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GARO MARRIAGES.

BY SIR J. G. FRAIER.

IN an article under this heading in the last number of
Folk-Lore* Mr. T. C. Hodson says: * It may help to
remove misunderstandings if this examination of Garo
marriages begins with a transcript of the exact text of the
passage in the Assam Census Report for 1891, on which Sir
James Frazer bases his view that ‘among the Garos
marriage with a mother’s brother’s widow appears to be a
simple consequence of previous marriage with her daughter.’
The text is as follows: * Mr, Teunon informs me of a casc
in which a man refused to marry the widow who was in
this instance a sccond wife, and not his wife's own mother ;
and the old lady then gave hersclf and her own daughter
in marriage to another man. In a dispute regarding the
property which followed, the laskar reported that the first
man having failed to do his duty, the second was cntitled
to the greater part of the property.’ In this casc, there-
fore, the marriage with the daughter followed as a con-
scquence of the marriage with the widow.”

On this I have to obscrve that my view, which Mr.
Hodson quotes quite correctly, was not based, as he scems
to think, on the single passage of the Assam Census Report
for 1801 ; but that it was based on five passages of four
different writers, all of them high authoritics on Indian
ethnology—the late Colonel E. T. Dalton, the late Sir
W. . Hunter, Sir Edward A, Gait, and Major A. Playfair.
The passages arc not quoted by me in my book, but exact

1 June 3oth, 1921, p. 133.
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references are there given to them all in a footnote
to the passage on which Mr. Hodson comments.! I have
again consulted all five passages, and, as they scem to me
to be relevant and to confirm the view which Mr, Hodson
criticizes, 1 will here quote them for the sake of readers
who may be interested in the question, and to whom the
works from which the quotations are made may not be
casily accessible. T will take the passages in the order in
which I have referred to them, which is also the chrono-
logical order.

(1) Coloncel E. T. Dalton writes thus:

** The Garo laws of inheritance and intermarriage are
singular and intricate, and it was after many enquirics in
different quarters and testing the information received in
various ways that I recorded the following notc on the
subject :

* The clans arc divided into different houses called
mahdris (Buchanan calls them chatsibak) which may be
translated motherhoods. A man cannot take to wife a girl
of his own mahdri, but must sclect from onc of the mahdris
with whom his family have from timec immemorial ex-
clusively allicd themselves. In some of the now noblest
familics there is but one mahdri with which, as a rule, they
can intermarry. This howcver is not irrcfragable, and
should maidens of that particular house be wanting, the
young men may choose, or morc correctly speaking, be
chosen by a daughter of some other. If it be not on this
account nccessary to look clsewhere, a man’s sister should

V Folk-lora in the Old Testament, il. 254 (not 454, as cited by Mr.
Hodson). The footnote runs as follows: " E. T. Dalton, Descriptive
Ethnology of Bengal, p, 63 ; (Sir) \W. W, Hunter, Statistical Account of
Assam (London, 1879), ii. 154 ; Census of India, 1891, Assam, by (Sir)
E. A. Gait, vol. i. Report (Shillong, 1892), p. 229 Major A, Playfair,
The Garos (London, 1909), pp. 68, 72 sg. According to Sir E. A. Gait,
it is the husband of the youngest daughter who is bound to marry his
widowed mother-in-law, and this is natural enough, since it is the

youngest daughter who is her mother’s heir among the Garos *' (Folk-loye
i the Old Testament, ii. 253 5q.).
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marry a son of the housc of which his wife is daughter, his
son may marry a daughter of that sister, and his daughter
may marry his sister's son who, in such case, comes to reside
with his father-in-law and succeeds to the property in right of
his wife and her mother. Inherent in males there is no
right to succeed to property of any description, and this
is all to sccure a transmission of pure blood ; but though
a son cannot inherit his father's property, his mother
cannot be cjected from the position she enjoyed conjointly
with her husband. The successor must recognize in her
the mistress of the house not only as his mother-in-law,
should she stand in that relation to him, but also as his
wife, though the marital rights be shared with her own
daughter. It is conscquently not uncommon to sce a
young Garo introducing as his wifc a woman who, as
regards age, might be his mother, and in fact is his mother-
in-law and his aunt,” !

