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INTRODUCTION

HIS VOLUME is concerned with some of the ways in which

people conceive of their society and the world in which it is
set. There seem to be certain virtually universal concepts which
are used to do this: a belief in a Creator Spirit (or God), usually
remote from men although believed to have been in contact with
them at the beginning of the world; beliefs in various interme-
diaries between this spiritual power and men—deities, ancestors
and so on; and beliefs in various human intermediaries who have
the power to move from the sphere of ordinary mortals to that
of the Creator Spirit—diviners, priests, prophets, shamans and
others. People express these and related ideas in various ways—by
myth, legend, folktale, by notions of time and space. They also
express them in action, by sacrifice, prayer and the like; but in
this volume we are concerned with the former only, with beliefs,
concepts and symbols. Other ways are described in the two com-
panion volumes of readings, Gods and Rituals and Magic, Witch-
craft, and Curing.

The study of myth and cosmology has a long history. They
have been studied by folklorists, interested mainly in motifs and
their evolution and distribution; by psychologists, interested in
what can be discovered from them about the individual psyche;
by linguists; by historians of religion, interested mainly in the
world religions; and lastly by anthropologists. The accounts in this
volume are by anthropologists who, despite many differences in
their views and aims, are nonetheless all concerned with a fairly
similar set of problems and who all have a fairly similar view-
point.



< Introduction

In general, anthropologists have approached mythology and
cosmology from the point of view that they are cultural phe-
nomena, or, in Durkheim’s words, “collective representations” or
“social facts.” The underlying implication of this view is that
myths and cosmological notions are not mere fairy tales, exotic
and quaint expressions of a “primitive mentality.” They are state-
ments, made deliberately and consciously by the people who tell
them. The popular notion that a “myth” is in some way “untrue”
—indeed, that its untruth is its defining characteristic—is not only
naive but shows misunderstanding of its very nature. Its “scien-
tific truth” or otherwise is irrelevant. A myth is a statement about
society and man’s place in it and in the surrounding universe.
Such a statement is, in general, a symbolic one, so that an im-
portant anthropological problem becomes one of understanding
the reality that the statement is used to symbolize.

There have been two main ways in which anthropologists an-
swer this problem. The earliest, exemplified by the “Intellectual-
ists,” Tylor and Frazer, was that myths express the half-forgotten
origins of mankind and the natural and other disasters that oc-
curred in history and pre-history. Although this approach has
been outmoded for many years, it contains a very obvious truth
of anthropological significance: that myths and cosmological no-
tions are concerned with the relationship of a people with other
peoples, with nature and with the supernatural. Against this is
the more sociological approach, which starts with Mauss and
Durkheim (for Mauss the central aim of anthropology was to
understand the ways in which man conceives of his own experi-
ence) and is represented today most clearly by Lévi-Strauss and
Leach. Myths are ways of explaining paradoxes, the paradoxes of
social order within extra-social chaos, of the relationship of au-
thority to power and the like. I have included several examples
of this approach in this volume.

The later papers included are accounts of aspects of cos-
mological systems that are concerned with more specific matters:
some of the culturally rich symbolic systems that have been de-
scribed in recent years; an illuminating example of the social
anthropological approach to folktales; and examples of notions of
time, space and naming. I have had to omit much interesting
and important material; in particular I am sorry to have included















1 GENESIS AS MYTH

Edmund R. Leach

ADISTINGUISHED German theologian has defined myth as “the
expression of unobservable realities in terms of observable
phenomena” (Bartsch 1953). All stories which occur in the Bible
are myths for the devout Christian, whether they correspond to
historical fact or not. All human societies have myths in this
sense, and normally the myths to which the greatest importance
is attached are those which are the least probable. The non-
rationality of myth is its very essence, for religion requires a dem-
onstration of faith by the suspension of critical doubt.

But if myths do not mean what they appear to mean, how do
they come to mean anything at all? What is the nature of the
esoteric mode of communication by which myth is felt to give
“expression to unobservable realities”?

This is an old problem which has lately taken on a new shape
because, if myth be a mode of communication, then a part of the
theory which is embodied in digital computer systems ought to be
relevant. The merit of this approach is that it draws special atten-
tion to precisely those features of myth which have formerly been
regarded as accidental defects. It is common to all mythological
systems that all important stories recur in several different ver-
sions. Man is created in Genesis (chapter I, verse 27) and then
he is created all over again (II, 7). And, as if two first men were
not enough, we also have Noah in chapter VIII. Likewise in the

Reprinted from Discovery, May 1962, by permission of the author and
the editor, Discovery. The original figures 1 and 3 have been omitted.

Readers should consult E. R. Leach, “Lévi-Strauss in the Garden of Eden,”
Transactions of the New York Academy of Sciences 23 (4), 1961: 386—
96, for an earlier version of this paper.



2 Edmund R. Leach

New Testament, why must there be four gospels each telling
‘the same’ story yet sometimes flatly contradictory on details of
fact? Another noticeable characteristic of mythical stories is their
markedly binary aspect; myth is constantly setting up opposing
categories: “In the beginning God created the heaven and the
earth,” “they crucified Him and two others with him, on either
side one, and Jesus in the midst,” “I am the Alpha and the
Omega, the beginning and the end, saith the Lord.” So always
it is in myth—God against the world and the world itself for ever
dividing into opposites on either side—male and female, living and
dead, good and evil, first and last . . .

Now, in the language of communication engineers, the first of
these common characteristics of myth is called redundancy while
the second is strongly reminiscent of the unit of information—the
bit. ‘Information’ in this technical sense is a measure of the free-
dom of choice in selecting a message. If there are only two mes-
sages and it is arbitrary which you choose then ‘information is
unity,” that is =1 bit (bif stands for ‘binary digit’) (Shannon and
Weaver 1949).

Communication engineers employ these concepts for the analy-
sis of problems which arise when a particular individual (the
sender) wishes to transmit a coded message correctly to another
individual (the receiver) against a background of interference
(noise). ‘Information’ refers on the one hand to the degrees of
choice open to the sender in encoding his transmission and on
the other to the degrees of choice open to the receiver in inter-
preting what he receives (which will include noise in addition to
the original transmitted signal). In this situation a high level of
redundancy makes it easy to correct errors introduced by noise.

Now in the mind of the believer, myth does indeed convey
messages which are the Word of God. To such a man the re-
dundancy of myth is a very reassuring fact. Any particular myth
in isolation is like a coded message badly snarled up with noisy
interference. Even the most confident devotee might feel a little
uncertain as to what precisely is being said. But, as a result of
redundancy, the believer can feel that, even when the details vary,
each alternative version of a myth confirms his understanding and
reinforces the essential meaning of all the others.
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BINARY STRUCTURE OF MYTH

The anthropologist’s viewpoint is different. He rejects the idea of
a supernatural sender. He observes only a variety of possible
receivers. Redundancy increases information—that is the uncer-
tainty of the possible means of decoding the message. This ex-
plains what is surely the most striking of all religious phenomena
—the passionate adherence to sectarian belief. The whole of
Christendom shares a single corpus of mythology so it is surely
very remarkable that the members of each particular Christian
sect are able to convince themselves that they alone possess the
secret of revealed truth. The abstract propositions of communi-
cation theory help us to understand this paradox.

But if the true believer can interpret his own mythology in
almost any way he chooses, what principle governs the formation
of the original myth? Is it random chance that a myth assumes
one pattern rather than another? The binary structure of myth
suggests otherwise.

Binary oppositions are intrinsic to the process of human
thought. Any description of the world must discriminate categories
in the form ‘p is what not-p is not.” An object is alive or not alive
and one could not formulate the concept ‘alive’ except as the
converse of its partner ‘dead.” So also human beings are male or
not male, and persons of the opposite sex are either available as
sexual partners or not available. Universally these are the most
fundamentally important oppositions in all human experience.

Religion everywhere is preoccupied with the first, the antinomy
of life and death. Religion seeks to deny the binary link between
the two words; it does this by creating the mystical idea of ‘an-
other world,” a land of the dead where life is perpetual. The
attributes of this other world are necessarily those which are not
of this world; imperfection here is balanced by perfection there.
But this logical ordering of ideas has a disconcerting consequence
—God comes to belong to the other world. The central ‘problem’
of religion is then to re-establish some kind of bridge between
Man and God.

This pattern is built into the structure of every mythical sys-
tem; the myth first discriminates between gods and men and then
becomes preoccupied with the relations and intermediaries which
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link men and gods together. This much is already implicit in our
initial definition.

So too with sex relations. Every human society has rules of
incest and exogamy. Though the rules vary they always have the
implication that for any particular male individual all women are
divided by at least one binary distinction, there are women of
our kind with whom sex relations would be incestuous and there
are women of the other kind with whom sex relations are allowed.
But here again we are immediately led into paradox. How was
it in the beginning? If our first parents were persons of two kinds,
what was that other kind? But if they were both of our kind,
then their relations must have been incestuous and we are all
born in sin. The myths of the world offer many different solutions
to this childish intellectual puzzle, but the prominence which it
receives shows that it entails the most profound moral issues.
The crux is as before. If the logic of our thought leads us to
distinguish we from they, how can we bridge the gap and estab-
lish social and sexual relations with ‘the others’ without throwing
our categories into confusion?

So, despite all variations of theology, this aspect of myth is a
constant. In every myth system we will find a persistent sequence
of binary discriminations as between human/superhuman, mortal/
immortal, male/female, legitimate/illegitimate, good/bad . . . fol-
lowed by a ‘mediation’ of the paired categories thus distinguished.

‘Mediation’ (in this sense) is always achieved by introducing
a third category which is ‘abnormal’ or ‘anomalous’ in terms of
ordinary ‘rational’ categories. Thus myths are full of fabulous mon-
sters, incarnate gods, virgin mothers. This middle ground is ab-
normal, non-natural, holy. It is typically the focus of all taboo
and ritual observance.

This approach to myth analysis derives originally from the
techniques of structural linguistics associated with the name of
Roman Jakobson (Jakobson and Halle 1956) but is more imme-
diately due to C. Lévi-Strauss one of whose examples may serve
to illustrate the general principle.

Certain Pueblo Indian myths focus on the opposition between
life and death. In these myths we find a threefold category dis-
tinction: agriculture (means to life), war (means to death), and
hunting (a mediating category since it is means to life for men
but means to death for animals). Other myths of the same cluster
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deploy a different triad: grass-eating animals (which live without
killing), predators (which live by killing), and carrion-eating crea-
tures (mediators, since they eat meat but do not kill in order to
eat). In accumulation this total set of associated symbols serves
to imply that life and death are not just the back and the front of
the same penny, that death is not the necessary consequence of
life (Lévi-Strauss 1955).

My Figure 1 has been designed to display an analogous struc-
ture for the case of the first four chapters of Genesis. The three
horizontal bands of the diagram correspond to (i) the story of the
seven-day creation, (ii) the story of the Garden of Eden, and (iii)
the story of Cain and Abel. The diagram can also be read verti-
cally: column 1 in band (ii) corresponds to column 1 in band (i)
and so on. The detailed analysis is as follows:—

Upper Band

First Day (I, 1-5; not on diagram). Heaven distinguished from
Earth; Light from Darkness; Day from Night; Evening from
Morning,.

Second Day (I, 6-8; col. 1 of diagram). (Fertile) water
(rain) above; (infertile) water (sea) below. Mediated by firma-
ment (sky).

Third Day (I, 9-10; col. 2 and I, 11-12; col. 3). Sea opposed
to dry land. Mediated by ‘grass, herb yielding seed (cereals),
fruit trees.” These grow on dry land but need water. They are
classed as things ‘whose seed is in itself’ and thereby contrasted
with bisexual animals, birds, etc.

The creation of the world as a static (that is, dead) entity is
now complete and this whole phase of the creation is opposed to
the creation of moving (that is, living) things.

Fourth Day (I, 13-18; col. 4). Mobile sun and moon are
placed in the fixed firmament of col. 1. Light and darkness be-
come alternations (life and death become alternates).

Fifth Day (I, 20-23; col. 5). Fish and birds are living things
corresponding to the sea/land opposition of col. 2 but they also
mediate the col. 1 oppositions between sky and earth and between
salt water and fresh water.

Sixth Day (I, 24-25; col. 6). Cattle (domestic animals),
beasts (wild animals), creeping things. These correspond to the
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static triad of col. 3. But only the grass is allocated to the ani-
mals. Everything else, including the meat of the animals, is for
Man’s use (I, 29-30). Later at Leviticus XI creatures which do
not fit this exact ordering of the world—for instance water crea-
tures with no fins, animals and birds which eat meat or fish, etc.—
are classed as ‘abominations.’ Creeping Things are anomalous
with respect to the major categories, Fowl, Fish, Cattle, Beast and
are thus abominations ab initio (Leviticus XI, 41-42). This
classification in turn leads to an anomalous contradiction. In or-
der to allow the Israclites to eat locusts the author of Leviticus
XI had to introduce a special qualification to the prohibition
against eating creeping things: “Yet these ye may eat: of every
flying creeping thing that goeth on all four which have legs above
their feet, to leap withal upon the earth” (v. 21). The procedures
of binary discrimination could scarcely be carried further!

(1, 26-27; col. 7), Man and Woman are created simultaneously.

The whole system of living creatures is instructed to “be fruit-
ful and multiply” but the problems of Life versus Death, and In-
cest versus Procreation are not faced at all.

Centre Band

The Garden of Eden story which now follows tackles from the
start these very problems which have been evaded in the first
version. We start again with the opposition Heaven versus Earth,
but this is mediated by a fertilising mist drawn from the dry in-
fertile earth (II, 4-6). This theme, which blurs the distinction
life/death, is repeated. Living Adam is formed from the dead dust
of the ground (II, 7); so are the animals (II, 19); the garden is
fertilised by a river which “went out of Eden” (II, 10); finally
fertile Eve is formed from a rib of infertile Adam (II, 22-23).

The opposition Heaven/Earth is followed by further oppositions
—Man/Garden (II, 15); Tree of Life/Tree of Death (II, 9, 17);
the latter is called the tree of the “knowledge g good and evil”
which means the knowledge of sexual difference. £
“Rertitent also is the theme that unity in the other world
(Eden, Paradise) becomes duality in this world. Outside Eden the
river splits into four and divides the world into separate lands
(11, 10-14). In Eden, Adam can exist by himself, Life can exist
by itself; in this world, there are men and women, life and death.
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thing” to mediate this opposition.

Figure 1. The first four chapters of Genesis contain three sepa-
rate creation stories. Horizontal bands correspond to (a) 7-day
creation; (b) Garden of Eden; and (¢) Cain and Abel. Each story
sets up opposition of Death versus Life, God versus Man. World is
“made alive” by using categories of “woman” and “creeping
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This repeats the contrast between monosexual plants and bisexual
animals which is stressed in the first story.

The other living creatures are now created specifically because
of the loneliness of Man in Eden (II, 18). The categories are
Cattle, Birds, Beasts. None of these are adequate as a helpmeet
for Man. So finally Eve is drawn from Adam’s rib . . . “they are
of one flesh” (II, 18-24).

Comparison of Band 1 and Band 2 at this stage shows that
Eve in the second story replaces the ‘Creeping Things® of the first
story. Just as Creeping Things were anomalous with respect to
Fish, Fowl, Cattle and Beast so Eve is anomalous to the opposi-
tion Man versus Animal. And, as a final mediation (chapter III),
the Serpent, a creeping thing, is anomalous to the opposition
Man versus Woman. Christian artists have always been sensitive
to this fact; they manage to give the monster a somewhat her-
maphrodite appearance while still indicating some kind of identi-
fication between the Serpent and Eve herself.

Hugo Van der Goes puts Eve and the Serpent in the same pos-
ture; Michelangelo makes Adam and Eve both gaze with loving
adoration on the Serpent, but the Serpent has Eve’s face.

Adam and Eve eat the forbidden fruit and become aware of
sexual difference, death becomes inevitable (III, 3-8). But now
for the first time pregnancy and reproduction become possible.
Eve does not become pregnant until after she has been expelled
from Paradise (IV, 1).

Lower Band

Cain the Gardener and Abel the Herdsman repeat the antithesis
between the first three days of the creation and the last three
days in the first story. Abel’s living world is more pleasing to
God (IV, 4-5). Cain’s fratricide compares with Adam’s incest
and so God’s questioning and cursing of Cain (IV, 9-12) has the
same form and sequence as God’s questioning and cursing of
Adam, Eve and the Serpent (III, 9-19). The latter part of III,
16 is later repeated exactly (IV, 7) so Cain’s sin was not only
fratricide but also incestuous homosexuality. In order that im-
mortal monosexual existence in Paradise may be exchanged for
fertile heterosexual existence in reality, Cain, like Adam, must
acquire a wife (IV, 17). To this end Adam must eliminate a
sister; Cain a brother. The symmetry is complete.
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CROSS-CULTURAL COMPARISON

The issue here is the logical basis of incest categories and closely
analogous patterns must occur in all mythologies regardless of
their superficial content. Cross-cultural comparison becomes
easier if we represent the analysis as a systematic pattern of
binary discriminations as in Figure 2.

Adam/Eve and Cain/Abel are then seen to be variants of a
theme which can also occur in other forms as in the well known
myth of Oedipus. The actual symbolism in these two cases is
nearly identical. Oedipus, like Adam and Cain, is initially earth-
bound and immobile. The conclusion of the Athenian version of
the Oedipus story is that he is an exiled wanderer, protected by
the gods. So also is Cain (IV, 14-15). The Bible also includes the
converse of this pattern. In Genesis XXVIII Jacob is a lonely
exile and wanderer under God’s protection but (XXXII, 24-32)
he is renamed Israel and thus given the status of a first ancestor
with a territorial autochthonous base, and he is lamed by God.
Although Jacob dies abroad in Egypt he is buried on his own
ancestral soil in Israel (XL, 29-32; L, 5-7).

In the Oedipus story, in place of Eve’s Serpent we have Jo-
casta’s Sphinx. Like Jocasta the Sphinx is female, like Jocasta the
Sphinx commits suicide, like the Serpent the Sphinx leads men to
their doom by verbal cunning, like the Serpent the Sphinx is an
anomalous monster. Eve listens to the Serpent’s words and be-
trays Adam into incest; Oedipus solves the Sphinx riddle and is
led into incest. Again, Oedipus’s patricide replaces Cain’s fratri-
cide—Oedipus, incidentally, meets Laius ‘at a cross roads.’

Parallels of this kind seem too close to be accidental but this
kind of algebra is unfamiliar and more evidence will be needed to
convince the sceptical. Genesis contains several further examples
of first ancestors.

Firstly, Noah survived the destruction of the world by flood
together with three sons and their wives. Prior to this the popula-
tion of the world had included three kinds of being—‘sons of God,’
‘daughters of men’ and ‘giants’ who were the offspring of the union
of the other two (VI, 1-4). Since the forbears of Noah’s
daughters-in-law have all been destroyed in the Flood, Noah be-
comes a unique ancestor of all mankind without the implication of
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incest. Chapter IX, 1-7 addressed to Noah is almost the duplicate
of I, 27-30 addressed to Adam.

Though heterosexual incest is evaded, the theme of homosexual
incest in the Cain and Abel story recurs in the Noah saga when
drunken Noah is seduced by his own son Ham (IX, 21-25). The
Canaanites, descendants of Ham, are for this reason accursed.
(That a homosexual act is intended is evident from the language
“Ham saw the nakedness of his father.” Compare Leviticus
XVIII, 6-19, where “to uncover the nakedness of” consistently
means to have sexual relations with.)

In the second place Lot survives the destruction of the world
by fire together with two nubile daughters. Drunken Lot is se-
duced by his own daughters (XIX, 30-38). The Moabites and the
Ammonites, descendants of these daughters, are for this reason
accursed. In chapter XIX the men of Sodom endeavour to have
homosexual relations with two angels who are visiting Lot. Lot
offers his nubile daughters instead but they escape unscathed.
The implication is that Lot’s incest is less grave than heterosexual
relations with a foreigner, and still less grave than homosexual
relations.

Thirdly, the affair of the Sodomites and the Angels contains
echoes of ‘the sons of God’ and ‘the daughters of men’ but links
specifically with chapter XVIII where Abraham receives a visit
from God and two Angels who promise that his ageing and bar-
ren wife Sarah shall bear a son. Sarah is Abraham’s half-sister by
the same father (XX, 12) and his relations with her are un-
ambiguously incestuous (Leviticus XVIII, 9). Abraham loans
Sarah to Pharaoh saying that she is his sister (XII, 19). He does
the same with King Abimelech (XX, 2). Isaac repeats the game
with Abimelech (XXVI, 9-11) but with a difference. Isaac’s wife
Rebekah is his father’s brother’s son’s daughter (second cousin)
and the relation is not in fact incestuous. The barrenness of
Sarah is an aspect of her incest. The supernatural intervention
which ultimately ensures that she shall bear a child is evidence
that the incest is condoned. Pharaoh and Abimelech both suffer
supernatural penalties for the lesser offence of adultery, but Abra-
ham, the incestuous husband, survives unscathed.

There are other stories in the same set. Hagar, Sarah’s Egyp-
tian slave, bears a son Ishmael to Abraham whose descendants
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Confused anomalous

Perfect Ideal categorles categorles (sacred) Imperfect real categories
HEAVEN FIRMAMENT EARTH
The other world Sky This world
Paradise, Eden
Things by themselves Things In palrs
LIGHT DARKNESS DAY + SUN NIGHT + MOON
DAY NIGHT
DUST
Air Sea Freshwater Land
BIRDS FISH PLANTS
Lite by itself Death Life + Death
Immortality Mortallty
Good by itself Evil Good + Evil
Unlty Divislon
ONE RIVER FOUR RIVERS
Things whose seed Things with two sexes
is In themselves
CEREALS FRUIT GRASS CREEPING THINGS CATTLE BEASTS
Dust—MAN (by himself) Meat
ADAM EVE
brother sister
SERPENT
incest
Cereals CAIN ABEL Cattle
fratriclde
homosexual
Incest
EXPULSION FROM PARADISE
WEST EAST
Beginnling of real life
In real world
Adam + Eve (as wifa)
Cain + Wife
Procreation

Figure 2. Incest categories have a logical basis in all myths. Simi-
larity between myths is seen most clearly if they are analysed in a
binary form as shown in this table.

are wanderers of low status. Sarah’s son Isaac is marked out as
of higher status than the sons of Abraham’s concubines who are
sent away to “the east country” (c.f. wandering Cain who made
his home in Nod “ecastward of Eden”). Isaac marries a kins-
woman in preference to a Canaanite woman. Esau’s marriage to
a Hittite woman is marked as a sin. In contrast his younger and
favoured twin brother Jacob marries two daughters of his
mother’s brother who is in turn Jacob’s father’s father’s brother’s
son’s son.

All in all, this long series of repetitive and inverted tales asserts:

a. the overriding virtue of close kin endogamy;
b. that the sacred hero ancestor Abraham can carry this so
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far that he marries his paternal half-sister (an incestuous rela-
tionship). Abraham is thus likened to Pharaoh, for the Pharaohs
of Egypt regularly married their paternal half-sisters; and

c. that a rank order is established which places the tribal
neighbours of the Israelites in varying degrees of inferior status
depending upon the nature of the defect in their original ancestry
as compared with the pure descent of Jacob (Israel).

The myth requires that the Israelites be descended unambigu-
ously from Terah the father of Abraham. This is achieved only
at the cost of a breach of the incest rule; but by reciting a large
number of similar stories which entail even greater breaches of
sexual morality the relations of Abraham and Sarah finally stand
out as uniquely virtuous. Just as Adam and Eve are virtuous as
compared to Cain and Abel, so Abraham’s incest can pass un-
noticed in the context of such outrageous characters as Ham,
Lot’s daughters, and the men of Sodom.

I have concentrated here upon the issue of sexual rules and
transgressions so as to show how a multiplicity of repetitions,
inversions and variations can add up to a consistent ‘message.’ I
do not wish to imply that this is the only structural pattern which
these myths contain.

The novelty of the analysis which I have presented does not
lie in the facts but in the procedure. Instead of taking each myth
as a thing in itself with a ‘meaning’ peculiar to itself it is assumed,
from the start, that every myth is one of a complex and that any
pattern which occurs in one myth will recur, in the same or other
variations, in other parts of the complex. The structure that is
common to all variations becomes apparent when different ver-
sions are ‘superimposed’ one upon the other.

Whenever a corpus of mythology is recited in its religious set-
ting such structural patterns are ‘felt’ to be present, and convey
meaning much as poetry conveys meaning. Even though the ordi-
nary listener is not fully conscious of what has been communi-
cated, the ‘message’ is there in a quite objective sense. If the
labour of programming could be performed the actual analysis
could be done by a computer far better than by any human. Fur-
thermore it seems evident that much the same patterns exist in
the most diverse kinds of mythology. This seems to me to be a









2 FOUR WINNEBAGO MYTHS:
A STRUCTURAL SKETCH

Claude Lévi-Strauss

MONG THE MANY talents which make him one of the great
anthropologists of our time, Paul Radin has one which gives
a singular flavor to his work. He has the authentic esthetic touch,
rather uncommon in our profession. This is what we call in
French flair: the gift of singling out those facts, observations, and
documents which possess an especially rich meaning, sometimes
undisclosed at first, but likely to become evident as one ponders
the implications woven into the material. A crop harvested by
Paul Radin, even if he does not choose to mill it himself, is always
capable of providing lasting nourishment for many generations of
students.

This is the reason why I intend to pay my tribute to the work of
Paul Radin by giving some thought to four myths which he has
published under the title The Culture of the Winnebago: As
Described by Themselves (Radin 1949). Although Radin himself
pointed out in the Preface: “In publishing these texts I have only
one object in view, to put at the disposal of students, authentic
material for the study of Winnebago culture,” and although the
four myths were each obtained from different informants, it seems
that, on a structural level, there was good reason for making
them the subject of a single publication. A deep unity underlies
all four, notwithstanding the fact that one myth, as Radin has
shown in his introduction and notes, appears to differ widely in
content, style, and structure from the other three. My purpose
will be to analyze the structural relationships between the four
Reprinted from S. Diamond (editor), Culture in History: essays in

honor of Paul Radin, New York, Columbia University Press, 1960, pp.
351-62, by permission of the author and the Columbia University Press.
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myths and to suggest that they can be grouped together not only
because they are part of a collection of ethnographic and linguistic
data referring to one tribe, which Radin too modestly claimed as
his sole purpose, but because they are of the same genre, i.e. their
meanings logically complement each other.

The title of the first myth is “The Two Friends Who Became
Reincarnated: The Origin of the Four Nights’ Wake.” This is the
story of two friends, one of them a chief’s son, who decide to
sacrifice their lives for the welfare of the community. After under-
going a series of ordeals in the underworld, they reach the lodge
of Earthmaker, who permits them to become reincarnated and to
resume their previous lives among their relatives and friends.

As explained by Radin in his commentary (1949: 41, para.
32), there is a native theory underlying the myth: every individual
is entitled to a specific quota of years of life and experience. If a
person dies before his time, his relatives can ask the spirits to
distribute among them what he has failed to utilize. But there is
more in this theory than meets the eye. The unspent life-span
given up by the hero, when he lets himself be killed by the ene-
mies, will be added to the capital of life, set up in trust for the
group. Nevertheless, his act of dedication is not entirely without
personal profit: by becoming a hero an individual makes a choice,
he exchanges a full life-span for a shortened one, but while the
full life-span is unique, granted once and for all, the shortened
one appears as a kind of lease taken on eternity. That is, by giv-
ing up one full life, an indefinite succession of half-lives is gained.
But since all the unlived halves will increase the life expectancy
of the ordinary people, everybody gains in the process: the ordi-
nary people whose average life expectancy will slowly but sub-
stantially increase generation after generation, and the warriors
with shortened but indefinitely renewable lives, provided their
minds remain set on self-dedication.

It is not clear, however, that Radin pays full justice to the
narrator when he treats as a “secondary interpretation” the fact
that the expedition is undertaken by the heroes to show their
appreciation of the favors of their fellow villagers (1949: 37,
para. 2). My contention is that this motive of the heroes deserves
primary emphasis, and it is supported by the fact that there are
two war parties. The first one is undertaken by the warriors while
the heroes are still in their adolescent years, so they are neither
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included in, nor even informed of it; they hear about the party
only as a rumor (1949: 37, paras. 11-14), and they decide to
join it uninvited. We must conclude then that the heroes have no
responsibility for the very venture wherein they distinguish them-
selves, since it has been instigated and led by others. Moreover,
they are not responsible for the second war party, during which
they are killed, since this latter foray has been initiated by the
enemy in revenge for the first.

