan perhapsbe offeredby a considerationof the way in
which respect and disrespect appear in various kinship relations,
even though nothing more can be attemptedthan a very brief indication of a few significantpoints.
In studyinga kinshipsystemit is possible to distinguishthe different
relatives by referenceto the kind and degree of respectthat is paid to
them.' Although kinship systems vary very much in their details
there are certain principles which are found to be very widespread.
One of them is that by which a person is requiredto show a marked
respectto relativesbelonging to the generationimmediatelypreceding
his own. In a majorityof societies the father is a relativeto whom
marked respect must be shown. This is so even in many so-called
See, for example,the kinship systems describedin SocialAnthropology
of North
AmericanTribes, edited by Fred Eggan, University of Chicago Press, i937; and
MargaretMead, 'Kinship in the Admiralty Islands', Anthropological Papers of the
American Museum of Natural History, vol. xxxiv, pp. 243-56.
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matrilinealsocieties, i.e. those which are organized into matrilineal
clans or lineages. One can very frequently observe a tendency to
extend this attitude of respect to all relatives of the first ascending
generation and, further, to persons who are not relatives. Thus in
those tribes of East Africa that are organized into age-sets a man is
requiredto show specialrespect to all men of his father'sage-set and
to their wives.
The socialfunction of this is obvious. The social traditionis handed
down from one generationto the next. For the traditionto be maintained it must have authority behind it. The authority is therefore
normally recognized as possessed by members of the preceding
generation and it is they who exercise discipline. As a result of this
the relation between persons of the two generationsusually contains
an element of inequality, the parents and those of their generation
being in a position of superiorityover the childrenwho aresubordinate
to them. The unequal relation between a father and his son is maintained by requiring the latter to show respect to the former. The
relation is asymmetrical.
When we turn to the relation of an individual to his grandparents
and their brothers and sisters we find that in the majorityof human
societies relativesof the second ascendinggenerationare treatedwith
very much less respect than those of the first ascending generation,
and instead of a markedinequalitythere is a tendencyto approximate
to a friendly equality.
Considerationsof space forbid any full discussion of this featureof
social structure, which is one of very great importance. There are
many instancesin which the grandparentsand their grandchildrenare
grouped together in the social structure in opposition to their
childrenand parents. An importantclue to the understandingof the
subjectis the fact that in the flow of social life through time, in which
men are born, become mature, and die, the grandchildrenreplace
their grandparents.
In many societies there is an actual joking relationship,usually of
a relatively mild kind, between relatives of alternate generations.
Grandchildrenmake fun of their grandparentsand of those who are
called grandfatherand grandmotherby the classificatorysystem of
terminology, and these reply in kind.
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Grandparentsand grandchildrenare united by kinship; they are
separatedby age and by the social differencethat resultsfrom the fact
that as the grandchildrenare in process of enteringinto full participation in the social life of the communitythe grandparentsare gradually
retiringfrom it. Importantdutiestowardshis relativesin his own and
even more in his parents'generationimpose upon an individualmany
restraints; but with those of the second ascending generation, his
grandparentsand collateral relatives, there can be, and usually is,
establisheda relationshipof simple friendliness relatively free from
restraint. In this instancealso, it is suggested, the joking relationship
is a method of ordering a relationwhich combines social conjunction
and disjunction.
This thesis could, I believe, be strongly supportedif not demonstrated by considering the details of these relationships. There is
space for only one illustrativepoint. A very common form of joke
in this connexion is for the grandchildto pretend that he wishes to
marrythe grandfather'swife, or that he intends to do so when his
grandfatherdies, or to treat her as alreadybeing his wife. Alternatively the grandfathermay pretendthat the wife of his grandchildis,
or might be, his wife.I The point of the joke is the pretenceat ignoring the differenceof age between the grandparentand the grandchild.
In various parts of the world there are societies in which a sister's
son teases and otherwisebehaves disrespectfullytowards his mother's
brother. In these instances the joking relationshipseems generally
to be asymmetrical. For example the nephew may take his uncle's
propertybut not vice versa; or, as amongst the Nama Hottentots, the
nephew may take a fine beast from his uncle's herd and the uncle in
returntakes a wretched beast from that of the nephew.2
The kind of social structurein which this custom of privileged disrespect to the mother's brother occurs in its most markedforms, for
example the Thonga of south-east Africa, Fiji and Tonga in the
Pacific, and the CentralSiouan tribes of North America, is characterized by emphasis on patrilineallineage and a marked distinction
For examplessee Labouret,Les TribusduRameauLobi, 193 , p. 248, and Sarat
ChandraRoy, TheOraonsof ChotaNagpur, Ranchi, 1915, pp. 352-4.
2
A. WinifredHoernle,' Social Organizationof the Nama Hottentot; Atmerican
Anthropologist, N.S., vol. xxvii, 9I925, pp. 1-24.
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between relatives through the father and relatives through the
mother.
In a former publicationII offered an interpretationof this custom
of privileged familiaritytowards the mother's brother. Briefly it is
as follows. For the continuanceof a social system childrenrequireto
be cared for and to be trained. Their care demandsaffectionateand
unselfishdevotion; their trainingrequiresthat they shall be subjected
to discipline. In the societies with which we are concerned there is
something of a division of function between the parents and other
relatives on the two sides. The control and discipline are exercised
chiefly by the fatherand his brothersand generallyalso by his sisters;
these are relatives who must be respected and obeyed. It is the
mother who is primarily responsible for the affectionatecare; the
mother and her brothers and sisters are therefore relatives who can
be looked to for assistanceand indulgence. The mother's brother is
called 'male mother' in Tonga and in some South African tribes.
I believe that this interpretation of the special position of the
mother'sbrotherin these societies has been confirmedby furtherfield
work since I wrote the article referredto. But I was quite aware at
the time it was written that the discussion and interpretationneeded
to be supplementedso as to bring them into line with a generaltheory
of the social functions of respect and disrespect.
The joking relationshipwith the mother'sbrotherseems to fit well
with the general theory of such relationships here outlined. A
person's most importantduties and rights attach him to his paternal
relatives, living and dead. It is to his patrilineallineage or clan that
he belongs. For the members of his mother's lineage he is an outsider, though one in whom they have a very special and tender
interest. Thus here again there is a relation in which there is both
attachment,or conjunction,andseparation,or disjunction,betweenthe
two persons concerned.
But let us rememberthatin this instancethe relationis asymmetrical.2
'The Mother's Brother in South Africa', South African Journalof Science,
vol. xxi, 1924.

