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“. .. The laws of logic which ultimately
govern the world of the mind are, by their
nature, essentially invariable; they are com-
mon not only to all periods and places but
to all subjects of whatever kind, without any
distinction even between those that we call
the real and the chimerical; they are to be
seen even in dreams. . . .”

—Comte, Cours de Philosophie
positive, 52° Legon.



Introduction

I

Totemism is like hysteria, in that once we are persuaded to
do bt that it is possible arbitrarily to isolate certain phenomena
and to group them together as diagnostic signs of an illness, or-
of an objective institution, the symptoms themselves vanish or
nppear refractory to any unifying interpretation. In the case of
grand hysteria, the change is sometimes explained as an effect
of a social evolution which has displaced the symbolic expression
of mental troubles from the somatic to the psychic sphere. But
the comparison with totemism sug(fests a relation of another
order between scientific theories and culture, one in which the
mind of the scholar himself plays as large a part as the minds
of the people studied; it is as though he were seeking, consciously
or unconsciously, and under the guise of scientific objectivity, to
make the latter—whether mental patients or so-called “primi-
tives"—more different than they really are. The vogue of hys-
teria and that of totemism were contemporary, arising from the
same cultural conditions, and their parallel misadventures may
be initially explained by a tendency, common to many branches
of learning toward the close of the nineteenth century, to mark
off certain human phenomena—as though they constituted a
natural entity—which scholars preferred to regard as alien to
their own moral universe, thus protecting the attachment which
they felt toward the latter.

The first lesson @s critique of Charcot’s theory of
hysteria lay in convincing us that there is no essential'aiﬂé?lznce
betwecn_states of mental health and mental illness; that the
passage from one to the other involves at most 7 Tiodification in
certain general operations which everyone may see in himself;
and that consequently the mental patient is our brother, since
he is distinguis%ed from us in nothing more than by an involu-
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contours coincide in only a minority of cases and each may be

present without the others.

Thus the Thompson River Indians have totems but no
clans; the Iroquois have clans called after animals which are
not totems; and the Yukhagir, who are divided into clans, have
religious beliefs in which animals play a large part, but through
the mediation of shamans, not social groups. The supposed
totemism eludes all effort at absolute definition. It consists, at
most, in a contingent arrangement of nonspecific elements. It is
a combination of particulars which may be empirically observ-
able in a certain number of cases without there resulting any
special properties; it is not an organic synthesis, an object in
social nature,

The place assigned to totemism in American textbooks after
Goldenweiser’s criticisms continued to diminish with the passa
of the years. In Lowie’s Primitive Society, eight pages are slﬁ
reserved for totemism, firstly to condemn Frazer's undertaking,
then to sum up and support Goldenweiser's first ideas (with the
reservation, nevertheless, that his definition of totemism as the
“socialization of emotional values” is too ambitious and too gen-
eral; for while the natives of Buin have a quasi-religious attitude
toward their totems, those of the Kariera of western Australia
are subject to no tabu and are not venerated). But Lowie re-
proaches Goldenweiser mainly for going back on his scepticism,
to a certain extent, in admitting an empirical connection between
totemism and clans; whereas the Crow, Hidatsa, Gros Ventre,
and Apache have clans without totemic names, and the Aranda
have totemic groups which are distinct from their clans. Lowie
therefore concludes: “I am not convinced that all the acumen

and erudition lavished upon the subject has established the re-
ality of the totemic phenomenon.” 2

Thereafter, the liquidation was accelerated. Let us just
compare the two editions of Kroeber's Anthropology. That of
1923 still contains numerous references to the topic, but the
problem is not examined otherwise than to distinguish clans and
moieties as a method of social organization from totemism as a
symbolic system. There is no necessary connection between the
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two, but at most a factual connection which poses an unsolved
S:tablem. And in spite of the 856 pages of the second edition,

e index—though it runs to 39 pages—contains no more than
a solitary entry under “Totemism,” and this only to an incidental
observation concerning a small tribe in Brazil, the Canella: “The
second pair of moieties . . . is not concerned with marriage but
is totemic—that is, certain animals or natural objects are sym-
bolically representative of each moiety.” *

To return to Lowie, in An Introduction to Cultural Anthro-
pology (1934) he discusses totemism in half a page, and in his
second textbook on primitive sociology, Social Organization
(1948), he mentions the word “totemism” only once, and in
passing, to explain Schmidt’s position.

In 1938, Boas published General Anthropology, a textbook
of 718 pages which he brought out in oolliioomtiun with his
Eupils. e discussion of totemism occupies four pages, written

y Gladys Reichard. A number of heterogeneous phenomena,
she observes, have been brought together under tl;:e name of
totemism: lists of names or emlglems, the belief in a supernatural
relationship with non human beings, prohibitions which may
be alimentary but are not always such (e.g., to walk on grass
and eat out of a bowl, in Santa Cruz; to touch a bison horn or
foetus, charcoal or verdigris, insects and vermin, among the
Omaha), and certain rules of exogamy. These phenomena are
sometimes associated with kin groups, sometimes with military
or religious fraternities, sometimes with individuals. To sum up:

Too much has been written of totemism in its different ts
. . . to permit leaving it entirely out of the discussion. . l?:cc
the manifestations are so varied in different parts of the world, since
their resemblances are only apparent, and since they are phenomena
which may occur in many settings not related to real or supposed
consanguinity, they can by no be fitted into a single category.*

In his Social Structure, Murdock excuses himself for not
dealing with the question of totemism, remarking that its bear-

ing on the formal structuring of social relations is comparatively
slight: “If social groups are to receive names, animal designations

are as obvious as any.” ®

Introduction 7

A curious study by Linton certainly contributed to the in-
creasing indifference of American scholars toward a problem
which had hitherto been so much debated. During the First
World War, Linton belonged to the 42nd or “Rainbow” Division,
a name arbitrarily chosen by a staff officer because the division
was composed of units from so many states that their regimental
colors were as varied as those of the rainbow. But as soon as the
diﬁsionarﬁvedinancerhjsnmnebecamecunentusge:
when soldiers were asked to which unit they belonged, the
would answer, “I am a Rainbow.”

Around February 1918, i.e., five or six months after the
division had been given this name, it was generally agreed that
the a nce of a rainbow was a happy omen for it. Three
months later, it was said that a rainbow was seen—even in spite
of incompatible meteorological conditions—every time the di-
vision went into action.

In May 1918 the division found itself deployed near the
77th, whicg painted its vehicles with its own distinctive em-
blem, the Statue of Liberty. The Rainbow Division adopted this
custom, which it thus imitated from its neighbor, but with the
intention also of distinguishing itself from it. By August or
September, wearing a badge in the form of a rainbow had be-
come general, in spite of the belief that the wearing of distinc-
tive insignia had its origin in a punishment inflicted on a
defeated unit. This went on until at Ll:;:lnd of the war thzfAm:lT-
ican Expeditionary Force was organized into “a series of w
defined and often mutually jmlous%ps, each of which had its
individual complex of ideas and observances.” These the author
enumerates as: (1) segmentation into groups conscious of their
identity; (2) the bearmil:y each group of the name of an ani-
mal, thing, or natural phenomenon; (3) the use of this name
as term of address in conversation with strangers; (4) the use
of an emblem, drawn on divisional weapons and vehicles, or as

ornament, with a ding tabu on the use of the
emblem by other groups; (5) respect for the “patron” and the
design representing it; (6) a vague belief in its protective role
and in its value as augury.
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Almost any investigator who found such a condition existin
among an uncivilized people would class these associated beliefs an:
practices as a totemic complex. It shows a poverty of content when
contrasted with the highly developed totemism of the Australians or
Melanesians, but it is fully as rich as the totemic complexes of some
of the North American Indian tribes. The main points in which it
differs from true totemism are the absence of marriage regulations,
or beliefs in descent from, or of blood relationship with, the
totem. . . . ©

However, remarks Linton in conclusion, these regulations
are a function of clan organization rather than of totemism

properly speaking, since they do not always accompany it.

II1

All the criticisms listed so far have been American, not be-
cause we accord a special place to American anthropology, but
because it is a historical fact that the demolition of the problem
of totemism began in the United States (despite a few prophetic
pages by Tylor, never taken up, to which we shall return below),
and that it was tenaciously prosecuted there. To be convinced
that this was not a merely local development, we need only con-
sider rapidly the development of ideas in England.

In 1914, one of the most famous theoretical writers on
totemism, W. H. R. Rivers, defined it by the cdalescence of
three elements: (1) a social element, viz., the cofnection of an
animal or vegetable species, or an inanimate object, or perhaps
a class of inanimate objects, with a group defined by the society,

ically with an ex ous group or clan; (2) a psychological
gpementy, viz., a beliec{':gia:lna relgrtionpof kinship betwepzl{ me::iers
of the group and the animal, plant, or thing, often expressed in
the idea that the human.group is descended from it; (3) a ritual
element, viz., a respect for the animal, plant, or thing, typically
manifested in a prohibition on eating the animal or p%ant, or on
using the object, except on certain conditions.”

As the ideas of contemporary English anthropologists will
be analyzed and discussed E:l?w, let us merely compare two
modern views with that of Rivers. First, a current textbook:
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It will be seen that the term “totemism” has been a plied to a
hew r-'_p between _human _beings _and
natural species or phenomena, For this reason it is impossible to
have made to do so. . . . ehnitions of tofémism are either
80 SPEcihic as fo exclude a number of systems which are commonly re-

fen:ed to as “totemic” or so general as to include many phenomena
which cannot properly be referred to by this term.®

Second, the most recent consensus, as expressed in the sixth
edition (1951) of Notes and Queries on Anthropology, a collec-
tive work published by the Royal Anthropological Institute:

In the widest sense of the term, we may speak of totemism if-
(1) the tribe or group . . . consists of groups (totem-groups) comr
prising the whole population, and each of these groups has a certain
relationship to a class of object (totem), animate or inanimate; (2)
the relations between the social groups and the objects are of the same
genenal kind; and (3) a member of these totemic groups cannot (ex-
cept under special circumstances, such as adoption) change his
membership.

Three subsidiary conditions are appended to this definition:

Totem relationship implies that every member of the species
shares the totemic relationship with every member of the totem-
group. As a rule members of a totem group may not intermarry.

e are often obligatory rules c&m behavior . . . sometimes the

hibition on eating the totem ies, sometimes ial terms of

ifiress, decoration %r badges, ::Egc a prescribed mvior to the
totemic objects.?

This definition is more complex and precise than that of
Rivers, though both of them comprise three points. But the
three points of Notes and Queries differ from those of Rivers.
His second point (belief in a relation of kinship with the
totem) has disappeared; and his first and third points (con-
nection between natural class and “typically” exogamous group,
food tabu as the “typical” form of respect) are relegated, in
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company with other circumstances, to subsidiary conditions. In
their stead, Notes and Queries lists: the existence of a double
series in native thought, one “natural,” the other social; ho-
mology of relations between terms of the two series; and the con-
stancy of these relations. In other words, nothing remains of
totemism, to which Rivers wished to give a content, other than
a form:

The term totemism is used for a form of social organization and
magicoreligious practice, of which the central feature is the associa-
tiont of certain groups (usually clans or lineages) within a tribe with
certain classes of animate or inanimate things, the several groups

&ing associated with distinct classes,’®

But this caution with regard to a notion which can be
retained only after it has been emptied of its substance and, as
it were, disincarnated, does no more than underline the point of
Lowie's general warning to the inventors of institutions:

We must first inquire whether . . . we are comparing cultural

realities, or merely figments of our logical modes of classification.!?

IV

The passage from a concrete to a formal definition of
totemism actually back to Boas. As early as 1916, aiming at
Durkheim as muc%-?e:s at Frazer, he denied that cultural phe-
nomena could be brought together into a unity. The notion of
“myth” is a category of our thought which we use arbitrarily in
order to bring together under one word attempts to explain
natural phenomena, products of oral literature, philosophical
speculations, and cases where linguistic processes emerged to full
consciousness. Similarly, totemism is an artificial unity, existing
solely in the mind of the anthropologist, to which nothing
specifically corresponds in reality.

When we speak of totemism we actually confuse two prob-
lems. The first problem is that posed by the frequent identifica-
tion of human beings with plants or animals, and which has to
do with very general views of the relations between man and
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nature, relations which concern art and magic as much as society
and religion. The second problem is that of the designation of
groups based on kinship, which may be done with the aid of
animal or vegetable terms but also in many other ways. The term
“totemism” covers only cases in which there is a coincidence of
the two orders.

In certain societies a very general tendency to postulate inti-
mate connections between man and natural beings or objects is
put into effect in order to qualify concretely classes of relatives,
either true or classificatory. In order that such classes shall per-
sist in a distinct and lasting form, it is necessary that these
societies possess stable rules of marriage. It may therefore be
affirmed that the alleged totemism always presupposes certain
forms of exogamy. Van Gennep has misinterpreted Boas on this
Euint: the latter restricts himself to affirming the logical and

istorical priority of exogamy over totemism, without claiming
that the second is the result or a consequence of the former.

Exogamy itself can be conceived and practiced in two ways.
The Eskimo restrict the exogamous unit to the family, defined
by real relations of kinship. The content of each unit being
strictly fixed, demographic expansion entails the creation of new
units. The groups are static; since their extent is limited by
definition, they are not capable of a wider integration, and they
exist only on condition that, as it were, they throw le out.
This form of amy is incompatible with totemim‘:OLmuse
the societies we;?& apply it lack—at least on this level—any
formal structure.

If, on the contrary, the exogamous group is capable of ex-
tension, the form of the groups remains constant: it is the con-
tents -of each which increase. It becomes impossible to define
membership in a group directly by genealogical means. Hence
the necessity of:

(1) an unequivocal rule of descent, such as unilineal
descent:

(2) a name, or at least a differentiating mark, transmitted
by descent, which takes the place of a knowledge of real links.

As a general rule, there will be a progressive diminution in
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the number of component groups in societies of the latter type,
since demographic evolution leads to the extinction of some of
them. In the absence of an institutional mechanism permitting
the fission of ding groups, such as will re-establish equi-
librium, this evolution will result in societies reduced to two
exogamous groups. This may be one of the origins of so called
dual organizations.

On the other hand, differentiating marks in any society,
though varying one from the other in content, must be fc:m:‘]r
of the same type. Otherwise, one group would be defined by
name, another I?' ritual, another by coat of arms, and so on.
However, there do exist cases of this kind, though they are rare,
which demonstrate that Boas did not carry his criticism far
enough. But he was certainly on the right path when he con-
cluded that “The homology of distinguishing marks of social
divisions of a tribe is proof that they are due to a classificatory
tendency.” 12

In sum, Boas’s thesis, which van Gennep misinterpreted,
comes down to the suggestion that the formation of a system, on
the social level, is a necessary condition of totemism. This is the
reason that it excludes the Eskimo, whose social organization is
nonzstematic, and that it necessitates unilineal descent (to
which we may add bilineal descent, which is a compound de-
velopment of the former, though often mistakenly confused with
undifferentiated descent) because this alone is structural.

That the system should have recourse to animal and vege-
table names is a particular case of a method of differential desig-
nation, the nature of which remains the same whatever the
type of denotation employed.

This is perhaps where Boas’s formalism misses the mark,
for if the things denoted must, as he says, constitute a system,
the mode of designation, in order to play its integral part, must
also be systematic. The rule of homology, formulated by him, is
too abstract and too hollow to meet this demand. Societies are
known which do not comply with it, and it is not thereby ex-
cluded that the more complex means of differentiation which
they employ shall also form a system. Conversely, the question
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nrises why the animal and vegetable domains should offer a spe-
cially favorable nomenclature for denoting a social system, and
what relations exist logically between the system of denotation
and the system that is denoted. The animal world and that of
plant life are not utilized merely because they are there, but be-
cause they suggest a mode of thought. The connection between
the relation of man to nature and the characterization of social
groups, which Boas thought to be contingent and arbitrary, only
scems so because the real link between the two orders is indirect,
passing through the mind. This postulates a homology, not so
much within the system of denotation, but between differential
features existing, on the one hand, between species x and y, and
on the other, between clan a and clan b.

known tha _th e_inventor of totemism as a_the:.
xasM d_ennan/ in his Fortrghtly Review articles

d1ip & Anmals and Plants,” where is found

the famous brmuh?%&&ismﬁuw_

matrilineal descent. Biit hadlly hirty years were required before
the formulation not only of criticism in Boas's very terms, but
also of developments such as we have sketched out at the end of
the preceding paragraph. In 1899, namely, Tylor published ten
pages on totemism, and his “remarks” could have ogziated many
divagations, both old and recent, if they had not been so much
out of fashion. Well before Boas, Tylor suggested that in evalu-
ating the place of totemism, “it is necessary to consider the tend-
ency of mankind to classify out the universe.” **

From this point of view, totemism may-be-ddined as the a
seciation of an animal species and a_human clan. ,But

continues,

What I venture to protest against is themanner in which totems
have _been-nla cel aAmost—=at—the feung m@.__Totcmim
"tk en up as it was as a side-issue tory of law, and con-

sidered with insufficient immense _framework of
early teli has exaggerated out of prgorfion to its rea]
théological magnitude.™
e ——— e e e i

And he concludes:
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It may be best to postpone [certain] inquiries until . . . the
totem has shrunk to the dimensions it is justly entitled to in the the-
ological schemes of the world. Nor do I propose to enter into detailed
discussion of the social results on the strength of which totemism
claims a far greater importance in sociology than in religion . . .
Exogamy ean and does exist without totemism . . . but the fre-
quency of their close combination over three-quarters of the earth
points to the ancient and powerful action of the totems at once in
consolidating clans and allying them together within the larger circle
of the tribe2®

Which is one way of posing the problem of the logical power of
systems of denotation that are borrowed from the realm of
nature.

ONE

The Totemic [llusion

I

To accept as a theme for discussion a category that one be-

lieves to be false always entails the risk, simply by the attention
that is paid to it, of entertaining some illusion about its reality.
In order to come to grips with an imprecise obstacle one em-
phasizes contours where all one really wants is to demonstrate
their insubstantiality, for in attacking an ill founded theory the
critic begins by paying it a kind of respect. The phantom which
is imprudently summoned up, in the hope of exorcising it for
good, vanishes only to reappear, and closer than one imagines to
the place where it was at first.
...,‘%CE"egha‘_aEs it would be wiser to let obsolete theories fall into
oblivion, and not to awake the dead. But, as old King Arkel says,
history does not produce useless events.* If great minds were
fascinated for years by a problem which today seems unreal, it is
because they vaguely perceived that certain phenomena, arbi-
trarily grouped and ill analyzed though they may have been, were
nevert]iless worthy of interest. How could we hope to tackle them
for ourselves, in order to propose a different interpretation, with-
out first agreeing to retread pace by pace an itinerary which, even
if it led nowhere, induces us to look for another route and may
help us to find it?

It should be emphasized that we employ the term totemism,
sceptical though we are as to the reality of what it denotes, as it
has been understood by the authors whose theories we are about
to discuss. It would be inconvenient to put it always in quotation

* M. Maeterlinck, Pelléas et Mélisande, Act I, Scene 2 (Orchestra score,
Paris, Durand & Cie., p. 38).
15
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marks,ortopreﬁxitwithdxewo:d"sofalled”ne i
:lf the argument authorize certain concessions of voclz-ael:?:ll:ym?:
ﬂ;&uot.atlot.l marks and the adjective should always be under-
" as implicit, and a reader would be jll advised to raise objec-
on on the ground of any phrase or expression which mg ht a
pear to contradict this pf;inly declalj position. Rk
e So much made clear, let us try to define objectively and in
; mclllst general aspects the semantic field within which age found
epl Ta;namena commonly grouped under the name of totemism
M e method we adopt, in this case as in others, consists in
e f(élllgw}‘:g operations: ;
ne the phen i
Swen £ o mor s, el o sppeseny | "2 b
! tel).'mc!.:;)l'lst:x-n.lct a table of possible permutations between
(3) take this table as the eneral object of i i
at this level only, can yield necgssary comjmection:n:l}zs ;inw?r:zallh
phen?mefzon considered at the beginning being oniy one P ible
combination among others, the complete system of whit:ll:;mSI
be reconstructed beforehand. By
The term totemi i d _ideol

-between two series, ong siatural the other cultur ik
wi\”w’mﬁmtga;ﬁ?ﬁa:& o:hﬂ:t;ﬁ

i;u s; the cu].m{g_l_gﬁzies comprises groups and persons. All

ese terms are arbitrarily chosen in order to distinguish, in each
Series, two modes of existence; colleetive and in vidual, and in
_ order not to confuse the series with each other. But at this pre-
d]lmmaisﬁnctr-y stage any terms at all could be used, provided they were

NATURE . . . Category

CULTURE . . Group oy

Person

There are four ways of iati
] _ ys of associating the terms, two
E:Il&:gl:ngs '31 tht;: q;ﬁﬂ;lcrent senes, ie, o?galisfying with thge:v‘:;
o m: s;l;es: hypothesis that there exists a relation be-

'T'he Totemic IMusion 7
1 2 3 o

NATURE Category  Category  Particular  Particular
CULTURE Group Person Person Group

To each of these four combinations there correspond observ-
able phenomena among one or more peoples. Australian totemism,
under “social” and “sexual” modalities, postulates a relation be-
tween a natural category (animal or mfelable species, or class of
ob& or phenomena) and a cultural group (moiety, section,
sub-section, cult-group, or the collectivity of members of the
same sex). The second combination corresponds to the “individ-
ual” totemism of the North American Indians, among whom an
individual seeks by means of physical trials fo Teconcile_himself
with a natural category~-As an example of the third combination
we may take Mota, in the Banks Islands, where a child is thousl:t
to be the incarnation of an animal or plant found or eaten by the
mother when she first became aware that she was pregnant; and
to this may be added the example of certain tribes of the Algon-
quin group, who believe that a special relation is established
between the newborn child and whatever animal is seen to ap-
proach the family cabin. The group-particular combination is
attested from Polynesia and Affrica, wll:t;re certain animals (guard-

ian lizards in New Zealand, sacred crocodiles and lion or leopard
in Africa) are objects of social protection and veneration; it is
probable that the ancient tians d beliefs of the same
type, and to such also may be related the ongon of Siberia, even
J;Ough there they concern not real animals but figures treated
by the grouﬁ as though they were alive.
ing, the four combinations are equivalent,
since they are all the results of the same operation. But only the
first two have been included in the sphere of totemism (and it
is still debated, moreover, which of the two is original, and which
derivative), while the other two have been only indirectly related
to totemism, one as a preliminary form (which is how Frazer
regarded Mota) and the other as a vestiges Many authors even
prefer to leave them completely out okdccount.
The totemic illusion is thus the result, in the first place, of a

.
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wanl @it LY v
diot ion of a s:mmﬁc Feld to which belong phenomena of the

same type. Certain aspects of this field have been si::jgled out at
the expense of others, giving them an originality and a strange-
ness?riich they do not really possess; for they are made to appear
mysterious by the very fact o? abstracting them from the system
of which, as transformations, they formed an integral part. Are
they distinguished, at least, by a greater “presence” and coherence
than the other a ? We have only to consider some examples,
beginning with that which is at the origin of all speculations on
totemism, to be convinced that their apparent significance is due
to 2 mistaken division of reality.