The basic idea is clear: the two friends have developed into
successful social beings (1949: 37, paras. 66-70); accordingly,
they feel obliged to repay their fellow tribesmen who have treated
them so well (1949: 37, para. 72). As the story goes, they set out
to expose themselves in the wilderness; later they die in an am-
bush prepared by the enemy in revenge for the former defeat.
The obvious conclusion is that the heroes have willingly died for
the sake of their people. And because they died without responsi-
bility of their own, but instead that of others, those will inherit
the unspent parts of their lives, while the heroes themselves will
be permitted to return to earth and the same process will be re-
peated all over again. This interpretation is in agreement with
information given elsewhere by Radin: ie., in order to pass the
test of the Old Woman who rids the soul of all the recollections
belonging to its earthly life, each soul must be solicitous not of
its own welfare but of the welfare of the living members of the
group.

Now at the root of this myth we find—as the phonologist would
say—a double opposition. First there is the opposition between
ordinary life and heroic life, the former realizing a full life-span,
not renewable, the latter gambling with life for the benefit of the
group. The second opposition is between two kinds of death, one
“straight” and final, although it provides a type of unearthly im-
mortality in the villages of the dead; the other “undulating,” and
swinging between life and death. Indeed one is tempted to see the
reflection of this double fate in the Winnebago symbol of the
ladder of the afterworld as it appears in the Medicine Rite. One
side is “like a frog’s leg, twisted and dappled with light-and-life.
The other [is] like a red cedar, blackened from frequent usage
and very smooth and shiny” (Radin 1949: 71, paras. 91-93; see
also Radin 1945, especially the author’s illuminating comments
on pp. 63-65).
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To sum up the meaning of the myth so far: if one wants a full
life one gets a full death; if one renounces life and seeks death,
then one increases the full life of his fellow-tribesmen, and,
moreover, secures for oneself a state composed of an indefinite
series of half-lives and half-deaths. Thus we have a triangular
system:

reincarnation
(halt-lite, halt-death)

full lite full death

The second myth, entitled “The Man Who Brought His Wife
Back from Spiritland,” is a variation on the same theme, although
there is a significant difference involved. Here too, we find a hero
—the husband—ready to sacrifice his unspent life-span; not, as in
the first myth, for the benefit of the group, but rather for the
benefit of only one individual, his beloved wife. Indeed, the hero
is not aware at first that by seeking death he will secure a new
lease on life for both his dead wife and himself. Had he been so
aware, and this holds equally for the protagonists in the first
myth, the essential element of sacrifice would have been missing,
In both cases the result is similar: an altruistic loss of life means
life regained, not only for the self-appointed victim, but also for
the one or more persons to whom the sacrifice was consecrated.

The third myth, “The Journey of the Ghost to Spiritland, as
Told in the Medicine Rite,” belongs, as the title suggests, to a
religious society. It explains how the members of the Medicine
Rite, after death, undergo (as do the protagonists of the other
myths) several tests in Spiritland, which they overcome, thus
gaining the right to become reincarnated.

At first sight this situation seems to differ from the others,
since nobody sacrificed his life. However, the members of the
Medicine Rite actually spend their lives in symbolic sacrifice. As
Radin has shown, in The Road of Life and Death and elsewhere,
the Medicine Rite follows the familiar pattern of letting oneself
be “killed” and then “revived.” Thus the only departure consists
in the fact that whereas in the first and second myths the heroes
are willing to die once and, so they anticipate, permanently, the
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heroes of the third myth (the members of the Rite) repeatedly,
though symbolically, have trained themselves to self-sacrifice.
They have, so to speak, mithridatized themselves against a full
death by renouncing a full ordinary life which is replaced, in ritual
practice, by a lifelong succession of half-lives and half-deaths.
Therefore we are entitled to assume that, in this case too, the
myth is made up of the same elements, although Ego—and not
another person, nor the group as a whole—is conceived as the
primary beneficiary.

Let us now consider the fourth myth, “How an Orphan Re-
stored the Chief’s Daughter to Life,” a tale which has given Radin
some concern. This myth, he says, is not only different from the
other three, its plot appears unusual relative to the rest of Winne-
bago mythology. After recalling that in his book Method and
Theory of Ethnology (1933) he suggested that this myth was a
version, altered almost beyond recognition, of a type which he
then called village-origin myths, he proceeds to explain in The
Culture of the Winnebago (1949: 74 ff.) why he can no longer
support this earlier interpretation.

It is worthwhile to follow closely Radin’s new line of reasoning,
He begins by recapitulating the plot—such a simple plot, he says,
that there is practically no need for doing so: “The daughter of a
tribal chief falls in love with an orphan, dies of a broken heart
and is then restored to life by the orphan who must submit to
and overcome certain tests, not in spiritland but here, on earth,
in the very lodge in which the young woman died” (1949: 174).

If this plot is “simplicity itself,” where do the moot points lie?
Radin lists three which he says every modern Winnebago would
question: (1) the plot seems to refer to a highly stratified society;
(2) in order to understand the plot one should assume that in
that society women occupied a high position and that, possibly,
descent was reckoned in the matrilineal line; (3) the tests which
in Winnebago mythology take place, as a rule, in the land of
ghosts occur, in this instance, on earth.

After dismissing two possible explanations—that we are dealing
here with a borrowed European tale or that the myth was in-
vented by some Winnebago radical-Radin concludes that the
myth must belong to “a very old stratum of Winnebago history.”
He also suggests that two distinct types of literary tradition, di-
vine tales on the one hand and human tales on the other, have
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merged while certain primitive elements have been reinterpreted
to make them fit together (1949: 74-77).

I am certainly not going to challenge this very elegant recon-
struction backed by an incomparable knowledge of Winnebago
culture, language, and history. The kind of analysis I intend to
offer is no alternative to Radin’s own analysis. It IICMCI-
ent level, logical rather than historical. It takes as i e

three myths already discussed, not \anebago culture, old or
recent. My p__msg_ls_to.axplmale the structural relationship—if
any=which prevails between this myth and the other three.

First, there is a theoretical problem which should be noted
briefly. Since the publication—of Boas's_Tsimshian Mythology,
anthropologists have often simply assumed that a full correlation
exists between the myths of a given society and its culture. This,
I Teel, is going further than Boas intended. In the work just re-
ferred to, he did not suppose that myths automatically reflect the
culture, as some of his followers seem always to anticipate.
Rather, he tried to find out how much of the cu id
éWWWMWM
some of it does. It does not follow that whenever a social pattern
is alluded to in a myth this pattern must correspond to something
teal which should be attributed to the past if, under direct scru-
nmdent

" There must be, and there is, a correspondence between the
unconscious meaning of a myth—the problem it tries to solve—
and the conscious content it makes use of to reach that end, i.e.,
theptot.—However, this correspondence should not always be con-
ceived as a kind of mirror-image, it can also appear as a trans-
formation. If the problem is presented in “straight” terms, that
is, in the way the social life of the group expresses and tries to
solve it, the overt content of the myth, the plot, can borrow its
elements from social life itself. But should the problem be formu-
lated, and its solution sought for, “upside down,” that is ab
absurdo, then the overt content will become modified accordingly
to form an inverted image of the social pattern actually present
to the consciousness of the natives.

If this hypothesis is true, it follows that Radin’s assumption
that the pattern of social life referred to in the fourth myth must
belong to a past stage of Winnebago history, is not inescapable.

We may be confronted with the pattern of a nonexistent so-
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ciety, contrary to the Winnebago traditional pattern, only because
the structure of that particular myth is itself inverted, in relation
to those myths which use as overt content the traditional pattern.
To put it simply, if a certain correspondence is assumed between
A and B, then if A4 is replaced by —4, B must be replaced by —B,
without implying that, since B corresponds to an external object,
there should exist another external object —B, which must exist
somewhere: either in another society (borrowed element) or in
a past stage of the same society (survival).

Obviously, the problem remains: why do we have three myths
of the A type and one of the —A4 type? This could be the case
because —A is older than A, but it can also be because —A4 is
one of the transformations of 4 which is already known to us
under three different guises: A4, A2, A3, since we have seen
that the three myths of the assumed A type are not identical.

We have already established that the group of myths under
consideration is based upon a fundamental opposition: on the
one hand, the lives of ordinary people unfolding towards a natu-
ral death, followed by immortality in one of the spirit villages;
and, on the other hand, heroic life, self-abridged, the gain being
a supplementary life quota for the others as well as for oneself.
The former alternative is not envisaged in this group of myths
which, as we have seen, is mostly concerned with the latter.
There is, however, a secondary difference which permits us to
classify the first three myths according to the particular end as-
signed to the self-sacrifice in each. In the first myth the group is
intended to be the immediate beneficiary, in the second it is an-
other individual (the wife), and in the third it is oneself.

When we turn to the fourth myth, we may agree with Radin
that it exhibits “unusual” features in relation to the other three.
However, the difference seems to be of a logical more than of a
sociological or historical nature. It consists in a new opposition
introduced within the first pair of opposites (between “ordinary”
life and “extraordinary” life). Now there are two ways in which
an ‘“extraordinary” phenomenon may be construed as such; it
may consist either in a surplus or in a lack. While the heroes of
the first three myths are all overgifted, thréugh sociat—success,
emotions or wisdom, the heroes of the fourth myth are, if one

may say so, “‘below standard,” at least in one respect.
The chief’s daughter occupies a high social position; so high,
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in fact, that she is cut off from the rest of the group and is there-
fore paralyzed when it comes to expressing her feelings. Her
exalted position makes her a defective human being, lacking an
essential attribute of life. The boy is also defective, but socially,
that is, he is an orphan and very poor. May we say, then, that
the myth reflects a stratified society? This would compel us to
overlook the remarkable symmetry which prevails between our
two heroes, for it would be wrong to say simply that one is high
and the other low: as a matter of fact, each of them is high in
one respect and low in the other, and this pair of symmetrical
structures, wherein the two terms are inverted relative to each
other, belongs to the realm of ideological constructs rather than
of sociological systems. We have just seen that the girl is “so-
cially” above and “naturally” below. The boy is undoubtedly very
low in the social scale; however, he is a miraculous hunter, i.e. he
entertains privileged relations with the natural world, the world
of animals. This is emphasized over and over again in the myth
(Radin 1949: 74-77; see paras. 10-14, 17-18, 59-60, 77-90).
Therefore may we not claim that the myth actually confronts
us with a polar system consisting in two individuals, one male,
the other female, and both exceptional insofar as each of them
is overgifted in one way (+4) and undergifted in the other (—).

Naturé Culture

Boy -+ ——
Gl  — +

The plot consists in carrying this disequilibrium to its logical
extreme; the girl dies a natural death, the boy stays alone, i.e.
he also dies, but in a social way. Whereas during their ordinary
lives the girl was overtly above, the boy overtly below, now that
they have become segregated (either from the living or from
society) their positions are inverted: the girl is below (in her
grave), the boy above (in his lodge). This, I think, is clearly
implied in a detail stated by the narrator which seems to have
puzzled Radin: “On top of the grave they then piled loose dirt,
placing everything in such a way that nothing could seep through”
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(1949: 87, para. 52). Radin comments: “I do not understand
why piling the dirt loosely would prevent seepage. There must be
something else involved that has not been mentioned” (1949:
100, n. 40). May I suggest that this detail be correlated with a
similar detail about the building of the young man’s lodge:
“. . . the bottom was piled high with dirt so that, in this fashion,
they could keep the lodge warm” (1949: 87, para. 74). There is
implied here, I think, not a reference to recent or past custom
but rather a clumsy attempt to emphasize that, relative to the
earth’s surface, i.e. dirt, the boy is now above and the girl below.

This new equilibrium, however, will be no more lasting than
the first. She who was unable to live cannot die; her ghost lingers
“on earth.” Finally she induces the young man to fight the ghosts
and take her back among the living. With a wonderful symmetry,
the boy will meet, a few years later, with a similar, although in-
verted, fate; “Although I am not yet old, he says to the girl (now
his wife), I have been here (lasted) on earth as long as I
can. . . .” (1949: 94, para. 341). He who overcame death,
proves unable to live. This recurring antithesis could develop in-
definitely, and such a possibility is noted in the text (with an
only son surviving his father, he too an orphan, he too a sharp-
shooter), but a different solution is finally reached. The heroes,
equally unable to die or to live, will assume an intermediate
identity, that of twilight creatures living under the earth but also
able to come up on it; they will be neither men nor gods, but
wolves, that is, ambivalent spirits combining good and evil fea-
tures. So ends the myth.

If the above analysis is correct, two consequences follow:
first, our myth makes up a consistent whole wherein the details
balance and fit each other nicely; secondly, the three problems
raised by Radin can be analyzed in terms of the myth itself; and
no hypothetical past stage of Winnebago society need be invoked.

Let us, then, try to solve these three problems, following the pat-
tern of our analysis.

1. The society of the myth appears stratified, only because the
two heroes are conceived as a pair of opposites, but they are such
both from the point of view of nature and of culture. Thus, the
so-called stratified society should be interpreted not as a socio-
logical vestige but as a projection of a logical structure wherein
everything is given both in opposition and correlation.
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2. The same answer can be given to the question of the as-
sumed exalted position of the women. If I am right, our myths
state three propositions, the first by implication, the second ex-
pressly stated in myths 1, 2 and 3, the third expressly stated in
myth 4.

These propositions are as follow:

a. Ordinary people live (their full lives) and die (their full
deaths).

b. Positive extraordinary people die (earlier) and live (more).

c. Negative extraordinary people are able neither to live nor

to die.
Obviously proposition ¢ offers an inverted demonstration of the
truth of a and b. Hence, it must use a plot starting with protago-
nists (here, man and woman) in inverted positions. This leads us
to state that a plot and its component parts should neither be
interpreted by themselves nor relative to something outside the
realm of the myth proper, but as substitutions given in, and
understandable only with reference to the group made up of all
the myths of the same series.

3. We may now revert to the third problem raised by Radin
about myth 4, that is, the contest with the ghosts takes place on
earth instead of, as was usually the case, in spiritland. To this
query I shall suggest an answer along the same lines as the others.

It is precisely because our two heroes suffer from a state of
underlife (in respect either to culture or nature) that, in the nar-
rative, the ghosts become a kind of super-dead. It will be recalled
that the whole myth develops and is resolved on an intermediary
level, where humans become underground animals and ghosts
linger on earth. It tells about people who are, from the start,
half-alive and half-dead while, in the preceding myths, the op-
position between life and death is strongly emphasized at the be-
ginning, and overcome only at the end. Thus, the integral meaning
of the four myths is that, in order to be overcome the opposition
between life and death should be first acknowledged, or else the
ambiguous state will persist indefinitely.

I hope to have shown that the four myths under consideration
all belong to the same group (understood as in group theory)
and that Radin was even more right than he supposed in publish-
ing them together. In the first place, the four myths deal with
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extraordinary, in opposition to ordinary, fate. The fact that
ordinary fate is not illustrated here and thus is reckoned as an
“empty” category, does not imply, of course, that it is not illus-
trated elsewhere. In the second place, we find an opposition be-
tween two types of extraordinary fate, positive and negative.
This new dichotomy which permits us to segregate myth 4 from
myths 1, 2 and 3 corresponds, on a logical level, to the discrimina-
tion that Radin makes on psychological, sociological, and his-
torical grounds. Finally, myths 1, 2 and 3 have been classified
according to the purpose of the sacrifice which is the theme of
each.

Thus the four myths can be organized in a dichotomous struc-
ture of correlations and oppositions. But we can go even further
and try to order them on a common scale. This is suggested by
the curious variations which can be observed in each myth with
respect to the kind of test the hero is put to by the ghosts.

In myth 3 there is no test at all, so far as the ghosts are con-
cerned. The tests consist in overcoming material obstacles while
the ghosts themselves figure as indifferent fellow travelers. In
myth 1 they cease to be indifferent without yet becoming hostile.
On the contrary, the tests result from their overfriendliness, as
inviting women and infectious merry-makers. Thus, from com-
panions in myth 3 they change to seducers in myth 1. In myth 2
they still behave as human beings, but they now act as aggres-
sors, and permit themselves all kinds of rough play. This is even
more evident in myth 4, but here the human element vanishes; it
is only at the end that we know that ghosts, not crawling insects,
are responsible for the trials of the hero. We have thus a twofold
progression, from a peaceful attitude to an aggressive one, and
from human to nonhuman behavior.

This progression can be correlated with the kind of relation-
ship which the hero (or heroes) of each myth entertain with the
social group. The hero of myth 3 belongs to a ritual brotherhood:
he definitely assumes his (privileged) fate as member of a group,
he acts with and in his group.

The two heroes of myth 1 have resolved to part from the
group, but the text states repeatedly that this is in order to find
an opportunity to achieve something beneficial for their fellow
tribesmen. They act, therefore, for the group. But in myth 2 the
hero is only inspired by his love for his wife. There is no reference
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to the group. The action is undertaken independently for the sake
of another individual.

Fate
extraordinary ordinary
positive negative
myth 3 myth 1 myth2 myth 4 (empty)
- - l__ - —
] | |
1 | ] |
] ! ! l
Sacrlfice for sake of:  — self group otr|1er (useless)
{ ' ]
t | | l
! ! ! !
Dead 88! e—eeem—.cOMpanlons —___seducers ____ human nonhuman
i | aggre'ssors T aggressors
i
! l ! !
Action performed: within for without against
the group the group the group the group

Finally, in myth 4, the negative attitude toward the group is
clearly revealed; the girl dies of her “uncommunicativeness,” if
one may say so. Indeed she prefers to die rather than speak;
death is her “final” exile. As for the boy, he refuses to follow the
villagers when they decide to move away and abandon the grave.
The segregation is thus willfully sought on all sides; the action
unrolls against the group.

The accompanying chart summarizes our discussion. I am quite
aware that, in order to be fully convincing, the argument should
not be limited to the four myths considered here, but include
more of the invaluable Winnebago mythology which Radin has
given us. But I hope that by integrating more material the basic
structure outlined has become richer and more complex, without
being impaired. By singling out one book which its author would
perhaps consider a minor contribution, I have intended to em-
phasize, in an indirect way, the fecundity of the method followed
by Radin, and the lasting value of the problems he poses for the
anthropologist.



3 SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS
OF SOME TANGU MYTHS

Kenelm O. L. Burridge

INTRODUCTION

HIS ESSAY attempts to examine some of the implications of
four myths in which the similarities appear as significant as
the variations.?

Tangu are settled in a knot of steep ridges some fifteen miles
inland from Bogia Bay on the north coast of New Guinea in the
Madang District. The total population of approximately two
thousand souls is distributed through about thirty settlements
grouped into four neighborhoods, each of which contains one or
more major, and several minor, settlements. Few cultural fea-
tures are exclusive to Tangu, and although they all speak the
same language, this is also spoken by others farther inland.? In-
termarriage with outside neighbors is fairly common; they have
trading relations with selected peoples within their own milieu—
including Manam Islanders, young men go to the coastal areas on
contract labor—from whence they return to Tangu when their
time is up, and many can speak pidgin English. Within Tangu
there are groups organized on patrilineal, matrilineal, double uni-
lineal, and ambilineal lines. Much of the content of their myths
has common ground with the myths told in neighboring areas;
Reprinted from The Southwestern Journal of Anthropology 12 (4), 1957:

415-31, by permission of the author and the editor, The Southwestern
Journal of Anthropology.

1This essay was first delivered as a talk to the Oxford University An-
thropological Society. Fieldwork was carried out in 1952 under a scholar-
ship with the Australian National University.

2 There are some small differences as between neighborhoods of vocabu-
lary and accent. Some general notes on the Tangu language are by
A. Capell.
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some of their dances are recognized as being imported while
others which they regard as their own are danced elsewhere.
Ascendent genealogies proliferate as the spokes from a hub, and
although it is reasonable to suppose that Tangu are an amalgam
of peoples who have come out from the hinterland and in from
the coast,® they are, within the context of a larger culture area, a
distinct entity.

The reminiscences of old men reveal that at about the turn of
the century there occurred, in Tangu, a great plague or epidemic
which, being associated with the activities of sorcerers, was fol-
lowed by local migrations, a general scatter of the population, and
much internecine fighting. Toward the end of this period, in the
German era, labor recruiters and missionaries toured Tangu but
did not stay there. After the war the mission renewed its contacts
with Tangu, recruiters came again, and the Administration fol-
lowed hard on their heels. It was about this time, Tangu say, that,
taking their cue from the Europeans they had met, they first ap-
plied the name Tangu to the collectivity they represented.* By
the early ’twenties the mission was taking to Tangu seriously, and
the Administration was counting heads, collecting taxes, control-
ling migratory labor, and enforcing the peace—for which, Tangu
say today, they were most grateful. During the last war the Japa-
nese penetrated to Tangu and the resident missionary was forced
to flee for his life. Later, the station he had built was virtually
destroyed by allied aircraft. Later still, when the Japanese had
been thrust out of New Guinea, Administration and mission re-
turned to Tangu. With the help of Yali® the numerous small and
scattered settlements were concentrated into larger groups. But
with the peace there came further streams of ideas brought by
those who had come into significant contact with Australian,
Japanese, and American—including Negro—troops, and it was not
long before Tangu became involved with cargo cult activities.®

8 “Objective’” evidence for this statement exists.

471t is hoped that the argument on this point will shortly be published.

5Yali is the best known name associated with nativistic movements in
New Guinea, Vide Burridge 1954a. For more information about Yali see
also Peter Lawrence (1954).

6 Two articles by the present author give some idea of cargo cult activities
in the area, viz. 1954a and 1954b.
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THE MYTHS

During the ten years following the war—and especially in the
Madang District—cargo cults had become very much a part of the
Melanesian scene.” Tangu, however, are rather off the beaten
track and they continued to lead their own lives in their own way.
They cultivated their gardens, hunted, gathered, and planted
palms and trees. By day their settlements are deserted and the
population is scattered over the surrounding countryside engaged
in the daily task of subsistence. Within their own terms Tangu are
an empirically minded people, and in their cult activities® there is
no evidence to show that they neglected subsistence for the sake
of a greater and contingent reward. On the contrary, Tangu say—
and the objective evidence supports their assertion—that cult ac-
tivities were directed towards producing more to greater satis-
faction. At the same time cargo cults were—impliedly or explicitly
—anti-European, and the Administration suppressed them by
force. Each of the four myths, or rather the four versions of what
may be taken to be a single myth, presented below were elicited
when conversation teetered delicately on the edge of my role as
an assimilated investigator and the fact that I was a European.
The preface to each version was that it was a secret, something
known to Tangu, knowable to other black men in New Guinea,
but not to a European. The latter not only did not know, but
should not know of them.

It must be mentioned, too, that when the mission came to
Tangu it saw with great clarity that if Christianity was to make
any headway, the clubhouses, ritual and cultural foci especially
significant for boys and girls passing through puberty, would have
to go. They were abolished. And with the clubhouses went the
organizing nexus of ritual life. Today, what remains of their re-
ligious life are their myths, a coherent belief in sorcery, Christi-
anity, and some scattered remnants of ritual and belief with
ethnographic but little or no sociological significance. Neverthe-
less, despite the hiatus between myth and ritual, most of the old

7For a full bibliography of the extant literature on cargo cults vide

South Pacific Commission, 1952.
81954a: 244-45.
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myths are still recounted, new myths are born,® and some of the
old stories are adapted to present circumstances. In this essay
the myth or myths selected are of the latter kind. They have a
nexus with cargo cult activities.!® They are, or appear to be old
myths—but they have a special, contemporary twist. In their spe-
cific contexts, cargo cults are merely temporary; they break out
like a rash, and die away. They are symptomatic phenomena re-
flecting particular sets of circumstances. But the myths connected
with them continue to be told although there is presently no ritual
associated with them,

Version 11

One day, the men of the village decided to go and hunt for a pig
by burning off a tract of ginger plants, and Duongangwongar, a
useless!? character who had a mother but no father or mother’s
brother, went with them. But when they arrived at the chosen
place the other men would have nothing to do with Duongang-
wongar, and they told him to go away.

Duongangwongar wandered off on his own. Presently, seeing a
pig-run entering a patch of kunai grass,® he followed it and was
confronted, almost at once, by a pig. Hastily setting arrow to his
bow string he took aim and fired. But he succeeded only in
wounding the pig.

The other men heard his cries for help and dashing out of the
ginger came into the kunai from all sides. They surrounded the
pig and killed it with their spears. Then, as each man withdrew
his spear from the body of the pig, he plunged it into Duongang-
wongar.!* Duongangwongar fell dead. Satisfied, they placed the
body on a small platform and hid it in the roots of a tree. Then
they returned to the village.

Gundakar, the mother of Duongangwongar, asked where her
son was. The men said they did not know, they had not seen him.

That night Gundakar had a dream in which her son appeared

9 E.g. the Mambu story (1954a: 245).

10 1954a: 252.

11 See map and diagram (figs. 1 and 2).

12 The Tangu word is ’mbatekas. It may be translated as useless, bad,
evil, unfortunate, strange, unusual, peculiar, of unknown potential.

13 Where pigs may usually be found today. They are not normally found
in ginger.

14 Note here the identification of a “man” with a pig.
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to her and told her he was dead and hidden in the roots of a
tree.!’® So, next morning when she awoke, Gundakar went out to
look for the body of her son.

As she walked out of the village a little bird, the spirit of
Duongangwongar, settled on her shoulder and showed her the
path she should take. By and by she found the tree where the
body was hidden, and extricating it from the roots she put it into
her string bag and returned to the village. Arrived there, she col-
lected some yams, taro, bananas, mami, and sweet potatoes, and
putting them into her string bag together with the body, she left

the village.
Andarum ‘\Zk
North
vl

Moresapa Vi Vs

K Ay

VANGU:
Vi Dimuk
{Diawat)

Mariap

Kangwan

Lilau (1)

Lilau Dogoi

Bogia
(2)

B A Manam Island

Figure 1. Diagrammatic sketch map to illustrate the journeys.
Vi, Vs, V3, V, respectively the starting points in the four narra-
tives. Scale approximately 6 miles to 1 inch.

15 This form of burial is not practised today. No man in Tangu will ad-
mit to having practised it except in the remote past when the story originated.
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She came first to W’tsiapet!® and asked if she might bury her
son. They refused. She went on to Amuk,2? and they too refused
her, sending her on to Mariap. There they told her to go to Kang-
wan, and despite her pleas that she had taro to give them she
was ordered on to Lilau'® on the coast. She rested by the sea,
but not until she came to Dogoi, where a man copulated with
her, was she able to bury her son. The man helped her. He dug a
hole, placed the body inside, and covered the grave with coconut
fronds. Eventually he married Gundakar and she bore him sons.

Meanwhile, the body of Duongangwongar rotted in his grave.

One day, when Gundakar was in the village alone and was in
need of some water, she went to her son’s grave. She drew aside
the coconut fronds and, finding salt water and fish coming from
bis nostrils, she filled her pot with the water and used it for
cooking the evening meal. Her husband and sons thought it good.

That night Gundakar’s son grew tremendously. And next day
when her husband’s younger brother (ZTuman)!® came to visit
them and saw his elder brother’s (Ambwerk)?® son grown so
much, he was surprised. “Your son has grown so big!” he ex-
claimed. “My own sons yet remain small: why is this?”

But nothing was said. And next day Gundakar collected the
skins of her yams, taros, and mami and flung them onto the gar-
den plot which her husband had recently cleared and burned off.
Wonderfully, the skins took root, reached back into the soil and
became real tubers.

Then Gundakar returned to the grave of her son Duongang-
wongar and collected from his nostrils some water and one small
fish which she put in a pot and boiled for her husband and sons to
eat.

That night her son grew into a man.

Next day, Tuman was so surprised at the transformation that
he insisted on knowing how it was done. Gundakar turned to his
wife and told her what she must do. “Go to the grave of Duon-
gangwongar,” she said. “Take away the coconut fronds, draw
some water from his nostrils and take one small fish. You will

18 W'tsiapet—the village of the storyteller.

17 Amuk—in Tangu.

18 Lilau used to be located inland from the coast a few miles. Now, the
villagers have moved down to the coast, leaving the former site deserted.