There are some societies in which the relationbetween a mother'sbrother and
a sister's son is approximatelysymmetrical,and therefore one of equality. This
seems to be so in the WesternIslands of Torres Straits,but we have no information
2
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The nephew is disrespectful,and the uncle accepts the disrespect.
Thereis inequalityand the nephew is the superior. This is recognized
by the natives themselves. Thus in Tonga it is said that the sister's
son is a ' chief' (eiki) to his mother's brother, and JunodI quotes a
Thonga native as saying 'The uterine nephew is a chief! He takes
any liberty he likes with his maternaluncle.' Thus the joking relationship with the uncle does not merely annul the usual relation
between the two generations,it reversesit. But while the superiority
of the father and the father's sister is exhibited in the respect that is
shown to them, the nephew's superiorityto his mother'sbrothertakes
the opposite form of permitted disrespect.
It has been mentioned that there is a widespreadtendency to feel
that a man should show respecttowards, and treatas social superiors,
his relativesin the generationpreceding his own, and the custom of
joking with, and at the expenseof, the maternaluncle clearlyconflicts
with this tendency. This conflictbetweenprinciplesof behaviourhelps
us to understandwhat seems at first sight a very extraordinaryfeature
of the kinshipterminologyof the Thonga tribe and the VaNdau tribe
in south-eastAfrica. Amongst the Thonga, although there is a term
malume(==male mother)for the mother'sbrother,this relativeis also,
and perhaps more frequently,referredto as a grandfather(kokwana)
and he refers to his sister's son as his grandchild (ntuAklu).In the
VaNdau tribe the mother's brother and also the mother's brother's
son are called 'grandfather' (tetekulu,literally 'great father') and
their wives are called 'grandmother' (mbiya),while the sister's son
and the father's sister's son are called ' grandchild' (imuzkulu).
This apparentlyfantasticway of classifying relatives can be interpreted as a sort of legal fiction whereby the male relatives of the
mother's lineage are grouped together as all standing towards an
individual in the same general relation. Since this relation is one of
privilegedfamiliarityon the one side, and solicitudeand indulgenceon
the other, it is conceived as being basicallythe one appropriatefor a
grandchildand a grandfather.This is indeed in the majorityof human
societies the relationship in which this pattern of behaviour most
as to any teasing or joking, though it is said that each of the two relativesmay take
the property of the other.
I