II

It is well known that the word totem is taken from the
Ojibwa, an Algonquin language of the region to the north of
the Great Lakes of northern America. The expression ototeman,
which means roughly, “he is a relative of mine,” is composed of:
initial o, third person prefix; -+, epenthesis serving to prevent
the coalescence of vo -m-, possessive; -an, third suffix;
and, lastly, -ote-, which expresses the relationship n Ego
and a male or female relative, thus defining the exogamous group
at the level of the generation of the subject. It was in this way
that clan membership was expressed: a nindotem, “my clan
is the bear”; pindiken nindotem, “come in, clan-brother,” etc.
The Ojibwa clans mostly have animal names, a fact which
Thavenet—a French missionary who lived in Canada at the end
of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth
—explained by the memory preserved by each clan of an animal
in its country of origin, as the most handsome, most friendly, most
fearsome, or most common, or else. the animal usually hunted.

This collective naming system is not to be con with
the belief, held by the same Ojibwa, that an individual may
enter into a relationship with an animal which will be his
guardian spirit. The only known term designating this individua
guardian spirit was transcribed by a traveler in the middle of th

nineteenth century as migouimes, and thus has nothing to dc
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with the word “totem” or any other term of the same type. Re-
searches on the Ojibwa show that the first description of the
supposed institution of “totemism”—due to the English trader
and interpreter Long, at the end of the eighteenth century—re-
sulted from a confusion between clan names (in which the names
of animals correspond to collective a ions) and beliefs con-
cerning guardian spirits (which are individual protectors).* This
is more clearly seen from an analysis of Ojibwa society.

These Indians were, it seems, organized into some dozens of
patrilineal and patrilocal clans, of which five may have been
older than the others, or, at any rate, enjoyed a particular prestige.

A myth explains that these five “original” clans are ie-
scended from six anthropomorphic supernatural beings who
emerged from the ocean to mingle with human beings. One of
them had his eyes covered and dared not look at the Indians,
though he showed the greatest anxiety to do so. At last he could
no longer restrain his curiosity, and on one occasion he partially
lifted his veil, and his eye fell on the form of a human being,
who instantly fell dead “as if struck by one of the thunderers.”
Though the intentions of this dread being were friendly to men,
yet the glance of his eye was too strong, and it inflicted certain
death. His fellows therefore caused him to return to the bosom
of the great water. The five others remained among the Indians,
and “became a blessing to them.” From them originate the five
great clans or totems: catfish, crane, loon, bear, and marten.®

In spite of the mutilated form in which it has been handed
down to us, this myth is of considerable interest. It affirms, to
begin with, that there can be no direct relationship, based on con
ﬁguil{:ebemeen man and totem. The only possible relationship
must be “masked,” and thus metaphorical, as is confirmed by the
fact, reported from Australia and America, that the totemic

animal is sometimes designated by another name than that ap-
plied to the real animal, to the extent that the clan name does not
immediately and normally arouse a zoological or botanical as-
sociation in the native mind.

In the second place, the myth establishes another opposi-
tion, between personal relation and collective relation. ﬁ:
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Indian does not die just because he is looked at, but also because
of the singular behavior of one of the supematural beings,
whereas the others act with more discretion, angeas a group.

In this double sense the totemic relationship is implicitly
distinguished from that with the guardian spirit, which involves
a direct contact crowning an individual and solitary quest. It is
thus native theory itself, as it is expressed in the myth, which
invites us 1 separate collective totems from individual guardian

irits, and to stress the mediating and metaphorical character of
:Ee relationship between man and the eponym of his clan. Lastly,
it puts us on our guard against the temptation to construct a
totemic system by accumulating relationships taken one by one,
and uniting in each case one group of men to one animal species,
whereas the primitive relation is between two systems: one based
on distinction between groups, the other on distinction between
species, in such a fashion that a plurality of groups on the one
hand, and a plurality of species on the other, are placed directly
in correlation and in opposition.

According to the reports b{ Warren, who was himself an
Ojibwa, the principal clans gave birth to others:

Catfish: merman, sturgeon, pike, whitefish, sucker
Crane: eagle

Loon: cormorant, goose

Bear:
Marten: moose, reindeer

In 1925 Michelson recorded the following clans: marten,
loon, eagle, bull-head salmon, bear, sturgeon, great lynx, 1
c:ane,ﬂzﬁicken. Some years later, and in anotier region (Old
Desert Lake), Kinietz found six clans: water spirit, bear, cat-fish,
eagle, marten, chicken. He added to this list two more clans
ﬁh‘ifh had recently disappeared: crane, and an undetermined

r

Among the eastern Ojibwa of Parry Island (in
Bay, part og Lake Huron), Jenness compiled in 1929 a series of
“bird” clans: crane, loon, eagle, gull, sparrowhawk, crow; a series
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f “animal” clans: bear, caribou, moose, wolf, beaver, otter, rac-
soon, skunk; a seres of “fish” clans: sturgeon, pike, catfish.
T'here was also another clan, waxing moon, and a whole list of
ames of clans which were hypothetical or which had disap-
seared from the region: squirrel, tortoise, marten, fisher, mink,
sirch-bark. The :r.l:i]fl existing clans were reduced to six: reindeer,
eaver, otter, loon, falcon, and sparrowhawk.

It is also ible that the division was into five groups, b
ub division of the birds into “celestial” (eagle, sparrowhawk
nd “aquatic” (all the others), and the mammals into “terrestrial”
nd “aquatic” (those inhabiting swampy zones, such as the cervi-
ae of Canada, or which live on fish, such as the fisher, mink,
tc.).

However this may be, it has never been of the
Jjibwa that they believe members of a clan to be descended
rom the totemic animal; and the latter was not the object of a
ult. Thus Landes remarks that although the caribou has com-
letely disappeared from southern Canada, this fact did not at
Il worry the members of the clan named after it: “It’s only a
ame,” they said to the investigator. The totem was freely h]{ed
nd eaten, with certain ritual precautions, viz., that permission
ad first to be asked of the animal, and apologies be made to it
fterwards. The Ojibwa even said that the animal offered itself
ore willingly to the arrows of hunters of its own clan, and that
t paid therefore to call out the name of the “totem” before shoot-
ngat it.

The chicken and the pi of European im
on—were used in order mpmnvenﬁomp?dan t[(;otrlt:;
alf caste offspring of Indian women and white men (because
he rule of patrilineal descent would otherwise have deprived
hem of a clan). Sometimes such persons were also assigned to
he eagle clan, because this bird figures on the arms of the

nited States, well known from its currency. The clans were
hemselves divided into bands designated by the parts of the
lan animal, e.g., head, hindquarters, subcutaneous fat, etc.

In thus assembling and comparing the evidence from several
:gions (each of w}:'i'cgh furnishes on?y a partial list, since the
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clans are not equally represented everywhere), we may discern a
tripartite division: water (water spirit, catfish, pike, sucker,
stur%eon, salmonidae, and so onm, ie., all the “fish” clans); air
(eagle, sparrowhawk, then crane, loon, gull, cormorant, goose,
etc.); earth (first the group consisting of caribou, moose, rein-
deer, marten, beaver, raccoon, then that of fisher, mink, skunk,
squirrel, and lastly bear, wolf, and lynx). The place of the snake
and of the tortoise is uncertain.

Entirely distinct from the system of totemic names, which
is governed by a principle of equivalence, there is that of the
“spirits” or manido, which are ordered in a hierarchized pantheon.

ere was certainly a hierarchy of clans among the Algonquin,
but this did not rest on a superiority or inferiority attributed to
the epov;{mous animals other than in jokes such as, “My totem
is the wolf, yours is the pig. . . . Take care! Wolves eat pigs!” *
At most there were reported hints of physical and moral distinc-
tions, conceived of as specific properties. The system of “spirits,”
to the contrary, was plainly ordered along two axes: that of
greater and lesser spirits, and that of beneficent and maleficent
spirits. At the summit, the great spirit; then his servants; then, in
Emdmg order—both morally and physically—the sun and
moon, forty-eight thunderers d to mythical snakes, “little
invisible Indians,” male and female water spirits, the four
cardinal points, and finally hordes of manido, named and un-
named, which haunt the sky, the earth, the waters, and the
chthonian world. In a sense, therefore, the two systems—"totems”
and manido—are at right angles to each other, one being ap-
proximately horizontal, the olier vertical, and they coincide at
only one point, since the water spirits alone are unambiguously
present in both the one and the other. This may perhaps explain
why the supernatural spirits'in the myth related above, who are
responsible for the totemic names and for the division into clans
are described as emerging from the ocean.

All the food tabus reported from the Ojibwa derive fro
the manido system, and they.are all explained in the same way
viz., as prohibitions communicated to the individual in dreams
on the part of particular spirits, against eating a certain meat or
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Oertain'part of the body of an animal 2., th
porcupine, the tongue of the moose, etc.’ 'th;ani;:ai}egng:mtz
does not necessarily figure in the list of clan names.

MANIDO SYSTEM
great spirit
sun moon
thun- derers
cardinal Points
“TOTEMIC”
SYSTEM eagle, goose, water spirits, pike, sturgeon, etc.

chthonian snakes

et C.

Similarly, the acquisition of a uardi irit cam
T ia
consummation of a strictly mdmdua? v:nt:‘:rl;:'i;?1 :r;nch ;ida: a'.:tl':;
boys were encouraged to undertake when they approached

These favors were onl
: v : y granted, however, iti -
hawng with obedience and considerateness toov!tlrafgnil: sk o

In spite of all these differences, the confus; .
t 1l th ¢ ; on bet
gﬁrr;han spirit into which Long fell may be expl:i?el:l 'i::;l:r: ll:d
2 act that the latter was never “a fa.rtinﬂar mammal or bir
sutm:lso:-lem ht see by day aroun e wigwam, but a super-
natural being which represented the entire species.” 8 3

I
Let us now look at another part of the world, described by

Raymond Firth in accounts which have contributed greatly to the
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exposure of the extreme complexity and heterogeneous character
of beliefs and customs too hastily lumped together under the
label of totemism. These analyses are all the more illuminating
in that they concern a region—Tikopia—which Rivers thought
to furnish the best proof of the existence of totemism in Poly-
nesia.

But, says Firth, before advancing such a view:

. it is essential to know whether on the human side the relation
[with the species or natural object] is one in which people are in-
volved as a group or only as individuals, and, as regards the animal
or plant, whether each species is concerned as a whole or single mem-
bers of it alone are considered; whether the natural object is regarded
as a representative or emblem of the human group; whether there is
any idea of identity between a person and the creature or object and
of descent of one from the other; and whether the interest of the
people is focused on the animal or plant per se, or it is of importance
primarily through a belief in its association with ancestral spirits or
other deities. And in the latter event it is very necessary to understand
something of the native concept of the relation between the species
and the supernatural being.®

This suggests that to the two axes which we have distin-
guished, viz., group-individual and nature-culture, a third should
be added on which should be arranged the different conceivable
types of relation between the extreme terms of the first two axes:
emblematic, relations of identity, descent, or interest, direct, in-
direct, etc.

Tikopia society is composed of four patrilineal but not nec-
essarily exogamous groups called kainanga, each headed by a
chief (ariki) who stands in a special relationship to the atua.
This latter term designates gods properly speaking, as well as
ancestral spirits, the souls of former chiefs, etc. As for the native
conception of nature, this is dominated by a fundamental distinc-
tion between “edible things” (e kai) and “inedible things” (sise e
kai).

The “edible things” consist mainly of vegetables and fish.
Among the vegetables, four species are of first importance in that
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each has a particular affinity with one of the four clans: the
yam “listens to” or “obeys” sa Kafika; and the same relation ob-
tains between the coconut and the clan sa Tafua, the taro and
the clan sa Taumako, the breadfruit and the clan sa Fangarere.
In fact, the vegetable is thought to belong directly, as in the
Marquesas, to the clan god (incarnated in one of the numerous
varieties of freshwater eels or those of the coastal reefs), and the
agricultural rite primarily takes the form of a solicitation of the
god. The role of a clan chief is thus above all to “control” a
vegetable species. A further distinction between species is nec-
essary: the planting and harvesting of the yam or taro, and the
harvest of the breadfruit tree, are of a seasonal nature. This is
not the case with coconut palms, which reproduce spontaneously,
and the nuts of which ripen all year round. This difference may
perhaps correspond to that between the respective forms of con-
trol: everybody possesses, cultivates, and harvests the first three
species, and prepares and consumes their products, while only
the clan in charge of them performs the ritual. But there is no
special ritual for coconut palms, and the clan which controls
them, Tafua, is subject to only a few tabus: in order to drink
the milk, its members have to pierce the shell instead of breaking
it; and in order to open the nuts and extract the flesh they may
use only a stone, and no other tool.

These differential modes of conduct are not interesting
solely because of the correlation they suggest between rites and
beliefs on the one hand and certain objective conditions on the
other. They also support the criticism advanced above against the
rule of homology formulated by Boas, since three clans express
their relationship to the natural species through ritual, and the
fourth through prohibitions and prescriptions. The homology,
therefore, if it exists, has to be sought at a deeper level.

However this may be, it is clear that the relationship of men
to certain vegetable species is expressed under two aspects,
sociological and religious. As among the Ojibwa, a myth is re-
sorted to in order to unify them:

A long time ago the gods were no different from mortals,
and the gods were the direct representatives of the clans in the
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land. It came about that a god from foreign parts, Tikarau, paid
a visit to Tikopia, and the gods of the land prepared a splendid
feast for him, but first they organized trials of strength or speed,
to see whether their guest or they would win. During a race, the
stranger slipped and declared that he was injured. Suddenly,
however, while he was pretending to limp, he made a dash for
the provisions for the feast, grabbed up the heap, and fled for
the hills. The family of gods set off in pursuit; Tikarau slipped
and fell again, so that the clan gods were able to retrieve some
of the provisions, one a coconut, another a taro, another a bread-
fruit, and others a yam. Tikarau succeeded in reaching the sky
with most of the foodstuffs for the feast, but these four vegetable
foods had been saved for men.”

Different though it is from that of the Ojibwa, this myth
has several points in common with it which need to be em-
phasized. Firstly, the same opposition will be noted between in-
dividual and collective conduct, the former being negatively re-
garded and the latter positively in relation to totemism. In the
two myths, the individual and maleficent conduct is that of a
greedy and inconsiderate god (a point on which there are re-
semblances with Loki of Scandinavia, of whom a masterly study
has been made by Georges Dumézil). In both cases, totemism as
a system is introduced as what remains of a diminished totality, a
fact which may be a way of expressing that the terms of the
system are significant only if they are separated from each other,
since they alone remain to equip a semantic field which was
previously better supplied and into which a discontinuity has
been introduced. Finally, the two myths suggest that direct
contact (between totemic gods and men in one case; gods in the
form of men and totems in the other), i.e., a relation of con-
tiguity, is contrary to the spirit of the institution: the totem be-
comes such only on condition that it first be set apart.

On Tikopia, the category of “edible things” also includes
fish. However, there is no direct association at all between the
clans and edible fish. The question is complicated when the gods
are brought into the picture. On the one hand, the four vegetable
foods are held to be sacred because they “represent” the gods—
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the yam is the “body” of the deity Kafika, the taro is that of

Taumako; the breadfruit and coconut are respectively the “head”
of Fangarere and of Tafua—but, on the other hand, the gods
“are” fish, particularly eels. We thus rediscover, in a transposed
form, the distinction between totemism and religion which has
already been discerned in the opposition between resemblance
and contiguity. As among the Ojibwa, Tikopian totemism is ex-
pressed by means of metaphorical relations.

On the religious plane, however, the relation between god
and animal is of a metonymic order, firstly because the atua is
believed to enter the animal, but does not change into it; secondly
because it is never the totality of the species that is in question
but only a single animal (therefore a part of the species) which
is recognized, by its unusual behavior, as being the vehicle of a
god; lastly because this kind of occurrence takes place only in-
termittently and even exceptionally, while the more distant rela-
tion between vegetable species and god is of a more permanent
nature. From this last point of view, one might almost say that
metonymy corresponds to the order of events, metaphor to the
order of structure.®*

That the plants and edible animals are not themselves gods
is confirmed by another fundamental opposition, that between
atua and food. It is in fact inedible fish, insects, and reptiles that
are called atua, probably, as Firth suggests, because “creatures
which are unfit for human consumption are not of the normal
order of nature. . . . [In the case of animals] it is not the edible,
but the inedible elements which are associated with supernatural
beings.” If, then, Firth continues, “we are to speak . . . of these
phenomena as constituting totemism it must be acknowledged
that there are in Tikopia two distinct types of the institution—
the positive, relating to plant food-stuffs, with emphasis on
fertility; the negative, relating to animals, with emphasis on un-
suitability for food.” ®

* Seen in this perspective, the two myths of the origin of totemism which
we have summarized and compared may also be considered as myths con-
cerning the origin of metaphor. And as a metaphorical structure is, in general,
characteristic of myths, they therefore constitute in themselves metaphors of
the second degree.
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The ambivalence attributed to animals appears even greater
in that the gods assume many forms of animal incarnation. For
the sa Tafua, the clan god is an eel which causes the coconuts of
its adherents to ripen; but he can also change into a bat, and
as such destroy the palm plantations of other clans. Hence the
prohibition on eating bats, as well as water hens and other birds,
and also fish, which stand in a particularly close relationship to
certain deities. These prohibitions, which may be either general
or limited to a clan or lineage, are not however of a totemic char-
acter: the pigeon, which is closely connected with Taumako clan,
is not eaten, but there are no scruples against killing it, because
it plunders the gardens. Moreover, the prohibition is restricted to
the first-born.

Behind the particular beliefs and prohibitions there is a
fundamental scheme, the formal properties of which exist in-
dependently of the relations between a certain animal or vege-
table species and a certain clan, sub-clan or lineage, through
which it may be discerned.

Thus the dolphin has a special affinity for the Korokoro
lineage of Tafua clan. When it is stranded on the beach, mem-
bers of this kin group make it an offering of fresh vegetable food-
stuffs called putu, “offering on the grave of a person recently de-
ceased.” The meat is then cooked and shared between the clans,
with the exception of the kin group in question, for which it is
tapu because the dolphin is the preferred form of incarnation of
their atua.

The rules of distribution assign the head to the Fangarere,
the tail to the Tafua, the forepart of the body to the Taumako,
and the hindpart to the Kafika. The two clans whose vegetable
species (yam and taro) is a god’s “body” are thus entitled to
“body” parts, and the two whose species (coconut, breadfruit) is
a god’s “head” receive the extremities (head and tail). The form
of a system of relations is thus extended, in a coherent fashion,
to a situation which at first sight might appear quite foreign to it.
And, as among the Ojibwa, a second system of relations with
the supernatural world, entailing food prohibitions, is combined
with a formal structure while at the same time remaining clearly
distinct from it, though the totemic hypothesis would incline one
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reported from Tikopia that they strengthen the argument still
further. If certain lizards are respected as guardl.ar?s of funerary
caves and of trees in which birds are trapped, this is because the
lizard represents the god Whiro, who is the personification of
sickness and death. There is a relation of descent between the
gods and natural elements or beings: from the union of rock and
water were born all the varieties of sand, pebbles, sandstox}e, and
other minerals (nephrite, flint, lava, slag), as v&{ell as 1n§ects(i
lizards, and vermin. The god and goddess Tane—m.n—a-Rangxfu an .
Kahu-parauri brought forth all the birds and fruits of t'he horesti,:
Rongo is the ancestor of cutivated .plants, Tflngaroa is that o
fish, and Haumia is the ancestor of wild plants.