1% Tuman—younger brother.
20 Ambwerk—elder or eldest brother.
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see there other, larger kinds of fish. Do not take them. Take only
one small fish.”

Tuman’s wife repaired to the grave, removed the coconut
fronds, and drew some water. Then, in the nostrils of Duongang-
wongar she saw a large ramatzka.?* She speared it.

At once there was loud rumbling in the earth like thunder. The
water from Duongangwongar’s nostrils came out in a seething
torrent of foam and bubbling waves. The water which was the sea
rose up and came between Ambwerk and Turman who fled in
different directions to escape.

Tuman, who had found safety in a low lying place, killed a
small bird and after cooking the bones threw them into the sea.
There was a small splash and a soft ssshhh . . . as of the water
running over pebbles. Then Tuman killed a crested pigeon,??
cooked the bones and threw them into the sea. There was only a
small splash and the sea remained calm. So Tuman killed a horn-
bill and did as he had done with the other birds. The surface of
the waters rippled. He killed a cockatoo and surf flecked the
waters. And he killed a cassowary, and when he threw the bones
into the sea, the waves rose with a roar and tumbled on the beach.

Tuman was satisfied.

Pondering on the fate of his elder brother, Tuman plucked a
leaf. He directed it to the village of Ambwerk and threw it on the
waters. Ambwerk, who had found refuge on high land, saw the
floating leaf, and picking it up, exclaimed “Oh! My young brother
is all right. He has sent this leaf to me to find out how I am. I
will send it back to him.” So he threw the leaf back on the sea.

When Tuman saw the leaf floating back to him he knew that
his elder brother was safe. So he took another leaf, and writing a
message on it, despatched it to Ambwerk. The latter received the
note and sent an answer in return.

Tuman felled a tree, hollowed it, and made a canoe. He set off
to see his elder brother. Ambwerk saw Tuman in his canoe from
afar off and he wondered what on earth it was. And when Tuman
had beached his canoe and brought it to his village, Ambwerk
looked at it and marvelled. “Who showed you how to make this?”
he asked. “Surely you did not do it all by yourself?”

21 A large eel-like fish found in the streams in Tangu.
22 “Guria” pigeon.
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Tuman answered, “I made it by myself. I thought of it on my
own.”

When Tuman had gone Ambwerk made a canoe of his own
and went to visit Tuman. He returned to his village content.

Immediately, Tuman started work on a boat. After he had had
some practise in it, he went to his elder brother to show it to
him. Ambwerk was surprised, and to his question Tuman replied,
“Iinvented it myself. And I made it on my own.”

When Ambwerk made a boat and went to visit his younger
brother, Tuman complimented him on his craftsmanship. Amb-
werk returned to his village content.

Then Tuman constructed a pinnace. He made an engine, fitted
it, practised, and went off to show it to Ambwerk. Ambwerk was
dumbfounded. Straightway he commenced work on a pinnace.

Tuman made a motor car, a motor bike, and a large ship with
tall masts and a siren which went whoooo! Tuman’s ship was so
big that it broke his elder brother’s jetty, and they had to secure it
by ropes passed round coconut palms. Finally, Tuman made an
aeroplane, canned goods, laplaps, and all sorts of other things.
Each time he made something he went to show it to his elder
brother. And each time Ambwerk copied him.

The story-teller’s own comment at the end of his recitation
was: “Tuman could use his head—like you.”*?

Version 2

A woman who had no husband left her daughter alone®* in the
village while she went to fish. A sorcerer came into the village,
and after beating the child, killed her, and buried her.

When the woman returned to the village after fishing she could
not find her daughter. “Oh where is my daughter?” she wailed.
“I went to get some fish and she has disappeared!”

That night the woman had a dream, and in the dream she saw
the burial place of her daughter. So, rising at dawn, she went off
a little way into the bush. There she saw a bamboo thicket®s
which she recognized from her dream as the burial place of her

28 Or, impliedly, “Ambwerk was rather unintelligent.”

24 Children left alone are especially vulnerable to sorcerers.

26 Bamboo thickets are common enough inland but comparatively rare
toward the coast from Tangu.
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daughter. She dug in the earth, found the body, and put it into
her string bag. She went off in the direction of Moresapa, came
round by Sorkmung, thence to Dimuk and Wonam.

At Wonam, Damzerai, the man who had killed her daughter,
came to her and asked what it was she had in her string bag.

“My daughter who is dead,” replied Matzia, the woman.

Damzerai took pity on her and married her. He dug a hole
and buried the body.

Very soon the body rotted and there was a rumbling in the
earth like thunder; and Matzia, who had had another dream,
hastened to the grave to have a look at her daughter. She saw the
watery rottenness, and tasting it, she found it salty. She saw that
there were fish there too, and she thought she would cook some
of the fish and salt water for Damzerai. So, telling him nothing of
how she had come by the fish, she put some in a bowl and gave
it to Damzerai to eat.

Damzerai was sick. But after he had taken some lime and
pepper he returned to his meal of salt water and fish, and this
time he found it very good.

Matzia showed Damzerai the grave and what she had found
there, and he thought it was a marvellous thing.

That night, their son—~who had eaten the mixture—grew very
large and fat.

Next day, Damzerai’s elder brother came on a visit and was
surprised to see how Damzerai’s son had grown. “What have
you given him to eat?” he asked. “My son is older than yours,
and yet your son is much the bigger of the two.”

“Eat some of this,” said Damzerai. “We took it from the grave
of my wife’s daughter.”

Dwongi, the elder brother, ate some of the food and thought it
very good—so good that he took some home to his wife.

The following day Dwongi returned for more. They all had
some of the fish and salt water, and then, while Damzerai and his
family repaired to the garden, Dwongi went to the grave by him-
self and speared one of the larger fish. At once there was a
thundering noise, and the sea spurted up out of the grave with a
rush of foam, separating the two brothers.

Damzerai made an armlet of dried grass and threw it into the
sea. It drifted to Dwongi who picked it up and examined it.
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“My younger brother is alive!” he exclaimed. “He is somewhere
over there!”

So Dwongi, Ambwerk, made a basket and threw it on the wa-
ters. It drifted to Tuman, Damzerai, who then knew that his elder
brother was alive and well.

Tuman made a boat. Ambwerk made a canoe. Tuman set off
in his boat but was sunk by a heavy sea. However, he swam back
to land and decided to build himself a large ship. He fitted a large
mast to his ship, and put in an engine, and then he went off to
see his elder brother, warning him by a letter thrown on the
waves that he was coming.

Ambwerk received the letter and said “Ha! I shall be seeing
my young brother soon.” And when Tuman arrived at the village
of Ambwerk the two brothers shook hands. “Well met!” said
Tuman. “1 thought you might have died, and now I see for my-
self that you are alive and well.”

“And I, too, thought you were dead,” replied Ambwerk. “And
now you have come to see me in your fine ship.”

Tuman returned from whence he had come, and Ambwerk
stayed where he was, on the top of Manam Island. Tuman made
all the good things—clothes, knives, umbrellas, rifles, canned food,
and so on. And he came again to see his brother. “You stay
where you are,” said Ambwerk, “and I will stay in my place.”

So Tuman came to Tangu while his elder brother stayed on the
top of Manam Island. And that is why some people have black
skins that are dirty; that is why there are people like us.

Version 3

A widow had a daughter who was killed and buried by a stranger.
Although the widow searched everywhere, and cried out aloud
for her daughter, she could not find her anywhere. When night
fell and the widow went into her hut to sleep, she dreamed that
her daughter was buried in the cavity left by a tree that had been
uprooted.?® So she went to such a place, and lo! upon digging
she found her daughter.

The widow put the body in her string bag and went to More-
sapa. There they told her to go to Andarum whence she was
forced to go to Wonam. At Wonam she married the younger of

28 Nor is this form of burial found in Tangu.
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two brothers, and after bearing two sons to her husband, she, her
husband, and their sons returned to Andarum. The elder of the
two brothers remained at Wonam with his wife and two sons.

Arrived at Andarum the woman went to the grave of her
daughter. She removed the topsoil and found that the putrid
flesh had turned into salt water and fish. She gave her husband
and sons some of the fish boiled in the salt water. They were sick.
But after they had chewed ginger for a few minutes they returned
to their meal and found it good. That night the son grew big and
strong.

Shortly afterward, the elder brother came from Wonam to visit
them, and seeing the astonishing progress of his younger brother’s
sons, he asked what the secret was. They told him. Ambwerk
went off to get some of the marvellous stuff. Unfortunately, how-
ever, he speared a ramatzka which was nothing less than the dead
daughter herself. There was a thundering noise from underground
and the sea spouted up, separating brother from brother.

(From this point on Version 2 is followed precisely.)

Version 4

Rawvend (whose alternative name is sometimes Niangarai) came
to Biamp from Andarum via Mangigum, and he is the ancestor of
all the men of Biampitzir.2” Rawvend went off to Kangwan where
he found a small pool. But actually he was looking for a con-
venient hole. He found one in Dogoi near where Lilau now is.
So he killed his daughter, Samaingi, who had been sick and who
was covered with sores. Having run her through with a spear, he
buried her and covered the grave with coconut leaves. Samaingi
rotted in her grave, and out of her putrid flesh came salt water
and many fish. One of the fish was a ramatzka.

Tuman wanted to spear the ramatzka. But his mother pre-
vented him, saying, “You must not shoot the ramatzka. Take the
small ones only.”

But Tuman did not heed her. He shot the ramatzka with his
bow and arrow. There was a rumbling and a growling in the
bowels of the earth, and the sea came rushing out. It came up
around the Ramu valley; it came up the valley of the Iwarum; up
and up and up it came until Rawvend said, “Enough!”

27 Biampitzir, Mangigum—names of neighborhoods in Tangu.
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Now the sea had divided people into two parties. Samaingi
arose from her grave and went to Se-wen-de where she built the
habitations of the White people and government men. And she,
Samaingi, was also the ancestress of Chinamen and brown people
—related to us black people.

Of the other party Tuman was on the mainland and Ambwerk
was on Manam Island. Tuman, who was short of firewood, wrote
a letter and sent it off on a log to Ambwerk. Then he wrote an-
other and sent it off by a bird. And he chose a third messenger, a
dog, which succeeded in reaching Ambwerk, and which also
brought back some firewood for Tuman.

Tuman sounded his kundu drum, and Ambwerk replied on his
slit-gong.?® As a result of this interchange of signals Ambwerk
and Tuman met at the grave of Samaingi, Rawvend’s daughter.
They decided to settle together. Ambwerk had paper; Tuman had
yams and other tubers. Now, if it had been the other way around
you white-skinned people would have foodstuffs, and we black-
skinned people would have paper and all the other good things.

ASSESSMENT

Of the four versions the first was produced with the most con-
fidence. The last, Version 4, may be regarded as the least reliable.
The author made his delivery nervously and in a very muddled
way. He was said to have been on the fringes of several cargo
cults without having participated in them, and while Se-wen-de
is a slang corruption of Seventh Day Adventist (Mission) there
is also reason to believe—since 1 could find no other corrobora-
tion—that Rawvend may be a corruption of Yahweh or Jehovah.
Versions 2 and 3 may be regarded as reliable.

Ignoring some of the discrepancies for the moment the basic
plot of the story might run as follows:

The scene produced for the listener is that of a mother and child
without male protection. The child is killed and the body is hidden.
Nevertheless, through a dream, the mother regains possession of the
body, and placing it in her string bag, she sets out on a journey. The
journey ends when she finds a place where she can bury the body
and marry. After marriage and bearing sons the woman returns to

28 Sounding the kundu drum is not so very common as a method of
communication except within the near vicinity. Slit-gongs are usual.
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the grave of her dead child and finds there salt water and fish, both
of which are products of the putrefying body. The woman takes a
small fish and some water and feeds them to her family. They find
it good. More than that, the son quickly develops into manhood.
This occasions the curiosity and envy of the husband’s brother and
his family. Letting them into the secret, the woman warns her rela-
tives by marriage that they must not shoot the ramatzka fish. But
the warning goes unheeded; the ramatzka is shot; the earth rumbles;
and the sea rises up to divide brother from brother. Later, when the
brothers get in touch with one another again, their relationship ap-
pears as a competitive one, and one of them emerges as much clev-
erer than the other. This explains why White men are different from,
or are more masters of their environment than black men appear to
be.

There are, here, a series of incidents involving four basic kinds
of social relationship woven into a pattern of shifting roles. Parent
and child where parent becomes wife (Version 4 contra); wife
and husband where husband is also brother; brother and brother
where the latent antagonism symbolizes the relationship between
white men and black. The mother-child relationship is set in a
context of helplessness. There are no husband, no brothers, no
mother’s brothers to care for them. In Version 1, from a patri-
lineal group, where the child is a son, his helplessness is less
obvious and it is made more explicit. Version 3 comes from an
ambilineal group, but as in Version 1, where the child is killed by
those who are explicitly not in an amicable relation with him, the
child (in Version 3) is killed by strangers who, in Tangu, are
also enemies. Version 2, from a double unilineal group, follows
the general idea, but the killer of the child later enters into an
amicable relation with the mother by becoming her husband. In
Version 4 the child is provided with a protector-father so that no
one but he can kill her. And he does. This version comes from a
locale where patrilineal and matrilineal peoples live in the same
settlement; but since Rawvend is explicitly identified with Nian-
garai who, in another myth, brought forth human beings from
the hole in the earth which he had made with a digging stick, a
consistency may be elicited by the phrase, “The child of a creative
element is killed.” Each version provides an inner consistency by
presenting situations in which it might be expected, almost in-
evitably, that the child is killed.
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The dream?® through which the mother finds her child is a
normal Tangu technique for solving a problem or finding a way
out of a dilemma. Whether antecedent or consequent, a dream
contains information and an implied directive to action. Thus an
“unsolicited” dream contains information to which thought must
be given and action taken; and a man faced with a problem re-
tires for the night with the hope that a dream will shed light on
the matter and present him with a directive. At the same time,
however, dreams may also be “tricks.” A man who dreams that a
pig has been caught in his trap visits his trap in high expectation
of finding a pig there. If there is no pig, he says to himself “I have
been fooled!” Nonetheless, even though a dream does not always
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Figure 2. Relationships corresponding to the four versions. K, the

child who is killed; M, the mother; Q, a wife; A, Ambwerk, elder

brother; T, Tuman, younger brother; arrow indicates participants
and direction of killing.

29 Vide K. O. L. Burridge, 1954a: 246 and 1956.
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solve the problem, it helps toward a solution, and Tangu feel
that the information is always worth acting on.

The consistency of the dream in relation to “normal” observa-
ble Tangu life is followed through with the journey. The solution
to the problem of the isolate mother-and-child is a husband.
Among Tangu widows do not remain such for long. They become
second wives, usually joining the household of a sister; they form
unions with widowers; and if there is no man at home to take a
widow, she travels until she can find one. During fieldwork I came
across a woman and her two children living a precarious and
animal-like life in the jungle. Her husband, who was dead, had
been a noted sorcerer, and no one would have anything to do
with her. When she could gather a sufficient reserve of food she
journeyed to the nearest settlements to offer her services as a
wife—and returned again to her lean-to in the forest. Tangu com-
mented briefly, “She ought to go farther away where nobody
knows of her past.”

On another level the routes taken by the woman in the story
reflect other factors. Routes 1 and 4 are the traditional paths
taken by Tangu who, in the days before the European came,
used to go down to the coast to fetch salt. They still use this route
whenever they want to go down to the coast for whatever purpose.
Then, as now, it was essential, when travelling far afield, to pass
through a chain of settlements in which there were women stand-
ing as “sister” to the males of the party or “friends” of either sex.
This not only ensured hospitality but also a certain amount of
protection from sorcerers. The shorter and more direct route to
the coast was in the possession of people who were bitter ene-
mies of Tangu; and even today Tangu are most loath to take this
route. The routing provided by Versions 2 and 3 are more diffi-
cult since they pass through country known to most Tangu only
by hearsay. Direct contacts with people from Moresapa date only
with the advent of mission and administration. The Diawat peo-
ple (Dimuk) as well as those from Andarum are hereditary
enemies. At the same time, however, the relation of enmity never
prevented intermarriages. Wonam is the place where the Diawat
people went for their salt, and it is possible that the salt found
its way to Andarum through Diawat and the Igamuk area, where
the people, Tangu-speakers, were at varying degrees of enmity
and friendship with Tangu, Andarum, and Diawat. In addition,
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the existence of “sisters” in the named settlements mentioned in
Versions 1 and 4 postulates an actual or putative descent line,
from which it can be deduced that one can follow a genealogy
through on the ground from settlement to settlement. In Tangu
itself one can do this quite easily after inspection; but although
Tangu can symbolize the process through myth, and they know
the facts—or most of them—for themselves they do not make the
connection in a coherent expressible way. Thus, by way of con-
trast, in my wanderings around these routes and elsewhere outside
Tangu where conditions seem always to have been much more
stable, a man told me—while we were discussing some of his own
myths—that the travelling woman, or, in his particular case, a
cassowary, revealed a matrilineal descent line. Similarly, the
snake which travelled represented a patrilineal line. In short,
uterine and penis lines of descent.

The marital relationship into which the story leads the reader
or listener describes a normal and settled relationship in which
the wife lives in her husband’s village and bears him children.
And from these norms of a relationship which every listener
might be presumed to be familiar with, the story has the wife
disturb the grave of her dead child—something most strange. For
even though Tangu visit the graves of dead kinsmen fairly fre-
quently, there is no record of any custom entailing a disturbance
of the grave. And stranger still, coming from the nostrils of the
rotting corpse are salt water and fish., This is the gift which,
though there is an indication of reluctance—in Versions 2 and 3
husband and son are sick—both husband and son eventually find
good. Indeed, so good is it for the boy that he grows big, or
develops towards manhood, overnight. Evidently, this gift, a
gift which raises the offspring of a union to adulthood, is the
kernel of the marital relationship; and since the gift does seem
strange, and is placed in the center of a familiar workaday rela-
tionship, one feels that the symbolism strikes deep and is only
superficially related to a series of other items: the vital need for
salt, the uterine line of descent providing safe conduct to the
coast, fertility in terms of offspring in exchange for a husband’s
protection against marauders, the association of women with
fishing (fish are not an important item of diet in Tangu), the
duty of a wife to cook for her husband, economic codperation in
the household plot, the fertility of the crops, and a fair give-and-
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take within the household unit. Tangu social life today appears
to provide no further clues as to the content of this gift, nor
why it should bring the boy to manhood; nor can they themselves
offer any deeper explanation of the symbolism. When taxed they
say, “That is the story. She gave him a fish.”

Moving in to the third relationship, the gift and its conse-
quences arouse the envy of the husband’s brother. He asks how
it is done. He wants his own son to grow up as quickly. In Ver-
sions 2 and 3 husband is younger brother, Tuman; in Version 1
he is elder brother, Ambwerk; and in Version 4, since no marital
tie is mentioned, it is not clear how the brothers would have
stood to Rawvend or Samaingi. Where the husband is Tuman, it
is Ambwerk who kills the ramatzka and who, later on, is pre-
sented as the denser of the two—in spite of the fact that in Version
2 it is Tuman, also husband, who committed the original murder.
Although Tuman is not the husband of the “mother” (M, see
diagram, Figure 2) in Version 1 it is he who, eventually, turns out
to be the brighter. And there is a certain consistency in the fact
that it is his (Tuman’s) wife and not Tuman himself who kills
the ramatzka. In Version 4 it is “mother” who tells Tuman not
to kill the ramatzka, but it is left for the reader to decide for
himself whether this “mother” is the mother of the brothers, or
the mother of the slain child (K) and the wife of one of the
brothers. At any rate Tuman has initiative even though the
honors seem to be more evenly distributed. In addition, however,
Tuman in Version 4 has common ground with Tuman in Version
2 in that while the latter is the murderer of K the child, the story-
teller makes it explicit in Version 4 that when Tuman is killing
the ramatzka he does not know that he is actually killing the
child or its spirit or ghost. Thus the shift into the isolated inter-
brother relationship is occasioned by the act of the brother not
married to the “mother” (Versions 2 and 3), or by his wife
(Version 1). In Version 4 this detail is lacking.

As soon as the forbidden act is done, the sea rises up and
separates brother from brother. The spousal and affinal relation-
ships are dropped. M, K (and Q) (see diagram), have served
their purpose. The story concentrates on the relationship between
elder and younger brother, Ambwerk and Tuman. And in this set-
ting—essentially rivalrous or competitive within friendship—Tu-
man appears as better equipped for meeting the hazards of this
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life. There is no question of luck here; he is fundamentally better
endowed. He is cunning. He can think. He can invent things.
Moreover, in Version 1 he does these things on his own—and in
the vernacular this is doubly emphatic.?® That is, he uses no
ritual aids; he does not seek help from any spirit or godling, nor
does any being or person outside of himself give him the inspira-
tion. In other words the abilities of the successful brother reflect
the claim made by Europeans that their own technical abilities are
based in their own inventiveness, their own nous—which runs
contrary to traditional modes of thought. For, in terms of the
latter, most enterprises require ritual 2s well as pragmatic tech-
niques to bring them to a successful conclusion.* The other
brother does not lack in industry, and he has an honored position
sitting on the volcano of Manam Island; but initiative, the ability
to think for himself, is lacking.

In Version 4 the brothers make a pact of friendship based
either on apartheid or coexistence or both. Nevertheless, while
the story is being told, even the monotonous recitation of the
things that Tuman does, working up the scale from a dug-out
canoe through motor boats and steamships to an aircraft, hardly
prepares one for the climax—“And that is why white men are
different from black men,” or, “That is why white men have all
the good things of this world and we have only yams.”

Stripped of cultural content and particular situational require-
ments, two things seem to spring from the inevitable death. First,
associated with an exchange within the marital relationship, there
is abundant life. Secondly, associated with a stupid act of diso-
bedience—why kill the large ramatzka when a little fish would
have done as well?—there is a flood which separates brother from
brother. We have already commented on the first of these two
factors; but taken together one might relate both elements to the
peace, serenity, and easy moral relationships associated with the
domestic household which is the smallest and most permanent
codperative group in Tangu, as compared with the actual or po-
tential rivalrous or hostile relations to be found outside this
circle. In isolation the second element has further significance.

30 Supra Version 1: “Who showed you how to make it?” “I myself
thought of it, etc. etc.”

31 Vide 1954a: 247-48. See also in this connection the Kilibob story
(Lawrence, 1954: 16-17).
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Mostly, white men are identified with younger brother, Tuman,
who did not kill the ramatzka; or, as in Version 4, in spite of the
fact that it is Tuman who has the initiative, with Ambwerk who
also was not responsible for killing the ramatzka. Whether or not
there is a “felt” kin relationship between the successful brother
and white men, there is an obvious association with the abilities
white men have. And these abilities appear to be directly related
to some kind of innocence, for it was black men or their symbol
which killed the ramatzka.

The expression of guilt®® is vague or completely divorced
from the relationship of elder and younger brother, but it is, on
the other hand, brought into full focus when the shift is made
into the relationship between white men and black. In fact Tangu
attitudes within this relationship are characterized by humility,?
aggression,3* grievance,3® and guilt.*®* And there is something
else. In view of the extensive spread of legends in Melanesia con-
cerning culture heroes or ancestors or a conquering people with
white or reddish skins, it is an intriguing problem whether the as-
sociation of the successful brother with white people was made
before Tangu knew anything of the Europeans who first entered
their lives, or whether it is a comparatively recent accretion to a
much older story. If the first, then the myth was a potential reality
which came true and served to bring their guilt home to them.
Hence the sometimes abject humility of Tangu. If the second,
then it not only reflects an actual dilemma which is made intelli-
gible and supportable for Tangu by placing the root cause in the
wrongful act of an ancestor or group symbol, but it also provides
an example of the way myths move and adapt themselves to cur-
rent circumstances.

32 Versions 2, 3, 4, make it explicit.

331n the presence of Europeans, especially administrative officers, Tangu
behave as though completely cowed. My own bare legs were objects of
adoration: “They are so clean, so white, so lovely. . . .”

3¢ “We will sweep the white men into the sea” (1954a: 245).

35 “Why should white men have so much? Why should they treat us as
dogs? Are we not human like they? Why will they not let us eat with
them: we let them eat with us if they wish to.”

36“Ah well, if he had not killed the ramatzka perhaps all would have
been well.”
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CONCLUSION

It will be apparent to those whose main interests lie in mytholo-
gies that the gist of the myths recorded above is nothing if not
familiar, and is echoed among many peoples widely separate both
in time and in space. Yet, whatever meanings may be extracted
from these myths either by comparative or psychological tech-
niques—the gift within the marital relationship, for example, is
excellent “archetypal” material—it is also true that they were ob-
tained in a particular social context—from Tangu who themselves
associated the myths with cargo cult activities. Due presumably
to their history, and to the fact that the nature of Tangu society
is disnomic, rather than anomic, today many cultural items are
missing. It is quite possible, for example, that once upon a time
they did bury their dead in the roots of trees, and that they did
make some kind of medicine from the juices of rotting corpses.
How far do these things matter? By attempting to “‘explain” the
four stories by resorting to the internal evidence something sig-
nificant is thrown up. The discrepancies of detail are matched by
the congruence of ends—the idea that some kind of guilt explains
the difference between white men and black men. If cargo cults
express what is unsatisfactory in the relationship between white
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4 SOME SOCIAL ASPECTS
OF LUGBARA MYTH

John Middleton

HE LUGBARA are a Sudanic-speaking people of the Nile-Congo
divide and number 242,000, of whom two-thirds live in north-
western Uganda and the remainder in the adjoining area of the
Belgian Congo.? Their political system is a segmentary one, with
no form of centralized political authority. There is a system of
polysegmentary patrilineages, the largest series of which are the
exogamous units. Within the territorial section associated with
the agnatic core provided by such a lineage there is, or was, the
obligation to settle disputes by discussion between the parties
concerned so that feud was avoided, and it was only between
these sections that a permanent state of hostility could exist.
Each of these territorial sections consists on an average of some
4,000 people living in an area of some twenty-five square miles.
They, the largest of the groups called suru by Lugbara, and which
I refer to as maximal sections based on maximal lineages, are
the largest political units of the system. Like the three levels of
segmentation within them, they bear specific names, most of
which are found in all parts of Lugbara. I call these names clan-
names.
There are about sixty of these maximal sections in Lugbara. It

Reprinted from Africa 24 (3), 1954: 189-99, by permission of the Inter-
national African Institute.

1Fjeld-work among the Lugbara was carried out between 1949 and
1952, with financial assistance from the Worshipful Company of Gold-
smiths and the Colonial Social Science Research Council; field-work ma-
terial has been written up with aid from the Wenner-Gren Foundation
for Anthropological Research, New York. I make grateful acknowledgement
to these bodies. I am also grateful to Professor E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Mr.
J. H. M. Beattie, and Dr. P. J. Bohannan for discussing drafts of this article.
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was traditionally, and still is, rare for there to be much direct
intercourse between members of other than neighbouring maxi-
mal sections; certainly those over ten miles or so away are usually
beyond the range of direct contact. Lugbara is therefore not a
single polity with definite boundaries. Nevertheless, even though
Lugbara are not aware of the precise limits of their society, they
conceive it in terms of a common culture and of common descent
from the two hero-ancestors, Jaki and Dribidu, who entered their
present country from an original home in the north. Jaki entered
by what is now Kakwa country, to the north and north-west, and
Dribidu by the Nile Valley, through what is now East Madi. Each,
it is believed, underwent many adventures between their entry
into the country and their deaths, Jaki on Mount Liru and Dribidu
on Mount Eti, the two mountain masses that rise from the high
Lugbara plains. During this time they wandered through the area
begetting children by various women. Their sons were the found-
ers of the original Lugbara clans which have segmented and so
formed the present system of lineages. In most cases a clan is
co-terminous with a maximal lineage defined as an exogamous
group. But this is not always so, since some clans contain more
than one maximal lineage, and it is then the maximal lineage and
not the clan which is the exogamous unit. The distinction is that
a lineage is a group defined by function—in this case, exogamy
—whereas a clan is defined in genealogical terms only—its founder
was a son of a hero-ancestor. Lineages are units of the political
system, whereas clans are units in a conceptual system which
gives validity and unity to Lugbara society as Lugbara themselves
see it. Both are genealogical structures of many generations, usu-
ally between ten and fourteen. Genealogies validate the relations
between territorial sections of varying span—maximal, major,
minor, or minimal—each associated with a lineage, the relations
being expressed in terms of a system of lineages genealogically
linked. At the highest level they are interrelated to form a single
conceptual system, Lugbara society, in terms of fraternal ties
between the many sons of the hero-ancestors. It is significant
that lineages of lower orders—major, minor, and minimal—are
arranged in order of the seniority of their apical ancestors, but
clans are genealogically equal. The former are units in the field
of social relations of any given group, whereas the latter are units
in the conceptual system which we may call Lugbara society, of
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which the total range includes the fields of social relations of all
those groups that call themselves Lugbara.