In this passage the words which I have printed in italics
(** who, in such case, comes to reside with his father-in-law
and succceds to the property in right of his wife and her
mother ") clearly imply that a man marrics his cousin, the
daughter of his mother's brother, and comes to reside with
his wife in the house of his father-in-law (his mother’s
brother) during the life-time of his father-in-law: it is
not until after his father-in-law’s death that the son-in-law
succeeds to his father-in-law’s widow, who, in the case
contemplated by Colonel Dalton, is both his mother-in-law
and his aunt (his father's sister). Thus a man's marriage
with his cross-cousin (the daughter of his mother's brother)
necessarily precedes his marriage with his widowed mother-
in-law ; he marrics his mother-in-law because he had first
married her daughter; the marriage with the mother-in-
law is a conscquence and effect of a previous marriage with
her daughter.

1 Colonel E. T. Dalton, Descriptive Ethnology of Bengal (Calcutta,
1873}, p. 63.
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(2) Sir W. W. Hunter writes thus:

** Right of Succession.—A remarkable custom among the
Garos is that a man who marries the favourite daughter of a
household has to marry his mother-in-law in the event of the
death of his father-in-law, and through her succeeds to all the
property, which thus descends through the female line.
The sons receive nothing, but have to look to the family
into which they marry for their establishment in life.” *

Sir W. W. Hunter does not mention the marriage with
a cross-cousin, but the words which I have printed in
italics make it quitec clear that the marriage with the
mother-in-law follows the marriage with her daughter and
is a conscquence of it: a man marrics his mother-in-law
because he had first married her daughter.

(3) Sir Edward A. Gait, speaking of the Garos, writes
thus:

* There is a curious custom, by which the husband of the
youngest daughter has to marry his mother-in-law (who s
often hiis own aunt) when she becomes a widow and failing
to do this, he loses his claim to share in the family property.
Mr. Teunon informs me of a casc in which a man refused
to marry the widow, who was in this instance a sccond
wife, and not his wife's own mother; and the old lady
then gave herself and her own daughter in marriage to
another man. In a dispute regarding the property which
followed, the laskar reported that the first man having
failed to do his duty, the second was entitled to the greater
part of the property.” ?

This is the passage quoted by Mr. Hodson, but in
quoting it he has omitted the opening sentences, which
I have printed in italics. Yet thesc sentences are
essential to the passage, the remainder of which cannot be

1 Sir W. W, Hunter, Statistical Account of Assam (London, 1879),
fi. 154.

% Census of India, 1891, by (Sir) E. A. Gait, vol. i. Report (Shillong,
1892), p. 229.
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fully understood without them; for they describe the
general custom, while the part quoted by Mr. Hodson
deals only with one particular case of the custom. The
words omitted by Mr. Hodson clearly imply that marriage
with the daughter precedes marriage with her mother; a
man marrics the youngest daughter of the house, and
afterwards, when his father-in-law dies, hc marries his
widowed mother-in-law in ordcr to enjoy her share of the
family property. This is entircly in accordance with the
view which I have adopted, that among the Garos marriage
with a widowed mother-in-law is a simple conscquence of
a previous marriage with her daughter.

When we examine the particular case of the custom
reported by Mr. Teunon, we find that it does not entircly
conform to the general rule laid down by Sir Edward
Gait ; for in it the widow, whom the man was expected to
marry, was not, as Mr. Hodson has rightly pointed out,
his mother-in-law, since we are told that she was * not his
wife's own mother,"” and that she was a sccond wife.
Apparently we are left to infer that the man had married
a daughter of the first wife, that the first wife, his real
mother-in-law, was dead, and that in default of her he was
bound to marry the sccond wife, the step-mother of his
own wife. Only, it scems, on this hypothesis can the
particular case be found to conform to the gencral rule.
Thus the widow whom, in this case, the man was bound
to marry was not his mother-in-law but his step-mother-
in-law. In referring to the case in my book ! I overlooked
the exact relationship between the parties and crroncously
spoke of them as mother-in-law and son-in-law respectively,
whereas 1 should rather have described them as step-
mother-in-law and stepson-in-law, [ am obliged to Mr,
Hodson for indicating the mistake, and I will take care to
have it corrected in future cditions. But while the par-
ticular casc is so far exceptional, it appcars not to affect

Y Folk-lore in the Old Testament, ii. 233.
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the general rule that a son-in-law is bound to marry his
father-in-law's widow for the sake of enjoying her pro-
perty ; indeed, it extends the rule by showing that the
obligation exists even when the widow is not the mother,
but only the stepmother of the man's own wife.