The whole cosmos of the Maori unfolds itself as a gigantic “kin,”
in which heaven and earth are first parents of all beings and things,
such as the sea, the sand on the beach, the woo_d, the birds, and r?an.
Apparently he does not feel quite comfortable if he cannot—pre elﬁa-
bly in much detail—give an account of his kinship whether t%vt‘ ﬁ
fish of the sea or to a traveller who is invited to enter as guest. Wit
real passion the high-born Maori studies the genealogies, comparesl
them with those of his guests, tries to find common anc}elstorﬁ, a}:x
unravels older and younger lines. There are examples1 2t at he has
kept in order genealogies including up to 1400 persons.

New Zealand has never been mentioned as f)ﬂ?ering tylil.czﬁ
examples of totemism. But it constitutes a limiting cas;:l “}71 ic
ermits the distinction, in a pure state, of categor}es w 113 hare
mutually exclusive but which the totemic hyptheslls wou belave
to say were compatible. It is because the anima s, vegeta tes,
and minerals are genuinely thought of by tbe Mao‘fl as1 ancestors
that they cannot play the part of totems. As in the1 evo utlonag
myths of Samoa, a series formed of .elements be onging fto e
three great orders of nature is concelved'as a COl:ltlIllltuty. rol\IJn a
dual point of view which is at once genetic and diac rﬁmc.h ow
if the natural beings or elements are related to each ot elzr aj
ancestors to descenc%ants, and all of them together are so relate
to mankind, then none is fit in itself to play the part of ancecalstor
in relation to any particular human group. To use a modern
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to confuse them. The divinized species which are the objects of
the prohibitions constitute a separate system from that of clan
functions which are themselves related to plant foodstuffs: e.g.,
the octopus, which is assimilated to a mountain, the streams of
which are like its tentacles, and, for the same reason, to the sun
and its rays; and eels, both fresh-water and marine, which are
objects of a food tabu so strong that even to see them may cause
vomiting.

We may thus conclude, with Firth, that in Tikopia the
animal is conceived neither as an emblem, nor as an ancestor, nor
as a relative. The respect and the prohibitions connected with
certain animals are explained, in a complex fashion, by the triad
of ideas that the group is descended from an ancestor, that the
god is incarnated in an animal, and that in mythical times there
existed a relation of alliance between ancestor and god. The
respect observed toward the animal is thus accorded to it in-
directly.

On the other hand, attitudes toward plants and toward
animals are opposed to each other. There are agricultural rites,
but none for fishing or hunting. The atua appear to men in the
form of animals, never of plants. Food tabus, when they exist,
apply to animals, not plants. The relation of the gods to vegetable
species is symbolic, that to animal species is real; in the case of
plants it is established at the level of the species, whereas an
animal species is never in itself atua, but only a particular animal
in certain circumstances. Finally, the plants which are “marked”
by differential behavior are always edible; in the case of animals
the reverse obtains. Firth, in a brief comparison of Tikopian facts
with the generality of Polynesian reports, expresses almost word
for word the formula of Boas, drawmg the lesson that totemism
does not constitute a phenomenon sui generis but a specific in-
stance in the general field of relations between man and the ob-
jects of his natural environment.*°

1\Y

The facts reported from the Maori, which are more remote
from the classical conception of totemism, link so well with those
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terminology, a totemism in which the clans are considered as
originating from different species must be, by this fact, polyge-
netic (whereas Polynesian thought is monogenetic). But this
polygenesis itself possesses a very special character, since to-
temism, as in certain games of patience, lays all its cards on the
table at the beginning of play: it has none in reserve to illustrate
the stages of transition between the animal or vegetable ancestor
and the human descendant. The passage from one to the other
is thus necessarily conceived as discontinuous (all transitions of
the same type, moreover, being simultaneous), a veritable “scene-
shifting,” without dropping the curtain, which excludes all per-
ceptible contiguity between the initial and the final states. As
remote as they can p0551b1y be from the model suggested by
natural genesis, totemic origins are applications, projections, or
dissociations; they consist of metaphorical relations, the analysis
of which belongs to an “ethno logic” rather than an “ethno-
biology:” to say that clan A is “descended” from the bear and
that clan B is “descended” from the eagle is nothing more than
a concrete and abbreviated way of stating the relationship be-
tween A and B as analogous to a relationship between species.

In the same way as it helps to clarify the confusion between
the notions of genesis and system, so Maori ethnography permits
the dissolution of another confusion (which derives from the
same totemic illusion), viz., between the notion of totem and that
of mana. The Maori define each being or type of being according
to its “nature” or “norm,” tika, and by its particular function or
distinctive behavior, tikanga. Thus conceived under a differential
aspect, things and beings are distinguished by the tupu, which
comes to them from within and the idea of which is contrary to
that of mana, which comes from without and thus constitutes
by contrast a principle of indistinction and confusion:

Mana has a meaning which has not a little in common with
tupu, but on a significant point they are radically different. Both
denote unfolding, activity and life; but whereas tupu is an expression
of the nature of things and human beings as unfelded from within,
mana expresses something participated, an active fellowship which
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according to its nature is never inextricably bound up with any sin-
gle thing or any single human being.13

Now the customs concerning tabus (tapu, not to be con-
fused with tupu) are themselves also situated at the level of a
discontinuity which does not justify the kind of amalgamation
often attempted by Durkheim and his school between the notions
of mana, totem, and tabu:

What makes the tapu customs an institution is . . . a profound
respect for life, an awe in which now honour, now fear stands in the
foreground. The awe does not regard life in general, but life in its
various manifestations, and not even all manifestations, only life as
included in the great fellowship of the kinship group as it extends
into field, forest, and fishing grounds, and culminates in the chief,
treasures, and sacred places.!*

TWO

Australian Nominalism

I

In 1920 van Gennep reviewed forty-one different theories
of totemism, the most important and the most recent of which
were undoubtedly those erected on the basis of facts from
Australia. It is not surprising, therefore, that A. P. Elkin, the
eminent present day specialist on Australia, should have resorted
to the same facts in taking the problem up again, employing an
empirical and descriptive method, and an analytical framework,
set out several years earlier by Radcliffe-Brown.

Elkin sticks so closely to ethnographic reality that it is es-
sential to begin by recalling certain elementary facts, without
which it would be impossible to follow his argument.

A number of measurements of carbon-14 residual radio-
activity have pushed the entry of man into the Australian con-
tinent back to before the eighth millennium B.c. It is no longer
claimed today that the natives of Australia remained completely
cut off from the external world during this enormous lapse of
time: on the northern coast, at least, there must have been
numerous contacts and exchanges with New Guinea (either
directly or through the islands of the Torres Straits) and with
southern Indonesia. However, it is probable that, relatively speak-
ing, Australian societies have on the whole developed in isolation
to a much higher degree than other societies elsewhere in the
world. This accounts for the numerous features that they have
in common, above all in the sphere of religion and in social
orgonization, and the often characteristic distribution of modal-
Ities belonging to the same type.

All the societies “without classes” (i.e., without moieties,

33
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sections, or sub sections) occupy a peripheral position, on the
coasts of Dampier Land, Amhem Land, the Gulf of Carpentaria,
Cape York Peninsula, New South Wales, Victoria, and the
Great Australian Bight. This distribution may be explained
either by the su ition that these forms are the most archaic
and have pcrsistggo:; vestiges around the circumference of the
continent, or—which is the more likely—that they are the
result of a marginal disintegration of class systems.

The societies with matrilineal moieties (without sections or
sub sections) occupy a vast area in the southeast (the southem
part of Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, and the eastern
part of South Australia), and also a small coastal zone in the
southwest of Western Australia.

The societies with patrilineal moieties (with sections or
sub sections) are found in the north of the continent, from
Dampier Land as far as Cape York Peninsula.

Finally, four section systems are found in the northwest (the
desert region, and as far as the western coast) and the northeast
(Queensland), and on all sides of the central region, which is
occupied by eight-section systems (from Arnhem Land and Cape
York Peninsula down as far as Lake Eyrein the south).

Let us sum up briefly the features of societies with “marriage
classes.” This is scarcely necessary for moieties, since these are
defined by the simple rule that an individual belonging to one
moiety (by either patrilineal or matrilineal descent, both being
found in Australia) is under the obligation to take a spouse from
the other moiety. v '

Let us now imagine two groups, living in separate territories,
each being bound by the exogamous rule of its moieties, and let
us further suppose that descent is matrilineal (since this is the
most common case, though the inverse hypothesis would ield a
parallel result). In order to unite, these two groups decide that
their respective members may take their spouses only from the
other group, and that a wife and her children shall reside with
the father. Let us call the two matrilineal moieties Jones and
Smith, and the two local groups Oxford and Cambridge. The
rule of marriage will then be:
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I Jones of Oxford = Smith of Cambridge
Jones of Cambridge = Smith of Oxford :]

This is to be read as: if a Jones man of Oxford marries a Smith
woman of Cambridge, the children will be Smith (after their
mother) of Oxford (after their father). This is what is called the
four section system, or Kariera, after the name of a tribe in
western Australia.

The transition to an eight section system follows the same
procedure, but starting with four local groups instead of two.
In the following diagram of such a system the letters indicate
patrilineal local groups, and the figures the matrilineal moieties.
Whichever way it is read (whether from right to left or left to
right), the first pair of characters represents the father, the second
the mother, and the arrow joins the mother to her children (as
in the Aranda system):

Al = C2,
4 A
i1 = Do)

—— 1]

{4 ny
\i'cl = B2}
I‘R‘ | :.l'
D1 = A2¥

The rationale behind these rules has been well set out by van
Genncp:

. . . the result, and probably the aim, of exogamy is to link together
certain societies which without it would no more come into contact
than the masons of Rouen and the hairdressers of Marseille. If we
examine the marriage diagrams from this point of view . . . we see
that the positive element in exogamy is quite as powerful as the nega-
tive, but that, as in all codes, only what is forbidden is ified. . . .
Under its two indissociable aspects, the institution thus serves to
reinforce the cohesion, not so much between members of the clan,
but between different clans vis-a-vis society in general. It establishes
a matrimonial interchange through the generations which is the more



36 TOTEMISM

complicated in proportion with the age of the society and the in-
creasing number of its segments, an interchange and alternating
mingling in which exogamy ensures regularity and periodical return.?

This interpretation, which is also our own (see Les Struc-
tures élémentaires de la parenté), seems to us to be still superior
to that proposed by Radcliffe Brown in even his latest writings,
viz., to derive four section systems from a double dichotomy of
matrilineal moieties (which are not to be contested) and of alter-
nating generations of named or unnamed masculine lines. It
often happens, in fact, that lines of men in Australia are divided
into two categories, one comprising the even generations and the
other the odd, counting from that of the subject. Thus a man will
be included in the same category as his grandfather and his
grandson, while his father and his son belong to the alternate
category. But this classification would itself be impossible to
interpret other than by seeing it as the consequence, whether
direct or indirect, or the complex interplay of the rules of mar-
riage and descent. Logically, it cannot be regarded as a prior
phenomenon. On the contrary, every ordered society, whatever
its organization or degree of complexity, has to be defined, in one
way or another, in terms of residence; and it is therefore legiti-
mate to have recourse instead to a particular rule of residence as
a structural principle.

In the second place, an interpretation based on the dialectic
of residence and descent has the immense advantage that it per-
mits the integration of the classical Australian systems—viz.,
Kariera and Aranda—into a general typology leaving no so called
irregular system out of account. There would be no point in
insisting on this second aspect here, becausc such a general
typology is based exclusively on sociological features and leaves
totemic beliefs and customs on one side: these have only a sec-
ondary place among the Kariera, and although the same cannot
be said of the Aranda their totemic beliefs and customs, im-
portant though they are, belong to an entirely different sphere
from that of the marriage rules and seem to have no influence
on them.
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II

The originality of Elkin’s undertaking consists precisely in
re-examining Australian societies from the standpoint of to-
temism. He proposes three criteria for the definition of a totemic
system: form, or the way in which the totems are distributed
between individuals and groups (with respect to sex, member-
ship of a clan or moiety, etc.); meaning, according to the part
played by the totem with respect to the individual (as helper,
guardian, companion, or as symbol of the social or cult group);
and, finally, function, corresponding to the part played by the
totemic system in the group (regulation of marriage, social and
moral sanctions, philosophy, etc.).

Elkin further accords a special place to two forms of to-
temism. “Individual” totemism is found mainly in the southeast
of Australia. This form involves a relationship between a sorcerer
and a certain animal species, normally a reptile. The animal
lends its assistance to the sorcerer, on the one hand as a beneficent
or maleficent agent, and on the other as a messenger or spy.
Cases are known of the sorcerer exhibiting a tamed animal as
proof of his power. This form of totemism has been reported from
New South Wales, among the Kamilaroi and the Kurnai, and it
is found in the Northern Territory, as far as Dampier Land, in
the form of a belief in mythical snakes which live inside the body
of the sorcerer. The identity postulated between totem and man
cntails a food tabu, since to eat the animal would amount to
auto-cannibalism. More precisely, the zoological species appears
as a mediating term between the soul of the species and that of
the sorcerer.

“Sexual” totemism is found from the region of Lake Eyre as
far as the coast of New South Wales and Victoria. The Dieri
rclate the sexes to two plants. Sometimes “birds” are also in-
voked: the bat and the owl (Dieri); bat and woodpecker
(Worimi); emu-wren and superb warbler (Kurnai); wren and
bat (Yuin). In all these tribes the totems listed serve as emblems
of sexual groups. If a masculine or feminine totem is injured by
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a representative of the other sex, the entire sexual group feels
insulted and a dispute between men and women ensues. This
emblematic function rests on the belief that each of the sexual
groups forms a living community with the animal species. As
the Wotjobaluk say, “The life of a bat is a man’s life.” We do
not know very much about how the natives interpret this affinity:
whether as a belief in the reincarnation of each sex in the form
of the corresponding creature, or in a relation of friendship or
fraternity, or whether yet in myths in which the ancestors bear
animal names.

With only a few rare exceptions, found on the coast of New
South Wales and Victoria, sexual totemism seems to be associated
with matrilineal moieties. Hence the hypothesis that sexual
totemism may correspond to a desire to “mark off” the feminine
iroup more strongly: among the Kurnai, women used to force the

and of men too reserved to propose marriage by killing a mascu-
line totem; this would result in a fight, which could be ended
only by the contraction of marriage. However, Roheim has found
sexual totemism along the Finke River, among certain Aranda
to the northwest, and among the Aluridja. Now the Aranda
have patrilineal moieties of a ceremonial nature, having no con-
nection with either local totemic cults or a “conceptional” form
of totemism, to which we shall come below. However, other
customs or institutions are not without similarities to those of
the Kurnai. Among the Aranda as well the woman sometimes
takes the initiative: normally, in order to determine the totem
of her child, by herself announcing the place where conception
took place; and on the occasion of specifically feminine cere-
monial dances of an erotic kind. Also, among some Aranda at
least, the maternal totem is respected as much as one’s own.

III

The great problem of Australian totemism is that posed by
its relation to the rules of marriage. We have seen that the
latter—in their simplest forms—bring into play divisions of the
group into moieties, sections, and sub-sections. It is extremely
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tempting to interpret this series in the “natural” order 2 4-8. The
sections would thus result from a doubling of the moieties, and
the sub-sections from a doubling of the sections. But what part
may be assigned in this genetic process to structures which are
totemic properly speaking? And, more generally, what relations
subsist in Australian societies between social organization and
religion?

In this connection, the northern Aranda have for long
attracted attention, for while they possess totemic groups, local
groups, and marriage classes, there exists no clear relation be-
tween these three types of structure, which seem to be placed on
different. levels and to function independently of each other.
Contrarily, on the border of eastern Kimberley and the Northern
Territory, there is reported a coalescence of social and religious
structures; but, by this very fact, the former cease to ensure the
regulation of marriage. There, it is as though the sub-sections,
sections, and moieties were forms of totemism, and that they
were just as much concerned with the ordering of man’s relation-
ships not only with society but with nature.* Actually, in this
region the regulation of marriage is based not on membership of
a group but on kinship.

Is this not the case in certain societies with sub-sections? In
the eastern part of Arnhem Land the sub-sections possess distinct
totems, which is to say that the rules of marriage and totemic
affiliation coincide. Among the Mungarai and the Yungman of
the Northern Territory and Kimberley, whose totems are as-
sociated with named localities and not with social groups, the
situation is the same, thanks to the ingenious theory that foetal
spirits are always careful to take up their abode in the bosom
of a woman of the desired sub-section, so that the theoretical coin-
cidence of totem with sub-section shall be respected.

The situation is quite different among the Kaitish, the
northern Aranda, and the northwestern Loritja. Their totemism
is “conceptional,” i.e., the totem attributed to each child is no
longer that of its father or mother, or of its grandfather, but that
of the animal, plant, or natural phenomenon mythically as-
sociated with the locality at which (or near which) the mother
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felt the onset of her pregnancy. This apparently arbitrary rule is
often manipulated, thanks to the care taken by the foetal spirits
to choose women who are of the same sub section as the mother
of the totemic ancestor. It nonetheless happens, as Spencer and
Gillin have already explained, that an Aranda child does not
necessarily belong to the totemic group of either his father or his
mother, and that, according to the place at which the mother
chances to become aware of her condition, children born of the
same parents may belong to different totems.

Consequently the existence of sub sections is not enough
to identify societies assimilated so far by this single criterion.
Sometimes the sub-sections are merged with totemic groups, with-
out affecting the regulation of marriage, which is left to deter-
mination by degree of relationship. Sometimes the sub-sections
function as marriage classes, but then they no longer have any
direct connection with totemic affiliation.

The same uncertainty is found in societies with sections.
Sometimes the totemic system is similarly sectional, sometimes a
number of totemic clans are divided into four groups correspond-
ing to the four sections. As a section-system assigns the children
to a different section than that of one or the other of the parents
(in fact, the section alternates with that of the mother within
the same moiety, a mode of transmission to which the name of
indirect matrilineal descent has been given), the children have
totems which necessarily differ from those of their parents.

The societies with moieties but neither sections nor sub-
sections have a peripheral distribution. In northwestern Australia
the moieties are named after two species of kangaroo; in the
southwest, after two birds, white cockatoo and crow, or hawk
and crow; and, in the east, after two varieties of cockatoo, such
as black and white, etc.

This dualism is extended to the whole of nature, and there-
fore, theoretically at least, all beings and phenomena are divided
between the two moieties: this tendency has become apparent
among the Aranda, since the totems which have been recorded,
numbering well over four hundred, are grouped into about
sixty categories. The moieties are not necessarily exogamous,
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provided that the rules of exogamy—totemic, kinship, and local
—are respected. Finally, the moieties may exist by themselves,
as is the case in the peripheral societies, or be accompanied by
sections or sub-sections or by both these forms. Thus the tribes
of the Laverton region have sections but neither moieties nor
sub-sections; in Arnhem Land, tribes have been reported with
moieties and sub-sections but no sections. Lastly, the Nangiomeri
have only sub-sections, with neither moieties nor sections. It thus
appears that the moieties do not belong to a genetic series in
which they constitute a necessary condition for the origin of
sections (in the way that these, in their turn, might be the
condition for sub sections); that their function is not to regulate
marriage, necessarily and automatically; and that their most con-
stant characteristic lies in their connection with totemism,
through the bipartition of the universe into two categories.

v

Let us now consider the form of totemism which Elkin calls
“clan totemism.” Australian clans may be patrilineal or matrilin
eal, or else “conceptional,” i.e., grouping together all individuals
supposedly conceived in the same place. Whichever of these
types the clans may be, they are normally totemic, i.e., their
members observe prohibitions on eating one or more totems, and
they have the right or the obligation to perform rites ensuring the
multiplication of the totemic species. The relation uniting mem-
bers of the clan with their totem is defined, according to tribe,

(the totem being the ancestor of the clan) or

(when a horde is linked to its totems through its territory,

in- which are found the totemic sites, places where the spirits

which came from the body of the mythical ancestor are thought

to live). The relationship to the totem may even be simply

mythical, as in the case of section-systems in which a man be-

longs to the same section, within his matrilineal moiety, as his
father’s father, and possesses the same totems as the latter.