Lugbara say that they are all of one blood, ari alo. This blood
was created by Adronga 'ba o’bapiri, God the creator of men,
when he created the two first beings on earth, the male Gborog-
boro and the female Meme, and domestic livestock. Meme had
wild animals in her womb: the gazelle broke out and was followed
by the other beasts. The name Gborogboro means ‘the person
coming from the sky’ and Meme means ‘the person with a big
body’; some versions of this myth state that Meme was a man,
while others say that the first beings on earth had other names
which are usually given as the children of Meme. I do not wish
to give the myth of creation at length in this paper; the precise
order of appearance of the personages in it is not important.
Gborogboro and Meme were man and wife, and Gborogboro is
said to have given bridewealth for her, although it is not said to
whom, since it is irrelevant in the context of the myth. After the
animals had left Meme’s womb God put children in it, according
to some versions, but others say that the pair copulated in the
human manner and so Meme bore a boy and a girl, who were
brother and sister. Myths tell that these siblings produced an-
other male and female pair, who did the same in their turn. The
number and names of sibling-generations of this sort vary in the
myths: Figure 1 shows a commonly accepted version.

GborogboroA==MemeQ

Arube A==0'duQ

e

Jokodra A\ ==LebenyeruQ

Yeke A AngbauQ

JakiA Europeans
(one of the hero-ancestors)

Figure 1. Diagram of Sibling-generations.
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Some myths say that they did not copulate in the human manner
but that the women became pregnant after goats’ blood had been
poured over their legs. All versions state that since they were
siblings bridewealth was not given at these unions. The creation
and these subsequent happenings occurred at a place called by
Lugbara Loloi, to their north in the southern Sudan, ‘a place
near Juba’. Other myths tell of the separation of mankind from
God in the sky, the separation of black and white peoples, the
building of a Tower of Babel and the appearance of Lugbara and
Kakwa and the diverse languages and tribes of men, and the
creation of the outside world as it is today. All these events took
place in the Sudan and are the subject-matter of distinct myths:
they are not related to each other or put into any time sequence
except in so far as the creation itself preceded all human activities
and the various pairs of siblings followed one another in time
(although their order varies and is not thought to be significant).

This corpus of myth culminates in the appearance of the two
hero-ancestors, Jaki and Dribidu, coming to the present country
of the Lugbara and there begetting many sons, who were the
founders of the present clans, as I have already mentioned. They
were not human as men are now: Dribidu means ‘the hairy one’,
since he was covered with long hair over most of his body. He is
also known as ’Banyale, ‘eater of men’, since he ate his children
until he was discovered and driven out of his earlier home on the
east bank of the Nile; he crossed the river at Gimara and came
to the Lugbara highlands. The heroes came independently of
one another—no fraternal tie is ever claimed for them—but the
myths about them have close similarities. Both could do many
superhuman and magical feats. They are both the subjects of
long myths which tell how each found a leper woman who gave
him fire on which to cook his meat; of how he cured her with
medicine of which the secret is now lest, and made her his first
wife. He lay with her and impregnated her, which resulted in war
with her kin and the subsequent payment of seduction fine and
bridewealth: the identity of her kin is not significant and so is
unknown. Before this time there had been no fighting between
men and, except in the case of the first created pair of humans,
there had been no bridewealth. There is, of course, an intimate
connexion for Lugbara between fighting and bridewealth, since
most fighting is, or was, due to quarrels over such transactions.
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The heroes were the first rain-makers, and gave the secrets of
many magical medicines to their descendants.

The heroes were not normal human beings, but they mark the
appearance of Lugbara society in the form which it has today.
They married many women in various parts of the country and
their sons married wives and begat children in the way that people
do now. They transferred bridewealth at marriage and in turn
their sons and sons’ sons multiplied and became the founders of
new lineage segments. Lugbara say that in this way the present-
day lineages are descended from the founders of the original
clans, with continual proliferation and amalgamation, and the
moving away of individuals and families and their attachment
to other lineages elsewhere. I do not wish to describe lineage
segmentation here; it is sufficient to say that the ancestors who
feature in genealogies, which are concerned with the descendants
of the two heroes, are always regarded as having been normal
human beings who behaved in the way in which men still behave,
and men do so behave, of course, for the reason that their an-
cestors laid it down that they should. All special rights and mysti-
cal powers that are today possessed by certain men or certain
lineages—for example, the power to control the rain or to possess
certain magical objects—are validated by their having originated
at the time of the heroes or of their sons, the clan founders. For
Lugbara, society today is essentially the same as it was at that
time.

The several accounts of the creation and the pairs of siblings,
of the hero-ancestors, and of their descendants, differ in char-
acter. I have given them, very briefly, as though they were parts
of a single history, in order to show the relationship between
them. I have never heard Lugbara doing so: indeed, the differences
in their nature make it unlikely that they would be told in any
single situation. The accounts of the creation and the activities
of the sibling-pairs before the heroes may be called mythical.
Those of the descendants of the heroes are, for the Lugbara,
genealogical and not mythical. Those of the hero-ancestors them-
selves present both mythical and genealogical features, that is to
say they may be placed in either category on different occasions:
the heroes, who mark the appearance of Lugbara society, are
either at the end of the mythical period or at the beginning of
the genealogical period, if we put them on a time-scale. This, of
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course, is to distort the significance of these accounts. The diffi-
culty, as will be seen, is that our own myths and histories are
placed on a time-scale and so all the concepts we use in this
context contain a reference to non-recurrent measured time.

Using our own conceptual terms, the significant difference be-
tween the period before the heroes and that after them (the
heroes appearing in both periods) is that in the latter the per-
sonages are ordinary human beings, behaving in the way in which
people behave now, and are members of clans and so members
of society; whereas in the former they behaved in a reverse
manner and lived in isolation, in a world in which there were no
clans. They committed incest, did not transfer bridewealth for
their mates, and could do marvellous feats which men can no
longer achieve. The first pair of siblings were called Arube and
O’du, which mean ‘maker of miracles’ and ‘miraculous omen’
respectively. They are said to have been born with teeth and,
although they are distinct personages in most myths, they are
sometimes said to be one person called by different names by
Lugbara and Kakwa in the days when both tribes spoke the same
language; their respective sex varies. It is their non-human or
contra-human characteristics that are important, and not details
of name or parentage. It was with the appearance of the heroes
and their begetting sons, who were the clan-founders, that human
beings became social beings living in a society. Before that time
they were not members of a society—there was no society, in fact
—and they and their world existed in the Sudan, outside present
Lugbara territory, a territory of which every part is associated in
tradition with a particular clan. Before he entered present Lug-
bara country Dribidu was a cannibal, eating his own children.
Once arrived in Lugbara the heroes became more or less human
beings, but always retained some superhuman and magical pow-
ers. When they first met the leper woman they behaved as mythi-
cal figures, taking her without bridewealth: their later unions
were proper marriages in the form that marriages take today. It
is at this phase of the heroic period that social settlement began.
The father of Jaki was Yeke, whose name means ‘owner of the
land’, the man who first settled and farmed land. The fact that
he is usually said to be Jaki’s father is not significant, since he is
sometimes given as his son; but even then he is never given as a
clan founder but is still a mythical figure.
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I refer to the attributes of the pre-heroic figures as ‘inverted’:
the choice of this term will become clearer in a moment. Their
inverted and superhuman attributes are significant as indexes of
their asocial existence. Although I have done so, Lugbara do not
put the pre-heroic and the post-heroic periods on a time-scale.
The distinction that they make is between the non-existence and
the existence of Lugbara society as it is today.

A similar use of myth can be seen in the accounts of the ap-
pearance of the Europeans in Lugbara. The ancestor of the ‘red’
people was Angbau, the brother of Yeke the father of Jaki, so
that the red people have a parallel existence to the black people.
But this is outside Lugbara society. Those Europeans who enter
it are placed in a different category. Those who first entered
Lugbara are called by various names, the usual one being Ngilin-
gilia, the ‘short ones’. They were cannibals (as are all Europeans
even today except those well known to Lugbara), they could
disappear underground, and they walked on their heads and
could cover vast distances in a day by this means. As soon as they
were noticed they began to walk on their legs, but if attacked
would vanish into the ground and come up some distance away;
they would then walk away on their heads. They were thus literally
‘inverted’. I have heard it said that this is still the manner in
which Europeans behave in their own country. Later came other
types of European and Arab, who approached the edges of the
country and took slaves and cattle: they are known generically
as Kutiria or Kotorea,? although each set of Kutiria is also given
a specific name. In 1900 came the Berijiki or Belgians, who set
up a small post in central Lugbara; European administration of
the area, however nominal, dates from this time. It is said that
when they came everyone ran away. The Berijiki and their native
troops, known as Tukutuku and notorious for their cruelty and
reputed cannibalism, chased the fugitives and found one or two
lineage heads and other men hiding in the grass outside the home-
steads: these men were made ‘chiefs’ by the Belgians. Chiefs are
the atibo (clients or servile persons) of the Europeans. Since the
presence of atibo in a settlement is always explained by saying

2 A form of the name given to Dongolan irregulars recruited by Emin
Pasha from disbanded Nubian forces of the old ivory and slave traders.
Emin was at Wadelai in the 1880’s and some of his forces reached the
Lugbara hills. See Stigand, 1923: 171.
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that an ancestor found them ‘hiding in the grass’ outside the
homesteads in no-man’s land, without kin or possessions, so that
they were not members of society, and took them in as ‘his
people’, the appointment of chiefs is also explained in these
terms. It is hardly necessary to add that, in fact, they did not run
away nor were they found hiding, according to detailed accounts
given me by people who were present in 1900. Other accounts
say that since the Buropeans came from outside society, as atibo
come in time of famine, so were they taken in and welcomed by
certain elders who acted towards them as ‘fathers’: they were
then made chiefs by the Europeans who had rifles and used force
against them. It is clear that either version explains the way in
which the Belgians became part of Lugbara society. In 1910 most
of Lugbara passed to the Sudan, and in 1914 to Uganda. It is
said that Mr. A. E. Weatherhead, the first District Commissioner
under the Uganda administration, could walk across the country
at fantastic speeds: no sooner was it thought that he was safely
away a hundred miles to the north, and people began to plan to
attack his headquarters at Arua or to fight their neighbours, than
he would suddenly appear in person among them. In addition, he
is said to have walked among them without rifles: ‘his words
were strong’ and he had an effect upon them that no other Euro-
pean, before or after him, has ever had.

Since those days Europeans entering Lugbara have had a place
in Lugbara society and an expected role to play there. There are
different categories of white-skinned people (Adro): some being
Mundu, Europeans with authority ultimately backed by force,
such as government officials and missionaries, and some not: but
they are all given a fixed status. Lugbara can list most of their
District Commissioners and missionaries since the days of
Weatherhead. Other government officials are not remembered,
but it is thought that there is some kind of genealogical tie be-
tween District Commissioners and between missionaries: I have
often heard it said that certain Europeans were the sons of earlier
figures. But all Europeans have been members of Lugbara so-
ciety and they behave in the way that Weatherhead and his con-
temporaries behaved, according to the status given them.

For Lugbara time is periodic, reckoned mainly by generations
of men, the seasons, the stars, the moon, and sun. All these phe-
nomena occur at regular intervals and are not placed on a scale
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of non-recurrent time. Events that do not recur are not put on a
measured comparative scale. Lugbara myth and genealogy are
little related to historical time as we comprehend it. Genealogy is
used to explain and to validate social relations which are sig-
nificant at the present moment, by which I mean relations which
are observed or expected in certain forms of behaviour between
the groups or persons concerned. No Lugbara knows much of the
genealogies of clans other than his own, since they are for the
most part outside his field of everyday direct social intercourse;
even within his own clan he will rarely know more than the names
of the apical ancestors of major lineages other than his own.
Genealogies deal with social beings as members of a given social
field, and the ancestors are only significant, and so remembered,
in so far as their existence and interrelationships validate the
present composition of a group’s social field. But these social
beings are placed in society, and society itself is given meaning
and validity, by myth. Myths, in Lugbara, deal with personages
originally not members of society, beings whose relations to one
another are asocial: not even Jaki and Dribidu are interdepend-
ent. Most of the values and sanctions concerned with social
relations are supplied by the cult of the ancestral ghosts, and
there is no ritual attached to the mythical figures. Inter-group
relations are, or were, conceived in terms of fighting, which is
said not to have existed at the time of the mythical figures. The
myth themes end by certain personages entering into the society
or forming a society and receiving a status within it. As the ex-
tent of the society increases and new persons are introduced into
it, as were the Europeans and their chiefs, they are given identity
and status in this way by means of myth. Mythical events are not
set in any scale of non-recurrent time, and although it is known
that certain genealogical figures lived before others their temporal
relationships are not important. Mythical figures are outside so-
ciety and genealogical figures are within it, and there are some
personages—the heroes, the Belgians and the first District Com-
missioner—who belong to both myth and genealogical tradition.
The two are thus intimately linked and obtain significance and
validity from each other. But to set them into a scale of historical
time-units is misleading, since events are related to each other not
by their temporal relationships but by the social relationships of
the personages whose activities compose myth and genealogical
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tradition. These consist, not of isolated events each consequent
on the one preceding it, but of events of which the significance is
in the interrelationship of the actors.

The mythical, asocial phase of any one theme, whether that of
the creation and the ancestors or of the Europeans, is character-
ized by the inversion of social behaviour on the part of the per-
sonages concerned. The first Europeans were literally inverted,
walking on their heads. I use the same term for all the other
attributes of mythical figures and events which are the opposite
of those that Lugbara values decree as proper for members of
society. They together form a single complex of inverted attri-
butes: physical inversion, cannibalism, incest, non-payment of
bridewealth, in a context that is not social, in which there are no
clans, no recognition of kinship ties—the significance of mythical
incest is that ties of siblingship have not yet been recognized,
not that they are recognized but ignored as in present-day cases
of intra-clan incest—and no fighting. Not all these attributes are
found together in any single myth, but nevertheless we may say
that one of the general characteristics of Lugbara myth is the
inverted character of its actors and events.

The same pattern, that of normal members of society, beyond
them certain people who present both normal and inverted attri-
butes, and beyond them in turn people whose chief characteristic
is to be socially inverted, can be seen in the Lugbara system of
socio-spatial categories.

The country of the Lugbara is part of the high plateau which
forms the watershed between the Albert Nile and the southern
tributaries of the Uele. It is almost unwooded, and for the most
part densely populated. One can see across country for up to a
hundred miles or so in clear weather, and the homes and farms of
one’s kin and neighbours can be seen spread around one’s own
homestead; beyond them are visible the territories of clans with
which one has no direct contact at all. Lugbara see their society
around them on the earth as a series of socio-spatial categories,
which include both those groups with which a group is in direct
social relations and those beyond this range.

At the centre of a man’s social life is his homestead, and be-
yond that the homesteads of his own family cluster, the group
under the domestic authority of an elder (‘ba wara) the only
person with authority in the traditional Lugbara system. Beyond
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that lie his group’s odipi and juru. Odipi are those persons who
are related agnatically or subsumed under an agnatic tie, as at-
tached sororal kin may be. The range of odipi and their compo-
sition vary in different situations, sometimes including close
agnates only, sometimes close agnates and attached sororal Kin,
sometimes distant agnates also. Even though their composition
may vary, and with it the intensity of relations within the range
of odipi, we may assume that since Lugbara use the one term for
varying ranges of kin or quasi-kin they are put into one category.
Beyond the range of odipi are juru. Juru are defined by reference
to odipi: together they comprise the members of all those groups
with which a person, as a member of a kin-group, has direct so-
cial relations, although the limit of juru cannot be very clearly
defined. Juru do not stretch away interminably to the ends of the
earth; they are people who, though unrelated by kinship or whose
kin tie is temporarily insignificant in a given situation, are never-
theless in a social relationship. In the context of fighting one
fights with arrows against juru and not against odipi; in that of
marriage one marries juru and may not marry odipi. In these
cases the range of odipi varies. One may fight people whom
one cannot marry because they are related; one may not marry
into one’s maximal lineage but may fight, using weapons, with
members of that lineage so long as they are of another major
lineage. Territorially some juru will be closer than some odipi,
but socially they are more distant. They are conceptual categories
and not groups, although of course they refer to actual members
of actual groups.

Juru thus extend to the limit of direct social relations. There
is no point in trying to define this limit in terms of miles or the
number of clans involved, since these vary so much for every
group. But a group rarely has direct social relations with another
group much more than seven or eight miles away, in the densely
populated centre of the country, although individuals may have
indirect ties of personal kinship acquired in trading or other
expeditions over greater distances. At the limit of juru are those
groups with very weak or only occasionally significant relation-
ships, such as maternal kin of maternal kin, or distant agnates
of people with whom one is in a state of hostility.

I have said that people rarely know anything of the genealogies
of clans other than their own except the founding ancestors by
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whom they are defined, and even then a man rarely knows the
names of the founders of clans at all distant territorially from
his own. This may be expressed in a different way by saying that
a man will know the ancestors of his group’s odipi and something
of the genealogical traditions of his group’s juru, although prob-
ably little more than the name of their clan founder when they
are of different clan affiliation.

From one’s own homestead to the limit of juru people are
members of a group’s field of direct social relations, and the
relations between people and groups within this field are vali-
dated by genealogical tradition. Beyond that other people are
living—one can see the trees on the ridges in their territories far
away across the open plateau; one can see the flame and smoke
of their field-burning in the dry season; one can often hear faintly
the drumming from their death dances. They may be Lugbara or
other peoples, Kakwa, Keliko, Ndu, and so on, but in the context
of social distance that is irrelevant—social ties cross tribal bound-
aries. What is relevant is that they are beyond the limit of direct
social relations and therefore not part of one’s own social field,
and so not normal human beings. Lugbara attribute to these
groups certain attributes, the commonest of which is the posses-
sion of magical powers and medicines. Such people may turn
into snakes or trees at will; they possess strong sorcery-medicines
which they leave on paths for the unwary traveller. I shall not
describe any such people in detail here, but this situation is
found in every part of Lugbara that I know. There is always an
outer circle of people whose territories are visible but filled with
sorcery and magic and who are evilly disposed towards one’s own
people, even though they are assumed to live in lineage groups
and to be descended from the same hero-ancestors as are one’s
own kin. But this last point, of course, is irrelevant in this con-
text; it only becomes relevant when they, in their turn, are com-
pared to groups beyond them, who are even less like one’s own
people and before whom the nearer strangers appear almost like
one’s own kinsfolk.

Beyond the range of these hostile and strange groups whose
territories are visible are other groups whose names are known
and who are much feared for their reputed sorcery and evil prac-
tices, but whose land no one has ever reached. I once tried to
track down one such group called Mmua. However far to the
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north-west in the Congo I went people still said that the Mmua
lived farther away—in Vura it was said that they lived near Chief
Avu’s home, but Chief Avu said they lived away in Keliko, to the
north, and a Keliko at Chief Avu’s homestead maintained that
they lived even beyond that in Logo country. It is not possible
here to give in detail all the similar beings, since they would be
numberless and their supposed identity is in any case irrelevant.
Of such people beyond the bounds of society people say, ‘How
do we know where they come from or what deeds they do? We
fear them and do not know them.” The most distant of these
creatures are said to be hardly human in appearance, and they
walk on their heads. Such are the Logo, the Mundu, the Lendu,
and peoples beyond them. These people love to eat meat that is
rotten, and ‘bad’ meat such as snakes, frogs, hyenas, and other
night creatures. People such as the Pygmies, whom Lugbara call
alivuku (‘short people’), the Makaraka, the Mangbetu, and
Momvu, and those peoples whom Lugbara know as Niam-niam,
the Azande beyond the Logo, are all cannibals. They walk on
their heads, have terrible methods of sorcery, and live in the
thick forests beyond the open Lugbara plains in ways which
Lugbara say men cannot understand.

Lugbara apply one conceptual scheme (which we can express
only in the separate categories of space and time) to both of
two situations: to the mythical and genealogical past and to the
contemporary social environment. In mythical and genealogical
distance any actual or comparative time-scale is irrelevant. Thus
in the myths of origin and of the coming of the Europeans the
same thematic pattern emerges. Similarly any actual or compara-
tive scale of geographical distance is irrelevant in the spatial cate-
gories. The same thematic pattern is found in the socio-spatial
categories of any group anywhere in Lugbara. It does not matter
that for one group the beings with superhuman powers or in-
verted attributes live ten miles away and for another group they
live twenty or fifty miles away. Only the anthropologist realizes
the contradictions in this situation, in which groups only a few
miles apart point to one another and make almost identical ac-
cusations of sorcery and inhuman attributes and behaviour.

These categories form a framework in which are set the rela-
tions of individuals and groups. But concepts of time and space
denote extension in different dimensions. For Lugbara there are
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no fixed scales and no directions in this system of categories.
Differentiation in time of the myths of origin and of the coming
of the Europeans is irrelevant: the units or themes of each corpus
of myth are arranged in the same pattern. Analogously the units
of social distance are arranged in the same pattern round a focal
point, but this arrangement is not expressed in terms of a com-
mon scale of distance measured in miles, nor is it oriented di-
rectionally or topographically. Lugbara use other categories, in
this context, to refer to people to their north, or east, or in the
centre of the country, and so on.

In both schemes of categories the essential distinction is be-
tween the close people—members of one’s own field of direct so-
cial relations, validated by genealogical tradition—and the distant
inverted people, who are outside the field of social relations and
outside genealogical tradition. The former include one’s odipi
and juru and their ancestors; the latter the inverted beings on
and beyond one’s physical horizon and the mythical beings who
feature in the myths of origin. The situation may be pictured as
in Figure 2.

We may say that the former cover Lugbara society as it is
significant for Lugbara themselves (apart from its significance for
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Figure 2. Lugbara Categories of Social Space and Time.
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the anthropologist). Lugbara recognize their unique identity as
Lugbara, defined in terms of descent from the heroes, as opposed
to other peoples, both black and white, who are descended from
their own heroes, though all are descended ultimately in one way
or another from Gborogboro and Meme. Although Lugbara rec-
ognize the existence of a Lugbara people, in such a small-scale,
almost fragmentary, society the groups which are beyond the
range of direct social relations are not significant in everyday
situations. There is no centralized political authority, all political
relations being in terms of segmentary opposition. These rela-
tions, the composition and range of which are unique for every
lineage, are validated by the genealogical tradition of descent
from the sons of the hero-ancestors. Even the heroes themselves
are given certain inverted attributes, especially in the context of
events before Lugbara society was founded through their mar-
riages, since they are significant primarily above the level of the
direct external relations of a given group. It is only the ancestors
of the clans and lineages within a group’s field of social relations
who are given a place in that group’s corpus of genealogical tra-
dition, and to whom are ascribed no inverted attributes at all.
Odipi and juru and genealogical tradition are different for every
group, but the same corpus of myth is held by all Lugbara. Like-
wise the inverted beings live far away, outside all groups of Lug-
bara society, the limits of which are defined by Lugbara in terms
of mythical inversion.






S5 DESCENT AND SYMBOLIC FILIATION

Sally Falk Moore

Kmsmp NETWORKS involve a paradox. On the one hand mar-
riage links exogamic kin groups. On the other hand, it
serves to link them only insofar as the ties of each spouse to his
(or her) family of birth are maintained. This continuing connec-
tion with the natal groups is often represented by the bond be-
tween brother and sister, although it also appears in other forms.!
As male and female of the same generation, their mutual involve-
ment in their kin group makes them in some respects a counter-
pair to husband and wife. Since in many systems this sibling
relationship serves structural ends, the brother-sister tie is seldom
left simply to spontaneous expressions of devotion which might
or might not be forthcoming. Instead it is reinforced with ritual,
social, and economic obligations.

Some cultures also stress rather than minimize the incestuous
overtones of the brother-sister relationship. Sometimes this pre-
occupation appears in the form of exaggerated prohibitions and
avoidances. In other cases, it is woven through the conception of
descent, as opposed to parenthood. It is this tying together of in-
cestuous ideas and descent that is the subject of this paper, par-
ticutarly with regard to brother and sister.

Common to a variety of descent systems are two means of
prolonging the relationship between kin groups established by
marriage. Both structural devices have the effect of stressing the

Reprinted from The American Anthropologist 66 (6, pt. 1), 1964:
1308-20, by permission of the author and the editor, The American An-
thropologist.

1 While brother and brother, or sister and sister, may effectively sym-
bolize the descent group, same-sex pairs cannot epitomize the bridge be-
tween kin groups.
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bond between brother and sister. One method is to repeat the
affinal tie through cross-cousin marriage. This binds brother and
sister twice over. The other structural device is to make the chil-
dren of the marriage to some degree descendants of both kin
groups, linking the two groups in their persons. (This may, but
need not also involve a prohibition on cousin marriage.) Cognatic
and double descent systems immediately come to mind. But uni-
lineal systems may also trace descent in some form through both
parents. Full membership in the patrilineage of the father and
partial membership in the patrilineage of the mother is one way
(Nuer). Or there may be a similar near doubling of membership
in the matrilineages of mother and father (Hopi, Plateau Tonga).
The tracing of descent through both parents in whatever manner
extends the affiliations established by marriage at least another
geperation in the person of the common descendant. This also
has the accompanying result that brother and sister have descent
links of some kind with each other’s children.

Both sorts of ongoing ties not infrequently place brother and
sister together in a highly binding relationship to the progeny of
one or both. This relationship is often represented in what might
be called “the ideology of descent” as if it were a variety of mys-
tical, sexless parenthood, a form of symbolic filiation.

Radcliffe-Brown thought brother-sister ties particularly as-
sociated with extreme matrilineality, while he believed that
husband-wifs bonds were more emphasized in cases of extreme
patrilineality. He felt, however, that most systems fell somewhere
in between (1952: 42). I plan to deal elsewhere with a full struc-
tural reappraisal of this Radcliffe-Brown thesis, but the present
paper will focus on a single aspect of the problem: the representa-
tion of brother and sister as a symbolically parental couple in
descent ideology. That this occurs in patrilineal and cognatic
systems as well as in matrilineal ones will be plain from the ma-
terials examined. These include creation myths, on the theory
that people model their mythical first family on their own Kinship
structure, and also include a few well known beliefs and customs
relating to fertility and the procreation and well-being of descend-
ants. Most of the myths collected here show incest explicitly. As
would be expected, the kinship beliefs put the matter more deli-
cately and indirectly, but the incestuous symbolism is unmis-
takable,
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Any myth about the creation of man which postulates a single
first family is bound to give rise to some incestuous riddles. There
is the first man, or woman, or couple. They have children. Who
marries the children of the first couple? Adam and Eve had two
sons, Cain and Abel. Where did Cazin’s wife come from?