Life of a South African Tribe, vol. i, p. 255.
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frequentlyoccurs. By this legal fiction the mother's brother ceases to
belong to the first ascending generation, of which it is felt that the
membersought to be respected.
It may be worth while to justify this interpretationby considering
another of the legal fictions of the VaNdau terminology. In all these
south-eastern Bantu tribes both the father's sister and the sister,
particularlythe elder sister, are persons who must be treated with
great respect. They are also both of them membersof a man's own
patrilineallineage. Amongst the Va Ndau the father'ssister is called
'female father' (tetadji)and so also is the sister.I Thus by the fiction
of terminological classificationthe sister is placed in the father's
generation,the one that appropriatelyincludes persons to whom one
must exhibit markedrespect.
In the south-easternBantutribes there is assimilationof two kinds
of joking relatives,the grandfatherand the mother'sbrother. It may
help our understandingof this to consider an example in which the
grandfatherand the brother-in-laware similarly grouped together.
The CherokeeIndiansof North America,probablynumberingat one
time about 20,000, were divided into seven matrilinealclans.2 A man
could not marry a woman of his own clan or of his father's clan.
Commonmembershipof the sameclan connectshim with his brothers
and his mother'sbrothers. Towards his fatherand all his relativesin
his father'sclan of his own or his father'sgenerationhe is requiredby
custom to show a marked respect. He applies the kinship term for
' father ' not only to his father's brothers but also to the sons of his
father'ssisters. Here is anotherexampleof the same kind of fiction as
described above; the relatives of his own generation whom he is
requiredto respect and who belong to his father'smatrilineallineage
are spoken of as though they belonged to the generation of his
parents. The body of his immediatekindredis included in these two
clans, that of his mother and his father. To the other clans of the
tribe he is in a sense an outsider. But with two of them he is connected, namely with the clans of his two grandfathers,his father's
For the kinship terminology of the VaNdau see Boas, ' Das Verwandtschafts-

system der Vandau ', in Zeitschriftfiir Ethnologie, 1922, pp. 4I-5

.