Matrilineal clans predominate in eastern Australia (Queens-
land, New South Wales), the western part of Victoria, and also
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in a small area in the southwest of Western Australia. From the
alleged ignorance (which is more likely a depial) of. the role _Of
the father in conception, it results that the child receives fr9m its
mother one flesh and one blood, continually perpetuated in the
feminine line. Members of the same clan are therefore said to be
“of one flesh ” and in the language of the eastern part of South
Australia the same term as is used for flesh also means totem.
From this carnal identification of clan and totem derive both the
rule of clan exogamy, on the social level, and the_ food tabus, on
the religious level: like must not be mixed with like, whether by
eating or by copulation. o

In such systems each clan generally possesses a principal to-
tem and a very considerable number of secondary or tertiary
totems, ranked in order of decreasing importance. All be'mgs,
things, and natural phenomena are comprised in a verlt?ble
system. The structure of the universe reproduces that of society.

Patrilineal clans are found in Western Australia, the
Northern Territory, Cape York Peninsula, and, on the coast, on
the borders of New South Wales and Queensland. Like the
matrilineal clans, these clans are totemic, with the difference
that each of them is merged with a local patrilineal horde, and
the spiritual link with the totem is estab_lished, no longer by
flesh, but locally, through totemic sites s%tugted in the ho;de
territory. There are two consequences of this situation, accqrdmg
to whether transmission of the totem is in the Paternal line or
whether it is “conceptional.” '

In the former case, patrilineal totemism adds nothing to local
exogamy. Religion and social structure are in a harmonic rela-
tionship: as far as the status of individuals is concernedZ they
duplicate each other. This is the reverse of what we saw in tbe
case of matrilineal clans, for since marital residence in Australia
is always patrilocal the relation between r}lle of descent ;?n'd rule
of residence was then dysharmonic, their effects combining to
define an individual status which was never exactly that of either
parent.* Moreover, there is no connection between totemism

* The terms “harmonic” and “dysharmonic” are defined, and their im-
plications examined, in Les Structures élémentaires de la parenté.
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and the native theory of procreation. Belonging to the same
totem expresses only a local phenomenon, the solidarity of the
horde.

When the totem is determined by the “conceptional”
method (whether, as among the Aranda, by reference to the place
of conception, or, as in the western part of South Australia, by
reference to the place of birth) the situation becomes more com-
plicated. Since residence is patrilocal in this case also, there is
every chance that conception and birth shall occur in the territory
of the paternal horde, thus preserving an indirect patrilineal rule
of transmission of totems. Nevertheless, exceptions may occur,
mainly when families are on the move, and in such societies it is
merely probable that the totem of the children shall still be one
of those belonging to the paternal horde. The rule of totemic
exogamy is not found, whether as a consequence or as a con-
comitant feature, among the Aranda (at least among the northern
Aranda). These leave the regulation of exogamy to relations
of kinship or to the system of sub sections, which are quite in-
dependent of the totemic clans.* It is striking that, in a correla-
tive fashion, the food tabus should be more flexible and some-
times even nonexistent (as among the Yaralde) in societies with
patrilineal clans, whereas in a strict form they seem always to be
associated with matrilineal clans. '

We may content ourselves here by merely mentioning in-
cidentally a last form of totemism described by Elkin, viz., “dream
totemism,” which is found in the northwest, among the Karad-
jeri, and in two regions of South Australia, among the Dieri,
Macumba, and Loritja. The dream-totem may be revealed to the
future mother when she feels the first symptoms of pregnancy,
sometimes after eating some meat which because of its unusual
fattiness is taken to have a supernatural character. The “dream”
totem is distinct from the “cult” totem, which is determined by

the place of birth of the child.

* The reports of Spencer and Gillen on this point have been challenged.
(Ct. C. Lévi-é)trauss, La Pensée Sauvage, Paris, 1962, ch. IIL) For the present,
jt merely be noted that even according to a modern interpretation (Elkin,

Aranda institutions are still markedly different from those of their
pexghbors to the north and south.
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After a long analysis, taken up again and completed in other
works, and which we have only very briefly summed up and
commented on here, Elkin concludes that there are heteroge-
neous forms of totemism in Australia. These may be combined:
e.g., the Dieri, who live in the northwest of South Australia,
possess simultaneously moiety totemism, sexual totemism, matri-
clan totemism, and a cult totemism linked to patrilocal residence.
Moreover, among these natives the cult totem of the mother’s
brother is respected by the sister’s son in addition to that of his
father (the only one which he himself transmits to his sons).
In northern Kimberley, forms of totemism defined by moiety,
patrilineal local horde, and dream are found in association. The
southern Aranda have patrilineal totemic cults (which are
merged with dream totems) and totemic cults inherited from
the mother’s brother, while among other Aranda there exists in-
dividual “conceptional” totemism associated with a respect for
the maternal clan.

Distinction is therefore made between irreducible “species”:
individual totemism; social totemism, within which are dis-
tinguished, as so many varieties, totemism by sex, moiety, section,
sub-section, and clan (matrilineal or patrilineal); cult totemism,
which has a religious character and of which there are two
varieties, one patrilineal and the other “conceptional”; and,
finally, dream totemism, which may be either social or individual.

\Y

As may be seen, Elkin’s procedure begins as a healthy reac-
tion against the imprudent or excessive amalgams to which
theoreticians of totemism have had recourse in order to establish
totemism as a unique institution recurring in a great number
of societies. It is not to be doubted that the immense effort of
investigation undertaken by Australian anthropologists, follow-
ing Radcliffe Brown, remains an indispensable basis for any new
interpretation of the Australian facts. But without at all with-
holding from one of the most fertile contemporary schools of
anthropology, or from its head, the admiration to which they are
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entitled, it may be wondered whether the latter has not allowed
himself to be trapped, theoretically as well as methodologically,
by a dilemma which was by no means unavoidable.

Although his study is presented in an objective and empiri-
cal form, it seems that Elkin undertakes a reconstruction in a
field devastated by American criticism. His attitude toward Rad-
cliffe-Brown is more equivocal. Radcliffe-Brown expressed him-
self on totemism, in 1929, in terms as negative as those of Boas;
but he nevertheless continued to lay stress on the Australian facts,
proposing distinctions which are practically the same as those
adopted by Elkin. But while Radcliffe-Brown used these distinc-
tions in order to explode the notion of totemism, Elkin proceeds
in another fashion. From the diversity of Australian forms of
totemism, he does not conclude—as did Tylor, Boas, and Rad-
cliffe-Brown himself—that the notion of totemism is incon-
sistent and that a careful re-examination of the facts leads to its
dissolution. He confines himself to denying their unity, as if he
thought it possible to preserve the reality of totemism on condi-
tion that it be reduced to a multiplicity of heterogeneous forms.
For him, there is no longer totemism but totemisms, each of which
exists as an irreducible entity. Instead of contributing to the
destruction of the Hydra (and in a field where this would have
been decisive, because of the part played by Australian facts in
the elaboration of theories of totemism), Elkin chops it up and
comes to terms with the pieces. But it is the very idea of totemism
that is illusory, not just its unity. In other words, Elkin thinks
he can reify totemism on the single condition of atomizing it. To
parody the Cartesian formula, one might say that he divides the
difficulty under pretext of being able to resolve it.

The attempt would be harmless, and might simply be classed
as the forty-second, forty-third, or forty-fourth theory of to-
temism, if only, unlike the majority of his predecessors, Elkin
were not a great ethnographer. In such a case there is the risk
that the theory may rebound on empirical reality and disintegrate
it under the shock. And this is what has happened: the homo-

eneity and regularity of the Australian facts (which accounts
%or their pre-eminent place in anthropological speculation) could
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be preserved, but on condition of renouncing totemism as a
synthetic mode of their reality; or else, totemism could be re-
tained as a real series—even in its plurality—but with the risk
that the facts themselves should be infected by this pluralism.
Instead of letting theory go in order to respect the facts better,
Elkin dissociates the facts so that the theory shall be saved. But
in order to preserve the reality of totemism at any price, he risks
reducing Australian ethnography to a collection of heterogeneous
facts between which it becomes impossible to re establish any
continuity.

In what condition, then, had Elkin found Australian eth-
nography? With scarcely any doubt, it had nearly succumbed
to the ravages of a spirit of systematization. It was all too tempt-
ing, as we have observed, to consider only the forms which
seemed best organized, to amrange these in order of increasing
complexity, and then resolutely to underestimate those aspects
which—Ilike Aranda totemism—were difficult to fit in.

But, faced with a situation of this t there are two ways
of proceeding: either to throw out the baby with the bath water,
i.e., to give up all hope of reaching a systematic interpretation
rather than start all over again, or to be inspired by sufficient
confidence in the outlines of order already discerned to broaden
one’s perspective, seeking a more genera.r point of view which
will permit the integration of forms whose regularity has already
been established but whose resistance to systematization may
perhaps be explained, not by intrinsic characteristics, but by the
fact that they have been ill defined, incompletely analyzed, or
viewed in toonarrow a fashion.

The problem is presented, and in precisely these terms, in
connection with rules of marriage and kinship systems, and in
another work we have set ourselves the formulation of a general
interpretation which takes account simultaneously of systems
which had already been analyzed and of others still regarded as
irregular or aberrant. We have tried to show that it is possible to
make a coherent interpretation of the generality of facts of this
type on condition that we change the generally held conception
of rules of marriage and kinship systems.
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Now in the case of totemism, Elkin prefers not to question
the idea (with the reservation that the alleged sociological
“species” be replaced with varieties which are irreducible aamci1 b
this very fact, themselves become species), and to resign himseﬁ
to the gagmenl:ation of the phenomena. it seems to us, on the
contrary (though this is not the place to attempt a demonstra-
tion),* that it would have been better, by appf;*ing the proce-
dure indicated in the preceding paragraph, to see if it might not
be possible to widen the field n&P interpretation and then to add
supplementary dimensions, in the hope of setting up an overall
system, but brmgmfg together this time both social and religious
phenomena, even if the synthetic notion of totemism has to give
way before this treatment.

VI

Let us retumn to the arithmetic progression of classes, since
everything starts from there. As we have recalled, many authors
have interpreted this as a genetic series. In fact, things are not
so simple, for moieties do not “transform” themselves into sec-
tions, nor sections into sub sections. The logical scheme does not
consist of three stages, which one might suppose to follow each
other in the order 2-4-8, but is instead of the type:

moieties
|

(0) sections

|
(0) sub-sections

In other words, a system may have only moieties, or sections, or
sub sections, or it may be composed, furthermore, of any two
of these forms to the exclusion of the third, as Elkin has shown.
But must it therefore be concluded that the raison d'étre of these

* Cf. La Pensée Sauvage, ch. I1I.
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modes of grouping cannot be found at the sociological level, but
must be sought on that of religion?

Let us first consider the most simple case. The theory of
dual organizations has long suffered from a major confusion be-
tween moiety systems, given empirically and observable in an
institutionalized state, and dualism as a scheme which is always
implied in moiety systems but which is also to be discerned else-
where, in forms of varying degrees of objectification, and which
may even be universal. Now this dualistic scheme underlies, not
only moiety systems, but section-systems and sub-section systems|
as well; and it is displayed by the fact that sections and su
sections are always multiples of 2. It is therefore a false probleml
to ask whether moiety systems necessarily precede in time forms
which are more complex. They may do so where the scheme is
already institutionalized; but the dualistic scheme may also as-
sume directly, on the institutional level, a more developed form.
It is thus conceivable that, according to circumstance, the simple
form may be bom by reabsorption from the complex form, or
that it may indeed precede it in time. The former hypothesis was
favored by Boas,?® but it is certainly not the only possible means of
formation, for we have ourselves seen a dual organization form
under our eyes, among the Nambikwara of central Brazil, not by
the reduction of more numerous groups but by the combination
of two simple social units which previously had been isolated
from each other.

Dualism cannot therefore be conceived of as a primitive
social structure, or as anterior to others. Schematically, at least,
it forms the common substratum of systems with moieties, with
sections, and with sub-sections. Still, it is not certain that the
reasoning can be extended to these latter, for—unlike dualism—
a quadripartite scheme does not exist, nor one of eight parts, in
the thought of the Australian aborigines, independently of con-
crete institutions which display structures of this type. From the
whole of Australia, there is only one case reported in which the
division into four sections (each designated in this instance by
the name of a different species of sparrowhawk) might have de-
rived from an exhaustive and systematic quadripartition. More-
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over, if the divisions into sections and sub-sections were inde-
pendent of their social functions, they ought to be found in any
number. To say that sections are always four, and sub-sections
eight, would be tautological, since their number is part of their
definition; but it is significant that the anthropologists of Aus-
tralia have not found it necessary to coin other terms in order to
characterize systems of direct exchange. Admittedly, six-section
systems have been reported from Australia; but they are actually
societies with four sections which have been led by frequent
intermarriage to designate two of their respective sections by the
same name:

SOCIETY 1 SOCIETY 11
p—r p——

a ¢ = @ g
b . = B h

It is true that Radcliffe-Brown has shown that in the regulation
of marriage the Kariera concern themselves less with member-
ship of an appropriate section than with degree of relationship.
And among the Wulamba (previously called Murngin) of Am-
hem Land, the subsections play no real part in the regulation of
marriage, since this is contracted with_the matrilateral female
cross-cousin, which would accord better with a system of four
sections. More generally, preferred or prescribed spouses, though
they belong normally to a given class (section or sub-section), are
not the only ones to occupy it. Hence the idea that the regulation
of marriage is not the only, or even perhaps the main, function
of the sections: according to a number of authors, such as Elkin,
they form instead a sort of short hand method for classing in-
dividuals, during inter-tribal ceremonies, into categories of rela-
tives corresponding to the requirements of the ritual.

They may, of course, fulfill this function in the fashion of a
simplified code which is thus more easy to use when there is ques-
tion concerning equivalences between several dialects or lan-
guages. Because it is simplified in relation to the kinship systems
proper to each of the groups, this code necessarily neglects the
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differences. Yet if it is to satisfy its function if cannot contradict
the more complex codes either. To recognize that each 'tnbe pos-
sesses two codes to express its social structure—kinship system
and rules of marriage on the one hand, organization into sections
or sub-sections on the other—does not at all entail, and even
excludes, that the codes shall by nature be destmh ined to trzlms::;:t
ifferent messages. The message remains the same; only the
iﬁmmeﬁd the recipiengs differ: “The Murngin subsec-
tions are based on a system of marriage and descent and they are
essentially a kinship structure. They generalize on the lavger
kinship structure with its great number of relatives by placi
a group of these relatives together and calling them by one te
By this regrouping process, all the kinship terms arf‘reduced to
eight, since the mniazion system has eight divisions.” *

The method is particularly useful during inter tribal gather-
ings: “Some of the people come from hundreds of miles for these
eat ceremonies . . . and their kinship terminology is utter
ifferent. Since the section terms are practically the same an
only eight in number, it is comparatively easy to discover one’s
subsection relationship to an utter stranger.”® But, as we have
shown elsewhere, it would be a mistake to conclude that: " . .
Contrary to the opinion of the older writers, the subsection and
section system does not regulate marriage . . . because the re
lationship of a woman and man finally determines what persons
they marry. [A Murngin man] can marry a woman of B or B
if he isan A' or A%.” ® g

Certainly; but (1) he may not marry anyone else, and t
system thus expresses, in its own way, 2 regulation of marriage a
r.Ile level of four sections, if not of the sub sections; (2) even a
the subsection level, congruence is re established between clas
and kinship relation, given that the two types of marriage ar
practiced alternately; é;n) the “opinion of the older writers” wa
based on the examination of groups which, while they_may no
themselves have thought of the eight-section system with all it
sociological implications, had at least perfectly assimilated it. Thi:
is not the case with the Murngin, who cannot be placed on the
same level.
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There is therefore no reason whatever, we believe, to go
back on the traditional conception of marriage

A four-section system can be expla.ir;ﬁonly as the sociologi-
cal process of integration of a double dualism (without the one
being necessarily historically anterior to the other), and the eight-
section system as a reduplication of the same process. For, even
though there is no necessity that foursection systems should
previously have been moiety systems, it nevertheless seems
msnmbz to postulate a genetic relation between eight-section
and foursection systems; firstly because if this were not the case
we ought to be able to observe systems endowed with any
number of sub-divisions whatever; and secondly because while
the double duality is still a duality, a triple duality introduces a
new principle. This is revealed in the Ambrym Pentecost type of
six section system. But these systems precisely are lacking in
Australia,* where eight-section systems can therefore only be
the result of an operation of the type: 2 X 4.

How to interpret, then, the cases adduced by Elkin in which
the sub-sections seem to be purely totemic, without any bearing
on the relg:::tim of marriage? To begin with, the use to which
he puts these examples is not absolutely convincing. Let us con-

" fine ourselves to the case of the Murngin. The sub section system

is so little foreign to the regulation of marriage that it has been
manipulated, in an ingenious and complicated way, to the sole
end of re-establishing a correspondence: in constituting the sub-
sections, the natives changed their mechanism (by the introduc-
tion of an optional rule of marriage applying to one marriage in
two) in such a way as to eliminate the effect of the division into
sub sections on the marital exchanges. The only conclusion that
may be drawn from this example is that in having recourse to the
subsections the Murngin were not trying to apply a method
of securing social integration better than that which they had
previously, or one on different principles. While retaining

* The contrary has been maintained (Lane, 1960), but although a system
of the type called Karadjeri may theoretically function with only three li
mlh.hif in the facts suggests an actual tripartition, since Elkin has
himself established the existence of a fourth line (Elkin, 1954, reprinting of
1961, pp. 77-79).
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a traditional structure, they dressed it up, as one might say, by
disguising it in externals borrowed from neighboring PeoRles,
being motivated by the admiration which is apparently ¥nsp.1red
in Australian aborigines by very complicated social institutions.
Other examples of such borrowing are known. Formerly the
Murinbata had only patrilineal moieties. The sub sections are a
recent introduction, imported by some exceptionally intelligent
natives who were great travelers and had sought instruction in
foreign camps, where they had perfectly mastered the mechanism
of the sub-sections. Even when they are not understood, these
rules enjoy a considerable prestige, though here and there rea
tionaries protest against then. Without any doubt, the sub-sec-

tion system exerts an irresistible attraction on these tribes. How- -

ever, because of the patrilineal character of the previous system,
the sub-sections have been clumsily assigned, and the result is
a large number of marriages which from a formal point of view
are irregular, although relations of kinship are still respected.”

Sometimes, too, a system imposed from without remains in-
comprehensible. T. G. H. Strehlow relates the story of two
southern Aranda who were classed by neighbors who had come
from the north into different sub-sections, even though they
themselves had always called each other brother:

The two old Southern men had been put into separate classes
bv these newcomers, since one of them had married a wife who came
from an eight-class group; and the marriage had now been “legalized”
according to the ideas of the strangers. They finished their explana-
tion with some very scathing remarks about the Northern Aranda
who had had the presumption of attempting to force their own system
upon old Southern territory, where men had lived orderly lives under
the four-section system as far back as memory and tradition could
reach.

“The old four-class system is the better of the two for us South-
erners; we cannot understand the eight-class system. It is mad and
purposeless, and only fit for such crazy men as the Northern P;randa
are; we did not inherit such stupid traditions from our fathers.”

Let us suppose, therefore, that each time the sections or sub-
sections were invented, copied, or intelligently borrowed, their
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function was firstly sociological, i.e., they served—and still serve
—to encode, in a relatively simple form applicable beyond the
tribal borders, the kinship system and that of marital exchange.
But once these institutions were given, they began to lead an in-
dependent existence, as objects of curiosity or aesthetic admira-
tion, and also as symbols, by their very complication, of a higher
type of culture. They must often have been adopted, for their
own sake, by neighboring peoples who understood their function
imperfectly. In such cases, they have been only approximately
adjusted to pre-existing social rules, or even not at all. Their
mode of existence remains ideological, and the natives “play” at
sections or sub-sections, or they submit to them without reall)y
knowing how to use them. In other words, and contrary to Elkin’s
belief, it is not because they are totemic that such systems must
be regarded as irregular; it is because they are irregular that they
can only be totemic, totemism—instead of the social organization
—then supplying, by reason of its speculative and gratuitous
character, the only level on which it is possible for them to func-
tion. Besides, the term “irregular” has not the same meaning in
both cases. Elkin adduces these examples as an implicit con-
demnation of all effort at systematic typology, which he tends to
replace by a simple inventory, or empirical description, of heter-
ogeneous modalities. But for us the term “irregular” does not con-
tradict the existence of regular forms; it is applied only to patho-
logical forms, which are less frequent than some like to think,
-and the reality of which—supposing this to be clearly established
—could not be placed on a par with that of normal forms. As
Marx said, the eruption on the skin is not as positive as the skin
from which it springs.

Behind the empirical categories of Elkin, moreover, can one
not divine the outline of a system? He opposes the totemism of
matrilineal clans to that of patrilineal clans, and with good
reason. "In the ff)rmer case, the totem is “flesh,” in the latter it is

dream”; organic and material in one case, therefore, spiritual
and incorporeal in the other. Moreover, matrilineal totemism
attests the diachronic and biological continuity of the clan, it is
the flesh and blood perpetuated from generation to generation
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by the women of the lineage; while patrilineal totemism ex-
presses “the local solidarity of the horde,” i.e., an external link,
no longer an internal one, territorial and no longer biological,
which synchronically—no longer diachronically—unites the
members of the clan.