Many mythological methods exist to supply respectable mates
for the original family. Sometimes spouses are simply found when
needed. Cain’s wife turns up conveniently in the King James ver-
sion of the Bible, but Saint Augustine seems to have had no
doubt that the sons and dauvghters of Adam and Eve married
each other (Saint Augustine 1958: 350). In other myths many
people emerge from the ground together and there is a kind of
simultaneous creation of many ancestors for mankind. However,
many peoples cheerfully and explicitly mate the first family to its
own members. A number of such myths are listed below. These
were collected and examined to discover which members of the
family were most often partners in this original incest, and
whether there was any observable correlation between the type
of kinship system and the type of incest described. A few of the
myths cited deal with the primary incest of the gods, a few others
with an incest that began a particular lineage, but most of them
tell of an incest from which mankind sprang. All but two are listed
with the associated form of descent. The prevalence of brother-

SOME PEOPLES EAVING DNCESTUOUS CREATION LEGENDS

People Descent Incest in myth Reference
Greeks Patrilineal Brother-gister Larousse 1960: 93
Hebrews Patrilineal Brother-sister Saint Angustine 1952: 250
| Graves 1963: 17-18

Murngia Patrilineal f Father-daughter Warner 1937: 528

| Brother-sister
Trobriand Maztrilinesl “Brother-sister Malinowski 1929: 497

(implied)
Berber (Kzbyl) Patrilineal Brother-sister Frobenins and Fox 1932: §5
Ngonza Horn Patrilineal Father-dzughter Frobenins and Fox 1938:
S. Rhodesia 241

Maori Ambilineal Father-daughter Best 1924: 115-1%2
Miwok Patrilineal [Fa!h::—danght:r Gifiord 1916: 14344

| Brother-sister
Baiza Patrilineal Brothersister Verrier 1939: 313, 331
Thonga Patrilinez] Brothersister Juaod 1913: 230
Chibcha Matrilineal Mother-son Kroeber 1947: 908
Yaruro Matrilineal Brother-sister Kirchhoff 1942: 452
Hawaii Ambilineal Motherson Dixon 1916: 26

Tahiti Ambilineal Father-daughter Dixon 1916-26
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People Descent Incest in myth Reference
Celebes Mother-son Dixon 1916: 157
Minahassa
Ifugao Bilateral Brother-sister Dixon 1916: 170
Katchin Patrilineal Brother-sister Lévi-Strauss 1948: 307
Mohave Patrilineal Brother-sister Devereaux 1939: 512
Pawnee Matrilineal(?) Brother-sister American Folk Lore Society
1904: 22
Tlingit Matrilineal Brother-sister Krause 1956: 175, 185
Aleut Patrilineal Brother-sister HRAF citing Veniaminov
and Sarytschew
Alor Bilateral Brother-sister Dubois, 1944: 105
(implied)
Yurok Bilateral Father-daughter Roheim (citing Kroeber)
1950: 273
Island Carib Matrilineal Brother-sister Taylor 1945: 310
Dominica
Veddas Matrilineal Brother-sister Seligmann 1911: 74
Lakher Patrilineal Brother-sister Parry 1932: 489
Garo Matrilineal Brother-sister Playfair 1909: 84
Ba-Kaonde Matrilineal Brother-sister Melland 1923: 156, 249-59
Cherokee Matrilineal Brother-sister Mooney 1902: 240
(implied)
Dogon Patrilineal Brother-sister Griaule and Dieterlen 1954:
84-96
Abaluyia Patrilineal Brother-sister Wagner 1954: 30, 35
Papuas of Patrilineal Brother-sister Held 1957: 95, 299
Waropen
Samoa Ambilineal Brother-sister Mead 1930: 151
Lovedu Patrilineal ather-daughter  Krige and Krige 1943: 5, 10,
Brother-sister 12
Cycle of Kings
Tullishi Double Brother-sister Nadel 1950: 351
Lozi Ambilineal Brother-sister Gluckman 1950: 177, 178
Andaman Bilateral Brother-sister Radcliffe-Brown 1933: 196
Islanders
Japanese Bilateral Brother-sister Etter 1949: 29
Ainu Matrilineal Brother-sister Etter 1949: 20-21
Kei Islands Brother-sister Dixon 1916: 156
SE Indonesia
Nambicuara Bilateral Brother-sister Lévi-Strauss 1948: 369
Egyptians Patrilineal Brother-sister Frazer 1960: 421
King Osiris

Total number of peoples listed 42

Four peoples have more than one type of incest in their origin m)"th hence the
disparity between the total number of peoples and the total instances of incest.

Descent bro-sis fa-da mo-son
Patrilineal 16

Matrilineal 10 1
Ambilineal 2 1
Bilateral 5

Double 1

Unknown It 1
TOTALS 34 3
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sister incest is striking, and the correlation of parent-child incest
with descent rules quite suggestive. The examples examined have
been culled from ethnographies, from the Human Relations Area
Files, from indications in the Stith Thompson Index, from a pick-
ing over of the Handbook of South American Indians and other
general sources likely to include such information. However, the
list is a chance compilation depending upon library accessibility,
and is in no sense complete. It is sufficient to suggest the wide
appearance of the theme, and, perhaps, some gross correlations.

Some reservations should be made. For one thing, both myths
and social organization change. Even assuming that myth is in
some symbolic way a rationalization of a kinship system, it may
be more or less durable than the social structure from which it
sprang. There is also the related question as to what position the
origin myth occupies in the total literature of a people. It may be
an old story, part of an obscure heritage, seldom retold, but car-
ried along, or it may have a good deal more vitality than that.
This is a nuance which is not always discernible from the ethno-
graphic literature. (For a penetrating discussion of these and re-
lated problems concerning the interpretation of myth, see Fischer
1963.)

It should also be said that though the relation of the form of
the incestuous myth to the form of the social organization may
be posed as a problem in correlations, it is not really suitable to
treat it this way. Many, if not most, peoples do not have such a
myth, but they have the same types of kinship structure as the
peoples who have the myths. The inference to be drawn from
this mythological material is that a fictive and symbolic incest is
often a significant symbol of ancestry and descent. It may be
found in many forms, of which origin myths are but one example.
Hence the origin myths alert one to a kind of symbolism that ap-
pears in the ideology of some descent systems even in cultures
in which this theme is not expressed in the particular form of a
creation legend.

Lévi-Strauss has said that “. . . the purpose of myth is to pro-
vide a logical model capable of overcoming a contradiction . . .”
(1955: 443) and that “mythical thought always works from
the awareness of oppositions toward their progressive media-
tion . . .” (1955: 440). From this point of view these incestuous
origin myths refer to a time when there were no people to explain
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how there came to be many people. They start with one family to
show the source of all families. They tell of an ancient incest that
sired the human race, yet plainly the descendants are forbidden
to emulate their ancestors. Then and now are contrasted in a
systematic way.?

Inspecting the table, it is clear that brother-sister incest is the
one which most often takes place in the myths. This not only
violates the incest prohibition; it also necessarily violates exo-
gamic rules in any descemt system. Where mythological parent-
child incest occurs in unilineal systems, it, too, seems calculated
to violate descent rules. The matrilineal Chibcha are descended
from a mother-son incest, the patrilineal Murngin, Miwok,
Ngona, and the Lovedu rulers from a father-daughter incest. The
numbers involved here are too small to constitute a statistical
proof, but they suggest a correlation with structure. It is interest-
ing to note parent-child incest in the myths of three out of five
ambilineal peoples and one out of six bilateral peoples. Pre-
sumably the structural resemblances of ambilineal systems to
unilineal ones accounts for this difference, but the numbers are
too small to warrant any firm conclusion.

Why should incest in origin myths be a common theme, and
why should it tend so strongly to be sibling incest? And why
should mythical parent-child incest tend to correlate with descent
group exogamy? If one applies psychoanalytic theory, these myths
can be regarded as a reiteration of Oedipal fantasies. The begin-
ning of mankind then stands for the early wishes of the indi-
vidual, and sibling incest is not more than a lightly veiled version
of parent-child incest. This interpretation could account for the
commonness of the incestuous theme in mythology. It might
even superficially seem to account for the prevalence of the
brother-sister over the parent-child type. But it could in no way
account for the correlation of mythological parent-child incest
with descent. Whatever element is unaccounted for in the parent-
child cases, is logically unaccounted for in the sibling type, for
one explanation must apply to all.

Thus even if one accepts psychoanalytic interpretations, they

21t has been objected that what is involved here and in Lévi-Strauss is
not the juxtaposition of opposites, but of negatives. This well-taken point

of logic undermines the form but not the substance of Lévi-Strauss’ con-
tention.
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can only explain the general appeal of the theme of incest, not its
particular variations or cultural applications. I agree with Murphy

that “. . . the stuff of the unconscious tends to be expressed in
cultural symbols where it serves some function in terms of social
structure . . .7 (1959: 97). The explanation of the variations

must be sought in the cultural setting in which they are found.

In this matter Lévi-Strauss’ approach to mythology (1955,
1962) is very useful. His conception of oppositions ties social
structure to myth insofar as myths seek to reconcile what life is
with what life is not. There is another string to his bow in “Le
totemisme aujourd’hui.” There he deals not with contrasts and
negations, but with the replication of social structure in the clas-
sification of animals and plants. Hence mythological symbolism
may either repeat or contrast with reality, as the case may be.

The incestuous creation myths do both. In them one finds a
literary reconciliation of the incest prohibition and incest itself,
both pushed discreetly into the primeval past. Descent postulates
common ancestry. Man is of one kind. Thus all mankind has
common ancestors. Ancestry is also the basis of the incest prohibi-
tion. But if all men are descended from one couple, then every
marriage is distantly and vaguely incestuous. In this way the myth
metaphorically and economically states both the unity of man,
and that marriage is a substitute for incest.

Since the unified descent of mankind is best symbolized in a
particular culture not only by incest, but by incest within the
descent group, there may be a purely logical reason for the preva-
lence of the sibling incest theme against the parent-child type.

Wuwwm
the same triple symbolism that parent-child j for
particular ones, namely the fusion of descent, marriage, and in-

cest. There may he an even simpler explanation. Since primary
marriage most often tends to be within the same generation,
brother-sister incest may be a closer symbolic replication of mar-
riage than parent-child incest.

Robert Graves, like Frazer before him, interprets mythologi-
cal sibling incest as an indication of a prior period of matrilineal
land inheritance (Frazer 1960: 386; Graves 1963: 4). This seems
a curious inference. As the table shows, sibling incest as an origin
myth theme is as clearly associated with patrilineality as matri-
lineality. To treat legends of this type as accounts of early history
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is a naively literal approach. It is far more likely that these sto-
ries are a fictional validation of the present than an embroidered
remnant of the past.

There is no better example than the Dogon of the French
Sudan who state explicitly that their kinship system is based on
their creation myth. So beautifully does their myth illustrate the
sibling constellation and its symbolic content in descent ideology
that it is worth making an excursion into Dogon cosmology. A
patrilineal people having patrilocal kin groups, the Dogon prefer
the marriage of a man with his mother’s brother’s daughter.
Conventionally he also enjoys sexual relations with his mother’s
brother’s wife. All this according to the Dogon has its precedents
in the Beginning of Time.

The Dogon creation myth begins with the egg of the world. (I
will spare the reader the rather orgasmic seven vibrations of the
universe and some other cosmic upheavals.) The egg of the world
is divided into twin placenta, each of which contains a “pair of
twin Nommo, direct emanations and sons of God. . . . Like all
other creatures these twin beings . . . were each equipped with
two spiritual principles of opposite sex; each of them, therefore,
was in himself a pair . . .” (Griaule and Dieterlen 1954: 86).

In Dogon belief every human being is the offspring of two pairs
of Nommo like those in the original placenta, the father and the
father’s sister, the mother and the mother’s brother. The ideal,
but prohibited marriage, is conceived as that between brother
and sister. Mystically, opposite sex siblings are conceived as par-
ents of each other’s children.

However, in the creation all did not proceed according to plan,
“in one placenta . . . the male person emerged prematurely
from the egg. Moreover he tore a fragment from his placenta
and with it came down through space outside the egg; this frag-
ment became the earth.” Yurugu, for that was the name of this
male creature, eventually went back to heaven to get the rest of
his placenta and his twin soul. But unfortunately for him, “Amma
(God) had handed over this twin soul to the remaining pair in
the other part of the egg. . . . Yurugu could not retrieve her; and
from that time on . . . (was) . . . engaged in a perpetual and
fruitless search for her. He returned to the dry earth where . . .
he procreated in his own placenta. . . .” However, this procrea-
tion with a symbolic maternal fragment did not produce people,
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but some sort of incomplete beings. “Seeing this, Amma decided to
send to earth the Nommo of the other half of the egg . . .”
(Griaule and Dieterlen 1954: 86). Mankind was then produced
through the coupling of pairs of male and female twins.

The Dogon regard every male child as Yurugu with respect to
his mother. He is her brother, her ideal husband. But since the
normal incest prohibitions apply, the wife of the maternal uncle
is taken as a sexual partner as a substitute for the mother. The
boy is allowed to commit whatever thefts he pleases in his moth-
er’s brother’s household, as these are regarded as a symbolical
search for a wife. This comes to an end when the maternal uncle
provides a wife, usually one of his daughters. “Clearly there is a
correspondence here between the maternal uncle’s daughter, his
wife, and his sister, who is the mother of the nephew. The mar-
riage is thus in some sense a reenactment of the mythical incest.
It is also . . . regarded as a caricature and is thus a kind of de-
fiance hurled at Yurugu . . .” (Griaule and Dieterlen 1954: 93).

The Dogon lay out their villages, their fields, their houses, in a
pattern that is in keeping with the creation myth. No vestigial tra-
dition, the myth has tremendous vitality and importance. The
patriline is thought to follow the original orderly creation of
Amma, the uterine group to represent the checkered career of
Yurugu. While there is much else that is interesting about Dogon
belief, three of its elements are of particular relevance here: first
that brother and sister are idealized as a procreative couple;
second, the idea that any child is simultaneously produced by
two sibling pairs, the father and his sister, the mother and her
brother; and third, that structural features, in this case, preferred
matrilateral cross-cousin marriage, can have specific symbolically
incestuous meanings.

The basic question which elements in the Dogon myth raise is
this: Are the Dogon a special case, or does their myth make ex-
plicit certain ideas that are symbolically implied in one form or
another in many descent systems? If one reflects on the stereo-
typed kinship roles often prescribed for parents’ siblings of op-
posite sex in primitive cultures, it is difficult to dismiss the Dogon
as unique.
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Turning from mythology to some beliefs and customs which
surround the perpetuation of the descent group: here again ex-
amples of the symbolic pairing of brothers and sisters in a quasi-
incestuous manner are not far to seek. Brother and sister may
together perpetuate the descent group on a symbolic level, while
on a practical level marriage produces the actual descendants.

In Africa the well-known case is that of cattle-linking, in which
a man obtains his wife by means of the cattle received for his
sister, and she consequently comes to have a special relationship
with her brother’s children. The striking thing about these African
cattle-linked sibling pairs is the extent to which the tie between
a particular brother and sister is acknowledged as having a con-
nection with the very existence of the brother’s children, giving
the father’s sister special rights over them. There is a kind of
double marriage, the actual onme, and the symbolic one of the
cattle linking. (See for instance Krige and Krige 1943: 142-46
for the Lovedu: Stayt 1931: 174, for the BaVenda, Schapera
1950: 142 for the Tswana, Holleman 1952: 66, 67, 169 for the
Shona, and Kuper 1950: 102, for the Swazi.)

In Samoa, the male line of the ambilineal Manuans goes on
through the good grace of each man's sister. The father’s sister
has the ability to make her brother or his male line barren, or can
cause them to sicken (Mead 1930: 137). As the keeper of her
brother’s fertility, a sister becomes in a mystical sense as responsi-

ble for a man’s procreation as his wife is in a biological sense.

In the Trobriands, one sees the matrilineal counterpart of the
African cattle pairing. Trobriand brothers and sisters are paired
off for various purposes. Not only does a particular brother sup-
ply a particular sister with food, but “This pairing off extends to
other things besides urigubu [food]. A sister may ask her brother
to make magic designed to get her impregnated by one of the
spirits of their sub-clan. The brother who is responsible for a
sister’s food is the one who plays the main role of disciplinarian
and tutor of her children. The other brothers are secondary in
this respect. . . .” (Fathauer 1961: 250) (Italics mine).

The Trobriand preoccupation with brother-sister incest is
clearly threaded throughout the descriptions of Malinowski. The
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origin of Trobriand love magic is based on brother-sister incest.
All clans begin their mythological history with a brother and sister,
the sister becoming pregnant without intercourse (Malinowski
1929: 35, 180-82). Trobriand brother-sister pairs are clearly
associated with descent and figure as symbolic parents of the
sister’s children much as the African cattle-linking makes siblings
figure as symbolic parents of the brother’s children.

Among the Murngin, Warner tells us that “No sister may eat
a brother’s kill il the brother’
had a child” (1930: 253). It is as if the sister drained her broth-
er’s sexual powers by eating his kill. The sister’s actions plainly
have an effect on her brother’s ability to impregnate his wife.

The African, Samoan, Trobriand and Murngin instances are all
cases in which the non-lineal sex has power over the fertility of
the lineal sex. But sometimes the position is reversed. The patri-
lineal Lakher believe that if there is ill-feeling between a woman
and her brother or her mother’s brother, she will be unable to
have children. Patently her relatives retain control over her fer-
tility even after she marries. The ceremony which may be per-
formed to enable her to become pregnant gives her brother or her
mother’s brother a major role. Either of these men places some
fermented rice in the woman’s mouth with a hair pin when the
moon is waning, and neither of them speaks to her again until a
new moon has arisen (Parry 1932: 379-80) .2

All of these are fairly obvious cases in which brother and sister

8 The Lakher also believe that if a woman’s parents are dead, their spirits
may be the cause of her infertility. For this last the cure is a sacrifice on
the graves of the parents. Thus brothers and sisters are not by any means
the only custodians of each other’s fertility. Among the matrilineal Pende,
for instance, a father is said to enable his daughter to bear children, but
sometimes the anger of a mother’s brother can make a woman sterile (de
Sousberghe 1955: 27). Even among the Trobrianders spirit children may be
the gift of a woman’s mother, mother’s brother, or even of her father
(Malinowski 1929: 173). Among the patrilineal Nuer, a man's mother or
his mother’s brother can prevent him from having any male children
(Evans-Pritchard 1960: 138). A Nuer son can, by violating certain taboos,
render his mother barren (Evans-Pritchard 1960: 165). The curse of the
mother or mother’s brother among the Nuer would seem to be the counter-
part of the father’s sister’s curse in Polynesia. Relationships of the spirits
obviously can have sexual consequences. The power over fertility is often an
expression of multiple structural relationships in terms of sexual symbols.
Though this paper is confined to this symbolization as it pertains to brother
and sister, it should be borne in mind that it can, as indicated, pertain to
other relatives.
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together are involved with the procreativity of one or the other
of them. But the sibling link can be expressed in purely spiritual
terms as well. The Mende explain the relationship with the moth-
er’s brother this way: “. . . since a brother and sister come from
the same father they may be considered as one. Therefore, all
that a mother gives her child is given also by her brother, and so
her brother’s displeasure or pleasure is the same as its mother’s.
The physical part of a person, i.e. his bones, flesh, etc. is pro-
vided by his father through the semen. . . . The child’s spirit—
ngafa—, however, is contributed by his mother. This explains
why the blessing of the mother’s people is so important to the
child and why the father asks them to pray for the child when he
takes it away from them. The mother is the child’s ‘keeper’ in
the same sense as a genie may have control over a human being”
(Little 1951: 111) (Italics mine).

For the patrilineal Mende, then, brother and sister are triply
bound. First, they are one as the bodily (i.e. descent) children of
one father; second, they are one as the soul keepers of the sister’s
children; and third, they are descent antecedents of the brother’s
children. Husband and wife are actual parents, brother and sister
symbolic ones. The Mende attitude is a forceful reminder of the
Dogon myth.

The pairing of brothers and sisters as a symbolic couple bears
on Lévi-Strauss’ interpretation of totemism. Lévi-Strauss (1962)
suggests that the reason why animals are suitable symbols of kin
groups lies in certain resemblances between the animal world and
the human world. The human world and the animal world have
in common the subdivisions of their respective kinds. He stresses
the fact that totemism involves the use of homologous systems
to represent one another. With this general thesis I have no
argument.

However, though Lévi-Strauss notes that animal species are
endogamous, he does not find it logically troublesome that they
are used to represent exogamous groups. Instead, he cites Berg-
son saying that it is not on the animality but on the duality that
totemism puts its emphasis (1962: 111, 135). The material on
symbolic incest and descent reviewed here suggests that this part
of the Lévi-Strauss argument is superfluous. The endogamy of
animal species makes animals not less, but more appropriate as
emblems of descent groups. This is obviously not because of any
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actual endogamy in descent groups, but because descent groups
are symbolically self-perpetuating. The descent element in unilin-
eal groups is passed on from generation to generation in a self-
propelling stream. To be sure, partners from other lineages are
required catalysts or vehicles for the production of biological off-
spring, but the descent element in the offspring comes from within
the lineage only. Kind reproduces kind in the animal and human
kingdoms.

The beliefs examined here in which brother and sister have
custody of each other’s fertility, or are mutually involved in the
perpetuation of the descent group, or are together connected
with the body or soul of each other’s children all state formal so-
cial ties in a particular symbolic idiom. Firth has said, “Kinship is
fundamentally a reinterpretation in social terms of the facts of
procreation and regularized sex union” (1961: 577). But if one
moves from the realm of structure to the realm to symbolism, the
contrary can be true. That is, relationships which are not sexual
or filial in reality may be expressed in symbols having a sexual or
filial content. Just as fictive kinship may be resorted to, to bind
unrelated persons socially, so fictive incest and fictive parenthood
can be part of the idiom of descent.

Symbolic filiation is not at all startling when it does not involve
any direct mention of the incest. We are entirely accustomed to
it in kinship terminology. When the father’s sister is called “fe-
male father” the term implies that she partakes in her brother’s
paternity. Where cousins are classified with brothers and sisters
they are linked in a fictitious common filiation. The extension of
the incest taboo beyond the elementary family is another of the
ways in which symbolic filiation may serve structural ends. Clearly
descent and symbolic filiation are frequently interlocked concepts.
It is not surprising then, that the brother-sister relationship which
has such widespread structural importance, not only often ap-
pears as a symbol of descent, but does so in the form of a sym-
bolic parenthood. A full recognition of this pervasive double
entendre and its many variations can deepen our understanding
of descent in kin-based societies.






6 MAGICAL HAIR

Edmund R. Leach

INTRODUCTION

HE FOLLOWING is the problem with which I am concerned in
Tvery broad general terms. Much of the work of social anthro-
pologists involves the interpretation of symbolic behaviour. When
we talk about ‘social structure’, we are translating into our own
special jargon various bits and pieces of culturally defined be-
haviour which we choose to consider as ‘symbols’. This is par-
ticularly obvious in the case of religious ritual; Van Gennep’s
generalizations on Rites de Passage provide a classic example,
but even Frazer’s rather simple-minded ‘associational’ theory of
magic assumes that anthropologists possess some kind of golden
key whereby they can blandly assert that a particular piece of
stereotyped human behaviour ‘stands for’ or ‘is a symbol of’ this,
that, or the other thing.

I have no wish to get involved in the philosophical morass im-
plied in assumptions of this kind. I agree that most such interpre-
tation has no sound logical justification. That does not deter me
from attempting to interpret. Logically considered, almost the
whole of psycho-analytic theory rests on the most glaring falla-
cies; yet somehow or other it often proves illuminating.

My intellectual difficulty is a different one. Assuming that we
can make plausible guesses at interpreting ‘symbolic behaviour’,
then it quickly becomes obvious that some distinction can be
made between what might be called the pragmatic, or operational
Reprinted from The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 88
(2), 1958: 147-64, by permission of the author and the Council of the

Royal Anthropological Institute. This paper was the Curl Bequest Prize
Essay, 1957.
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content of a symbol and its communication content. This was a
point much laboured by Malinowski with regard to language.
Arguing that the linguists of his day thought of language as simply
and solely a communication device, he went to the opposite ex-
treme and asserted that by far the most important quality of
language is that it is a pragmatic tool. It is not that words simply
say something about the state of affairs; in nine cases out of ten,
they have consequences, they alter the state of affairs (Malinow-
ski 1932; 1935).

Now this dual quality is not confined to spoken words, it is
present in almost all kinds of symbols other than those artificial
ones which professional logicians invent with the specific intent
that they shall not be value loaded. Symbolic behaviour not only
‘says’ something, it also arouses emotion and consequently ‘does’
something. But this poses for the anthropologist an essentially
psychological problem: Just where does the emotional content of
symbols come from, and how is it that some symbols are more
emotionally loaded than others?

In our society, if two men shake hands the behaviour has a
‘meaning’ which is equivalent to a statement such as: ‘We two
are of the same social standing and can converse with one another
without embarrassment’. As external observers we can ascertain
this meaning by going round Europe and America and noting the
occasions when individuals shake hands and which particular
individuals do so. This technique of symbol interpretation is one
which Radcliffe-Brown (1933: 235) advocated as generally ap-
propriate for anthropologists; it very largely dispenses with any
psychological assumptions.

In contrast, if I kiss a pretty girl on the lips the gesture has an in-
determinate ‘meaning’. As before it can be part of a ritual of
greeting or farewell, but it may also have additional emotional
significance for either party individually. The external observer
can only guess at what is happening.

The main difference between these two effects of symbolic
behaviour is that the first is public and the second private. The
essence of public symbolic behaviour is that it is a means of com-
munication; the actor and his audience share a common language,
a symbolic language. They must share a common set of conven-
tions as to what the different elements in the language mean,
otherwise there will be a failure of communication. Broadly speak-
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ing this is what we mean by Culture. When people belong to the
same Culture they share between themselves various mutually
understood systems of communication. Every member of such a
Culture will attribute the same meaning to any particular item
of culturally defined ‘ritual’.

In contrast, the characteristic quality of private symbolism is
its psychological power to arouse emotion and alter the state of
the individual. Emotion is aroused not by any appeal to the ra-
tional faculties but by some kind of trigger action on the subcon-
scious elements of the human personality. The extent to which
our own private emotions in such circumstances are also experi-
enced by others is something about which we can only guess.

This distinction between public and private, social and indi-
vidual, is one which constantly concerns the social anthropolo-
gist. In most situations he will be well advised to leave psycho-
logical matters to psychologists and stick firmly to the public
sociological facets of the case; behaviour can then be analysed in
Radcliffe-Brown’s frame of reference as a system of communica-
tion between structurally defined social persons. But the problem
remains: Just what is the connection between the public and pri-
vate sectors of the symbolic system?

This problem becomes especially acute in discourse between
anthropologists and psycho-analysts. Analysts of diverse schools
have established dogmas as to what particular kinds of symbol
‘mean’ when they crop up in dreams and obsessional behaviour
of individual psychiatric patients. This is a matter of relevance to
anthropologists because of the curious procedures that are used
to validate the analysts’ theories.

It is common to all schools of psycho-therapy that particular
symbolic interpretations are justified by laying stress on supposed
characteristics of the Unconscious. For all schools, it is common
dogma that the taboos which Society imposes upon sexual and
excretory behaviour result in ‘repression’. As a consequence of
this civilizing process the ‘repressed portion of the personality’
(the id in Freudian terminology) seeks to express its sexual and
excretory wishes through the use of symbols which represent a
displacement of basic genital and pre-genital interests.

Such psycho-analytical doctrines are, by their nature, incapable
either of verification or disproof, but by a long established con-
vention analysts often drag in ethnographic material to support
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their clinical observations. The analyst does this, it seems, so as
to make his rather far-fetched interpretations seem more plausi-
ble to the lay public.

This procedure was adopted by Freud himself on a number of
occasions, notably in Totem and Taboo. Its logical justification is
provided by the now outmoded belief that ‘primitive’ societies are
in some sense chronologically archaic. Freud (1919, chapter 1,
para. 1) specifically stated that ‘we can recognize in the psychic
life (of primitives) a well-preserved, early stage of our own de-
velopment’. By this analogy, lack of sexual inhibition in the
customary conventions of a primitive society is deemed to cor-
respond to the uninhibited behaviour of a young child in our own
society. Furthermore, primitive societies are often represented as
having a kind of collective personality so that the myths and
rituals of primitive peoples correspond to the dreams and play
of individual western children. Consistent with this, the rituals
of primitive society are represented as obsessions corresponding
to the obsessional behaviour of neurotics in our society. Indeed
many psycho-therapists use the terms ‘ritual’ and ‘obsessional be-
haviour’ as synonyms. It is not merely that Freud wrote like this
in 1906; eminent analysts still do so in 1956.

Given this kind of assumption, the rest follows. Primitive rit-
uals, as displayed in the ethnographic literature, are demon-
strated as containing symbolic components similar to those which
crop up in the dreams and imaginings of individual psychopaths.
It is then asserted that the symbols in the primitive rituals ‘mean’
the same thing as the same symbols ‘mean’ in the psycho-analyst’s
consulting room. This is held to ‘prove’ that certain types of sym-
bolic meaning are universals for all humanity.

The logical fallacies of this argument are obvious. But the
empirical fallacies are not. If an anthropologist sets out to dis-
cover what a social symbol means, considered simply as an ele-
ment in a system of communication, it is very likely that he will
arrive at precisely the same conclusion as that reached by the
psycho-analyst by his atrocious techniques of hit or miss intuition.
What is the significance of this convergence?