For an account of the Cherokee see Gilbert, in SocialAnthropology
of North
AmericanTribes,pp. 285-338.
2
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fatherand his mother'sfather. He speaksof all the membersof these
two clans, of whatever age, as 'grandfathers' and 'grandmothers'.
He stands in a joking relationshipwith all of them. When a man
marrieshe must respecthis wife's parentsbut jokes with her brothers
and sisters.
The interestingand criticalfeatureis that it is regardedas particularly appropriatethat a man should marry a woman whom he calls
'grandmother', i.e. a member of his father's father's clan or his
mother'sfather'sclan. If this happenshis wife's brothersand sisters,
whom he continues to tease, are amongst those whom he previously
teased as his 'grandfathers' and 'grandmothers'. This is analogous
to the widely spreadorganizationin which a man has a joking relationship with the childrenof his mother's brotherand is expectedto
marryone of the daughters.
It ought perhaps to be mentioned that the Cherokee also have a
one-sided joking relationship in which a man teases his father's
sister's husband. The same custom is found in Mota of the Bank
Islands. In both instances we have a society organized on a matrilineal basis in which the mother's brother is respected, the father's
sister's son is called ' father' (so that the father's sister's husband is
the father of a 'father'), and there is a special term for the father's
sister's husband. Further observation of the societies in which this
custom occurs is requiredbefore we can be sure of its interpretation.
I do not rememberthat it has been reportedfrom any part of Africa.
What has been attempted in this paper is to define in the most
general and abstractterms the kind of structuralsituation in which
we may expect to find well-markedjoking relationships. We have
been dealing with societies in which the basic social structureis provided by kinship. By reason of his birth or adoption into a certain
position in the social structurean individualis connectedwith a large
numberof other persons. With some of them he finds himself in a
definite and specific jural relation, i.e. one which can be defined in
terms of rights and duties. Who these persons will be and what will
be the rights and duties depend on the form taken by the social
structure. As an exampleof such a specificjuralrelationwe may take
that which normally exists between a father and son, or an elder
brother and a younger brother. Relations of the same general type
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may be extended over a considerablerange to all the members of a
lineage or a clan or an age-set. Besides these specific jural relations
which are definednot only negatively but also positively, i.e. in terms
of things that must be done as well as things that must not, there are
general juralrelationswhich are expressedalmost entirelyin terms of
prohibitionsand which extend throughout the whole political society.
It is forbidden to kill or wound other persons or to take or destroy
their property. Besides these two classes of social relations there is
another,including many very diverse varieties,which can perhapsbe
called relations of alliance or consociation. For example, there is a
form of allianceof very great importancein many societies, in which
two persons or two groups are connected by an exchangeof gifts or
services.' Another exampleis provided by the institution of bloodbrotherhood which is so widespread in Africa.
The argument of this paper has been intended to show that the
joking relationshipis one special form of alliance in this sense. An
alliance by exchange of goods or services may be associatedwith a
joking relationship, as in the instance recorded by Professor Labouret.2 Or it may be combined with the custom of avoidance.
Thus in the AndamanIslandsthe parentsof a man and the parentsof
his wife avoid all contactwith eachother and do not speak;at the same
time it is the custom that they should frequently exchange presents
through the mediumof the younger marriedcouple. But the exchange
of gifts may also exist without eitherjoking or avoidance,as in Samoa,
in the exchangeof gifts between the family of a man and the family of
the woman he marriesor the very similar exchange between a chief
and his 'talking chief'.
So also in an allianceby blood-brotherhoodthere may be a joking
relationship as amongst the Zande;3 and in the somewhat similar
alliance formed by exchange of names there may also be mutual
teasing. But in alliances of this kind there may be a relation of
extreme respect and even of avoidance. Thus in the Yaralde and
Nouvelle Serie, tome i,
See Mauss, ' Essai sur le Don', Annee Sociologique,
pp. 3o-I86.
2
Africa, vol. ii, p. 245.
3

Evans-Pritchard,' Zande Blood-brotherhood', Africa, vol. vi, I933, pp. 369-

40I.
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neighbouring tribes of South Australiatwo boys belonging to communitiesdistantfrom one another,and thereforemore or less hostile,
are brought into an alliance by the exchange of their respective
umbilical cords. The relationshipthus establishedis a sacred one;
the two boys may never speak to one another. But when they grow
up they enter upon a regular exchange of gifts, which provides the
machineryfor a sort of commercebetween the two groups to which
they belong.
Thus the four modes of allianceor consociation, (i) through intermarriage,(2) by exchangeof goods or services, (3) by blood-brotherhood or exchangeof namesor sacra,and (4) by the joking relationship,
may exist separatelyor combinedin severaldifferentways. The comparativestudy of these combinationspresentsa numberof interesting
but complex problems. The facts recorded from West Africa by
Professor Labouret and Mademoiselle Paulme afford us valuable
material. But a good deal more intensive field research is needed
before these problems of social structurecan be satisfactorilydealt
with.
What I have called relationsby allianceneed to be comparedwith
true contractual relations. The latter are specific jural relations
enteredinto by two persons or two groups, in which either partyhas
definite positive obligations towards the other, and failure to carry
out the obligations is subject to a legal sanction. In an alliance by
blood-brotherhoodthere are general obligations of mutual aid, and
the sanction for the carryingout of these, as shown by Dr. EvansPritchard,is of a kind that can be called magical or ritual. In the
allianceby exchangeof gifts failureto fulfil the obligation to make an
equivalentreturnfor a gift receivedbreaksthe allianceand substitutes
a state of hostility and may also causea loss of prestigefor the defaulting party. ProfessorMaussI has argued that in this kind of alliance
alsothereis a magicalsanction,but it is very doubtfulif such is always
present,and even when it is it may often be of secondaryimportance.
The joking relationshipis in some ways the exact opposite of a
contractualrelation. Instead of specific duties to be fulfilled there is
privilegeddisrespectand freedomor even licence, and the only obligation is not to take offenceat the disrespectso long as it is kept within
I