All this is true, but must we therefore conclude that we are
dealing with different sociological “species”? This is so little
certain that the opposition may even be reversed: matrilineal to-
temism also has a synchronic function, which is to express, in
each patrilocal territory where spouses come to reside from dif-
ferent clans, the differential structure of the tribal group. Patrili-
neal totemism, in its turn, has a diachronic function: it expresses
the temporal continuity of the horde, commemorating periodi-

eally, through the ministrations of cult groups, the installation |

of mythical ancestors in a certain territory.

Far from appearing heterogeneous, therefore, the two forms
seen rather to be in a relationship of complementarity. There is
a passage from one to the other by way of transformations. Al-
though the means are different, they both establish a connection

between the material and the spiritual world, between diachronic .
and synchronic, structure and event. These are two different but -
correlative ways, two possible ways among others, of displaying "

parallel attributes of nature and society.

Elkin senses this so well that after cutting up totemism into
distinct entities, he strives to return some unity to them. All types
of totemism, he concludes, fulfill a double function, i.e., to ex-
press on the one hand the kinship and cooperation of man with
nature, and on the other the continuity between past and present;
But the formula is so vague and general that one no longer under
stands why this temporal continuity should entail that the first
ancestors had to have animal shape, nor why the solidarity of the
social group had necessarily to be affirmed in the form of &
plurality of cults. It is not only totemism but all philosophy and
religion, of whatever kind, that presents the features by which
Elkin attempts to define the first: “a philosophy which . . i
provides that faith, hope, and courage in the Eace of his daily,
needs, which man must have if he is to persevere and persist;
both as an individual and as a social being.” ®
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Were so many observations and so many enquiries necessary
to end up with such a conclusion? There is no link to be seen
between Elkin’s rich and penetrating enquiries and this summary
synthesis. The gap between the two 1evels recalls irresistibly
that with which, in the eighteenth century, certain people cri-
ticized Grétry’s harmony, saying that between his high notes and
his low you could drive a carriage.



THREER

Functionalist Theories of Totemism

I

We have seen how Elkin tries to save totemism: by splitmag\
his forces to let the American offensive pass through while h

regroups his troops on both flanks, one resting on a finer analysis, -

the other on a blunter synthesis, than those of his predecessors.
But this strategy really reflects the main influences to which he
has been subjected, and which drag him in opposite directions:
from Radcliffe-Brown he received a careful method of observa-
tion and the taste for classification, while the example of Mali-
nowski inclined him toward hasty generalizations and eclectic
solutions, Elkin's analyses are inspired by the lessons of Rad-
cliffe-Brown; his attempt at synthesis joins with that of Malinow-
ski.

Malinowski accepts, in fact, the reality of totemism. Never-
theless, his answer to American criticisms does not consist, as
does that of Elkin, in re-establishing totemism on the facts, at the
price of cutting it up into distinct entities, but in first transcend-
ing the level ﬁo&ervation in order to grasp totemism intuitively
in its regained unity and simplicity, To this end, Malinowski
adopts a perspective which is more bioloﬁiml and psychological
than anthropological. The interpretation he offers is naturalistic,
utilitarian, and affective.

For him, the alleged totemic problem boils down to three
questions which are easy to answer when they are taken separ-
ately. First, why is totemism concerned with animals and plants?
It is because these supply man with his food, and because the
meed for food takes first place in the consciousness of the primi-
tive, arousing intense and varied emotions. There is nothing
surprising in the fact that a certain number of animal and vege-
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table species, which form the staple diet of the tribe, should
become a major focus of interest for its members:

The road from the wildemess to the savage's belly and conse-
iuently to his mind is very short, and for him the world is an in-

scriminate background against which there stand out the useful,
primarily the edible, species of animals and plants.

It may be asked, secondly, what is the basis of the belief
in an affinity between man and animals and plants, the rites of
multiplication, food tabus, and sacramental forms of consump-
tion. The affinity between man and animal is easily verifiable:
like man, the animal moves, emits soundls, expresses its emotions,
has a body and a face. What is more, its powers seem superior to
those of man: the bird flies, the fish swims, reptiles shed their
skin. The animal occupies an intermediary position between man
and nature, and inspires in the former a mixture of feelings:
admiration or fear, and lust for food, whiich are the ingredients of
totemism. Inanimate objects—plants, natural phenomena, or
manufactured objects—come into the picture only as a “secondary
formation . . . which has nothing to do with the substance of
totemism.”

As for cults, they correspond to the desire to control the
species, whether this is edible, useful, or dangerous, and the be-
lief in such a power brings with it the idea of a community of
life: man and animal have to participate in the same nature in
order that the former shall be able to act on the latter. This
results in “obvious restrictions” such as the prohibition on
killing or eating the animal, as well as the correlative claim to the
power, vested in man, to produce its multiplication.

The last question concerns the concomitance, in totemism,
of a social and a religious aspect, for so far only the former has
been taken into consideration. But this is because all ritual tends
toward magic, and all magic leads to individual or familial

specialization:
In totemism the magical multiplication of each species would

naturally become the duty and privilege of a specialist, assisted by
his familv.?



the family itself tends to change into a clan, the attribution of
Jifferent totem to each clan poses no problem.
2 Inthis way, totemism is seen as perfectly natural: -

Lo,
Totemism rs thus as a blessing bestowed by ‘'religion on
jmitive man's efforts in dealing with his useful surroundings, upon
Es “struggle for existence.”*

The problem is therefore doubly turned upside down: to-
ism is no longer a cultural phenomenon but “the result of
agtural conditions.” By its origin and its manifestations™it be-
1ongs to biology and E;ychology, not to anthroPOIOﬁreThe ques-
gion is no longer to know why totemism exists where it exists,
and in different forms the observation, description, and analysis
of which offer no more than a secondary interest. The only CLI.ICS-
¢ion which presents itself—but does it?—is to understand why it
Joes not exist everywhere. . . .

Let us be careful not to imagine that totemism has vanished
like a cloud at the tap of the fairy wand—slight enough, in both
genses of the word—of Malinowski. The problem has been
simply tumed round. It is only anthropology, with all its con-
quests, its knowledge, and its methods, that might well have dis-
appeared from the scene.

Il

Toward the end of his life, Radcliffe Brown was to con-
tribute decisively to the solution of the problem of totemism
his success in isolating and disclosing the real problems whic
lay hidden behind the phantasmagoria of the theorists. We shall
call this his second theory. But it is essential to begin by examin-
ing the first, the development of which, though it was more
gnalytical and rigorous in principle than Malinowski’s, never-
theless led to very similar conclusions.

While Radcliffe Brown would probably not willingly have
admitted it, his point of departure merges with that of Boas. Like
¢he latter, he asks himself whether “the term totemism, taken in
jts technical sense, has not outlived its use.” Like Boas, and al-
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most in the same words, he announces his project as being to
reduce the alleged totemism to a particular case of relations be-
tween man and natural species, such as these are formulated in
myths and ritual.

The idea of totemism is composed of elements taken from
different institutions. In Australia alone it is necessary to dis-
tinguish many kinds of totemism: sexual, local, individual; by
moiety, section, sub-section, clan (patrilineal, matrilineal), horde,
etc.: “The only thing that these totemic systems have in common
is the general tendency to characterise tsze segments into which
society is divided by an association between each segment and
some natural species or some portion of nature. This association
may take any one of a number of forms.” ¢

So far, attempts have usually been made to ascertain the
origin of each form. But since we know nothing, or practically
nothing, about the past of primitive societies, the undertaking
remains conjectural and sieculative. '

Radcliffe Brown wishes to substitute for such historical in-
vestigations an inductive method inspired by the natural sciences.
Behind the empirical complexity, we have therefore to seek cer-
tain simple principles:

Can we show that totemism is a special form of a phenomenon which
is universal in human society and is therefore present in different
forms in all cultures? ®

Durkheim was the first to frame the question in these terms.
Radcliffe Brown, while paying him respect, rejects his argu-
ment as proceeding from an incomplete analysis of the notion of
the sacred. To say that the totem is sacred comes down to stating
that there is a ritual relation between man and his totem, it bein
understood that by “ritual relation” is meant a collection o
attitudes and obligatory ways of behaving. Consequently, the
notion of the sacred does not supply an explanation; it merely re-
fers the issue to the general pmle:T;;n of ritual relations.

In order that social order shall be maintained (and if it were
not there would be no problem, since the society considered
would disappear or vm:-ulti:l change into a different society), it is
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necessary to assure the permanence and solidarity of the clans
which compose the society. This permanence and solidarity can
be based o:ﬁ on individual sentiments, and these, in order to be

expressed efficaciously, demand a collective expression which
has to be fixed on concrete objects:
individual sentiments of attachment
l
ritualized collective conduct
l
object representing the group
This explains the place assigned to sy-mbols such as flags,
kings, presidents, etc., in contem societies.

But why does totemism call on animals or plants? Durkheim
gives a contingent explanation of this phenomenon: the per-
manence and continuity of the clan rezuire only an emblgm,
which may be—and which must be at first—an arbitrary sign,
so simple that any society whatever, even when it lacks '.illl'means
of artistic expression, may conceive the idea of it. If it is later
“recognized” that these signs represent animals or plants, this is
because animals and plants are present, accessible, and easy to
signify. For Durkheim, consequently, the place accorded to
animals and plants in totemism constitutes a sort of delayefi
consequence. It was natural that it should be produced, but it
has nothing essential about it. Radcliffe-Brown maintains, to the
contrary, that the ritualization of relations between man and
animal supplies a wider and more general frame than totemism,
and within which totemism must have developed. This ritual
attitude is attested among peoples without totemism, such as the
Eskimo, and there are other such examples, equally independent
of totemism, since the Andaman Islanders observe a ritual con-
duct toward the turtles which occupy an important place in their
means of subsistence, and so do the Californian Indians toward
the salmon, and all the peoples of the Arctic toward the bear.
These modes of behavior, in fact, are found universally in hunt-

ing societies,
o Matters would remain at this point if there were no social
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segmentation. But once this is produced, ritual and religious

tation follows automatically. Thus in Roman Catholicism
the worship of saints developed together with the organization of
parishes and religious individualization. The same tendency is
present in outline at least among the Eskimo, with their division
into “winter people” and “summer people,” and their correspond-
ing ritual dichotomy.

On the dual condition of conceding—what observation sug-
gests everywhere and at all periods—that natural interests give
rise to ritual conduct, and that ritual entation follows social,
the problem of totemism disappears :ngu;wes way to a different
problem, but one which has the advantage of being far more
general, viz.: “Why do the majority of what are called primitive
peoples adopt in their custom and myth a ritual attitude towards
animals and other species?” ®

The examples above, Radcliffe Brown thinks, have supplied
the answer: it is a universally attested fact that every thing and
every event which exercises an important influence on the ma-

or spiritual well-being of society tends to become an object
of a ritual attitude. If totemism chose natural species to serve
as social emblems for segments of the society, this is quite simply
because these species were already objects of ritual attitudes
fore totemism.

Radcliffe Brown thus reverses the Durkheimian interpreta-
tion, according to which the totems are objects of ritual attitudes
(“sacred” in Durkheim’s terminology) because they were first
called upon to serve as social emblems. For Radcliffe Brown,
nature is incorporated in the social order rather than bein
subordinated to it. Indeed, at this stage in the evolution of his
thought, Radcliffe-Brown “naturalizes,” as it were, the thought of
Durkheim. He could hardly accept that a method ostensibly
taken from the natural sciences might lead to the paradoxical re-
sult of establishing the social on a separate plane. To say that
anthropology is amenable to the method of natural science is,
lor him, to maintain that anthropology is a natural science. It
is not enough, therefore, to observe, describe, and classify as the
natural sciences do, though on a different level; the o ject of



62 TOTEMISM

observation must itself belong to nature, even if humbly. The
final interpretation of totemism ascribes primacy to social seg-
mentation over ritual and religious segmentation, each remaining,
by the same token, a function of “natural” interests. Accoriim%
to Radcliffe-Brown’s first theory, as for Mahnows]uz an anima
only becomes “totemic” because it is first “good to eat.’

111

However, an incomparable fieldworker such as Malinow ki
knew better than any that you cannot get to the bottom of a con-
crete problem by means of generalities. When he st}1d1e§ t
temism, not in general but in the particular form which it as-

sumes in the Trobriands, biological, psychological, and moral

considerations abandon the field to ethnography, and even to
history.

1'Izlear the village of Laba’i there is a hole called Obukula
from which the four clans which compose Trobriand society are
believed to have emerged from the depths of the earth. The first
to come out was the iguana, the animal of Lukulabuta clan; then
the dog, of Lukuba clan, which then took first plac'e; .then the
pig, representative of Malasi clan, which is the pnpmpal clan
at present; and finally the totem of Lukwasisiga, which was the
crocodile, snake, or opossum, according to different versions of
the myth. The dog and the pig began to wander here and t}3ere;
the dog found a fruit on the ground, from the noku tree, sniffed
it, and ate it. Then the pig said to the dog: “You have eaten
noku, you have eaten filth, you are of low birth. I shall be the
chief.”” Thenceforth the office of chief belongs to the highest
lineage of Malasi clan. The fruit of the noku, which is gathefed
only in time of scarcity, is actually regarded as an inferior kind

1

o 0(61;1 the admission of Malinowski himself, these animals are
far from being of equal importance in the native culture. To say,
as he does, that the unimportance of the first one—the iguana
—and of the later arrivals—crocodile, snake, or opossum—is ex-
plained by the inferior rank assigned to the corresponding clans,
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is in contradiction with his general theory of totemism, since this
is a cultural and not a natural explanation, sociological and no
longer biological. To account for the hierarchy of the clans, more-
over, Malinowski has to construct a hypothesis according to
which two clans are descended from invaders who came by sea,
while the two others are autochthonous. Besides the fact that
this hypothesis is historical, and thus not universal (contrary to
the general theory, which claims to be universal), it suggests
that the dog and the pig might figure in the myth as “cultural”
animals, and the others as “natural” in that they are more closely
associated with the earth, water, or the forest. But if one were to
take this path, or a similar one, it would be necessary first to turn
to Melanesian ethno zoology (i.e., the positive knowledge which
the natives of this part of the world possess concerning animals,
the technical and ritual uses to which they put them, and the
beliefs they hold about them), and not to utilitarian prejudices
resting on no particular empirical foundation. Moreover, it is
clear that relationships such as we have just mentioned by way
of example are conceived, not experienced. In formulating them,
the mind allows itself to be guided by a theoretical rather than
by a practical aim.

In the second place, a search for utility at any price runs up
against those innumerable cases in which the totemic animals
or plants have no discernible use from the point of view of the
native culture. To adhere strictly to principle, it is necessary to
manipulate the notion of interest, giving it an appropriate mean-
ing on each occasion, in such a way that the empirical exigency
postulated in the beginning is progressively changed into verbal
juggling, petitio principii, or tautology. Malinowski himself is
unable to hold to the axiom (though it is the basis of his system)
reducing the totemic species to useful and, above all, edible
species: immediately, he has to propose other motives, such as
admiration or fear. But why then does one find in Australia such
odd totems as laughing, various illnesses, vomiting, and a corpse?

An obstinate taste for utilitarian interpretations sometimes
leads to a strange dialectic. Thus Ursula McConnel maintains
that the totems of the Wikmunkan (on the Gulf of Carpentaria,
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in northern Australia) reflect economic interests: the totems of
the coastal tribes are the dugong, sea turtle, various sharks, crabs,
oysters, and other mollusks, as well as thunder, “which announces
the season of the north wind,” high tide, “which brings food,
and a little bird which is “believed to protect fishing operations.”
The peoples of the interior have totems which are a‘lso related to
their environment: bush rat, wallaby, young grass “that the ani-
mals feed on,” arrowroot, yam, etc. )

It is more difficult to explain the affection for the shooting
star—another totem—“which announces the death of a
But, the author continues, this is because in addition to
positive function, or instead of it, “totems may represent
gerous and disagreeable objects, such as ‘crocodiles a'nd fhes |
[elsewhere, mosquitoes as well] which possess a negative sociall

interest in that they cannot be ignored but may be increased for

the discomfort of enemies and strangers.” ® In this respect, it
would be difficult to find anything which, in one way or another,
positively or negatively (or even because of its lack of sig-
nificance?), might not be said to offer an interest, and the utili-
tarian and naturalist theory would thus be reduced to a series of
propositions empty of any content.
Moreover, Spencer and Gillen long ago suggested a much
more satisfying explanation of the inclusion among the totems of
ecies which a naive utilitarianism would regard simply as

harmful: “Flies and mosquitos . . . are such pests that, at first
sight, it is not easy to understand why ceremonies to increase
their number should be performed. . . . However, it must be re-

membered that flies and mosquitoes, though themselves intensely
objectionable, are very intimately associated with what the native
above all things desires to see at certain times of the year, and
that is a heavy rainfall.” ® Which is to say—and the formula
mioht be extended to the entire field of totemism—that flies
ang mosquitoes are not perceived as stimuli, but are conceived
as sigms.

In the work which we examined in the preceding chapter,
Firth still seems to tend toward utilitarian explanations. The
yam, taro, coconut, and breadfruit are the staple foods of Tikopia,
and, as such, are regarded as being infinitely precious. However,
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when we wish to understand why edible fish are excluded from
the totemic system, this type of explanation has to be qualified:
before the activity of fishing, fish constitute a vague and un-
differentiated entity; they are not present and observable, as are
food plants in the gardens and orchards. So fishing rituals are
not divided among the clans; the latter perform them in common
around the sacred canoes with the aid of which men secure fish.
When food plants are concerned, society is interested in their
increase; in the case of fish, it is interested in catching them.?

The theory is ingenious, but even if it is accepted it still
shows that the relation between man and his needs is mediated
by culture and cannot be conceived of simply in terms of nature.
As Firth himself remarks, “As far as the majority of animal totem
species is concerned the economic interest in them is not of a
pronounced type.” ** Even as far as vegetable foods are con-
cerned, another work by Firth suggests that matters are more
complex than a utilitarian interpretation allows for. The idea
of economic interest includes many aspects which should be
distinguished, and which do not always coincide with each other,
nor each of them with social and religious behavior. Food plants
may thus be ranked in a hierarchical order of decreasing im-
portance, according to their place in subsistence (I), the labor
necessary to grow them (II), the complexity of the ritual in-
tended to make them flourish (III), the complexity of the harvest
rites (IV), and finally the religious importance of the clans which
control the main kinds (V), viz., Kafika (yam), Taumako (taro),
Tafua (coconut), Fangarere (breadfruit). The information re-
corded by Firth'? is summed up in the following table:

D an €1)) (Iv) )

taro taro yam yam Kafika

breadfruit yam taro taro Taumako

coconut pulaka (Alo-  coconut breadfruit  Fangarere

casia sp.)

banana coconut banana sago Fusi Chouse of
Tafua)

pulaka banana breadfruit  coconut Tafua

sago breadfruit sago banana (none)

yam sago pulaka pulaka (none)
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The table does not correspond with the totemic system, since the
number of plants in it is greater; the yam, which is controlled by
the highest clan, and the ritual of which, both for its cultivation
and for its harvest, is also the most complex, occupies the last
place in importance as food and the second in labor demanded.
The “non-totemic” banana tree and sago palm are objects of more
important ritual, both to raise them and to gather their fruits,
than are the breadfruit tree and the coconut palm, both of which
are nevertheless “totemic,” and so on.

v \

)

It is not very likely that Radcliffe-Brown had a clear idea

of the evolution of his own thought over the last thirty years of:
his life, for even his latest writings keep closely to the line that
he took in his older works. Moreover, the evolution did not take
place progressively: one might say that two tendencies were
always co-present in him, and that according to occasion some-

times the one and sometimes the other was expressed. As he grew

older, each tendency became more precise and refined, making
the opposition between them more obvious, but it is impossible to
say which of the two would finally have prevailed.

We should therefore not be too surprised that, exactly ten
years after he had formulated his first theory of totemism, Rad-
cliffe Brown should have opposed Malinowski with regard to
magic and that his ideas about the phenomenon, though very
close to those of the other, should have been as far removed as
possible from his own earlier ones. Malinowski, in a more con-
sistent fashion, had treated the problem of magic in the same way
as that of totemism, i.e., by reference to general psychological
considerations. All magical rites and practices were reduced to a
means for man to abolish or diminish the anxiety which he felt
in undertakings of uncertain outcome. Magic thus has, accord-
ing to him, a practical and affective end.

