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MATRILOCAL MARRIAGE OF THE VATA?AN AMI®

(Summary)
PIN-HSIUNG Liu

The Vata’an Ami practice monogamy. In their matrilineal society ma-
trilocal marriage is prevalent and the original form. Formerly patrilocal
marriage only occured in order to keep up with the ambil-anak succession,
but at present this rule is no more strictly followed. The Ami have both,
sorrorate and levirate, the former being the rule for matrilocal marriages,
the latter functioned only in rare cases. Divorce and re-marriage occur
frequently, and wide difference in age between the spouses is quite common.
Exchange-marriage was rare, but was welcomed by the people. It was due
not o the difmculty in finding a spouse, but served to maintain the number
of workers within the family. It also happened occasionally that brothers
or cousins married a couple of sisters.

There are no exogamous restrictions with this tribe, and marriage is
prohibited only for the following three instances.

1) Incest taboo: For the matrilineal kin within the range of fourth
cousins (mother’s brothers, and grandmother’s brothers kin to the second
cousin), and for the patrilineal kin within the second cousins (father’s
brother’s kin to the first cousins). The relatives beyond this scope are per-
mitted to intermarry, but there exists more or less the tendency to avoid
marriages between relatives.

2) Those who are the descendants of sworn enemies are taboced from
Intermarriage for at least ten generations, or for ever.

3) For those who have been brought up in the same house, notwith-
standing that they are no relatives, intermarriage is strictly tabooed, and

(1) The Ami are the largest of the Formosan native tribes and their number is estimated to
50,000. They live along the east coast and beyond the coastal mountain range in a broad rift
valley, and practice agriculture and fishing. The Ami follow the matrilineal rule of descent
and the marriage is matrilocal. The male population is divided into age-grades with a men’s
house as center.

The material for this paper was collected in 1958-9, at the large village of Vata’an (pop. 2362)
situated in the center of the rift valley in the Hualien hsien.
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they are obliged to observe the incest taboo of the family that has adopted
them.

The marriageable age for the Ami is 25-30 years for the male, when
they have passed through the first age-grades, and for the female 1t 1is
ordinarily 17-22, after they have reached maturity gnd are recognized as
grown-up women. Desirable qualities for a spouse are an active and brisk
demeanour, politeness and loyalty. Physical or mental debilities are always
considered a barrier to marriage.

During the pre-marriage period there is no restriction for the social in-
tercourse of the young people, and the marriage is always based on free
choice. Only in rare Cases are the marriage arrangements made by the
parents. When the young lovers decide to marry, the consent of their parents
is requested. While re-marriages may be concluded at any time of the year,
the period of the ilisin® and the busy farming season are preferred for
primary marriages. The marriage ceremonies are simple. At first the groom
goes to the bride’s house to offer his services and help with the hard work.
After the day’s toil he returns to his home. Some days later the bride’s
parents permit him to stay at their house. Then the marriage is officially
recognized.

For the primary marriage there were formerly several ways by which
the groom could join the family of his bride. After the parents had accep-
ted his proposal, the mother expressed her consent by beating the rectangular
wooden mortar. The sound of the pounding announced to the villagers that
a marriage was impending. On this night the groom returned to his house
to fetch his maternal uncle. He entered the bride’s home by the main-
entrance, while the groom had to stand outside the side door. The uncle
was received at the place of honour, to the right of the main-door, where
the bride joined him.:- A rice cake and some wine was placed before them,
and the groom tosses his head-cloth into the room, which was put next to
the wine and cake. (see sketch page ) The uncle took a cup of wine and
proceeded to perform the “miftek” by sprinkling the wine on the floor and
invoking the spirits. (The mz'fték is a ceremony that accompanies all im-

(1) The iélisin is the most important of the Ami’s agricultural rituals. It was held after the
millet harvest and the initiation ceremonies for a new age-grade were performed during this
period. In former head-hunting times it included special rites held before the skulls, which
were re-arranged on the shelves berore the priest’s (Rakita’an) house, fed by the hunters, and
their spirits beseeched to favour the crop of the next year.
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portant events with the Ami.) A friend of the groom—preferably one of a
‘lucky” family with many children—snatched the rice cake, whereupon he
was repiimanded by the uncle and had to return part of it. The bride’s
family and the uncle then proceeded to take a meal, while the groom rendered
himself to the men’s house. On the next morning, accompanied by the father
of ‘his friend, he went to the bride’s home. The older man took a wooden
mortar and placed it in the middle of the room, saying: ‘“That is the boy’s
hunting booty”’, a symbolic action from which may be concluded that in
former times the groom had to give proof of his hunting skill. Upon this
the groom was admitted to the house, and they all had a festive meal.

