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Fathers and Children in Respect-Avoidance Behavior and
Gift Exchanges on Woleai Atoll

KARAKITA Yasuyuki

Abstract

This paper has focused on complimentary superiority in cross-sibling relation as a binding force between land-
holding groups in Woleai. Woleaian society might be characterized by matrilineal descent groups and uxorilocal
residence in an ideological sense. However, at the center of its structuring principles is cross-sibling relationship.
Two categories are recognized among the members of a matrilineal clan, i.e. laiul mwal (children of men) and laiul
shoabut (children of women). These two categories show a complementary superiority in the contexts of respect-
avoidance behaviors and the formation of land-holding groups. While respect-avoidance behavior between parallel-
siblings depends on relative age and genealogical seniority, in relationships involving cross-siblings, the direction
of respect-avoidance behaviors is always from sister's side to brother's side. Thus, children of men are superior to
children of women. The superiority of children of men is explained by the reasoning that the children of men extend
the senior status of brother and mother's brother, who marry out from the homestead of the children of women .

On the other hand, the children of women are superior to the children of men in the formation of land-holding
groups. Matrilineal descent is the rule for primary group membership. However, a segment within a lineage is
formed only when children of men receive land from their father's group, and they have certain obligations towards
their father's group. If the children of men could not meet these obligations, the children of women could confiscate
the land concerned from the children of men. Thus, through the patrilateral gifts of land, children of women are
superior to children of men. This complimentary superiority of the children of men and the children of women

underlies inter-group alliance.
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