It should be noted immediately that the connection postu-

lated by Malinowski between magic and risk is not at all obvious.
Every undertaking involves some risk, if only that of failing, or
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that the result shall not plainly match the hopes of the actor.
Yet in all societies magic occupies a clearly delimited zone which
includes certain undertakings and leaves others outside. To main-
tain that the former are precisely those which the society regards
as uncertain would be to beg the question, for there is no ob-
jective criterion for deciding which undertakings, independently
of the fact that some of them are accompanied by rituals, are
held by human societies to be more or less risky. Societies are
known in which types of activity which involve certain danger
have no connection with magic. This is the case, for example,
among the Ngindo, a small Bantu tribe, living at a very low
technical and economic level, who lead a precarious existence in
the forests of southern Tanganyika, and among whom apiculture
plays an important part: “Seeing that bee-keeping is such a risky
business, involving nocturnal wandering in hostile forest, and
encounters with hostile bees at dizzy heights, its dearth of at-
tendant ritual might seem astounding. But it has been pointed
out to me that danger does not necessarily evoke ritual. Some
hunting tribes are known to go after big game without overmuch
formality. Ritual impinges very little on the Ngindo daily sub-
sistence routine.” 13

The empirical relationship postulated by Malinowski is thus
not verified. And in any case, as Radcliffe-Brown remarks, the
argument proposed (which merely recapitulates, moreover, that
of Loisy) would be just as plausible if it were turned round the
other way, producing an exactly opposite thesis:

. . namely, that if it were not for the existence of the rite and the
beliefs associated with it the individual would feel no anxiety, and
that the psychological effect of the rite is to create in him a sense of
insecurity or danger. It seems very unlikely that an Andaman Islander
would think it is dangerous to eat dugong or pork or turtle meat if it
were not for the existence of a specific body of ritual the ostensible
purpose of which is tc protect him from these dangers . . . Thus,
while one anthropological theory is that magic and religion give men
confidence, comfort and a sense of security, it could equally well be

argued that they give men fears and anxieties from which they would
otherwise be free. . . 1%
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Thus it is certainly not because men feel anxiety in certain situa-
tions that they turn to magic, but it is because they have recourse
to magic that these situations engender anxiety in them. Now
this argument also applies to Radcliffe-Brown’s first theory of
totemism, since this affirms that men adopt a ritual attitude to
ward animal and vegetable species which arouse their interest
(which should be understood as: their spontaneous interest).
Could it not just as well be maintained that (as the bizarre nature
of the lists of totems suggests) it is rather because of the ritual
attitudes which they observe toward certain species that men are
led to find an interest in them?

We may certainly imagine that in the beginning of social
life, and today still, individuals who were prey to anxiety
should have originated, and still originate, compulsive modes of
behavior such as are observed among psychopaths; and that a
kind of social selection should have operated on this multitude
of individual variations in such a way, like natural selection by
means of mutations, as to preserve and generalize those that were
useful to the perpetuation of the group and the maintenance
of order, and to eliminate the others. But this hypothesis, which
is difficult to verify for the present, and impossible for the distant
past, would add nothing to the simple statement that rites are
born and disappear irregularly.

Before a recourse to anxiety could supply even the outlines
of an explanation, we should have to know what anxiety actually
is, and then what relations exist between, on the one hand, a
confused and disordered emotion, and, on the other, acts marked
by the most rigorous precision and which are divided into a
number of distinct categories. By what mechanism might the
former give rise to the latter? Anxiety is not a cause: it is the
way in which man perceives, subjectively and obscurely, an
internal disorder such that he does not even know whether it is
physical or mental. If an intelligible connection exists, it has to be
sought between articulated modes of behavior and structures of
disorder of which the theory has yet to be worked out, not be
tween behavior and the regection of unknown phenomena on
the screen of sensation.
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Psycho-analytical theory, which Malinowski implicitly
makes use of, sets itself the task of teaching us that the behavior
of disturbed persons is symbolic, and that its interpretation calls
for a grammar, i.., a code which, like all codes, is by its very
nature extra-individual. This behavior may be accompanied by
anxiety, but it is not anxiety that produces it. The fundamental
error in Malinowski’s thesis is that it takes for a cause what, in
the most favorable circumstances, is only a consequence or a con-
comitant.

As affectivity is the most obscure side of man, there has been
the constant temptation to resort to it, forgetting that what is
refractory to explanation is ipso facto unsuitable for use in ex-
planation. A datum is not primary because it is incomprehensi-
ble: this characteristic indicates solely that an explanation, if it
exists, must be sought on another level. Otherwise, we shall be
satisfied to attach another label to the problem, thus believing
it to have been solved.

The first stage of Radcliffe-Brown’s thought is sufficient to
demonstrate that this illusion has vitiated reflections on totemism.
It is this, also, which ruins Freud'’s attempt in Totem and Taboo.
It is well known that Kroeber changed his mind somewhat about
this work twenty years after condemning it for its inexactitudes
and unscientific method. In 1939, however, he accused himself
of injustice: had he not used a sledge-hammer to crush a butter-
fly? If Freud gave up the idea, as he seemed to have done, that
the act of parricide was a historical event, it could be viewed as
the symbolic expression of a recurrent virtuality, a generic and
non-temporal model of psychological attitudes entailed by repeti-
tive phenomena or institutions such as totemism and tabus.®

But this is not the real question. Contrary to what Freud
maintained, social constraints, whether positive or negative, can-
not be explained, either in their origin or in their persistence, as
the effects of impulses or emotions which appear again and again,
with the same characteristics and during tﬂe course of centuries
and millennia, in different individuals. For if the recurrence of
the sentiments explained the persistence of customs, the origin of

the customs ought to coincide with the origin of the appearance
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of the sentiments, and Freud's thesis would be unchanged even
if the parricidal impulse corresponded to a typical situation in-
stead of to a historical event.*

We do not know, and never shall know, anything about the
first origin of beliefs and customs the roots of which plunge into
a distant past; but, as far as the nt is concerned, it is certain
that social behavior is not ptot:luced spontaneously by each in-
dividual, under the influence of emotions of the moment. Men
do not act, as members of a group, in accordance with what each
feels as an individual, each man feels as a function of the w
in which he is permitted or obliged to act. Customs are given
external norms before giving rise to internal sentiments, and
these non sentient norms determine the sentiments of individuals
as well as the circumstances in which they may, or must, be dis-

layed.

£ yegloreover, if institutions and customs drew their vitality
from being continually refreshed and invigorated by individual
sentiments, like those in which they originated, they ought to
conceal an affective richness, continually replenished, which
would be their positive content. We know that this is not the
case, and that the constancy which they exhibit usually results
from a conventional attitude. T'o whatever society he belongs, the
individual is rarely capable of assigning a cause to this con-
formity: all he can say is that things have always been like this,
and he does what people before him did. This kind of response
seems perfectly veracious. Fervor does not emerge in obedience
and in behavior, which would necessarily be the case if each
individual adopted social beliefs because at a certain time in his
life he had experienced them intimately and personally. Emotion
is indeed aroused, but when the custom, in itself indifferent, is
violated.

It may seem that we are reverting to Durkheim'’s position,
but in the last analysis Durkheim derives social phenomena as
well from affectivity. His theory of totemism starts with an urge,

* Unlike Kroeber's, our attitude toward Totem and Taboo has hardened
rather over the years. Cf. Les Structures élémentaires de la parenté (1949),
pp. 609-610.
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and ends with a recourse to sentiment. As we have already’seen,
for him the existence of totems results from the recognition of
animal or plant effigies in what were previously only non figura-
tive and arbitrary :lf'ﬁ:s But why should men have come to sym-
bolize their clan affiliations by signs? Because, says Durkheim,
there is an “instinctive tendency” which leads “men of a lower
civilisation . . . associated in a common life . . . to paint or
incise on the body images which recall this community of exist-
ence.”** This graphic “instinct” is thus the basis of a system
which reaches its consummation in an affective theory of the
sacred. But Durkheim's theory of the collective origin of the
sacred, like those which we have just criticized, rests on a petitio
principii: it is not present emotions, felt at gatherings antr cere-
monies, which engender or pe te the rites, but ritual activity
which arouses the emotions. Far from the religious idea bei
born of “effervescent social surroundings, and of this very :fg
fervescence,” ** they presuppose it.

Acmailfr, impulses and emotions explain nothing: they are
always results, either of the power of the body or of the im-
potence of the mind. In both cases they are consequences, never
causes. The latter can be sought only in the organism, which is
the exclusive concern of biology, or in the intellect, which is the
sole way offered to psychology, and to anthropology as well.
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The Tallensi of the northern Gold Coast are divided intc\
patrilineal clans observing distinctive totemic prohibitions. They
share this feature with the peoples of the ugper Volta, and even
with the generality of those of the western udan. It is not only
a matter of formal resemblance, for the animal species most com-
monly prohibited are the same over the entire extent of this vast
territory, as also are the myths which are invoked to account for
the pmi'nibitions.

The objects of the totemic prohibitions of the Tallensi com-
prise birds such as the canary, turtle dove, domestic hen; reptiles
such as the crocodile, snake, turtle (land and water); certain fish;
the large grasshopper; rodents such as the squirrel and hare;
ruminants such as the goat and sheep; carnivores such as the cat,
dog, and leopard; and, finally, other animals such as the monkey,
wild pig, etc.

It is impossible to find any common trait among this variety of
creatures. Some play an important part in the economic life and the
food-supply of the natives, but the majority are negligible in this
respect. Many are prized as delicacies by those who are permitted to
eat them; and, on the other hand, some are despised as food. No adult
would willingly eat grasshopper, canaries, or small edible snakes,
though little children, who eat almost any small animals they can
lay their hands on, quite often do so. Several of these animal species
are regarded as always potentially dangerous in the magical as well
as the physical sense. Such are the crocodile, snakes, the leopard, and
other wild carnivores. But many, on the contrary, are entirely inno-
cent both in the magical and the physical sense. Some have a place
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in the meagre folk-lore of the Tallensi, including such diverse crea-
tures as the monkey, the turtle-dove, and the cat. . . . Incidentally,
clans that have the cat as totem show no particular r towards
household cats, nor are household dogs treated differently by people
who may and people who may not eat the dog.

The totemic animals of the Tallensi thus comprise neither a
zoological nor a utilitarian nor a magical. class. All that can be said
of them is that they are generally fairly common domestic or wild
creatures.!

This takes us far from Malinowski. But, above all, Fortes
brings out a problem which, since Boas, may be glimpsed behind
the illusions created by totemism. To understand beliefs and

rohibitions of this order it is not enough to attribute a general

nction to them, viz., as constituting a simple and concrete
procedure which is easily transmissible in the form of habits con-
tracted in childhood, in order to display the complex structure of
a society. For yet anottier question presents itself, and one that is
pmbably func{arhental, viz,, why the animal symbolism? Above
all, and seeing that it has been established, at least negatively,
that the choice of certain animals is not explicable from a 'I..ltl'l}l:-
tarian point of view, why such a particular symbolism rather
than any other?

Let us take the Tallensi case by stages. There are individual
animals, or even sometimes geographically localized species,
which are the objects of tabus %ecause they are met with in the
neighborhood of shrines dedicated to particular ancestor cults.
There is no question of totemism here, in the meaning normally
given to the word. “Tabus of the Earth” form an intermediate
category between these sacred animals or species and the totems,
such as the large reptiles—crocodile, python, tree-lizard or water-
lizard—which may not be killed near an Earth shrine. They are
“the people of the Earth,” in the same sense as men are described
as people of such and such a village, and they symbolize the
power of the Earth, which may be beneficent or maleficent. The
question immediately arises why certain terrestrial creatures have
been selected and not others. The python, for example, is
particularly sacred in the territory guarded by a certain clan.
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Moreover, the animal is more than a simple object of a prohibi-
tion; it is an ancestor, and to kill it would be almost as bad as
murder. This is not because the Tallensi believe in metempsycho-
sis, but because the ancestors, their human descendants, and the
resident animals are all united by a territorial link: “The an-
cestors . . . are spiritually present in the social life of their
descendants in the same way as the sacred animals are present
in sacred pools or in the locality with which the group is iden-
tified.” 2 -

Tallensi society is thus comparable to a fabric in which the
warp and the woof correspond respectively to localities and to
lineages. Intimately connected as they are, these elements none-
theless constitute distinct realities, accompanied by particular
sanctions and ritual symbols, within the general framework
of the ancestor cult. The Tallensi know that an individual,
in his social capacity, combines multiple roles, each of which
corresponds to an aspect or a function of the society, and that
he is continually confronted by problems of orientation and
selection: “Totemic and other ritual symbols are the ideological
landmarks that keep an individual on his course.” * As a member
of a large clan, a man is related to common and distant ancestors,
symbolized by sacred animals; as member of a lineage, to closer
ancestors, symbolized by totems; and lastly, as an individual, he
is connected with particular ancestors who reveal his personal
fate and who may appear to him through an intermediary such
as a domestic animal or certain wild game:

But what is the common psychological theme in these different
categories of animals symbolised? The relations between men and
their ancestors among the Tallensi are a never-ceasing struggle. Men
try to coerce and placate their ancestors by means of sacrifices. But
the ancestors are unpredictable. It is their power to injure and their
sudden attacks on routine well-being that make men aware of them
rather than their beneficent guardianship. It is by their aggressive
intervention in human affairs that they control the social order. Do
what they will men can never control the ancestors. Like the animals
of the bush and the river, they are restless, elusive, ubiquitous, un-
predictable, aggressive. The relations of men with animals in the
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world of common-sense experience are an apt symbolism of the rela-
tions of men with their ancestors in the sphere of mystical causa-
tion.*

Fortes finds in this comparison the explanation for the
predominant place assigned to carnivorous animals, those which
the Tallensi group together under the term “teeth-bearers,”
which exist and protect themselves by attacking other animals
and sometimes even men: “their symbolic link with the po-
tential aggressiveness of the ancestors is patent.” Because of their
vitality, these animals are also a convenient symbol for im-
mortality. That this symbolism is always of the same type, viz.,
animal, is due to the fundamental character of the social and
moral code, embodied in the ancestor cult; that different animal
symbols should be employed is explained by the fact that this
code has different aspects.

In his study of totemism in Polynesia, Firth had already
tended toward this type of explanation:

It is a feature of Polynesian totemism that the natural species
concerned are generally animals, either land or marine, and that
plants, though occasionally included in the list, never predominate.
The reason for this preference for animals, it seems to me, lies in the
fact that the behavior of the totem is usually held to give an indica-
tion as to the actions or intentions of the god concerned. Plants, be-
cause of their immobility, are not of much interest from this point
of view, and the tendency is then for the more mobile species, en-
dowed with locomotion and versatility of movement, and often with
other striking characteristics in the matter of shape, colour, ferocity,
or peculiar cries, to be represented in greater measure in the list of
media which serve as outlet for the supernatural beings.

These interpretations by Firth and Fortes are much more
satisfactory than those of the classical adherents of totemism, or
of its first adversaries such as Goldenweiser, because they escape
the double danger of recourse either to some arbitrary explana-
tion or to factitious evidence. It is clear that in so-called totemic
systems the natural species do not serve as any old names for
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social units which might just as well have been designated in
another way; and it is no less clear that in adopting a plant or
animal eponym a social unit does not make an implicit affirma-
tion of an affinity of substance between it and itself, e.g., that
the group is descended from it, that it participates in its nature, or
that it is sustained by it. The connection is not arbitrary; neither
is it a relation of contiguity. There remains the possibility, which
Firth and Fortes have glimpsed, that the relation is based on a
perception of a resemblance. We then have to find out in what
this resemblance consists, and on what level it is apprehended.
Can we say, with the authors whm:z we have just quoted, that it
is of a physical or moral order, thus transposing Malinowski’s
empiricism from the organic and affective plane to that of per-
ception and judgment?

We may first note that the interpretation is conceivable only
in the case of societies which separate the totemic from the
genealogical series: though an equal importance is assigned to
them, one may evoke the other because they are not connected.
But in Australia they are merged, and the intuitively perceived
resemblance which Fortes and Firth call into consideration would
be inconceivable by the very fact of this contiguity. In v
of the tribes of No{th angrgomh America, onglﬂl'lne other ﬂnﬁ
resemblance at all is postulated, either implicitly or explicitly;
the connection between ancestors and animals is external and
historical, they came to be known, encountered, fought against,
or associated with. The same is related in many African myths,
including the Tallensi. All these facts lead one to search for a
connection on a far more general level, a procedure which the
authors we have been discussing could scarcely object to, since
the connection which they themselves suggest is purely in-
ferential.

In the second place, the hypothesis has a very restricted field
of application. Firth adopts it F:r Polynesia because of the re-
ported preference there for animal totems; and Fortes admits that
it holds primarily for certain animals with fangs. But what is to
be done with others, and what about plants, where it is
these that are more important? What, finally, of natural phe-
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nomena or objects, normal or pathological states, or manufactured
objects, all of which may serve as totems and which play a part
which is certainly not negligible, and is sometimes even essential,
in certain Austra{'an and Indian forms of totemism?

In other words, the interpretation offered by Firth and by
Fortes is narrow in two senses. Firstly, it is limited to cultures
with a highly developed ancestor cult, as well as a social struc-
ture of totemic type; secondly, among these, it is limited to
mainly animal forms of totemism, or is even restricted to cer-
tain t of animals. Now we shall never get to the bottom of
the aﬁgged problem of totemism—and on this point we are in
agreement with Radcliffe Brown—by thinking up a solution
having only a limited field of application and then manipulating
recalcitrant cases until the facts give way, but by reaching
directly a level so general that all observed cases may figure in it
as particular modes.

Lastly and above all, Fortes's psychological theory is based
on an incomplete analysis. It is possible that the animals, from
a certain point of view, are roughly comparable to the ancestors.
But this is not a necessary condition, nor is it a sufficient condi-
tion. If we may be allowed the expression, it is not the resem-
blances, but the differences, which resemble each other. By this
we mean that there are not, first, animals which resemble each
other (because they all share animal behavior), then ancestors
which resemble each other (because they all share ancestral be-
havior), and lastly an overall resemblance between the two
groups; but on the one hand there are animals which differ from
each other (in that they belong to distinct species, each of which
has its own physical appearance and mode of life), and on the
other there are men—among whom the ancestors form a par-
ticular case—who also differ from each other (in that they are
distributed among different segments of the society, each occupy-
ing a particular position in the social structure). TL resemblance
presupposed by so called totemic representations is between these
two systems of differences. Firth and Fortes have taken a great
step in passing from a point of view centered on subjective utility
to one of objective analogy. But, this progress having been made,
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it remains to effect the passage from external analogy to internal

homology.

II

The idea of an objectively perceived resemblance between
men and totems would constitute problem enough in the case of
the Azande, who include among their totems imaginary creatures
such as the crested water-snake, [rainbow snake, water leopard,
and the thunder beast® But even among the Nuer, all of whose
totems correspond to real objects, it has to be recognized that the
list forms a rather bizarre assortment: lion, waterbuck, monitor
lizard, crocodile, various snakes, tortoise, ostrich, cattle egret,
durra-bird, various trees, papyrus, gourd, various fish, bee, red
ant, river and stream, cattle with certain markings, monorchids,
hide, rafter, rope, parts of beasts, and some diseases. Taking
them as a whole, “we may say that there is no marked utilitarian
element in their selection. The animals and birds and fish and
plants and artifacts which are of the most use to the Nuer are
absent from the list of their totems. The facts of Nuer totemism
do not, therefore, support the contention of those who see in to-
temism chiefly, or even merely, a ritualization of empirical in-
terests.” 7

The argument is expressly directed against Radcliffe-Brown,
.and Evans-Pritchard recalls that it had previously been formu-
lated by Durkheim with regard to similar theories. What follows
may be applied to the interpretation offered by Firth and by
Fortes: “Nor in general are Nuer totems such creatures as might
be expected, on account of some striking peculiarities, to attract
particular attention. On the contrary, those creatures which
have excited the mythopoeic imagination of the Nuer and which
figure most prominently in their folk-tales do not figure, or
figure rarely and insi nificantly, among their totems.” ®

The author declines therefore to answer the question—con-
stantly encountered like a Leitmotiv from the beginning of our
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exposition—why it is that mammals, birds, reptiles, and trees
should be symbols of the relationships between spiritual power
and the lineages. The farthest he goes is to observe that certain
widely held beliefs might prepare certain things to fill this func-
tion: e.g., birds fly, and are thus better able to communicate with
the supreme spirit who lives in the sky. The argument does not
apply to snakes, even though they are also, in their way, mani-
festations of Spirit. Trees, rare on the savannah, are regarded as
divine favors, because of the shade they afford; rivers and
streams are related to water spirits. As for monorchids and ani-
mals with certain markings, it is believed that they are visible
signs of an exceptionally powerful spiritual activity.

Unless we return to an empiricism and a naturalism which
Evans-Pritchard rightly rejects, it has to be recognized that these
indigenous ideas are not very significant. For if we exclude the
possibility that streams are the objects of ritual attitudes because
of their biological or economic function, their supposed rela-
tionship with the water spirits is reduced to a purely verbal
manner of expressing the spiritual value which is attributed to
them, which is not an explanation. The same applies to the other
cases. On the other hand, Evans-Pritchard has been able to make
profound analyses which allow him to dismantle bit by bit, as
it were, the relations which, in Nuer thought, unite certain
types of men to certain species of animals.

In order to characterize twins, the Nuer employ expressions
which at first sight seem contradictory. On the one hand, they
say that twins are “one person” (ran); on the other, they state
that twins are not “persons” (ran), but “birds” (dit). To inter-

these expressions correctly, it is necessary to envisage, step

step, the reasoning involved. As manifestations of spiritual
power, twins are firstly “children of God” (gat kwoth), and
since the sky is the divine abode they may also be called “persons
of the above” (ran nhial). In this context they are opposed to
ordinary humans, who are “persons of below” (ran piny). As
birds are themselves “of the above,” twins are assimilated to
them.
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However, twins remain human beings: although they are “of
the above,” they are relatively “of below.” But the same distinc-
tion applies to {:irds, since certain species fly less high and less
well t others: in their own sphere, consequently, while re-
maining generally “of the above,” birds may also be divided ac-
cording to above and below. We may thus understand why twins
are called by the names of “terrestrial” birds: guinea fowl, fran-
colin, etc.