But the case in question is exceptional in another respect
in so far as it scems to imply that, when the widow has an
unmarried daughter, the man who marries the widow is
bound to marry her daughter also. This obligation, so far
as I remember, is not mentioned by any other of our
authoritics on Garo law. It is with reference to this
obligation, implied, but not definitely stated, in a single
instance, that Mr. Hodson can affirm, quite correctly, that
** in the casc cited marriage with the daughter was a con-
sequence, not a cause, of the marriage with the widow.”
But in saying so he has overlooked the general custom
(clearly implicd in the sentences which he has omitted
from his quotation) that marriage with a man’s widow is
a consequence of a previous marriage with his daughter.
Hence, if my interpretation of the particular case under
discussion is correct, we may say that in this case both
the marriage with the widow and the marriage with her
daughter were, or rather would have been, if the man had
consented to them, direct consequences of his previous
marriage with a daughter of the deccased first wife. But,
as Mr. Hodson observes, the story is not quite clear ; hence
any interpretation of it is nccessarily somewhat precarious.

(4) Major A. Playfair, our highest authority on Garo
law and custom, writes as follows :

* I have mentioned that there is an exception to the
tule that a girl may choose her husband. This exception
occurs when one daughter of a family is given in marriage
to the son of her father's sister. Should she not have
such a cousin, she must marry a man of her father's
*motherhood, who is chosen for a substitute. The
daughter’s husband then becomes his father-in-law's
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nokrom, a term which I have fully explained in the chapter
on inheritance. When a girl is thus given in marriage to
her cousin, the couple take up their abode with the former's
parents. At the death of his fatherein-law the nokrom
marrics the widow, thus assuming the anomalous position
of husband to both mother and daughter.” !

Here, again, it is plain that marriage with the widowed
mother-in-law follows, and docs not precede, marriage with
her daughter ; a man first marries his cousin and takes up
his abode with her parents ; afterwards, when his father-
in-law dies, he marrics the widow, his mother-in-law.

(5) Further, Major A. Playfair, in treating of inheritance
among the Garos, writes as follows :

** Although a man cannot inherit property, his machong
[motherhood) assumes a right to control what his wife has
brought him. In order that the control shall not dic out
in the event, for instance, of the husband's death, he has
the right to choose a male member of his clan to represent
him. This representative is known as his nokrom. He is
not an heir, for as a male he cannot inherit, and the person
whose nokrom he is has nothing to leave, but he is the
channel through which the * motherhood * of the husband
maintains its hold on the property of the wife. When
possible, this nokrom is the son of the man’s sister, and he
is expected to marry his uncle’s daughter, and the widow
also when his uncle dies. In the event of there being no
sister's son, a member of the man's machong [motherhood]
is adopted as nokrom.” ?

From this passage we learn that a man is cxpected to
marry his cross-cousin, the daughter of his mother’s brother,
in the lifetime of his uncle, and that on his uncle's death
he is cxpected to marry the widow, his mother-in-law.
Thus once more we are informed, on the best authority,
that marriage with a mother-in-law, the widow of a mother's

1 Major A. Playfair, The Garos (London, t909), p. 68.
2 1bid. pp. 72 8.
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brother, follows as a consequence from a previous marriage
with a cross-cousin, her daughter,

I have now quoted all the passages to which in Folk-lore
in the Old Testament 1 referred in support of the conclusion
which Mr. Hodson has criticized. They seem to me unani-
mously to confirm that conclusion, which accordingly, for
the sake of readers who do not possess my book, I will here
repeat unchanged :

‘* Thus among the Garos marriage with a mother’s
brother’s widow appears to be a simple consequence of
previous marriage with her daughter; in other words, it
is the cffect, not the cause of the cross-cousin marriage, and
is dctermined by the purcly cconomic, not to say mer-
cenary, motive of obtaining those matcrial advantages
which are inscparably attached to the hand of the widow.
Henee a study of Garo customary law seems peculiarly
fitted to cxplain the origin and meaning of cross-cousin
marriage ; for it cnjoins, first, the exchange of sisters in
marriage,! seccond, the marriage of a man with his cross-
cousin, the daughter of his mother's brother, and, third,
marriage with the widow of the mother’s brother, If I am
right, these three customs are related to cach other in a
chain of causc and ecffect. The exchange of sisters in
marriage produced as its natural consequence the marriage
of cross-cousins ; and the marriage of cross-cousins in its
turn produced by a natural conscquence the marriage with
the mother’'s brother's widow. All three customs arose
simply and naturally through cconomic motives. Men
exchanged their sisters in marriage because that was the
cheapest way of getting a wife; men married their cross-
cousins for a similar rcason; and men married their
widowed mothers-in-law because that was the only way of
enjoying the old ladies’ property.” ? J. G. FrAzkr.

) This is stated by Coloncl Dalton in the first of the passages quoted
above, p. 203 ef seq. (" a man's sister should marry a son of the house of
which his wife is daughter *).

3 Folk-lore in the Old Testament, ii. 254.