Another form of bringing the groom into the bride’s house was to send
a large cake of glutinous rice into the groom’s house. Once this cake had
>een placed into the interior of the home, the man was obliged to render
himself to the bride’s house. Or the bride took the initiative, and went to
the groom’s‘ house with a torch, and escorted him to her home. On the 2nd
day of the ilisin festival it was customary that the people of the neigh-
bouring village of Tavarong invited their relatives. If a couple that intended
to marry danced and celebrated together at this occasion and received presents,
it was considered married, and that night the groom could render himself
to the bride’s home.

On the 7th day of the ilisin festival, Vata’an celebrated the initiation
of a new age-cilass. When the girl during the dance, snatched the boy’s
tobaccoo bag, she indicated that he couldd come that night to her home.
Another way by which the man obtained the permission‘ to enter the girl’s
home, was by offering his help to her family during the harvest season.
When the work was completed, he could be accepted as a new member.

Re-marriages did not require any of the above mentioned formalities.
To be admitted tc the woman’s house, the man could just wait for her at
the roadside when she went to the fields, carry her farm implements and
assist her with the fieldwork. |

Today these customs are no longer followed, as most of the Ami have
become Christians, and a Christian wedding ceremony replaces the ancient
practices.

Divorce was frequent—and still is—but was not regarded immoral or
illegal. The main reasons for divorce were incompatibility of the couple
and their parents-in-law. adultery and barrenness. Sbmetime_s a sworn hostility
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between the kin group of the spouses that came to light after the marriage,
or was newly established, led to divorce. When the marriage is terminated
for one of these reasons, the children are allocated to the mother. The
presents given to the man during the time of wedding—he received a spear
from his father-in-law, and clothes from his mother-in-law—are kept by him.
The fields cultivated by the spouses are attributed to the woman. For the
children the affinal relationship and kinship terminology usages are maintained.
In case of childless marriages the affinity is suspended, but the kinship
terminology is preserved. If however the divorce is caused by sworn

enmity, affinity and kinship are suspended at once, may there be a child or
not.

If the marriage was considered unlucky, because it remained childless,
or the offspring died etc., but the couple nevertheless decided to stay together,
they divorced and re-married other partners, but divorced these after some
time and re-married the former spouse.

Or the couple divorced and then repeated the marriage custom as they
had done before. Should the children of the couple die, but they wanted to
avoid a divorce of the unlucky marriage, the couple could have recourse to
the following practice: at the funeral of the last child, they hecame naked
and went to a young areca palm-tree, infolded it with their arms, while
the funeral party shouted abuse to them. This was considered a way to
divert the curse from the unlucky couple to the tree. Widows and widowers
were always placed under strict taboos, as they were supposed to possess
strong magical power, having ‘“devoured the soul” of the deceased partner.
The same was the case with parents whose children had died. During the
mourning period, which formerly lasted 8 years, but was gradually reduced to
7, 5, 3 years, the mourners were not allowed to use the main door when leaving
and entering the house. A widower had to remain in the home of his deceased
wife. Mourners were prohibited from doing field-work, as otherwise heavy
downpours of rain could occur. After a prolonged drought widows and
widowers were persuaded to bathe in the river to bring about rain. A
widower could not take part in the activities of his age-group, for the time
of the mourning period. Mourners were not permitted to hand an object
directly to another person, but had to place it on the floor to be picked up,
otherwise the other person might become aifected by an eve disease. Mourners
had to wear white clothes, not the customary dark ones. When in the house,
they had to keep themsel-ves in the background or the corners, and they
could not take meals in the company of guests.