The relation thus postulated between twins and birds is
explained neither by a principle of participation after the man-
ner of Lévy Bruhl, nor by utilitarian considerations such as those
adduced by Malinowski, nor by the intuition of perceptible re-
semblances proposed by Firth and by Fortes. What we are pre-
sented with is a series of logical connections uniting mental rela-
tions. Twins “are birds,” not because they are confused with
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them or because they ook like them, but because twins, in rela-
tion to other men, are as “persons of the above” to “ ns of
below,” and, in relation to birds, as “birds of belomre to
“birds of the above.” They thus occupy, as do birds, an inter-
mediary position between the supreme spirit and human be-
|

Although it is not explicitly set out by Evans-Pritchard, this
reasoning leads him to an important conclusion. For this kind
of inference is applicable not only to the particular relationships
which the Nuer establish between twins and birds (which are
closely paralleled, moreover, by those which the Kwakiutl of
Britisz gj)]umbia conceive of between twins and salmon, a com-
rnrison which in itself that in both cases the process is
vased on a more general principle), but to every relationship
postulated between human groups and animal species. As Evans-
Pritchard himself says, this relation is metaphorical.’ The Nuer
speak about natural species by analogy with their own social
segments such as lineages, and the relation between a lineage and
a totemic species is conceptualized on the model of what they
call buth, the relationship between collateral lineages descended
from a common ancestor. The animal world is thus thought of in
terms of the social world. There is the community (cieng) of
camivorous animals—lion, leopard, hyena, jackal, wild dog and
domestic dog—which includes as one of its lineages (thok dwiel)
the mongooses, which are subdivided into a number of smaller
lineages of little animals (several varieties of mongooses and the
lesser felines, etc.). Another collectivity or class or kind (bab)
is formed of graminivorous animals: antelopes, gazelles, buffaloes,
and cows, and also hares, shee goats, etc. That of “the feetless
people” groups the lineages o% snakes, and “the river people”
unites all animals which live in streams and marshes, such as
crocodiles, monitor lizards, all fish, marsh birds and fisher-birds,
as well as, furthermore, the Anuak and Balak Dinka peoples,
who for the most part are without cattle and are riverain cultiva-
tors and fishernen. Birds form a vast community subdivided into
a number of lineages: “children of God,” “sister’s sons of the
children of God,” and “sons or daughters of aristocrats.” 1
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These theoretical classifications are the basis of the totemic
ideas:

An interpretation of the totemic relationship is here, then, not
to be sought in the nature of the totem itself but in an association it
brings to the mind.**

Evans-Pritchard has recently reformulated this view more rigor-
ously:

On to the creatures are posited conceptions and sentiments
Jerived from elsewhere than from them!?

However fertile these views may be, they are nevertheless
subject to reserve in two respects. In the first place, the native
theory of twins is too strictly subordinated to Nuer theology:
“The formula [assimilating twins to birds] does not express a
dyadic relationship between twins and birds but a triadic relation-
ship between twins, birds, and God. With respect to God twins
and birds have a similar character.” 1

But a belief in a supreme deity is not necessary to the estab-
lishment of relations of this type, and we have ourselves demon-
strated them for societies much less theologically minded than
the Nuer.” In formulating his interpretation in this way, Evans-
Pritchard thus runs the risk of restricting it: like Firth and
Fortes (though to a lesser degree), he presents a general inter-
pretation in the language of a particular society, thus limiting its
sco

In the second place, Evans-Pritchard seems not to have
appreciated the importance of the revolution achieved by Rad-
cEEe-Brown. some years before the publication of Nuer Religion,
with his second theory of totemism.} The latter differs from the

* Compare the scheme on p. 80 above with that which we present in “La
Geste dAstiwal,” Anmuaive (1958-1959) de TEcole Prasigue des Hawtes
'semnd;’hsguh 96&5'10991120; o iy
modernes, No. 179, 1961, p. x k

+In 1920 Evans-Pritchard st?ll seemed to think that Radcliffe-Brown's
contribution to the problem of totemism was confined to his 1929 article
CEvans-Pritchard, 1960, p. 19 1).
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firt far more radically than English anthropologists seem to
realize. In our opinion, it not only completes the Equidation of
the problem of totemism, but it brings out the real problem, one
which is posed at another level and in different terms and which
until then had not been clearly perceived, though in the final
analysis its presence may be taken to be the fundamental cause
of the intense eddies produced by totemism in anthropological
thought. It would scarcely be credible, indeed, that numerous and
ca aEle minds should have been so exercised without a reason-
able motive, even if the state of knowledge and tenacious prej-
udices prevented them from realizing what it was, or revealed it
to them only in a deformed as We have now to turn our
attention, therefore, to Radcliffe-Brown's second theory.

I

This theory a ed twenty-two years after the first, with-
out the author emphasizing its novelty, in the Huxley Memorial
Lecture for 1951 entitled “The Comparative Method in Social
Anthropology.” In fact, Radcliffe-Brown offersit as an example of
this comparative method which alone will permit anthropology
to formulate “general propositions.” This is the same way in
which the first theory was introduced.** There is thus a methodo-
logical continuit{mbetween the one and the other. But the re-
semblance ends there.

The Australian tribes of the Darling River, in New South
Wales, are divided into matrilineal exogamous moieties called
Eaglehawk and Crow. A historical explanation for such a social
system may be sought, e.g., that two hostile peoples once decided
to make peace, and to secure it agreed that thenceforth the men
of one group should marry women of the other, and reciprocally.
But as we know nothing about the past of the tribes in question,
this kind of explanation is condemned to remain gratuitous and
conjectural.

Let us see rather whether similar institutions exist else-
where. The Haida, of the Queen Charlotte Islands in British
Columbia, are divided into matrilineal exogamous moieties called
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Eagle and Raven. A Haida myth tells how, at the beginning of
time, the eagle was the master of all the water on the earth,
which he kept in a water-tight basket. The raven stole the basket,
but as he flew. with it over the island the water spilled on to the
earth, thus creating the lakes and rivers from which the birds
have since drunk and where came the salmon on which men
chiefly live.

The eponymous birds of these Australian and American
moieties thus belong to vefy similar, and symmetrically opposed,
species. Moreover, there is an Australian myth which very much
resembles the one just related. In this, the eaglehawk formerly
kept the water in a well that he kept closed with a large stone,
and which he lifted when he wanted to drink. The crow discov-
ered this subterfuge, and, wanting to have a drink himself, lifted
the stone: he scratched his head, which was full of lice, over the
water, and forgot to replace the stone. All the water ran away,
forming the rivers of eastern Australia, and the lice changed into
the fish which the natives eat. Ought we then to imagine, in the
spirit of historical reconstruction, that there were formerly con-
nections between Australia and America, in order to explain
these analogies?

This would be to forget that Australian exogamous moieties
—both matrilineal and patrilineal—are ﬁequanFy designated b
the names of birds, and that consequently, in Australia itselg:
the Darling River tribes are merely an illustration of a general
situation. white cockatoo is opposed to the crow in Western
Australia, and white cockatoo to g]’ack cockatoo in Victoria. Bird
totems are also very widespread in Melanesia, e.g., the moieties
of certain tribes of New Ireland are named after the sca-eailc
and the fish-hawk. To generalize further, we may compare the
facts recounted earlier in connection with sexual totemism (and
no longer with moieties), which also employs bird or animal
designations: in eastern Australia the bat is the masculine totem,
the night owl the feminine; in the northern part of New South
Wiales the totems are respectively the bat and the tree-cre
(Climacteris sp.). Finally, it happens that the Australian dual-
ism is also applied to generations, i.e., an individual is placed in
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the same category as his grandfather and his grandson, while his
lather and his son are assigned to the opposite category. The
moieties by generations thus formed are usually not given names.
But where they are, they may be known by the names of birds,
c.g, in western Australia, as kingfisher and bee-eater, or little
red bird and little black bird.

Our question “Why all these birds?” is thus widened in its soo

It is not only the exogamous moieties, but also dual divisions of other
kinds that are identified by connection with a pair of birds. It is,
however, not always a question of birds. In Australia the moieties
may be associated with other pairs of animals, with two species of
kangaroo in one part, with two species of bee in another. In Cali-
fornia one moiety is associated with the coyote and the other with
the wild cat.1®

The comparative method consists precisely in integrating a
particular phenomenon into a larger whole, which the progress
of the comparison makes more and more general. In conclusion,
we are confronted with the following problem: how may it be
explained that social groups, or segments of society, should be
distinguished from each other by the association of each with a
particular natural species? This, which is the very problem of
totemism, includes two others: how does each society see the
relationship between human beings and the other natural species
(a problem which is external to totemisin, as the Andaman ex-
ample shows); and how does it come about, on the other hand,
that social groups should be identified by means of emblems or
symbols, orgb emblematic or symbolic objects? This second prob-
lem lies equally outside the framework of totemism, since in this
regard the same role may be vested, according to the type of com-
munity considered, in a flag, a coat of arms, a saint, or an animal
species.

So far, Radcliffe-Brown’s analysis has reproduced that which
he formulated in 1929, which corresponds closely, as we have
seen, with that of Boas.!® But his address of 1951 makes an in-
novation in declaring that this is not enough, for there remains
an unresolved problem. Even if we assume that we can offer a
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satisfactory explanation of the “totemic” predilection for animal

species, we still have to try to understand why any particular
species is selected rather than another:

What is the principle by which such pairs as eaglehawk and
crow, eagle and raven, coyote and wild cat are chosen as representing
the moieties of the dual division? The reason for asking this question
is not idle curiosity. We jmay, it can be held, suppose th::lt an un-
derstanding of the principle in question will give us an important
insight into the way in which the natives themselves think about the
dual division as a part of their social structure. In other vyords, instead
of asking “Why all these birds?” we can ask “Why particularly eagle-

hawk and crow, and other pairs?”.}?

This step is decisive. It brings about a reintegration of con-
tent with form, and thus opens the way to a genuine structural
analysis, equally far removed from formalism and from function-
alism. For it is indeed a structural analysis which Radcliffe-
Brown undertakes, consolidating institutions with representations
on the one hand, and interpreting in conjunction all the variants
of the same myth on the other.

This myth, which is known from many parts of Australia,
has to do with two protagonists, whose conflicts are the principal
theme of the story. One version from Western Australia is about
Eaglehawk and Crow. The former is mother’s brother to Crow,
and his potential father-in-law also because of the preferential
marriage with the mother’s brother’s daughter. A father-in-law,
real or potential, has the right to demand presents of food from
his son-in-law and nephew, and Eaglehawk accordingly tells
Crow to bring him a wallaby. After a successful hunt, Crow suc-
cumbs to temptation: he eats the animal and pretends to return
empty-handed. But the uncle refuses to believe him, and ques-
tions him about his distended belly. Crow answers that to stay

the pangs of his hunger he had filled his belly with the gum
from the acacia. Still disbelieving him, Eaglehawk tickles his
nephew until he vomits the meat. As a punishment, he throws
him into the fire and keeps him there until his eyes are red and
his feathers are blackened, while he emits in his pain the cry
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which is henceforth to be characteristic. Eaglehawk pronounces
that Crow shall never again be a hunter, and that he will be
reduced to stealing game. This is the way things have been ever
since.

It is impossible, Radcliffe-Brown continues, to understand
this myth without reference to the ethnographic context. The
Australian aborigine thinks of himself as a “meat-eater,” and the
eaglehawk and crow, which are carnivorous birds, are his main
rivals. When the natives go hunting by lighting bush-fires, the
eaglehawks quickly appear and join in the hunt: they also are
hunters. Perching not far from the camp fires, the crows await
their chance to steal from the feast.

Myths of this type may be compared with others, the struc-
ture of which is similar, although they are concerned with differ-
ent animals. For example, the aborigines who inhabit the region
where South Australia joins Victoria say that the kangaroo and
the wombat (another marsupial, but smaller), which are the
principal game, were once friends. One day Wombat began to
make a “house” for himself (the animal lives in a burrow in the
ground), and Kangaroo jeered at him and thus annoyed him.
But when, for the very first time, rain began to fall, and Wombat
sheltered in his house, he refused to make room for Kangaroo,
claiming that it was too small for two. Furious, Kangaroo struck
Wombat on the head with a big stone, flattening his skull; and
Wombat, in riposte, threw a spear at Kangaroo which fixed itself
at the base of the backbone. This is the way things have been
ever since: the wombat has a flat skull and lives in a burrow;
the kangaroo has a fail and lives in the open: “This is, of course,
a Just so’ story which you may think is childish. It amuses the
listeners when it is told with the suitable dramatic expressions.
But if we examine some dozens of these tales we find that they
have a single theme. The resemblances and differences of animal
species are translated into terms of friendship and conflict, soli-
darity and opposition. In other words the world of animal life is
represented in terms of social relations similar to those of human
society.” 18

To arrive at this end, the natural species are classed in pairs
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of opposites, and this is possible only on condition that the species
chosen have in common at least one characteristic which permits
them to be compared.

The principle is clear in the case of the eaglehawk and
crow, which are the two main carnivorous birds, though they
differ from each other in that one is a bird of prey and the other a
carrion eater. But how are we to interpret the pair bat/night owl?
Radcliffe Brown admits that at first he was misled by the fact
that both fly about at night. However, in one part of New South
Wiales it is the treecreeper, a diurnal bird, which is opposed to
the bat; it is the feminine totem, and a myth relates that it is this
bird which taught women to climb trees.

Encouraged by this first explanation supplied by his inform-
ant, Radcliffe Brown then asked, “What resemblance is there
between the bat and the tree-creeper?” The native, obviously sur-

rised by such ignorance, answered, “But of course they both

ive in holes in trees.” This is also the case with the night owl and
the nightjar. To eat meat, or to live in trees, is tEe common
feature of the pair considered and presents a point of comparison
with the human condition.* But there is also an opposition
within the pair, underlying the similarity: while bot.ﬁ of the
birds are carnivorous, one is a “hunter” and the other is a “thief.”
While they are members of the same species, cockatoos differ in
color, being white or black; birds which similarly live in holes in
trees are distinguished as diurnal and nocturnal, and so on.

Consequently, the division eaglehawk/crow among the
Darling River tribes, with which we began, is seen at the end of
the analysis to be no more than “one particular example of
widespread type of the application of a certain structural princi
ple,” ¥ a principle consisting of the union of opposites. Th

'Aswehmgnnea]ittlc&{'mdlhddﬂfe&m'sacmumhmyh
asked in what respect the life of birds which live in holes in trees recall
the human condition. There is at least one Australian tribe, as a matter o
fact, which names its moieties after the of a mee: “In the Ngeumb
tribe Gwaimudthen is divided into nhurai (butt) and e (middle), whil
Gwaigulir is equivalent to wi (top).'l'huemmesrﬁamdﬁem
tions of the shadow of a tree refer to the positions taken up in camping
+ + +" (Thomas, 1906, p. 152).
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alleged totemism is no more than a particular sion, by
means of a special nomenclature formed of animal and plant
names (in a certain code, as we should say today), which is its
sole distinctive characteristic, of correlations and oppositions
which may be formalized in other ways, e.g., among certain
tribes of North and South America, by oppositions of the type
skz:/earth, war/peace, upstream/downstream, red/white, ete.
The most merﬁe model of this, and the most systematic applica-
tion, is to be found perhaps in China, in the opposition of the
two principles of Yang and Yin, as male and female, day and
night, summer and winter, the union of which results in an
organized totality (tao) such as the conjugal pair, the day, or the

ear. Totemism is thus reduced to a particular fashion of formu-

ting a general problem, viz,, how to make opposition, instead
of being an obstacle to integration, serve rather to produce it.

IV

Radcliffe-Brown’s demonstration ends decisively the di
lemma in which the adversaries as well as the proponents of
totemism have been trapped because they could assign only two
roles to living species, viz., that of a natural stimulus, or that of
.an arbitrary pretext. The animals in totemism cease to be solely
or principally creatures which are feared, admired, or envied:
their perceptible reality permits the embodiment of ideas and
relations conceived by speculative thought on the basis of em

pirical observations. We derstand, too, that natural ies
arechosee=pet-because they are to eat’ buf because the

a L0 3
-\E\ The gap between lais thesis and its predecessor is so great
that uld li ow whether Radcliffe Brown appreciated

it. The answer is perhaps to be found in the notes of lectures he
delivered in SoutEaAfrica, and in the unpublished manuscript
of an address on Australian cosmology, the last occasions for the
expression of his thought before he died in 1953. He was not the
man to admit with good grace that he might change his mind,
or to recognize possible influences. Yet it is éiﬂicult not to remark,
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in this respect, that the ten years which preceded his Huxle
Memorial e were marked by the drawing together o
anthropology and structural linguistics. For those who took par
in this enterprise it is tﬁTn at least to think that this ma
have found an echo in cliﬂge-Bmwn’s thought. The ideas o
opposition and correlation, and that of pair of ites, have
long history; but it is structural linguistics and subsequent]
structural anthropology which rehabilitated them in the vocabu
lary of the humane sciences. It is striking to meet them, with al
their implications, in the writings of Radcliffe Brown, who, a
we have seen, was led by them to abandon his earlier positions
which were still stamped with the mark of naturalism and em

iricism. This departure, nevertheless, was not made withou

esitation, and at one point Radcliffe-Brown seems uncertai
about the scope of his thesis and the extent of its applicatio
beyond the area of the Australian facts: “The Australian idea o
what is here called ‘opposition’ is a particular application of tha
association by contrariety that is a universal feature of huma
thinking, so that we think b{ pairs of contraries, upwards an
downwards, strong and weak, black and white. But the Australia
conception of ‘opposition’ combines the idea of a pair of con
traries with that of a pair of opponents.”

It is certainly the case that one consequence of moderr
structuralism (not, however, clearly enunciated) ought to be t
rescue associational psychology from the discredit into which i
has fallen. Associationism had the great merit of sketching th
contours of this elementary logic, which is like the least commo
denominator of all thought, and its only failure was not to recog
nize that it was an original logic, a direct expression of the struc
ture of the mind (and behn':ig:he mind, pr):)ibly, of the brain)
and not an inert product of the action of the environment on a
amorphous consciousness. But, contrary to what Radcliffe-Brow
tends still to believe, it is this logic of oppositions and correlations
exclusions and inclusions, compatibilities and incompatibilities
which explains the laws of association, not the reverse. A reno
vated associationism would have to be based on a system o
operations which would not be without similarity to Boolea
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nlgebra. As Radcliffe-Brown’s very conclusions demonstrate, his
analysis of Australian facts guides him beyond a simple ethno-
ﬁﬂhic generalization—to tie laws of language, and even of
thought.

Nor is this all. We have already remarked that Radcliffe-
Brown understood that in a structura{analysis it is impossible to
dissociate form from content. The form is not outside, but in-
side. In order to perceive the rationale of animal designations
they must be envisaged concretely, for we are not free to trace
a bound.:z on the far side of which purely arbitrary considera-
tions would reign. Meaning is not decreed: if it is not everywhere
it is nowhere. It is true that our limited knowledge often pre-
vents us from pursuing it to its last retreats; for instance, Rad-
cliffe-Brown does not explain why certain Australian tribes con-
ceptualize the affinity between animal life and the human con-
dition by analogy with camivorous tastes while other tribes frame
it in terms of common habitat. But his analysis implicitly pre-
supposes that this difference itself is also meaningful, and that
if we were better informed we should be able to correlate it with
other differences, to be discovered between the respective beliefs
of two groups, between their techniques, or between the relations
of each to its environment.

In fact, the method adopted by Radcliffe-Brown is as sound
as the interpretations which it suggests to him. Each level of
social reality appears to him as an indispensable complement,
without which it would be impossible to understand the other
levels. Customs lead to beliefs, and these lead to techniques, but
the different levels do not simply reflect each other. They react
dialectically among themselves in such a way that we cannot
hope to understand one of them without first evaluating, through
their respective relations of opposition and correlation, institu-
tions, representations, and situations. In every one of its practical
undertakings, anthropology thus does no more than assert a
homology of structure between human thought in action and
the human object to which it is applied. The methodological in-
tegration of essence and form reflects, in its own way, a more
necessary integration—that between method and reality.
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I

Radcliffe-Brown would probably have rejected the conclu-
sions which we have just drawn from his analysis, for until the
end of his life, and as is proved by a correspondence with him,*
he held fast to an empiricist conception OF structure. However,
we believe that we have delineated, without distorting it, the
attractiveness of one of the paths opened up by his address of
1951. Even if he himself might not have taken it, it bears wit
ness to the fertility of a mind which, age and illness notwith-
standing, still showed its capacity for revival.