This is the general problem examined in this paper. So as to
narrow the issue I have organized my material as a commentary
on a book by a distinguished practising psycho-analyst, Dr.
Charles Berg (1951). In this book the author uses anthropological
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materials to support conclusions of a psycho-analytic kind, much
as Freud did himself. Freud’s assumption that ethnographic ma-
terials have significance for psycho-analytic theory is, 1 believe,
largely fallacious. But the converse is less clear. It may well be
that psycho-analytic materials have significance for anthropologi-
cal theory. This is the particular proposition which I examine.

DR. CHARLES BERG'S THESIS

Dr. Berg's thesis is briefly this. In most societies, including our
own, hairdressing is a matter of ritualistic elaboration. What are
the psychological mechanisms at the back of these performances?
What does hair behaviour mean? Relying in the first place on
clinical material he concludes that head hair is universally a sym-
bol of the genital organs. Hair-cutting and shaving are thus to be
understood as symbolic ‘castration’. Once this is established, the
orthodox Freudian description of Super-Ego—Ego—Id conflict can
be neatly illustrated in terms of everyday, socially approved, at-
titudes regarding hair in general.

Dr. Berg further maintains that at a pre-genital level there is a
common association between hair and faeces and that, in the last
analysis, head hair is used as a symbol for libidinous aggressive
drives of all kinds. For Dr. Berg, the apparently simple act of
shaving the beard is nothing less than an attempt to control pri-
mary aggressive impulses. ‘In shaving and hair-cutting we abreact
our aggression by directing it against our aggressive hair’ (Berg
1951: 90). Dr. Berg’s total analysis is thus summed up by him-
self: ‘We are repeating the unsolved struggle between instinct
drives (genital and pre-genital) and the castrating efforts of the
repressing forces, at the instigation particularly of the super-ego.
The whole conflict has been displaced upwards to the socially
visible hair of the head and face’ (p. 94).

Seeking support for his clinical material Dr. Berg then takes
note of evidence from anthropological and folklore sources. I am
concerned here only with the former.

Even if we admit that anthropological materials are relevant
in such a discussion, the data which Dr. Berg examines are un-
satisfactory. He relies mainly on Frazer, citing ancient classical
authorities of dubious ethnographic reliability. The only two
modern ethnographers to be considered are Roheim, whose ob-
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servations are biased by psycho-analytic presuppositions, and
Malinowski, whose statements are misrepresented.

Yet if Dr. Berg had possessed a wider acquaintance with the
literature, it would scarcely have induced him to change his views.
There is an impressive body of ethnographic material which is
quite consistent with Dr. Berg’s thesis.

ETHNOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE

It is a fact that hairdressing is an extremely widespread feature
of ritual behaviour, and anthropological attempts to generalize
from this fact have a long history. G. A. Wilken, for example,
published a paper on the place of hairdressing in mourning cere-
monies as long ago as 1886. Wilken suggested that two con-
trasted types of ritualized hair-behaviour may be distinguished.

On the one hand the hair may be cut off and the head shaved;
on the other the customary hairdressing of normal life is neglected,
the hair is allowed to become dishevelled and the beard allowed
to grow. Both these species of behaviour are discussed in Dr.
Berg’s book; he interprets the first as symbolic castration and the
second as ascetic repudiation of the very existence of sex.

Wilken’s own explanation of ‘hair sacrifice’ also presupposes
that hair is a universal symbol, though not specifically a sexual
one. He claims that the ritual cutting of hair is a substitute for
human sacrifice on a pars pro toto basis, the hair being appro-
priate for the purpose because the head is the seat of the soul
(cf. Crawley 1927, vol. I: 275).

The near agreement between Berg and Wilken on this point
needs to be stressed. For Berg, the hair stands for sexuality; for
Wilken the hair stands for the personality of the individual on
whose head it grows. There is a precisely comparable convergence
between Freud’s view of symbolic association and Frazer’s more
simple-minded concept of homeopathic magic. What we need to
consider is whether the Freudian interpretation really adds any
thing to the pars pro toto argument.

That hair rituals may have sexual associations has been appar-
ent to anthropologists from the beginning, but mostly they have
not regarded this as a matter of crucial significance. Tylor, for
example, classed ritual hair-cutting as one ‘of an extensive series
of practices, due to various and often obscure motives, which
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come under the general heading of ceremonial mutilations’. Of
other such practices he mentions bloodletting and the cutting off
of finger joints. He avoids reference to circumcision, but the
latter rite is clearly a ‘ceremonial mutilation’ (Tylor 1873: 403).

More recently J. H. Hutton (1928), a thoroughly orthodox
ethnographer of the older school, in seeking to give meaning to
Naga head-hunting practices, has laid stress on a definite, though
indirect connection between hair and other more obvious phallic
emblems. He maintains that the ritual taking of heads and the
erection of stone and wooden phallic emblems have a common
magical purpose of ensuring crop fertility, but that ‘if the magical
phallus be a method of ensuring fertility, it is not apparently in
itself the source of fertility, for this seems to lic in the souls of
the dead’. Elsewhere he argues, like Wilken, that head hair is the
seat of the soul. (Hutton in Parry 1932: 479, note 2). Though
the terminology is different, the facts cited fit well with Dr. Berg’s
argument. The ‘soul stuff’ of writers such as Hutton and Wilken
is not perhaps very different from the ‘libido’ of the psycho-
analysts.

Much of this evidence is rather antiquated, but reports from
more recent fieldwork usually point in the same direction. To
summarize all the evidence would require a substantial volume,
but here are three widely distributed examples which show the
manner in which hair rituals may acquire palpably sexual sig-
nificance:

(i) Fortune (1932: 50) writing of Dobu remarks: ‘The care
of the hair is a reciprocal service between husband and wife. It is
closely connected with intercourse. An adulterer will louse or cut
the hair of the woman he has committed adultery with if he wishes
to make the matter public and defy the woman’s husband’.

(ii) Forde (1941, chapters 4 and 6) gives a detailed analysis
of the marriage rites of the Yaks. He shows that, in this society,
there is a close symbolic association between head shaving and
clitoridectomy, and between hair growing and pregnancy.

(ili) Topley has recently studied a number of Chinese Bud-
dhist monastic institutions in Singapore. In some of these, female
novitiates go through a form of ‘marriage’ with other female
members of the order and thereafter become their homosexual
partners; the marriage rite consists of the spouses combing each
other’s hair. At a higher level of the hierarchy total sexual absti-
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nence is required; a woman who achieves this status is known as
a ‘self-comber’. The sexual implications of this expression are, it
seems, well known among the Singapore population (Topley
1954; also personal communication).

Such examples might be multiplied almost without limit.

Let us suppose then that the parallel is established. On the
one hand Dr. Berg discovers that in the private imaginings of
his individual patients there is a widespread association between
head hair and libidinous energy. On the other hand there is eth-
nographic evidence that similar symbolism is common in the
religious rituals of primitive peoples. What can we infer from
this?

Firstly, does the psycho-analytic evidence provide the anthro-
pologist with a basis for suspecting that hair symbolism has the
same meanings everywhere, as distinct from particular local im-
plications? The psycho-analyst’s argument is that where a phallic
significance for hair ceremonial has been demonstrated it is self-
evident that this phallicism is the really fundamental principle
involved, and that this fact alone accounts for the widespread use
of head hair as an element in ritual. Can the anthropologist agree?

PUBLIC SYMBOLS AND PRIVATE SYMBOLS

At this point we must re-examine the distinction I made earlier
between public-sociological symbols on the one hand and private-
psychological symbols on the other. The distinction is simply a
description of the different frames of reference in terms of which
the anthropologist and the psychologist respectively examine hu-
man behaviour. The psychologist is primarily interested in the be-
haviour of the individual as an unique entity. Behaviour is then
regarded as ‘symbolic’ in the sense that what is overt is deemed
to be a representation of something that is covert. Both the overt
behaviour and the covert ‘thing’ that is inferred are aspects of
the same individual. Indeed, in most contexts, the psycho-analyst
uses the concept of ‘symbol’ simply as an heuristic device for
explaining his metaphysical conceptions of the nature of per-
sonality. By splitting the total personality into three inter-
penetrating aspects—Id, Ego, and Super-Ego—the analyst can
represent the symbol system of dreams and of private rituals as
a form of communication between one level of the personality
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and another, but this total system of communication remains
internal to the one individual. It is metaphor, not objective
reality. The fact that in a clinical situation the patient communi-
cates not only internally with himself but also externally with the
analyst is an altogether exceptional case. Nevertheless, the ana-
lyst clearly likes to believe that what goes on in his consulting
room somehow mirrors what is ‘really happening’ in the mind of
his patient, so he naturally comes to regard ritualized behaviour
as compulsive and obsessional; its interest, for the analyst, lies
precisely in the fact that the performer cannot explain why he
acts in the way he does; the ‘meaning’ of the behaviour is ‘un-
conscious’.

In sharp contrast to this position, the social anthropologist
ordinarily has little interest in the individual as such; his major
concern is with individuals acting as members of groups. His
unit of observation is not one human being in isolation but rather
a ‘relationship’ linking one individual to another within a wider
social field.

For the anthropologist, thus orientated, ritual behaviour is es-
sentially a form of external communication between two or more
individuals; it is a species of behavioural language, and, as we
have seen, it is a first essential of such a language that its unit
symbols should have a common meaning both for the performer
and his audience. When the traffic policeman raises his hand, it
is important that we should all interpret the gesture in the same
way. Symbolism, so regarded, is public property; its immediate
source is not private psychology but a cultural rule of a legal or
religious type.

Thus described, the dichotomy I have made between private
and public symbolism seems simple enough, but now I must pro-
ceed to qualify. I argued earlier that whereas private symbolism
‘does’ things—alters the emotional state of the performer, public
symbolism merely ‘says’ things about the state of affairs. But if
we look into the matter more closely we find that public symbolism
is also often considered to ‘do’ things, that is, alter the state of
affairs. Consider, for example, two closely related head rituals.

If a sovereign wears a crown at a state function, this ‘says’
something, it asserts that ‘this is the King’. In contrast, when at
a coronation, oil is poured on the sovereign’s head, this ‘does’
something: it ‘makes him a King’. In this latter case we are deal-
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ing with what is ordinarily referred to as magic; the magical act
alters the situation in a mystical rather than in a material sense.
Nevertheless we are still dealing with consciously orientated pub-
lic behaviour. The performers know what they are about. Can
the anthropologist say more than that? Can he examine the
sources of magical symbols? In this instance, for example, what
is there about ‘pouring oil on the head’ which makes the act
appropriate for ‘making’ a king? Must the anthropologist simply
accept the fact that ‘this is the custom’, or can he legitimately
pick up a clue from the psycho-analyst so as to learn why this
kind of custom makes sense?

Enquiry into the origin of the elements of a language is a
legitimate academic pursuit but it has no immediate bearing upon
what the elements of the language mean. Likewise we do not
have to know the origin of a piece of ritual symbolism in order
to understand its present meaning.

In the kind of rituals which an anthropologist ordinarily ob-
serves, the meaning of the performance, in the eyes of the as-
sembled congregation, is seldom in doubt. Admittedly every ritual
sequence has had both historical and psychological origins, but
what the anthropologist can directly observe is the social context
of contemporary performance. That being so, it is surely useless
to enquire just why one set of symbolizations is employed in
preference to another? Europeans wear black for mourning, Chi-
nese wear white. In each case the special status of the mourner
is indicated by the wearing of special dress. But the question of
why one culture selects black for this purpose and another white
is surely both irrelevant and unanswerable? I agree with this
argument; yet I find myself unable to disagree with the psycho-
analyst who starts from an entirely different set of premises.

Let us consider, for example, a particular mourning ritual in
some detail. Dr. Berg (pp. 21-22), relying on Malinowski, argues
thus:

Amongst the Trobriand Islanders the essential feature of mourn-
ing is the complete shaving of the hair of the scalp. This is of inter-
est as being in keeping with the unconscious equation: loss of the
loved person = castration = removal of hair. The death of a loved
person or relative is felt by the unconscious to be a castration, and

this, in the custom of the Trobriand Islanders, is dramatized by the
shaving of the bereaved (castrated) person’s hair.
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The anthropologist perceives the situation very differently. He
notes, in the first place, that all those whom the Trobrianders
regard as near kinsmen of the deceased take no part in the
mourning procedures whatsoever. It is only the affinal kin and
unrelated neighbours who go into mourning by shaving the head,
and sucking the bones of the deceased, and they do so, according
to Malinowski, in order to demonstrate to the deceased’s kins-
men that they have not brought about the death by means of
sorcery.

It must be admitted that, with a little ingenuity, this can all be
squeezed into Dr. Berg's neat pattern of castration and aggres-
sion, but such an argument is distinctly artificial. For the anthro-
pologist, the hair shaving ritual is a form of communication
which serves publicly to exhibit the distinction between the kins-
men of the deceased (who do not shave) and the kinsmen of
his widow (who do). The whole interest of the prolonged mourn-
ing ceremonies is seen to converge upon the person of the widow
who undergoes what amounts to a kind of social death. At the
end of a prolonged period of confinement, her relationship with
her deceased husband’s kinsmen is deemed at an end. She returns
to the world of the living, grows her hair again and is allowed to
remarry. The symbolism involved is social and public, not indi-
vidual and private.

Malinowski does not deny that Trobriand individuals often
have deep affections, but he denies categorically that the pattern
of behaviour exhibited in mourning ceremonials corresponds in
any necessary way to the intensity of felt emotion. Ritual be-
haviour, including hair ritual, is here determined by the demands
of public expectation and this leaves scarcely any room at all for
the play of personal inclination. But while the anthropologist feels
that he understands what Trobriand mourning ritual means as a
public statement, he would hesitate to explain why hair shaving
rather than some other type of ritual behaviour should play the
part it does (Malinowski 1932, chapter VI).1

The two arguments seem very different. Dr. Berg maintains
that Trobriand mourners shave their heads as a dramatization

1That Trobriand head shaving implies not merely mourning but also
deprivation of sexuality is plainly indicated by the obvious emasculating
significance of hair removal in the orgiastic rite of yausa (Malinowski
1932: 231-33).
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of affection for the dead. Malinowski maintains that most of
those who mourn have no affection for the dead. On the contrary
he asserts that they shave their heads because they are under a
social obligation to do so, and that by so doing they make a
public expression of certain basic facts about the social structure
of the community. Those who shave their heads are precisely that
broad category of affines and non-kinsmen who are suspected of
hostility towards the deceased.

And yet from another point of view the two arguments are
precisely the same. Dr. Berg’s thesis might be reconstrued as:
‘When the mourner shaves his head he is saying symbolically
“I loved the deceased””’ What Malinowski says is: ‘All those
who are suspected of hostile intentions against the deceased are
required to make a symbolic gesture which says “I loved the
deceased”.” As regards the central point—the meaning of the sym-
bolic act—the psycho-analyst and the anthropologist are in com-
plete agreement. Indeed, Dr. Berg’s earlier quoted remark about
‘abreacting our aggression by directing it against our aggressive
hair’ seems to fit the situation perfectly.

That this agreement should exist seems to me very remarkable.
Nevertheless the difference in standpoint must still be stressed.
Dr. Berg’s argument proceeds from an apparent assumption that
what is ‘said’ in symbolic form reflects the actual psychological
state of the actor. Malinowski’s argument, on the other hand,
is that the structure of the social situation requires the actor to
make formal symbolic statements of a particular kind. The fact
that a statement is made does not necessarily imply that the
statement is true.

SYMBOLIC DISPLACEMENT IN PUBLIC RITUAL

Unless this distinction is conceded, it cannot be maintained that
the ethnographic evidence lends any support to Dr. Berg’s primary
interpretation. Let me elaborate this point. One of Dr. Berg’s
illustrations to his theme is the following:

The struggle of the early seventeenth century between Cavaliers
and Roundheads is an interesting representation of the conflict be-
tween sexual libido and super-ego. The Cavaliers, who wore their
hair long, indulged in women and wine and generally expressed their
libidinous impulses. The Roundheads, who cut their hair short, were
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Puritans—symbolically and mentally they cut off their penis—albeit
they assumed substitutive and compensatory aggression.

To an anthropologist it would seem that Dr. Berg is here confus-
ing social stereotype with individual personality. It was surely
the case that there were some sexually restrained long-haired
Cavaliers, as well as some licentious short-haired Roundheads?
Hair behaviour was here a symbolic assertion about what was
supposed to be the case rather than about what really was the
case. All that the anthropologist might admit would be that, in a
religious war focused on issues of puritanical ethic, it is quite
appropriate that the puritan side should symbolize its position
by close-cropped hair. This does not commit the anthropologist
to an acceptance of Freudian theory.

Even the most sceptical anthropologist must admit that head
hair is rather frequently employed as a public symbol with an
explicitly sexual significance, but many would argue that this
connection between hair and sexuality is accidental. They would
claim too that hair, even as a sex symbol, is used in different ways.

For example, marked changes in hairdressing very commonly
accompany the changes in sexual status that occur at puberty and
marriage, but the pattern of change varies. Adult-hood is some-
times marked by cutting the hair off or tying it up; but sometimes
it is children who wear their hair short while adults let it grow
long and hang loose about the neck. I do not know of any grounds
for supposing that the latter societies are more lecherously in-
clined than the former. The hairdressing certainly says something
about the sexual status of the individual; but it cannot define his
actual behaviour. It is ‘common sense’ that every major change
in the individual’s social status requires signification; change in
hairdressing is employed for this purpose simply because it is
obvious and easy, not because it is specifically a ‘sexual’ symbol.

This ‘common sense’ argument does not bear very close scru-
tiny. It is quite true that a change in hair style is, in most societies,
an easy and obvious way of indicating the otherwise rather deli-
cate matter of a change in socio-sexual status. But this is only
because the genital organs themselves have been made invisible
by taboo. It is only the prudery of clothing which makes hair-
cutting a ‘more obvious’ symbolic act than circumcision. The
‘common sense’ argument thus only serves to reinforce the hy-
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pothesis that head hair is a visible symbolic displacement of the
invisible genitals.

Here let me remind the reader that we are now discussing
public culturally-defined rituals and not spontaneous individual
actions; we are considering the possibility that where hair is used
in formal ritual it is always of ‘phallic’ significance. This is a
general proposition, and if it were invalid one would suppose that
negative instances should be easy to demonstrate. But this is
not the case. When the evidence is examined really carefully
taking all the minor details into account, it turns out that hair
symbolism is much more consistently applied than might at first
appear. The ‘exceptions’ mostly turn out to be ‘exceptions which
prove the rule’. One such case is illustrated below in my discus-
sion of Buddhist iconography; I can only advise the persistent
sceptic to pursue the matter further for himself. If Br. Berg's
argument were valid there ought to be some consistent connection
in Christian ritual between the wearing of beards and the tonsure
on the one hand and doctrines concerning celibacy and eunuchism
on the other. The history of these matters is in fact highly complex
and its analysis would require a substantial essay in itself, but
when fully investigated the symbolic pattern does turn out to be
self-consistent and in accordance with the theory.

Taking a wider ‘world view’ of the evidence I must admit that
I know of a small number of cases where hair is used as a ritual
symbol apparently without any libidinous significance. There is
a much larger range of cases where the libidinous element is
present but ‘several steps removed’—for example, the complex
logic which makes it indecent either for a man to wear a hat in
church or for a woman not to. Even so, an astonishingly high
proportion of the ethnographic evidence fits the following pattern
in a quite obvious way. In ritual situations:

long hair = unrestrained sexuality; short hair or partially shaved
head or tightly bound hair = restricted sexuality; close shaven
head = celibacy.

The equations only apply if they relate to ideal social categories
rather than empirical expectations. For example, among most
of the hill tribes of Burma and Assam unmarried girls wear their
hair short. In some tribes the head is shaved (Hutton 1921: 27).
In contrast, married women wear their hair long. The symbolic
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meaning does appear to be: ‘Short haired women are those whose
sexuality is under restraint; long haired women are those who are
expected to produce children’. But the categories are status cate-
gories not behavioural categories. Although unmarried girls are
expected to avoid having children, premarital sexual intercourse
is perfectly normal and to some extent institutionalized. No one
would think of describing the Angami Nagas as ‘puritans’ either
in thought or deed.

PUBLIC PHALLIC SYMBOLS AND THE ‘UNCONSCIOUS’

The distinction which I am here stressing between symbolization
as the statement of an idea, and symbolization as description of
a fact has a bearing on the psycho-analytical use of the term
unconscious. If 1 understand him correctly, it is an essential part
of Dr. Berg's argument that, in civilized society, the libidinal
nature of hair rituals must be unconscious, although for reasons
which are not clear to me, he is prepared to grant greater insight
to the unsophisticated Australian aborigines. He comments thus
upon an Australian ritual described by Roheim:

The only difference between this symptom and our modern hair
ritual is that in the former the symbols used (penis and incision of
penis) are, as one would expect in a primitive degree of culture,
certainly not far removed from their anatomical source, indeed
their phallic origin is patent, whereas in our modern practice dis-
placement and disguise are so extreme that to the average person
the disguise is effective. He will not discern (without being psycho-
analysed) that in dealing with hair so remote as that of his face and
head he is unconsciously dealing with a phallic substitute (Berg,
p- 92).

This kind of argument involves a distinction between civilized
and uncivilized societies which most anthropologists find difficult
to accept or even to understand. Is it really the case that the
weight of modern civilization always pushes the significance of
sexual symbols deep into the ‘unconscious’? And if so just where
does modern civilization begin? Must we still oppose the noble
(uninhibited) savage and the sex-repressed product of an ‘ad-
vanced’ education?

Let me make my point clear. I do not want to deny all validity
to the psycho-analyst’s concept of repression, but I object strongly
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to the kind of genmeralization that Dr. Berg is making in this
quotation. His clinical material has provided him with evidence
that some modern neurotic patients ‘repress into the unconscious’
all recognition of any association between the head of the body
and the head of the phallus; from this he infers that all ordinary
members of our society do this—unless they have the benefit of
psycho-analysis, and that, by contrast, all primitive savages are
free of this sickness of civilization. But just where does civiliza-
tion start? Were the Elizabethans primitive savages? If not, how
comes it that Sir Toby Belch discussing Sir Andrew Aguecheek’s
hair can raise a laugh with: ‘It hangs like flax on a distaff; and
I hope to see a housewife take thee between her legs and spin it
oft’ (Twelfth Night, Act I, Sc. 3). For that matter I doubt whether,
even in a modern audience, the laughs are confined only to those
who have been through a psycho-analysis!

Dr. Berg is no doubt correct in thinking that a large proportion
of the puritanically educated English middle class from which he
ordinarily draws his patients would repudiate any conscious asso-
ciation between head hair and genitalia but he is naive if he does
not realize that among other sections of the contemporary Euro-
pean community such association is quite explicit and conscious.

Now this seems to me an important matter. It appears to be
intrinsic to psycho-analytic theory that ‘phallic symbols’ derive
their emotion-rousing power from the fact that their meaning is
‘repressed’ and ‘unconscious’. Yet when we meet with the use of
phallic symbolism in religious rituals and in drama the meaning is
usually consciously understood by the performers and consciously
conveyed to the audience.

Admittedly such symbols are taboo; they arouse in the audi-
ence a sense of awe, or of embarrassment, or of obscene laugh-
ter. But the reason for the taboo is well known; these phallic
symbols are ‘sacred’ because of their sexual significance, and it
is taken for granted that sexual things should be taboo. A Freud-
ian would no doubt say that since the displaced symbol is less
taboo than the original genital, the ‘unconscious repression’ argu-
ment still holds, but to an anthropologist that argument seems
thin, to say the least.

Ethnographic evidence shows plainly enough that in ritual
situations everywhere displaced phallic symbolism is very com-
mon, but the phallic origin of the symbolism is not repressed. It
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simply is pot true that a frank and uninhibited use of sex sym-
bolism in ritual is exclusively a characteristic of ultra-primitive
(i.e. unsophisticated) societies.

Let us consider some evidence from an area which has been
‘civilized’ for several thousand years longer than Anglo-America,
the region of South India and Ceylon. In contradiction to what
might be expected from the simpler forms of Freudian theory we
find there that ‘explicit’ and ‘displaced’ phallic symbols are used
side by side without discrimination.

HAIR RITUALS IN SOUTH INDIA AND CEYLON

As is well known, the Saivite sects of Hinduism in South India
use the linga and the yoni as their principal cult objects. These
do not purport to be anything other than the direct simplified
representations of the male and female genital organs. No sym-
bolic displacement is involved, though how far the average Saivite
worshipper explicitly recognises the phallicism is a moot point.?
Alongside this direct use of phallic emblems as objects of religious
worship, South Indian Brahmins make an extensive use of both
the anal and the genital associations of head hair to convey sym-
bolic ritual meanings. The following is a case in point.

Among South Indian Brahmins the rite of simantham® is per-
formed by the husband on his wife, usually in the eighth month of
pregnancy, It is of magical significance and designed to protect the
child and ensure an easy delivery. The heart of the rite consists of
pouring scented oil on the head of the expectant mother and parting
the hair centrally from forehead to crown by means of a porcupine
quill or sanctified twig (Iyer 1928-35, vol. II: 371f.).

Unless the symbolism were overt (parting the hair = parting the
genitals in parturition), the magical performance would be quite
pointless, and magic is seldom that.

2 Archaeological specimens of linga from around the 2nd century A.D.
are completely lifelike representations of the human phallus. According to
some authorities the modern linga, which is greatly simplified in form is
not normally recognized as a phallus by the ordinary worshipper. A con-
siderable element of European prudery appears to be incorporated in this
view (Cf. J. N. Banerjea in K. W. Morgan 1953: 61-65).

3 This is the classical simantonnayana and is the third of the ten samskéra
(purification rites) which a male should undergo between his conception
and his marriage. In nearly all these rites the symbolic identification be-
tween the head and the genitals is extremely obvious.
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Hair ritual is very prominent in many other branches of Brah-
min ceremonial. In most cases the sexual association is explicit.
Different sects wear their hair in different ways but the following
is broadly true of all:

Chudakarma, the rite of first tonsure and shaving, is a preliminary
initiation rite which takes place a year or more before the formal
religious induction Upanayana at which the sacred thread of the
twice born is first assumed. The head is completely shaved except
for a small tuft. The hair that remains is combed and tended with
the greatest care and elaborately knotted at the end. This tonsure is
preserved throughout life, The isolated tuft of hair, like the sacred
thread itself, is an essential part of the dress of the male Brahmin.

This peculiar style of hairdressing is ritually enforced as part of
the strongly puritanical ethic which pervades Brahmin sexual be-
haviour. Every aspect of sex is treated as a polluting obligation.
Although every male has a moral duty to raise up legitimate male
descendants the virtue of sexual continence is constantly empha-
sized. Ultimately the highest moral action is to renounce all con-
taminating associations with the secular world by becoming a
celibate ascetic, sannyasin.*

The sannyasin’s freedom from social obligation and his final re-
nunciation of the sex life is symbolized by change of dress but above
all by change of hair style. According to the mode of asceticism he
intends to pursue a sannyasin either shaves off his tuft of hair or else
neglects it altogether, allowing it to grow matted and lousy (Iyer,
vol. II: 383; vol. I: 332-34).

Now Dr. Berg has himself commented upon this latter variety of
sannyasin behaviour. He remarks (p. 71):

Fakirs simply ignore altogether the very existence of their hair
(cf. the ascetic tendency to ignore the existence of the genital or-
gans), It grows into a matted lice-inhabited mass and may almost
be as much a source of unremitting torment as the neglected penis
itself, Apparently it is not permitted to exist as far as consciousness
is concerned. .

This is a very ethno-centric argument. Dr. Berg’s assumption is
that the sannyasin’s behaviour is a compulsive one, welling up
from some hidden springs in the individual unconscious. And no
doubt if a European ascetic were to start behaving in this way
it would be indicative of some complicated neurotic compulsion.

4 The contradictions of Brahmanical sex behaviour have recently been
brilliantly analysed by G. M. Carstairs (1957). The author does not dis-

cuss the linkage between the inculcation of moral precepts and the regula-
tion of dress.

"
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But in the Indian context, the sannyasin’s detachment from sexual
interests and the fact that the matted hair is a symbol of this
detachment are both conscious elements in the same religious
doctrine. The correct hair behaviour—and also the correct sexual
and excretory behaviour—of Indian ascetics was all laid down in
the Naradaparivrajaka Upanishad® over 2000 years ago.