Essai sur le Don '.
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certainbounds definedby custom, and not to go beyondthose bounds.
Any default in the relationship is like a breach of the rules of etiquette; the person concerned is regarded as not knowing how to
behave himself.
In a true contractualrelationshipthe two parties are conjoined by
a definite common interest in reference to which each of them
accepts specific obligations. It makes no difference that in other
matters their interests may be divergent. In the joking relationship
and in some avoidance relationships, such as that between a man
andhis wife's mother, one basic determinantis that the social structure
separates them in such a way as to make many of their interests
divergent, so that conflict or hostility might result. The alliance by
extreme respect, by partial or complete avoidance, prevents such
conflict but keeps the parties conjoined. The allianceby joking does
the same thing in a differentway.
All that has been, or could be, attemptedin this paperis to show the
place of the joking relationship in a general comparative study of
social structure. What I have called, provisionally, relations of consociation or alliance are distinguished from the relations set up by
common membershipof a political society which are definedin terms
of general obligations, of etiquette, or morals, or of law. They are
distinguished also from true contractualrelations, defined by some
specificobligationfor eachcontractingparty,into which the individual
entersof his own volition. They are furtherto be distinguishedfrom
the relations set up by common membershipof a domestic group, a
lineage or a clan, each of which has to be definedin terms of a whole
set of socially recognizedrights and duties. Relations of consociation
can only exist between individuals or groups which are in some way
socially separated.
This paper deals only with formalizedor standardizedjoking relations. Teasing or makingfun of other persons is of course a common
mode of behaviourin any human society. It tends to occur in certain
kinds of social situations. Thus I have observed in certainclasses in
English-speaking countries the occurrence of horse-play between
young men and women as a preliminaryto courtship, very similar
to the way in which a CherokeeIndianjokes with his 'grandmothers'.
Certainlythese unformalizedmodes of behaviourneed to be studied
p
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by the sociologist. For the purposeof this paperit is sufficientto note
that teasing is always a compound of friendlinessand antagonism.
The scientificexplanationof the institutionin the particularform in
which it occurs in a given society can only be reachedby an intensive
study which enablesus to see it as a particularexampleof a widespread
phenomenon of a definite class. This means that the whole social
structurehas to be thoroughly examinedin order that the particular
form and incidence of joking relationshipscan be understoodas part
of a consistentsystem. It if be askedwhy that society has the structure
that it does have, the only possible answer would lie in its history.
When the history is unrecorded, as it is for the native societies of
Africa, we can only indulge in conjecture, and conjecture gives us
neither scientificnor historicalknowledge.I
A. R. RADCLIFFE-BROWN.

Resume
LA PARENTE2A PLAISANTERIES
ON constate chez plusieurs tribus africaines l'existence des rapports sociaux
coutumiers tels que les interesses ont le droit, et meme le devoir, de s'injurier.
Ce sont les parentes ou les alliances a plaisanteries. Le but de cette article est
d'indiquer les conditions generales dans lesquelles ces usages se trouvent. C'est
quand la structure sociale est telle qu'entre deux personnes il y a a la fois liaison
et separation que l'on trouve ou des relations de respect exagere et de pudeur,
ou leurs contraires, des relations de sans-gene ou d'irrespect, de raillerie ou
de badinage grossier, voire meme obscene. Ce sont deux moyens alternatifs
d'etablir une alliance qui peut s'appeler extra-juridique.
The general theory outlined in this paper is one that I have presented in
lectures at various universitiessince 1909 as part of the general study of the forms
of social structure. In arrivingat the present formulation of it I have been helped
by discussions with Dr. Meyer Fortes.
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