Novel though Radcliffe-Brown’s second theory of totemism
may appear in anthropological literature, he is not, however, its
inventor; yet it is scarcely probable that he should have been
inspired by predecessors who were quite marginal to strictly
anthropological speculation. Considering the intellectualist char-
acter that we have discerned in his theory, we might be surprised
that Bergson should have held very simi{ar ideas. Yet we find in
Les Deux Sources de la morale et de la religion the outline of a
theory which in certain respects presents an analogy with Rad-
cliffe-Brown’s which it is interesting to examine. This also offers
occasion to pose a problem concerning the history of ideas, one
which takes us back to the postulates implied by speculations on
totemism, viz., how is it that a philosopher known for the im-
portance he attached to affectivity and experience should find
himself, in approaching an anthropological problem, at the oppo-
site pole to those anthropologists whose theoretical position may
be considered so close to his in all other respects?

* See Radcliffe-Brown’s letter to the author, published in An Appraisal
of Anthropology Today, ed. S. Tax et al., Chicago, 1953, p. 109.
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In Les Deux Sources, Bergson approaches totemism indi
rectly, by way of animal worship, which he regards as a form of
spirit cult. Totemism is not to be confused with zoolatry, but it
presupposes all the same that “man treats an animal, or even
vegetable, species, and sometimes an inanimate object, with a
deference that is not entirely dissimilar to religion.” * This def-
erence seems to be connected in native thought to the belief in
an identity between the animal or plant and the members of the
clan. How may this belief be explained?

The gamut of interpretations proposed range themselves
between two extreme hypotheses: one a “participation,” after
Lévy-Bruhl, which treats in cavalier fashion the multiple mean
ings of expressions in different languages which we translate by
the verb “to be,” the meaning of which is equivocal even among
ourselves; the other, a reduction of the totem to the role of em-
blem and simple designation of the clan, which is what Durk-
heim does, but without then being able to account for the place
occupied by totemism in the life of the peoples that practice it.

Neither the one interpretation nor the other permits us to
answer simply and unequivocally the question posed by the clear
predilection for animal and vegetable species. We are thus led to
inquire what there is that is distinctive in the way man perceives
and conceptualizes plants and animals:

At the same time as the nature of the animal seems to be con-
centrated into a unique quality, we might say that its individuality
is dissolved in a genus. To recognise a man means to distinguish him
from other men; but to recognise an animal is normally to decide
what species it belongs to. . . . An animal lacks concreteness and
individuality, it appears essentially as a quality, and thus essentially
as a class.?

It is this direct perception of the class, through the individ-
uals, which characterizes the relation between man and the
animal or plant, and it is this also which helps us to understand
“this singular thing that is totemism.” In fact, the truth must
be sought halfway between the two extreme solutions recalled

above:
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There is nothing to be deduced from the fact that a clan is said
to be one or other animal; but that two clans of the same tribe have
necessarily to be two different animals is far more enlightening. Let
us suppose that it is desired to mark the fact that these two clans con-
stitute two species, in the biological sense of the word, . . . giving
one the name of one animal and the other the name of another. Each
of these names, taken by itself, is nothing but an appellation, but to-
gether they are equivalent to an affirmation. They say, in fact, that
the two clans are of different blood.?

There is no need for us to follow Bergson to the very end
of his theory, for there we should be led onto less solid ground.
Bergson sees totemism as a means of exogamy, this itself being
the effect of an instinct intended to prevent biologically harmful
unions between close relatives. But if such an instinct existed, a
recourse to institutions would be superfluous. Moreover, the
sociological model adopted would be in curious contradiction
with the zoological situation which inspired it: animals are en-
dogamous, not exogamous; they come together and reproduce
exclusively within the limits of the species. In “specifying” each
clan, and in differentiating them “specifically” from each other,
the result—if totemism were based on biological tendencies and
natural feelings—would be the reverse of that intended: i.e.,
each clan would have to be endogamous, like a biological species,
and the clans would remain strangers to each other.

Bergson is so aware of these difficulties that he hastens to
modify his thesis on two counts. While still maintaining the
reality of the need which should constrain people to avoid con-
sanguineous unions, he concedes that there is no “real and
active” instinct corresponding to it. Nature supplies this lack by
means of intelligence, arousing “an imaginative representation
which determines behaviour as the instinct might have done.” *
But, aside from the fact that this leads to a pure metaphysic, this
“imaginative representation” would still have, as we have just
séen, a content exactly the opposite of its alleged object. It is
probably in order to get round this second difficulty that Bergson
is forced to reduce an imaginative representation to a form:
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When, therefore, they [the members of two clans] declare that
they are two species of animals, it is not on the animality but on the
duality that they place the stress.®

In spite of the difference between their premises, it is Rad-
cliffe-Brown’s very conclusion which Bergson enunciates, and
twenty years before him.

II

This perspicacity of the philosopher, which imposes on him,
even against his reluctance, the correct answer to an anthropolog-
ical problem still unsolved by professional anthropologists (Les
Deux Sources was published not long after Radcliffe Brown’s
first theory) is the more remarkable in that a theoretical change-
over is produced between Bergson and Durkheim, who were
contemporaries. The philosopher of the unstable finds the solu-
tion to the problem of totemism in the field of oppositions and
ideas; while by a move in the opposite direction Durkheim, in-
clined though he always was to refer back to categories and even
to antinomies, seeks the answer at the level of indistinction.
Actually, the Durkheimian theory of totemism is developed in
three stages, of which Bergson, in his criticism, is content to
retain the first two. The clan first gives itself an emblem “instinc-
tively,”® which can only be a sketchy figure limited to a few
lines. Later, an animal figure is “recognized” in the design, and
it is changed in consequence. Finally this figure is sacralized, by
a sentimental confusion of the clan and its emblem.

But how can this series of operations, which each clan car-
ries out on its own account and independently of the other clans,
be organized eventually into a system? Durkheim replies:

If the totemic principle resides by choice in a particular animal
or vegetable, it cannot remain localised in it. The sacred is contagious
in the extreme; it thus extends from the totemic being to everything
that is at all connected with it . . . : the things it feeds on, . . .
things that resemble it, . . . various beings with which it is con-
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stantly connected. . . . At last, the whole world is shared between
the totemic principles of the same tribe.”

The term “shared” is clearly ambiguous, for a true sharing
would not result in a mutual and unforseen limitation of areas
of expansion, each of which would invade the entire field unless
it were prevented by the advances of the others. The distribution
which would result would be arbitrary and contingent, resulting
from history and chance; and it would be impossible to under-
stand how passively experienced distinctions, submitted to with-
out ever having been conceptualized, could be at the origin of
those “primitive classifications” whose systematic and coherent
character Durkheim, together with Mauss, had established:

It is far from being the case that this mentality has no connexion
with our own. Our logic was born of this logic. . . . Today, as in
former times, to explain is to show how a thing participates in one or
a number of others . . . Every time we unite heterogeneous terms
by an internal link we necessarily identify contraries. Of course, the
terms that we unite in this way are not those that the Australian
brings together; we choose them by other criteria and for other
reasons; but the process itself by which the mind relates them does
not differ essentially. . . .

Thus there is no abyss between the logic of religious thought
and the logic of scientific thought. Both are composed of the same
essential elements, only unequally and differently developed. The
special characteristic of the former seems to be its natural taste for
immoderate confusions as well as for abrupt contrasts. It is willingly
excessive in both directions. When it compares, it confuses; when it
distinguishes, it opposes. It knows neither measure nor subtlety, it
seeks extremes; consequently it employs logical mechanisms with a
kind of awkwardness, but it is ignorant of none of them.8

If we have quoted these lines at some length, it is firstly
because they are Durkheim at his best, i.e., he is admitting that
all social life, even elementary, presupposes an intellectual activ-
ity in man of which the formal properties, consequently, cannot
be a reflection of the concrete organization of the society. But the
theme of Les Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse, like what
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we might extract from the second preface to Les Régles de la

méthode sociologique and from the essay on primitive forms of
classification, shows the contradictions inherent in the contrary
view, which is only too often adopted by Durkheim when he
affirms the primacy of the social over the intellect. Now it is
precisely to the degree that Bergson intends the opposite of the
sociologist, in the Durkheimian sense of the worc{ that he is
able to make the category of class and the notion of opposition
into immediate data of the understanding, which are utilized
by the social order in its formation. And it is when Durkheim
claims to derive categories and abstract ideas from the social order
that, in trying to explain this order, he finds at his disposal no
more than sentiments, affective values, or vague ideas such as
contagion or contamination. His thought thus remains torn be-
tween two contradictory claims. This explains the paradox, well
illustrated by the history of the totemic issue, that Bergson is in
a better position than Durkheim to lay the foundations of a
genuine sociological logic, and that Durkheim’s psychology, as
much as Bergson’s but in the opposite direction, has to call upon
the inarticulate.

So far, the Bergsonian procedure seems to be made up of a
succession of retreats, as though Bergson, forced to break off in
the face of each of the objections raised by his thesis, had been
driven into a corner in spite of himself, with his back to the truth
of totemism. But this interpretation does not go to the bottom of
the matter, for it may be that Bergson’s insight was due to more
positive and profound reasons. If ie was able to understand cer-
tain aspects of totemism better than the anthropologists, or before
them, is this not because his own thought presents curious analo-
gies with that of many so-called primitive peoples who experience
or have experienced totemism from within?

For the anthropologist, Bergson’s philosophy recalls irresis-
tibly that of the Sioux, and he himself could have remarked the
similarity since he had read and pondered Les Formes élémen-
taires de la vie religieuse. Durkheim reproduces in this book®
a reflection by a Dakota wise man which formulates, in a lan-
guage close to that of L’Evolution créatrice, a metaphysical phi-
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losophy, common to all the Sioux, from the Osage in the south
to the Dakota in the north, according to which things and beings
are nothing but materialized forms of creative continuity. The
original American source reads:

Everything as it moves, now and then, here and there, makes
stops. The bird as it flies stops in one place to make its nest, and in
another to rest in its flight. A man when he goes forth stops when
he wills. So the god has stopped. The sun, which is so bright and
beautiful, is one place where he has stopped. The moon, the stars,
the'winds, he has been with. The trees, the animals, are all where
he has stopped, and the Indian thinks of these places and sends his
prayers there to reach the place where the god has stopped and win
help and a blessing.1®

The better to underline the comparison, let us quote with-
out break from the paragraph in Les Deux Sources where Berg-
son sums up his metaphysics:

A great current of creative energy gushes forth through matter,
to obtain from it what it can. At most points it is stopped; these stops
are transmuted, in our eyes, into the appearances of so many living
species, i.e., of organisms in which our perception, being essentially
analytical and synthetic, distinguishes a multitude of elements com-
bining to fulfill a multitude of functions; but the process of organisa-
tion was only the stop itself, a simple act analogous to the impress of
a foot which instantaneously causes thousands of grains of sand to
contrive to form a pattern.1!

The two accounts agree so exactly that it may seem less
risky, after reading them, to claim that Bergson was able to un-
derstand what lay behind totemism because his own thought,
unbeknownst to him, was in sympathy with that of totemic peo-
ples. What is it, then, that they have in common? It seems that
the relationship results from one and the same desire to appre-
hend in a total fashion the two aspects of reality which the
philosopher terms continuous and discontinuous; from the same
refusal to choose between the two; and from the same effort to
see them as complementary perspectives giving on to the same
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truth.* Radcliffe Brown, though abstaining from metaphysical
considerations which were foreign to his temperament, followed
the same route, when he reduced totemism to a particular form
of a universal tendency, in order to reconcile opposition and
integration. This encounter between a fieldworker admirably
aware of the way in which savages think, and an armchair phi-
losopher who in certain respects thinks like a savage, could

be produced by a fundamental matter which needed to be
with.

Radcliffe Brown had a more distant predecessor, and one
hardly less unexpected, in the person of Jean Jacques Rousseau.
Certainly, Rousseau felt a much more militant fervor for ethnog-
raphy than Bergson; but, aside from the fact that ethnographic
knowledge was far more limited in the eighteenth century, what
makes Rousseau’s insight more astonishing is that it forestalls
by a number of years the very first ideas about totemism. It will
be recalled that these were introduced by Long, whose book was
published in 1791, whereas the Discours sur lorigine de l'iné-
galité goes back to 1754. Yet Rousseau, like Radcliffe Brown and
Bergson, sees the apprehension by man of the “specific” character
of the animal and vegetable world as the source of the first logical
operations, and subsequently of a social differentiation which
could be lived out only if it were conceptualized.

The Discours sur lorigine et les fondements de l'inégalité
parmi les hommes is without doubt the first anthropological
treatise in French literature. In almost modern terms, Rcusseau
poses the central problem of anthropology, viz., the passage from
nature to culture. More prudently than Bergson, he abstains from
introducing the idea of instinct, which, belonging as it does to
the order of nature, could not enable him to go beyond nature.
Before man became a social being, the instinct of procreation,

“ablind urge, . . . produced no more than a purely animal act.”
* The analogy deserves to be pursued. The Dakota language no
word to designate time, but it can express in a number of ways of being

in duration. For Dakota thought, in fact, time constitutes a duration in which
measurement does not intervene: it is a limitless “free good” (Malan and
McCone, 1960, p. 12).
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"I.*hfa passage from nature to culture depended on demo-
graphic increase, but the latter did not produce a direct effect, as
a natural cause. First it forced men to diversify their modes’ of
livelihood in order to exist in different environments, and also
to multiply their relations with nature. But in order that this
diversification and multiplication might lead to technical and

social transformations, they had to become objects and means of
human thought:

This repeated attention of various beings to themselves and to
each other must naturally have engendered in man’s mind the per-
ception of certain relations. The relations which we express by the
words big and little, strong and weak, fast and slow, bold and fear-
ful, and other such ideas which are compared as occasion demands
and almost without thinking about them, eventually produced in
man a kind of reflection, or rather an automatic prudence which in-
dicated the precautions most necessary to his safety.!?

The concluding part of the quotation is not to be explained
as an ‘afterthought: in Rousseau’s view, foresight and curiosity
are connected as two aspects of intellectual activity. In the state
of nature, both are lacking in man, because he “abandons him-
self solely to the consciousness of his present existence.” For
Rousse’au, moreover, affective life and intellectual life are op-
posed in the same way as nature and culture, which are as re-
mote from each other as “pure sensations from the simplest
ff)rms of knowledge.” This is true to the extent that he some-
times writes, not of the state of society, in opposition to that of
nature, but of the “state of reasoning.” 13
. The advent of culture thus coincides with the birth of the
intellect. Furthermore, the opposition between the continuous
and the discontinuous, which seems irreducible on the biologi-
cal plane because it is expressed by the seriality of individuals
within the species, and in the heterogeneity of the species amon
each other, is surmounted in culture, which is based on the a t§
tud.e of man to perfect himself, “. . . a faculty which . . pre-
mains with us, in the species as much as in the individual: ’and
without which an animal is, after a few months, what it w;ll be
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all its life, and a species, after a thousand years, what it was in
the first year of the thousand.” **

How then are we to conceive, firstly, the triple passage
(which is really only one) from animality to humanity, from
nature to culture, and from affectivity to intellectuality, and,
secondly, the possibility of the application of the animal and
vegetable world to society, perceived already by Rousseau, and
in which we see the key to totemism? For in making a radical
separation between the terms one runs the risk (as Durkheim
was later to learn) of no longer understanding their origin.

Rousseau’s answer consists in defining the natural condi-
tion of man, while still retaining the distinctions, by the only
psychic state of which the content is indissociably both affective
and intellectual, and which the act of consciousness suffices to
transfer from one level to the other, viz., compassion, or, as
Rousseau also writes, identification with another, the duality of
terms corresponding, up to a certain point, to the above duality
of aspect. It is because man originally felt himself identical te
all those like him (among which, as Rousseau explicitly says, we
must include animals) that he came to acquire the capacity to
distinguish himself as he distinguishes them, i.e., to use the di-
versity of species as conceptual support for social differentiation.

This philosophy of an original identification with all other
creatures is as far as may be imagined from Sartre’s existentialism,
which on this point returns to Hobbes's view. In other respects
it leads Rousseau to some singular hypotheses, such as Note 10
in the Discours, in which he suggests that the orang-utang and
other anthropoid apes of Asia and Africa might be men, wrongly
confused with animals by the prejudices of travelers. But it also
enables him to form an extraordinarily modern view of the
passage from nature to culture, and one based, as we have seen,
on the emergence of a logic operating by means of binary op-
positions and coinciding with the first manifestations of sym-
bolism. The total apprehension of men and animals as sentient
beings, in which identification consists, both governs and pre-
cedes the consciousness of oppositions between, firstly, logical
properties conceived as integral parts of the field, and then,
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within the field itself, between “human” and “non-human.” For
Rousseau, thisi very development nguage, the origin of

which lies not i s.hut in emotions, so that the first language
been fi i '

must have been figurative: .

i

As emotions were the first motives which induced men to speak,

his first utterances were tropes. Figurative language was the first to

be born, proper meanings were the last to be found. Things were
called by their true name only when they were seen in their true
form. The first speech.was all in poetry; reasoning was thought of
only long afterwards. 1 :

All-enveloping terms, which confounded objects of percep-
tion and the emotions which they aroused in a kind of surreality,
thus preceded analytical reduction in the strict sense, Metaphor,
the role of which in totemism we have repeatedly unHerlmetd, is

not a_later_ embellishment of language but is one of its funda: .

tion, it Constitutes, on the same ground, a.primary. form_of dis.

cursive thought.
e S P

‘mental modes, Placed by Rousse on the same plane 25 oppost

IV

It may seem rather a paradox that an essay concerned with
the state ogthe totemic pmglem today should conclude with such
retr ive considerations. But the paradox is only one aspect of
the illusion of totemism, an illusion which is dissipated by a more
rigorous analysis of the facts on which it was first erected, and in
wﬁdch what was true belongs more to the past than to the present.
For the totemic illusion consists firstly in the faet that one phi-

ignorant of anthropology, as was Bergson, and another
living at a time when the very idea of totemism had not been
ormed, should have Been able !,.]?EEMMWW Fessionals

Zand, in Rousséau’s -‘.:Ef:@f_g_gem%v% the “discovery_ of to-,

mism—to penetrate the nature of beliefs and_customs with

‘%ﬁ,&mh&eﬁfgmﬂm, or 'Eﬁg’_riu’ljmgﬂibig_h_had not been

established. ; P

T Befgson’s success is undoubtedly an indirect consequence
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of his philosophical assumptions. Though he was as concerned
as were his contemporaries to legitimatize certain values, he
differed from them in describing their limits at the heart of the
normal thought of the white man instead of placing them at the
pertihphery. '1%1& logic of distinctions and oppositions is ascribed
to the savage and to the “closed society” in accordance with the
inferior place assigned to it by Bergson's philosophy in compari-
son with other modes of understanding. The truth thus wins,
as it were, “off the cushion.”

But what matters to us, for the lesson we wish to draw from
it, is that Bergson and Rousseau should have succeeded in getting
right to the psychological foundations of exotic institutions (in
the case of Rousseau, without even suspecting their existence)
by a process of internalization, i.e., by trying on themselves modes
of thought taken from elsewhere or simply imagined. They thus
demonstrate that every human mind is a locus of virtual ex-
perience where what on in the minds of men, however re-
mote they may be, canﬁnvstigated.

By the bizamre character attributed to it, and which was
Further exaggerated by the interpretations of ethnographers
and the speculations o! theorists, totemism served for a time to
strengthen the case of those who tried fo_separaie primitive in-
stitutio m _our own, an elect which was particu
in the case of religious phenomena, in which comparison

‘had revealed foo many obvious affinities. It is the obsession with

rs_which caused totemism to be placed in Te-

r fe ne
latter might crumble at its touch; or else, as in Durkheim'’s ex-
periment, thé combination resulting In 2 new entity deprived of
the initial properties, those of totemism as well as those of re-
ligion.

. But the humane sciences can only work effectively with
ideas that are clear, or which they try to make so. If it is main-
tained that religion constitutes an autonomous order, requiring
a special kind of investigation, it has to be removed from the
common fate of objects of science. Religion having thus been

__r;pm socalled civilized_religi .
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defined by contrast, it will inevitably appear, in the eyes of
science, to be distinguished as no more than a sphere of con-
Fused ideas. Thenceforth, any attempt to make an objective study
of religion will have to be directed to a domain other than that
of ideas, one which has been distorted and adapted by the
claims of religious anthropology. The only approach routes left
open will be affective (if not actually organicgrand sociological
ones which will do no more than circle around the phenomena.
Conversely, if religious ideas are accorded the same value

as any other conceptual system, as giving access to the mechanism
of thought, the procedures of religious anthropology will acquire
validity, but it will lose its autonomy and its specific character.
his is what we have seen happen in the case of totemism,

the reality of which is reduced to that of a particular illustration
of certain modes of thought. Sentiments are also involved, ad-
mittedly, but in a subsidiary fashion, as responses of a body of
ideas to gaps and lesions which it can never succeed in closing.
The alleged totemism pertains to the understanding, and the
demands to which it responds and the way in which it tries to
meet them are primarily of an intellectuafr kind. In this sense,
there is nothing archaic or remote about it. Its image is projected,

not received; it does not derive its substance from without. If the

illusion contains a particle of truth, this is not outside us but

within w8

e T R
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