In these examples changes in permitted sexual behaviour are
directly linked, through education, with changes in permitted hair
behaviour. For any individual brought up in such a society it is
inevitable that the one shall be ‘a symbol for’ the other. The
psycho-analyst’s concept of displacement is thus largely in-
appropriate.

For the Brahmin the tonsured tuft ‘means’ sexual restraint, the
shaven head ‘means’ celibacy and the matted head ‘means’ total
detachment from the sexual passions because hair behaviour and
sex behaviour are consciously associated from the start.

If it is true, as Dr. Berg suggests, that there is, in each one
of us, an innate unconscious tendency to associate shaving and
celibacy, this may account for the origin of the Brahmin custom
in the remote past. But if we ask, ‘Why do modern Brahmins
behave in this way?’, the answer is clearly, ‘Because both the
bair ritual and the sex customs are simultaneously a part of con-
temporary Hindu culture’. The association between hair and sex
is not re-established anew by each individual.

I should add perhaps that the identification ‘shaven head’ =
‘celibacy’ is not peculiar to learned monks and scholars. The
same equation crops up repeatedly in the ordinary social conven-
tions of South Indian life. The rigorous celibacy imposed on a
Hindu widow is notorious; one of the prime symbols of her con-
dition is that she shaves her head. Ritual impurity (pole)® is not
a concept invented by the subtle minds of anthropologists but a
matter of fundamental importance in ordinary everyday life;
everyone knows that impurity attaches indiscriminately both to
the genital-anal region and to the head. The most typically im-
pure things are faeces, urine, semen, menstrual blood, spittle,
and hair (Srinivas 1952: 104).7 The first requirements of a per-

5 Source Iyer (1928-35). I have traced no European language transla-
tion to this Upanishad.

8 The same word occurs in all Dravidian languages other than Telegu.

7 Nail parings are also polluting but much less so than hair, Nail paring
is commonly carried out by barbers (Srinivas 1952: 80).
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son who wishes to achieve a state of purity (madi) is that he
must bathe and shave and avoid sexual relations (Srinivas
1952: 101-8).

Nor is this system of symbolism confined only to the Hindus.
In Buddhist Ceylon the distinction is equally explicit. Monks and
nuns are celibate and shave the head; people who lead normal
sex lives wear their hair long. And here too the hair symbol has
anal and ‘pre-genital’ associations in addition to its sexual mean-
ing; note for example the Sinhalese verbal identifications:

thatta—bald: thattama—buttocks
kesa —head hair: kesa —urine

CASTRATION, CIRCUMCISION AND MAGICAL SUBSTANCE

This brings my argument to a new and important stage. Writers
on Indian caste have repeatedly made the point that the ‘im-
purity’ of the barber and of the washerman is a ritual and not a
physical matter. The ‘dirt’ which it is the business of these spe-
cialists to handle is regarded as having some kind of potency
which sets the handlers apart as sacred persons. As Hocart
(1950: 11) has put it, ‘the barber and the washerman . ..
are not so much technicians as priests of a low grade performing
rites which the high-caste priest will not touch’. So we have a
certain paradox. Head hair, while it is a part of the body is
treated with loving care, oiled and combed and dressed in the
most elaborate fashion, but as soon as it is cut off it becomes
‘dirt’, and is explicitly and consciously associated with the (to
us more obviously) polluting substances, faeces, urine, semen,
and sweat. Furthermore, the potency possessed by this ‘dirt’ has
no particular link with the person from whom the dirt is derived.
The ‘dirt’ is clearly magical stuff; it endows the barber and the
washerman with dangerous aggressive power, but it is not the
power of particular individuals: the pars pro toto explanation of
Frazerian theory fails to apply.

Before I develop this part of this discussion let me close my
debate with Dr. Berg. Evidence such as I have cited can be ex-
panded almost indefinitely. Clearly it serves to support the thesis
that head hair is widely used as a ritual symbol with genital and
anal connotations. But it seems to be a mistake to claim, as does
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Dr. Berg, that this circumstance has any immediate relevance
for a discussion of the wunconscious significance of hair. This
symbolism is not unconscious, it is the exact reverse. In contrast
to Dr. Berg it might plausibly be argued that it is precisely be-
cause hair behaviour embraces a widely understood set of con-
scious sexual symbolizations that it plays such an important part
in rituals of a rites de passage types which involve the formal trans-
fer of an individual from one social-sexual status to another.

I fully accept Dr. Berg’s view that when head hair becomes
the focus of ritual attention this is very commonly because the
head is being used as a symbol for the phallus and head hair as
a symbol for semen. But Dr. Berg’s supplementary opinion that
the potency of this symbolism is derived from the fact that it is
‘unconscious’ is in no way supported by the ethnographic
evidence.

But now let me return to the consideration of head hair as
magical stuff, potent in itself, even when separated from its owner.
Dr. Berg alleges a symbolic association between hair-cutting and
castration, but does not pursue the sociological implications of
this argument. Now a rite of castration, whether real or symbolic,
creates two categories of persons—eunuchs and normal men,
circumcised and uncircumcised, shaven and unshorn, sacred and
profane. It is this aspect of the matter that has previously
seemed important to social anthropologists.

In anthropological jargon the category opposition sacred and
profane is given a special meaning. Roughly speaking:

sacred = abnormal, special, other-worldly, royal, taboo, sick.
profane = normal, everyday, of this world, plebeian, permitted,
healthy.

In this kind of interpretation the shaven head of the monk and
the matted hair of the ascetic are both equally abnormal and
therefore symbols of the sacred but neither has any specifically
sexual significance. Public ritual, in this mode of analysis, is in-
terpreted as a performance which changes the social state of the
performer from sacred to profane or vice versa (Hubert & Mauss
1898: 41). The abstract concept of separation is, in this analysis,
intrinsic to a great deal of ritual. When an individual is ‘made
sacred’ he has to be separated from his former profane qualities;
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when he is ‘made profane’ again the dangerous quality of sacred-
ness has to be removed.

Thinking in this way, anthropologists have tended to class to-
gether the ritual cleansing of body dirt, the ritual removal of head
hair, tooth extraction, blood-letting, circumcision, etc. as ‘rites of
separation’.

Now Dr. Berg with his psycho-analytic assumptions calls such
rites ‘castration’. Although the latter terminology postulates an
original ‘cause’ for the symbolization, which the anthropologists
may consider ‘not proven’, the psycho-analytic interpretation is
broadly consistent with the ethnographic facts. Can it be said to
illuminate them? Before we can give an affirmative reply we must
pursue the basic theory a stage further.

There is another aspect to this sacred-profane (castrated-
uncastrated) dichotomy. The act of separation (castration) not
only creates two categories of persons, it also creates a third
entity, the thing that is ritually separated, the ‘castrated genital’
itself. On the psycho-analytic interpretation this castrated thing
would seem to constitute an actual material piece of aggression,
which is taken from the castrated person by the castrator. We
ought logically to expect therefore that symbolic items of this
type, objects which, in Dr. Berg’s terminology, represent the cas-
trated genital, should be felt to contain libidinous power in them-
selves. They should thus be magical objects par excellence—and
this indeed is the case.

A great body of evidence could be adduced to show that it is
precisely those types of object which are ritually separated from
the individual in ‘rites of separation’ which are most potent in
magical situations. I do not recollect any general anthropological
explanation as to why this should be so, but the notion that
magical power is identical with libidinal potency is at least implicit
in a good deal of anthropological analysis. Cut hair is of course
prominent among such magical materials.

Once again we find that this kind of symbolism is not peculiar
to any one type of society. I will cite three widely different ex-
amples.

(a) In Sinhalese Buddhism the two most celebrated sacred
objects are the tooth relic and the hair relic which are closely
associated with one another. The tooth relic is in form the broken



Magical Hair 99

tip of an elephant’s tusk. It is known as the dhalaya relic;® the
word dhalaya has the alternative meaning of (a) a tusk, and (b)
the matted hair of a religious ascetic. Hair is here a symbol of
beneficial divinity.

(b) A better known case is that of the Gorgon’s head with its
snaky locks. This was not only phallic, as Dr. Berg himself ob-
serves—but a thing of power in itself. Even when cut off (cas-
trated) it was still the source of deadly emanations and became
the boss of Athena’s shield.®

(¢) It is in strict analogy to this that modern Borneo head-
hunters, having cut off the heads of their foes, proceed to use
the hair to decorate their war-shields and the scabbards of their
swords. Naga headhunters likewise decorate their spears and
shields with human hair. The hair is evidently a powerful thing
in itself.

The power in such cases is not exclusively sexual; its qualities
of sacredness and taboo are those which are inherent in the no-
tions of divinity and ritual murder. Yet it is perhaps significant
that the hair used by Naga warriors is said to be provided by
their sisters. Murder and incest are alike taboo (Hutton 1921:
35, note 4; Radcliffe-Brown 1939).

Hair in such a context has become divorced from the person-
ality of any particular individual and is a protective talisman in its
own right. Although this hair is without any conscious phallic
connotation, we may note that some societies have put explicit
phallic emblems to precisely the same purpose. The ithyphallic
Hermes statues of the ancient Greeks were used as boundary
posts because of their power to ward off evil influences.?® In a
comparable way Indian worshippers of Siva of the Lingayat sect

8 Dhalaya-dhatu usually abbreviated to dhalada. There are clearly some
complex esoteric implications of this association of the Lord Buddha with
an elephant. It associates the Buddha rather directly with Pillaiyar-Ganesa,
‘the son’ of Siva, who is explicitly a phallic elephant deity and is nearly al-
ways represented as holding in his hand the broken tip of one of his tusks.

® For a possible analogy from Melanesia see E. R. Leach 1954: 158.

10 These hermae were rectangular stone posts with heads on the top and
erect phalloi on the front. The Athenian disasters in the Sicilian Expedition
were widely attributed to the fact that prudes or possibly political saboteurs
had mutilated many of these posts by chiselling off both the heads and the
phalloi. There is an oblique reference to this event in Aristophanes’ Lysis-
trata, 1. 1995. cf. Thucydides vi, 27, 1.
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wear a stone linga on the arm or round the neck as a talisman,
and so on.

Here again there is a divergence between the psycho-analytic
and the anthropological viewpoints. The psycho-analyst finds the
significance of the phallic emblem in the Oedipus complex of the
beholder: ‘it would seem to represent the parent’s genitals, which
must not, under threat of direct penalties, be looked at by the
offspring’ (Berg, p. 33). The anthropologist on the other hand
regards the symbol as a material representation of an abstract
idea—the fertilizing power of God. And in saying this he agrees
with his informants. Devout Hindus do not deny that the linga
represents a phallus but they insist strongly that it connotes for
them the idea of deity rather than the idea of sexuality. Are we
really justified in saying that this is simply a case of ‘repression’?

The psycho-analyst’s thesis implies a causal nexus—sacred
things are sacred because they are secret and taboo. The anthro-
pologist argues the other way about: Sacred objects are taboo
because they are sacred—that is because they are full of dangerous
potency, including sexual potency. The hidden element, the
secrecy, is not, for the anthropologist, a crucial part of the pat-
tern. Ritual phalloi are sometimes treated as ‘secret things’ (Har-
rison 1912: 266) but more often they are extremely public and
visible.

In the anthropologist’s view, ritually powerful human hair is
full of magical potency not because it is hair but because of the
ritual context of its source, e.g. murder, incest, mourning etc. It
is the ritual situation which makes the hair ‘powerful’, not the hair
which makes the ritual powerful (see Appendix). The distinction
may be illustrated from Buddhist iconography.

HAIR IN BUDDHIST ICONOGRAPHY

The ordinary Buddhist layman wears his hair long; the celibate
Buddhist priest shaves his head; statues of the Buddha himself
show an individual who in dress and posture resembles the celi-
bate priest, but the head is covered with tight curls!® with a
flame-shaped tuft (wshnisha) at the back. This hair, with its pu-
bic appearance, is certainly intended to denote the Lord Buddha’s

11The curls are normally blue in colour. This too has ‘sexual’ symbolic
implications but I shall not discuss this aspect here.
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supreme fertilizing power, but the hair derives this significance
not from its shape but from the fact that it is here incongruously
placed on the head of a monk-like figure. When lay figures are
shown with head hair in Buddhist iconography this does not en-
dow them with supernatural potency.

That the curly hair of the ordinary Buddha figure not only
signifies potency but has this potency from its ritual context
rather than from the fact of its being the hair of the Buddha is
shown by two seeming exceptions to the general rule.

In the first place, in the earliest types of Buddha figure which
were made at Gandhara before the present symbolic conventions
were established, the carving is ‘realistic’ and modelled according
to Greek conventions. The head is already recognized as potent
but this fact is not shown in any special treatment of the hair;
instead the whole head is supported by a circular halo (Luang
Boribol Buribhand and Griswold 1957: 2, 8).

The second exception is that certain rather uncommon repre-
sentations of the Buddha show him in a condition before he had
attained enlightenment when he was seeking (mistakenly) to
achieve nirvana through fasting. The figure is that of an extremely
emaciated man, and it has normal human hair without any halo.
It is the nature of the hair which shows that this is the figure of a
human being and not that of ‘the Enlightened One’.

And this is the conclusion of the matter. The anthropologist
and the psycho-analyst are in agreement that certain types of
symbol are ‘phallic emblems’ in a universal rather than an acci-
dental way. The psycho-analyst assumes that the potency of these
symbols is derived from something innate in every particular in-
dividual, namely sexuality as a psycho-physical motive force. The
anthropologist on the other hand assumes that public ritual sym-
bols are given potency by society and not by individuals. For
society, sexuality itself is a ‘symbol’ rather than a first cause; it
‘stands for’ the creative reproductive element in the world at
large.

For the psycho-analyst sex comes first. Therefore in the Hindu
context, the head represents the phallus and the linga represents
itself. The anthropologist repudiates this cause-and-effect inter-
pretation. God (i.e. Society) comes first, and linga and the head
alike both represent the power of God.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Let me recapitulate the main line of my argument before pointing
to a conclusion. Dr. Berg on the basis of his clinical experience
concluded that human hair is very commonly employed as a phal-
lic emblem with characteristic genital, anal, and aggressive com-
ponents. He has therefore interpreted the hairdressing procedures
of ordinary people as private rituals of a commissive nature
having libidinal impulses as their source. He has claimed that
anthropological evidence supports his contention.

It is quite true that ethnography reveals an almost world-wide
distribution of hairdressing rituals. These rituals are particularly
prominent in mourning ceremonies but occur also in other rites
de passage and even in rites of a less personal nature. There is
substantial though not complete consistency between the hair
rituals of different cultures, and it has been a common postulate
among anthropologists that human hair has some universal sym-
bolic value. Discussions of hair symbolism were fairly prominent
in the early debates concerning animism and magic. The general
consensus was that hair stands for the total individual or for the
soul, or for the individual’s personal power (mana). None of
the early anthropologists suggested explicitly that hair might be
interpreted as a genital displacement. If, however, we grant this
hypothesis of genital displacement, the evidence appears to fit in
well with Dr. Berg’s postulate.

Public ritual behaviour asserts something about the social
status of the actor; private ritual behaviour asserts something
about the psychological state of the actor. We have no grounds
for assuming, as does Dr. Berg, that the actors in public rituals
are in a psychological condition which corresponds to the sym-
bolism of their performance. Yet a puzzle exists. All public
symbolizations start, at some point, as private symbols; what
kind of interconnection exists between the two fields? It would
seem that the anthropological evidence, which concerns public
symbols, can have no bearing on the question of whether or not
private hair symbolism is universal. On the other hand if Dr.
Berg can establish his case independently this may well have sig-
nificance for the anthropologist.

The latter is interested in ritual symbolism as expressing states
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of the social system rather than states of the individual psyche.
“rom this anthropological point of view, rites de passage (e.g.
irth, initiation, marriage, death) reflect the progression of the
ndividual through set stages in the social system; these stages
correspond to different degrees of maturity, different types of
sermitted sexual behaviour, different allocations of social power.
Hairdressing is a prominent feature of such rites. Now ethnog-
aphy indicates a persistent link between hair as a symbol and
he phallus as a symbol and to this extent it is appropriate that
1air should be prominent in rites denoting a change in social-
exual status; but the anthropologists alone have no theory which
vould explain why the symbolization should take the form it does.

Dr. Berg’s psycho-analytic arguments do provide such an expla-
1ation. In the body of the essay I have tried to show why these
bsycho-analytic arguments are anthropologically inadequate but
[ have also indicated that they are not actually in conflict with
he ethnographic evidence. The anthropologist need not accept
he psycho-analyst’s view, but he has no good ground for reject-
ng it.

Finally I have made the point that hair, as a separable part of
he body, is not only a symbol of aggression but a ‘thing in itself’,
1 material piece of aggression.

Psycho-analysts are concerned with individuals and when they
liscuss aggression it is the aggression of individuals that is meant.
[he anthropologist operating at a more corporate level en-
ounters concepts which an analyst might label ‘collective ag-
yression’, that is, aggression which is not located in any particular
ndividual, e.g. the power of God.

In public rituals, hair may sometimes be regarded as free
yower (aggression) as distinct from the sexuality and faecal dirt
f particular individuals. Not infrequently, in a ritual context,
ve find that human hair is used as ‘the royalty of kings’ (Frazer
1915, vol. II: 180), ‘the divinity of gods’ (Buddhism; cf. supra),
the fertility of crops’ (Frazer, vol. III: 272), ‘the power of
orcerers’ (Mills 1937; cf. Frazer 1918, vol. II: 485, ‘the mana
f heroic warriors’, e.g. the story of Samson, Judges 16, v. 17).

This seems to bring the argument full circle. We are back at the
bosition adopted by Wilken, Frazer, Hutton, and others of the
older anthropologists; for they too maintained that ritual hair
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symbolizes some kind of metaphysical abstraction—fertility, soul-
stuff, personal power.

But though we are back at the beginning again I think we are
led to two rather important conclusions.

The first concerns the ‘function’ of phallic symbolism in a prag-
matic sense. I have emphasized that conscious phallic symbolism
both direct and displaced recurs repeatedly in religious and dra-
matic rituals. Why? Surely the answer is that ritual makes explicit
and conscious those powerful and dangerous thoughts which are
liable to become repressed? Libidinous energy is aggressive. Ipso
facto, if matters of libidinous import are brought into the open
in the context of everyday life, there is danger to Society. But
in the context of religious ritual, where everything is formalized
according to set expectations, the aggressive implications of sym-
bolic action are under control. Phallicism in ritual is thus a form
of cathartic prophylaxis; it is not an expression of the repressed
unconscious of the collective individual, it is a social process
which serves to prevent the individual from developing sexual
repressions at all.

My second conclusion concerns a more easily recognizable an-
thropological theme. It seems to me that our discussion has
thrown new light upon the nature of magical power.

Anthropologists have held two general types of theory con-
cerning magic; one is sociological and the other psychological.

The sociological theory is derived from Durkheim and Mauss
(Hubert & Mauss 1904; 1909) and Radcliffe-Brown (1933:
264ff.). It lays stress on the fact that magical acts are ritual
ai{tiffwmnm@ividual creations; They. ar y. are “prod-
ucts of society handed down from generation to generation. They
are acts which derive their potency from the values of society as
a whole, and we can only discover what these values are by
observing members of the society in ritual situations.

The psychological theory is that of Frazer; it is better known
and more easily understood. Frazer concerns himself not with the
context but with the ‘logic’ of magic. His explanations are in
terms of two very crude principles of association: ‘first, that like
produces like; and second, that things which have once been in
contact with each other continue to act at a distance after physical
contact has been severed’ (Frazer 1915, vol. I: 52). For Frazer
the essential quality of magic is that it is fallacious, and once
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he has demonstrated the nature of this fallacy he is satisfied. He
does not consider why human beings should be prone to fallacies
of this particular kind. It may be remarked that neither of these
theories has really been concerned with the nature of magical
potency as such.

Freud’s researches into the interpretation of dreams and the
association of ideas illuminate Frazer’s arguments but seem
scarcely to impinge on those of Durkheim. Freudian analysis ex-
plains the form of magical acts as determined by repressed Wishes~
of arorat; anal, or sexual type. Magical power is simply a special
variety of sublimated Tibido.

—Although Freud’'s approach was close to Frazer’s, anthropolo-
gists have paid little attention to his arguments. One reason for
this neglect is that, sociologically, the explanation seems alto-
gether specious. If magical acts are the outcome of repressed
wishes, whose repressed wishes are involved? Customs, including
magical customs, are taught; they are publicly acknowledged
facts. That being so, what can be the relevance of talk about the
repressed wishes of individuals? The magician does what society
expects him to do; his own private desires provide no explanation
of his actions.

While I agree that the Freudian argument is not immediately
relevant to the anthropologist’s problem, one implication of this
paper is that the irrelevant can still illuminate!

I have been concerned throughout with the opposition between
private individual (i.e. psychological) uses of symbolism and pub-
lic (i.e. sociological) uses of identical symbolism. In the cases
examined both the psychological and the socxologlcal analyses
lead to closely similar interpretations of the ‘meaning’ of particu-

lar symbols. Yet I still insist that the two arguments are not
Televant to one another. Where it so happens that the conclu-
sions are the same, they do not in fact support each other; where
they differ they do not contradict. They are separate aspects
which illuminate quite different aspects of a single general prob-
lem. Each type of analysis can give only a partial answer; each is
‘correct’, but only when considered within its own frame of
reference.

¢ same argument might be put in different form. The psycho-
analyst, being concerned with the inner feelings of the individual,
categorizes all actions which cut away a part of the individual’s
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body as symbolic equivalents of ‘castration’. He then argues that
these ritual acts have emotional force for the individual because
they are in fact felt to be a repression of libidinous energy.

In contrast, the social anthropologist is concerned with the
publicly acknowledged status of social persons and he notices
that ritual acts in which part of the individual’s body is cut off
are prominent in rites de passage, that is to say ‘rites of separa-
tion’ in which the individual publicly moves from one social
position to another. He might very well label all such rites
‘circumcision’.

The social anthropologist’s explanation of why rites of ‘circum-
cision’, so defimed;—showtd—be emotionally charged comes from
Durkheim. The ritual situation converts the symbol into a ‘col-
lective representation’ of God and of Society. It is in the nature
of rites that ‘out of the commonest object, they can make the
most powerful sacred being’ (Durkheim 1947: 226-28).

These two arguments, the psycho-analytic and the Durk-
heimian, appear to be sharply contrasted, yet they are not con-
tradictory. We can accept them both simultaneously together with
a third argument, borrowed from Frazer, to the effect that magical
power typically resides in objects which are detached from in-
dividuals in rtual situations—e.g. the blood, hair, nail parings,
etc. of persons involved in rites de passage. We cannot simply
merge these three arguments, but if we recognize that they all
relate to ‘the same thing’, then we are led to conclude that magical
potency, regarded as a social category, is something which in-
heres in ‘circumcision’ symbols, but that such symbolization is
effective because for each individual the ritual situation is felt to
signify ‘castration’.

This is something more than a play on words. In merging the
sociological concept of circumcision with the psycho-analyst’s
concept of castration we establish a bridge between the two
frames of reference, and the consistency between the two modes
of interpretation becomes significant. At this point, though per-
haps only at this point, the psycho-analytic argument provides
the anthropologist with a plausible explanation for facts which
he knew already but could not fully understand.

In certain respects I must admit that the whole argument is a
mere rephrasing of the obvious. Everyone takes it for granted
that verbal expletives in almost any language derive their magical
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potency from association either with sexual and excretory func-
tion or with God. The theory propounded in this essay is that
the magical power of ‘body dirt’ (including head hair) is of pre-
cisely the same kind. This proposition is not very novel, but the
real focus of this essay is elsewhere. The question I have asked
myself is: How can anthropologists justify the symbolic interpre-
tations which they habitually make? I have not answered that
question but perhaps I have illuminated some of the issues.

APPENDIX

Dr. Michael Banks has drawn my attention to the following item which
appeared in the newspaper The Hindu on 8 January 1957. It illustrates in
striking fashion a number of the themes discussed in the above paper. In
particular it will be noted that the magical potency of the votive hair is not
derived from the fact that it is hair or even that it is the hair of a pilgrim
votary but from the ritual circumstances in which it is cut off by properly
appointed temple barbers (mirasidars) and then offered to the God. Though
the nature of the pilgrim’s vows is unstated, these are likely to be concerned
with sexual abstinence.

‘Mr. M. Ramamurthi, Additional District Judge, Chittoor, dismissing
the appeal petition filed by Mr. Kolathur Pedda Venkata Reddi and
four others against the Board of Trustees of the Tirumalai-Tirupati
Devasthanams on the temporary injunction passed by the District Musif,
Tirupati, in favour of the latter preventing the former from shaving
heads of the pilgrim-votaries who wish to offer their hair to Sri Ven-
kateswaraswami in discharge of their vows passed the following orders.

“The Judge observed that it was not proper to decide questions of law
at this stage and said that the plaintiffs (T.T.D. Board and others) did
not want to prevent the appellants from carrying out their trade. There
was no objection to the appellants running their shaving saloons on
Tirumalai Hills and carrying on the profession of hair-cutting and hair-
dressing of any one who visited their saloons. There did not seem to be
any objection to the appellants shaving the heads of their customers but
the only thing which they were not entitled to do, according to the plain-
tiffs, was to shave the heads of pilgrim-votaries who wished to give their
hair to the deity as offering. Therefore what the plaintiffs wanted was
not an exclusive right to carry on the profession of a barber. So all that
the plaintiffs wanted was, an injunction restraining the defendants from
inducing the pilgrims to believe that they were offering their hair on their
heads to the deity when they got their heads shaved by the appellants
and other defendants.

‘The Judge added that the importance of this right claimed by the
plaintiffs could be appreciated when it was remembered that the Devas-
thanams had a share in the fees collected by the mirasidars for shaving
the heads of pilgrim-votaries and the entire hair which was removed
from the heads of the pilgrim-votaries was given by the mirasidar to the
temple authorities. Every hair which was offered would have to be
preserved and the proceeds realised by their sale would have to go to the
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deity. Therefore unless the hair shaved from the heads of the pilgrim-
votaries found its way to the temple authorities it could not be said that
the offering was made to the deity. The pilgrim-votary who allowed his
hair to be shaved by a non-mirasi could not be sure of the hair being
given to the temple authorities. It was true that the appellants said that
they would give the hair collected by them to the temple authorities but
there could be no check over it. Therefore it appeared to him that the
plaintiffs had a prima facie case that the mirasidars were entitled exclu-
sively to shave the heads of the pilgrim-votaries who wished to offer the
hair on their heads to the deity in discharge of their vows and the temple
was entitled to control shaving of the heads of pilgrim-votaries and
collect the hair which was endowed to the deity.

‘After dealing with the various points raised by the advocates of both
sides the Judge stated that it appeared to him that the balance of conven-
ience was in favour of issuing the injunction, and so he dismissed the
appeal petition with costs.’

NOTE

The author is indebted to a personal grant-in-aid from the Behavioral
Sciences Division of the Ford Foundation for facilities in the prepara-
tion of this article. Comments from various sources on draft versions
of the essay are gratefully acknowledged, but particularly those from
Dr. Charles Berg, M.D. (Dr. Berg died in December 1957 while this
essay was being prepared for publication).



7 THE NUER CONCEPT OF SPIRIT IN
ITS RELATION TO THE SOCIAL ORDER

E. E. Evans-Pritchard

HAVE PUBLISHED recently a series of papers dealing with vari-
ous aspects of the Nuer conception of kwoth, spirit. The pur-
pose of this paper is to relate the conception to the social order,
of which I have given some account in two volumes on the Nuer.
In the series of papers to which I have referred I discussed
separately the various spirits of which the Nuer speak. Some of
them are said to be spirits of the above: Kwoth a nhial, Spirit
who is in the sky, whom I speak of also as God (1), kuth dwanga,
the spirits of the air (2), and col wic, spirits which are the meta-
morphosed souls of those killed by lightning (3). The rest are said
to be spirits of the below: totemic spirits (4), nature sprites
(bieli), and fetishes (kulangni) (5). Each and all may, however,
be referred to simply as kwoth, spirit.

It is evident that Nuer distinguish between their different spir-
its. They place them in the categories and sub-categories I have
mentioned above. Some of them have proper names and other
distinguishing attributes and associations. They are differentiated
in genealogical and spatial representations. Nuer sacrifice to one
or other particular spirit according to the circumstances. Many
of the spirits are regarded as of foreign origin, the places of their
origin and the times of their having been taken over by the Nuer
being known. It is clear, therefore, that we are dealing with a
number of different conceptions. On the other hand, it is equally
clear that we are dealing with a single conception, for all the
spirits are, as kwoth, beings of the same nature or essence. This
Reprinted from The American Anthropologist 55 (2), 1953: 201-14,

by permission of the author and the American Anthropological Asso-
ciation.
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problem of unity in diversity confronts not only the student of
Nuer religion but also students of many other primitive religions,
and also those of Ancient Egypt, the early Semites, Ancient
China, and the Greeks and Latins.

The great variety of meanings attached to the word kwoth in
different contexts and the manner in which Nuer pass, even in the
same ceremony, from one to another may bewilder us. The Nuer
themselves are not confused because the conceptual difficulties
which perplex us do not arise on the level of experience but only
when an attempt is made to analyse and systematise Nuer reli-
gious thought. The Nuer themselves do not feel the need to do
this. Indeed, I myself never experienced when living with the
Nuer and thinking in their words and categories any difficulty
commensurate with that which confronts me as I write this paper.
I do not think that the problem occurred to me then as it does
now. I moved from representation to representation, and back-
wards and forwards between the general and the particular much
as I suppose the Nuer do and without feeling that there was any
lack of coordination in my thoughts or that any special effort to
understand was required. It is only now that I feel confused, when
I have to translate Nuer notions into the English language and to
relate them to each other in it so that as a whole they will not only
make sense to English people but also have, as far as that is
possible, the sense they have for Nuer. This can only be done by
abstract analysis, and it is precisely when one begins to try to
make such an analysis that the difficulties arise.

It would be useless to embark on a discussion of the relation
of the conception of kwoth to the social structure without first
making it clear that Nuer use the word in more, and less, inclusive
senses to refer to Spirit and to a, or the, spirit, that is, either in a
general and comprehensive sense or with reference to a particular
spirit (as distinct from other spirits). When Nuer speak in the
first and undifferentiating sense they have in mind Spirit in its
oneness, in the unity of all its diverse figures, and when the word
has this general sense it can appropriately be translated “God.”
When Nuer pray to, or speak of, God, though often looking to
the sky as they do so, they usually address him simply by this
general title of Kwoth, spirit, without the attributive “who is in
the sky.” They may, however, speak more specifically of “Spirit
who is in the sky” or “our father” or “the creator of the universe,”
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stressing one or other of the divine attributes, just as we may
speak sometimes of “God,” sometimes as “our father who art in
heaven,” “the creator,” and so on. Kworh used in a general sense
and Kwoth a nhial are therefore interchangeable expressions de-
noting the same conception. On the other hand, the word kwoth
may be used for a particular spiritual being such as an air-spirit,
a totemic spirit, and so forth, without the particular spirit being
indicated by name, it being understood in the context that this
particular spirit is referred to. Thus they may say, for example
when speaking of the lion-spirit in reference to a certain lineage
“e kwothdien,” “it is their spirit.” They also speak of a gwan
kwoth, the owner of a spirit, and of a yang kwoth, a cow dedicated
to a spirit, without specifying which spirit they have in mind.
Those who know the circumstances will know which particular
spirit is being referred to.

There is seldom difficulty, when Nuer is being spoken, in de-
termining in which sense, the general or the particular, Nuer are
using the word kwoth but confusion would arise were I to use
in this account the Nuer word kwoth or the English word “spirit”
without diacritical indications to cover both senses; and to main-
tain the distinction made by the Nuer I have used either “God”
or “Spirit,” whichever seemed to be the most appropriate ex-
pression in the context, in the first case and “a spirit,” “the spirit,”
“spirits,” or, more specifically, “spirits of the air,” “totemic spir-
its,” etc. in the second case. It will also assist us if we think of
the particular spirits as figures or representations or refractions of
God, or Spirit, in relation to particular activities, events, persons,
and groups, for I hope to show that this is what they are among
the Nuer.

The difficulty in discussing Nuer religion is that since God is
Kwoth and each of the refractions of him is a kwoth, the Nuer
when speaking of one of the refractions are also speaking of God,
of God regarded in a particular way. When therefore they say of
a spirit that “it is his spirit” or “it is their spirit” they are saying
that it is God figured in relationship to a particular person or to a
particular social group. In other words Spirit and a spirit are not
mutually exclusive conceptions. It may help us to understand
this point better if we think of Spirit as the Nuer do, as being
“like the air,” for, so to speak, air and an air are not exclusive
conceptions. Thus, while we can say of any particular spirit that
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it is God we cannot say that God is any particular spirit, for he
is all Spirit and the oneness of Spirit.

That the diverse spiritual figures of Nuer thought are to be
regarded as social refractions of God will be understood better if
some examples are given of the problem in action. I therefore
describe, briefly and only in so far as the events directly concern
the matter under discussion, what happened at a Nuer ceremony.
I must preface this with an explanation. Nuer recognize three
main types of responsibility for homicide: thung, a plain killing,
often referred to as thung muot, homicide by the spear, because
a spear is the weapon most likely to have been used; nin diet,
a delayed killing; and thung yika, the death of a wife in her first
childbirth, which is the responsibility of her husband. The cere-
mony I am about to describe concerned the second kind of homi-
cide. When a man has been wounded and recovers but dies some
months, or even years, later his death may be attributed to the
wound he received and compensation for homicide exacted. A
blood-feud is unlikely to break out in these circumstances, for
the killing may generally be regarded as accidental and, in any
case, a long period of time has elapsed between the act and its
consequence; and fewer, some twenty, head of cattle are de-
manded than for a straight killing, though the number seems to
vary in different parts of Nuerland and is probably everywhere
reached by negotiation between the parties, both of whom are
generally anxious to reach a settlement as soon as possible. In the
ceremony I witnessed, which took place in western Nuerland,
the first and final rites of an ordinary homicide were combined,
the slayer being cleansed of the blood and peace between the
parties being made at the same time, and it took place after only
some of the cattle had been paid.

It was held because a man of the Jikul clan had wounded a
man of the Lual lineage with a fishing spear some years before,
and he had just died. The fact that he had been wounded by a
fishing spear was important because among the western Nuer less
compensation is paid for a killing by fishing spear or club than
for a killing by fighting spear, for it is less likely to have been
premeditated. Apart from the slayer himself, there were no Jikul
present at the ceremony, which on their side was conducted by
their traditional allies the Ngwol lineage and in an Ngwol village.
The absence of Jikul and the holding of the ceremony in a village
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of a third party made it easier for the Lual to be conciliatory.

After some drinking of beer, a sure sign that a settlement was
certain, the people sat in the sun to watch proceedings. The heat
was so intense that from time to time boys were told to place
fresh cattle dung on the ground so that those delivering addresses
could stand in it now and again to cool their feet. One of them
interrupted his narration to ask Kwoth to send a shower of rain
to cool him, and the downpour which put an end to the proceed-
ings was regarded as an answer to his request. The ceremony
began with the castration of the young bull to be sacrificed. An
Ngwol man then drove a stake into the centre of the kraal and
tethered the ox to it, and many of the men present threw ashes
over its back—an act of dedication. Then lengthy invocations,
taking over three hours to deliver, were spoken by a Lual man,
an Ngwol man, and a leopard-skin priest of the Keunyang line-
age, the dominant lineage of the area in which all these lineages
have their villages. I give only the gist of what they said because
most of it little concerns the question which we are considering.

Each speaker began his address by calling out his clan spear-
name. He delivered his address walking up and down the kraal
brandishing his spear. Most of what was said was addressed to
the audience, who entered into lengthy arguments with the speak-
ers about the matter in hand, besides carrying on conversation
among themselves. But in the midst of their harangues the
speakers frequently addressed Kwoth by one or other title and
explained to Spirit so addressed the circumstances which had
brought the people together.

The Lual representative, who made the first speech, besides
addressing Kwoth, Spirit, and Kwoth a nhial, Spirit who is in the
sky, called on “kwoth wecda, kwoth ngopna,” “spirit of our home
or community (literally, cattle-camp), spirit of our fig-tree,” the
fig-tree being the totem of his lineage. He began with a long
account of the history of the lineage of the man responsible for
the death with interminable references to past disputes, threaten-
ing that if ever the Jikul or the Ngwol fought his people again the
Lual would exterminate them, to all the events which led up to the
quarre] in which the dead man had been wounded, and to cattle
which had been paid or promised in compensation for the homi-
cide and the further cattle which were being demanded. Among
his observations he accused the Ngwol of having buried a living
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ox with some beads and a spear to kill the Lual by magic, and
this provoked a violent argument in which the Ngwol part of the
audience retorted that the Lual bad buried a dog alive in a byre
to kill them (I do not know whether such practices ever really
occur).

The Ngwol representative then delivered a rambling address.
He often mentioned Kwoth in it, though not, so far as I heard,
with any particular specifications. His chief point was that the
Jikul were paying compensation in cattle for the dead man and
that if the Lual reopened the quarrel it would be to their dis-
advantage, the Jikul being fully able to look after themselves if it
came to fighting again. He then, from the Jikul angle, repeated
the whole history of the affair, a recapitulation which stirred up
involved controversy with the Lual men present. In these invo-
cations grievances, both real and imagined, are made public be-
cause it is the rule of such gatherings that everything a man has
in his heart against others must be revealed and no bitterness
kept secret, and not with the purpose of complicating the issue
or inflaming passions.

Finally, the leopard-skin priest, whose function is to cleanse a
killer and to perform rites to prevent or terminate a blood-feud,
rose and addressed the assembly. In his invocation he frequently,
in addition to speaking to Kwoth and Kwoth a nhial, called on
“kwoth ringda,” a phrase which literally means “spirit of our
flesh” and which refers to the spiritual source of sacerdotal
power. He told the slayer that as some of the cattle had already
been paid and the remainder were about to be paid he might
go abroad without fear of vengeance. He told the kinsmen of the
dead man that if they started a feud their spears would miss their
mark and that they would do well to take the cattle and settle
the affair forever. He warned the kinsmen of the slayer not to try
and hide their cattle, that is, send them secretly to the kraals
of distant kinsmen and then say that they had not the wherewithal
to meet their obligations. He, also, recapitulated the whole his-
tory of the quarrel, from the point of view of an impartial on-
looker and arbitrator.

At the end of his address he speared the ox and those present
rushed in, as is the custom on this occasion, to obtain what they
could of the carcase, hacking and slicing, waving their spears,
and shouting. It was a scene of great confusion. When things had
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quietened down the leopard-skin priest cut off some of the hair
of the head of the man who had occasioned the death: “the
blood which entered into his body is purged (riem me ce wa
pwonyde ba woc), other hairs will grow (bi miem ti okien dony),
the blood is finished (ce riem thuk).”

The ceremony I have described is typica! in form of Nuer reli-
gious ceremonies. What 1 want here to draw attention to in it are
the different titles mentioned in the invocations: Kwoth, Spirit,
without further designation, Kwoth a nhial, Spirit who is in the
sky, kwoth wec(da), spirit of the home, kwoth ngop(na), spirit
of the fig-tree, and kwoth ring(da), spirit of the flesh (the virtue
of the leopard-skin priests); and there may have been others
which I did not hear. Besides these titles such expressions as
gwandong, grandfather, and kwoth gwara, spirit of our fathers,
were used. At other ceremonies at which people of different fami-
lies and lineages to those concerned in this particular ceremony
have been represented I have heard references in invocations to
a variety of other spirits—totemic spirits, col wic spirits, and spir-
its of the air. How are we to interpret Nuer thought about the
nature of spirit as it is expressed in such ceremonies as the one
I have described?

In this particular ceremony several groups were opposed to
each other, and the leopard-skin priest was acting in his priestly
capacity as mediator between them and to conclude a settlement
by sacrifice. Each of the persons who made the invocations there-
fore appealed to God not only as God but also as God in his
special relation to the groups they represented, and in the case
of the leopard-skin priest to God in his special relation to the
priestly function as well as to a particular priestly lineage. It is
perhaps a poor analogy, but the circumstances may be compared
to a war between European powers in which each side prays for
victory to the God of its fathers, Lord of its battle line. Those
engaged in the struggle do not believe that two distinct deities
are being appealed to. That this is the correct interpretation is
shown by a number of observations, one of the most significant
being the fact that in situations in which no sectional interests
are at stake but where men approach their God simply as men and
in the context of their common humanity, as, for example, when
furious storms are raging, in times of severe drought and famine,
or when a man is seriously ill then God alone, or in certain



116 E. E. Evans-Pritchard

circumstances one of his hypostases by which he is figured in
relation to some particular natural phenomenon, is addressed
and he is not, as it were, divided by a variety of titles along the
lines of the social structure. This may also be to a large extent
the case even where different social groups are involved, so long
as they are not antagonistic, but have a common interest and
intention. I give one such illustration.

A youth in a village where I was residing was badly wounded
in the shoulder by a spear in a fight with a man of the next
village. His antagonist had not intended to kill him and the peo-
ple of the two villages were on good terms, so his kinsmen at
once sent the spear with which the wound had been inflicted to
the injured youth’s home with expressions of regret and wishes
for a speedy recovery. The elders of the wounded lad’s home
bent the point of the spear and placed it point downwards in a
pot of cold water. This was done to lessen the pain of the wound,
especially when it was washed, and to cool the inflammation.
Next morning the wounder’s village sent us a deputation, leading
a goat for sacrifice. By this further indication of their regrets
and of their willingness to pay compensation at once should the
lad die, they anticipated a blood-feud. It was hoped in any case
that the danger of death would be obviated by the sacrifice of
the goat. The wound would, as the Nuer put it, “be finished with
the goat.”

Before the animal was sacrificed the visitors dedicated it by
rubbing ashes on its back. It was then tied to a stake opposite the
hut of the wounded youth’s maternal grandmother and an invo-
cation was delivered over it by a man called Lel, a leopard-skin
priest and a prophet, who had been summoned from a distance
to officiate, partly, I think, because his presence would give
greater importance, and therefore perhaps efficacy, to the cere-
mony and partly because it would be a further insurance for a
peaceful outcome to the incident. His address was largely taken
up with reiterations that the youth would not die and with giving
to God and the people a lengthy and detailed account of how the
accident had occurred. He sacrificed the goat at the conclusion of
his speech. Our home party then brought forward a wether and
it was also dedicated with ashes. Afterwards a man of the home
poured a libation of water over its tethering peg as a prelude to
delivering an oration. He told the story of the accident all over
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again and commented on it to God in this vein: “Ah God! We
call on you about this wound. There is no enmity between us
(the party of the injured youth and the party of the spearer).
This wound came of itself (they do not attribute it to the spearer
because it was an accident and also because the youth will not
die and so there will be no thung, debt of homicide). Throw the
badness away with this ox (they call a sheep or goat “ox” or
“cow” in ritual contexts). Let the wound heal. Ah, God, it is
only a headache (it is not a sickness of any importance—they
speak of the most ghastly wounds in this way), let it be finished,
let it go right on (heal without complications). Let it be removed
from the man’s body. Let us be at peace.” Another man of the
home party also made an invocation in much the same language:
“Friend (maath), God who is in this village, as you are very
great we tell you about this wound, for you are God of our home
in very truth. We tell you about the fight of this lad. Let the
wound heal. Let it be ransomed (with the sheep);”’ and so forth.
A representative of the visitors now said a few words to the
same purpose and the sheep was then sacrificed. The meat of
both sacrifices was eaten by the people of the home after the
visiting deputation had departed; and also the carcase of a third
animal, another wether which the people of the home later sacri-
ficed after three of them had made further invocations over it in
much the same vein.

In this ceremony Spirit was addressed simply as Spirit and no
designated refractions were mentioned, and when on such occa-
sions Nuer speak to, or about, Spirit without differentiating spec-
ifications they are, as I have explained, speaking to, or about,
Spirit in the comprehensive conception of God the creator and
the sustainer of life. This is often the case in their sacrifices,
and it is the same when they pray for peace and deliverance from
evil.

That emphasis is given to the refractions when a social group,
acting as such and marking itself off from other groups, makes
a sacrifice on behalf of itself or of one of its members in virtue
of his membership of it, and that they are then to be regarded
as diverse exclusive representations of God by which he is fig-
ured to the groups concerned in a special way as their patrons
is evident also from other considerations. It is clear that totemic
spirits of lineages are Spirit conceived of in a tutelary relation-



118 E. E. Evans-Pritchard

ship to the lineages. The col wic spirits are also Spirit in a tutelary
relationship to the families and lineages to which they belonged
in the flesh before they were metamorphosed into spirit. Also,
the spirits of the air may have a tutelary relationship to families
and lines of descent, and where their attachment is more to an
individual prophet he has public functions through which the spirit
becomes patron of local and political communities. Totemic spir-
its may also, though in a rather different manner, have a secondary
significance for political groups through the association of dominant
lineages with tribal sections. Likewise, though to a lesser extent,
nature-sprites are Spirit in a tutelary relationship to families, and
even fetishes, though of a rather different complexion, are Spirit
in a tutelary relationship to individuals, and sometimes to local
communities to which these individuals belong. The attachment of
all these spiritual figures to social groups is indicated in various
ways, most noticeably in ceremonial and in payment of cattle to
them at marriages.

That these spiritual conceptions lack autonomy and are rightly
regarded as social refractions of God is further shown by the fact
that Kworh, without specific differentiation of title, can become
associated with any social group or office. Thus, as we have seen,
Nuer speak of the kwoth of a leopard-skin priest, “the spirit of
the flesh.” This is no particular or individual kwoth but is Spirit
seen in relation to priestly powers and functions. An even better
example is the way in which they speak of the kwoth of an age-
set, the tutelary, nameless, spirit which protects the members of
the set and avenges wrongs done to men by their age-mates. This
cannot be a distinctive spirit, a spirit in its own right as it were,
if only because the sets pass in turn into oblivion and are re-
placed by others. It is rather God thought of in relation to a
particular set, just as he is also the separate, while still being the
same, guardian spirit of the other sets. A parallel in our own
civilization would be the way in which Madonnas of the quarters
of a town are thought of by their votaries. Just as they are sepa-
rate Madonnas in relation to each other and yet the same Ma-
donna, all being pictures of the same exemplar, so the kuth of the
Nuer age-sets are separate spiritual conceptions in relation to
each other and yet all figures of the same Spirit. God is both the
one and the many—one in his nature and many in his diverse
social representations.
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Moreover, though God is God of all men he is not only con-
ceived of, in the various totemic and other representations we
have considered, as the special patron of descent, and sometimes
local, groups, but each family regard him, without specific dif-
ferentiation of title, as having a particular relation to themselves
as a family group; and he may be spoken about in terms of a
particular household, hamlet, or village community. One hears
Nuer say in invocations, as in the one I have just recorded, “God
who is in this village,” or “God who is in this home.” When a
Nuer builds a byre he holds a small ceremony before the roof is
built. Beer is prepared, and before the people drink it the master
of ceremonies of the owner of the byre pours a libation of it to
God at the entrance to the byre and in the centre of it, where
the hearth and shrine will be, and asks God to give peace and
prosperity to the home, its people, and its cattle. They think
then of God looking after their home in a special way, of being
particularly attached to it so that he then becomes, as it were,
in a special sense the family’s God, a household God, as well as
the God. The shrine, a forked post, is the altar of God within
the home, God of the hearth, as well as being associated with any
of his particular representations—totemic, col wic, air spirits, ezc.
—in which he may stand in a tutelary relationship to the lineage
or family of the owner of the homestead, and also with the an-
cestral ghosts. He is spoken of in this domestic representation as
Kwoth rieka, God of the post (shrine). Further, every member of
a Nuer lineage, whether or not it has totemic or other specifically
designated spirits, will in invocations speak of “kwoth gwara,”
“spirit of our fathers” or in reference to the name of the ancestor
of the lineage or clan, just as the Old Testament speaks of “the
God of our fathers” or “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”
Similarly one hears leopard-skin priests address God as “kwoth
Geaka,” “spirit of Gee.” Gee was the first leopard-skin priest
from whom all the priests derive their powers so that the ex-
pression refers to God figured as patron of priests; though it also
has a wider, national, sense, for Gee was also the ancestor of the
most important Nuer clans.

The ambiguities which seem at first to be so puzzling a feature
of Nuer religion are, at least to some extent, resolved by consid-
ering in this way their religious ideas in relation to their social
order, for in all societies religious thought bears the impress of
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the social order. Given the segmentary political and lineage struc-
ture of the Nuer it is understandable that the same complemen-
tary tendencies towards fission and fusion and the same relativity
that we find in the structure are found also in the action of spirit
in the social life. Just as, for example, two lineages are distinct
and opposed groups in relation to one another at one level of
segmentation and are a single unit at a higher level of segmenta-
tion, so spirit as conceived in relation to these segments must be
divided at the lower level and undivided at the higher level. It is
intelligible, therefore, that in its relation to the segmentary social
order the conception of Spirit is broken up into diverse refrac-
tions, while in relation to nature and man in general the many
become again the one. It is intelligible, however, only because we
recognize here a logical consistency, and not because there is a
necessary interdependence. There are segmentary societies in
which there is no such correspondence, because they have a dif-
ferent kind of religion.

In the light of what has been said above it is not surprising
that any number of new spirits may come into existence without
disconcerting the Nuer, either being borrowed from neighbouring
peoples or, in the case of certain totemic-like spirits, being de-
rived from some unusual experience. We have good reason to
believe that the spirits of the air, the fetishes, and, at any rate
for the most part, the totemic spirits have recently been intro-
duced into Nuerland, and probably the same is true for the nature
sprites. I think it can be assumed—I do not see how it can have
been otherwise—that there have always been different representa-
tions of Kwoth among the Nuer, and if this is so the old, or
traditional, religion must have consisted, as far as the notion
of spirit is concerned, of the conception of God and of his social
refractions, the only specifically differentiated category of which
were the col wic tutelary spirits of lineages. How then do we
account for the borrowings?

They may be partly fortuitous but I would suggest that they
may also in part derive from the logic of the conception of Kwoth
in relation to recent Nuer history. During the last hundred years
the Nuer have absorbed a great number of Dinka and have also
been brought into closer contact, directly or indirectly, with other
peoples of the southern Sudan and also with Arabs and ourselves.
This provided opportunities for borrowing foreign ideas. But it
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may be suggested that not only was the opportunity there, but also
the need. Nuer statements lead us to suppose that certain social
developments were taking place at the same time. They say that
the clans and lineages were being broken up by expansion, and
were incorporating into their stocks Dinka lines of descent, be-
sides assimilating politically Dinka communities,—hence the
Dinka totems in Nuerland today; that prophets emerged who di-
rected large-scale raids on the Dinka and defence against the
“Turks” (the Arabs and the British)—hence the Dinka and other
foreign spirits of the air; and that the peace and administration
imposed on them by the government of the Anglo-Egyptian
Sudan have given protection to those who wish to pursue private
gain and vengeance—hence the introduction of fetishes and their
spread. Ethnological evidences support what they say, and we
can add that it is in accord with the logic of the Nuer conception
of spirit that it should be represented by figures corresponding
to these new social phenomena.

God may be thus figured in numberless ways in reference to
social groups and to persons, and in relation to effects which are
significant for them; and in none of them has the figure any
sharply defined individuality. This is fairly easy to understand
when we are dealing with refractions which are referred to simply
as kwoth and without distinguishing title, but it may fairly be
asked whether those spirits which are named can correctly be
described as refractions and are not rather to be regarded as
quite independent conceptions. We must distinguish here between
class names and individual names. The reason why the Nuer
divide the spirits into kinds, spirits of the above, spirits of the
below, col wic spirits, bieli, and so forth, is that they regard them
as different sorts of manifestation of Spirit and of varying de-
grees of importance. This is a matter I discuss later. It is rather
the individual names with which we are immediately concerned.

The reason why some of the refractions have distinguishing
names is, I think, mainly a matter of ownership. Spirits are some-
times owned by persons, such a person being called a gwan
kwoth, owner of a spirit. It is unnecessary in this place to say
more than that the spirit is something which he has got which
others have not got and which gives him certain powers they lack.
Now, no one in this sense owns God, but all the various spirits
may be owned by persons and, without going into details, it may
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be said that the most distinctive naming of them is where individ-
ual ownership is most marked, in the cases of thespirits of the
air and the fetish spirits, which have proper names and ox-names.
A prophet who is inspired by Spirit has in the logic of the situation
to give it a name which distinguishes it as his particular spirit
from the spirits of other prophets who are his rivals for renown
and influence, for the attachment here is to individuals who build
up through it a personal following, and not, at least primarily,
to social groups. When a spirit falls from above and enters into
a man who becomes its prophet it attains its distinction by reveal-
ing through the prophet what it is called—its name; and when a
person becomes possessed for the first time the immediate en-
deavour of his neighbours is to get the spirit to reveal its name
when he is in a dissociated state. The spirit gets its name, that is,
by its being owned by the person it possesses and to whom, by
possessing him, it brings power and prestige. Fetishes are also
owned by individuals who compete, though in a different way to
prophets, for prestige and power one against another; so each
fetish must have a distinguishing name. Moreover, when sickness
is caused by a spirit of the air or a fetish taking temporary pos-
session of a man, who then has this spirit, however unwillingly
and transiently, it is necessary to discover its name by getting
the spirit to reveal it through the lips of the sick man or of a
medium, for until it is known it is likewise not known for certain
what is the cause of the sickness or what steps should be taken
to allay it. Thus it is through the name that ownership is estab-
lished. The individuality is, in a sense, that of the person and not
that of the spirit, the spirit getting its name through him.

The conclusion we have reached is that the conception of
Kwoth has a structural dimension. At one end Spirit is thought of
in relation to man and the world in general, as omnipresent God.
Then it is thought of in relation to a variety of social groups and
activities and to persons: to political movements connected with
prophets, and in a special relation to warfare, as spirits of the air;
to descent groups as col wic and totemic spirits; and to a variety
of ritual specialists as totemic and totemic-like spirits. At the
other end it is conceived of more or less in relation to individuals
in a private capacity as nature sprites and fetishes. God figured as
the common father and the creator is patron of all men; figured
in spirits of the air he is patron of political leaders; figured in
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col wic and totemic spirits he is patron of lineages and families;
and figured in nature sprites and fetishes he is patron of indi-
viduals. I give only a general indication of the main lines of social
demarcation between the various types of refractions and I do
not discuss exceptions and overlappings.

This impress of the social structure on Nuer religious thought
is to be marked also in the natural and moral attributes of the
different types of spiritual refractions. Mighty celestial phenom-
ena and great and terrible happenings, such as plagues and
famines, and the moral order which concern all men are attrib-
uted to God, while processes and events which do not have so
general a range of impact tend to be attributed to whichever par-
ticular refraction or type of refraction the situation and context
evoke. Likewise the refractions tend to decrease in the degree of
universality, stability, and morality attributed to them the smaller
the social space to which they refer. I can here give only a brief
indication of this tendency, illustrated by a few examples.

God is everywhere; he is permanent and changeless in his rela-
tion to the constant elements in the natural and moral orders; he
is one, and he is all-powerful, just, and compassionate. The spir-
its of the air are in particular persons and places, and even when
their prophets are politically important persons they have a lim-
ited spread of influence; they have fallen from the clouds in recent
times and their renown depends on the personal prestige of their
prophets and on political circumstances, both of which are un-
stable factors and may be ephemeral; they are multiple, though
compared with lesser spirits they are few in number; and they are
unpredictable, and even capricious and ill-intentioned. The col
wic and totemic spirits are restricted to certain lineages and fam-
ilies; they become tutelary spirits of these groups at certain points
of time and many are sooner or later forgotten; they are numer-
ous; and compared to the spirits of the air they are unimportant.
The nature sprites and fetishes are for the most part acknowl-
edged only by the persons who own them and their immediate
kin. The fetishes certainly, and the nature sprites probably, are
very recent introductions, and they enter into relationships with
persons and families and are soon forgotten by their descendants.
The sprites flit here and there, come into homes, and then return
to the bush. The fetishes are bought and sold and pass from hand
to hand, and according to the prestige of their owners their repu-
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tations wax and wane, they lose ground and are replaced by
others. Both alike are potentially inexhaustible in number.
Though some fetishes are feared, neither they nor the sprites are
highly regarded and the fetishes are in general disapproved of.
On the other hand, the lower down the scale of spirit we descend
the more prominent do cultic features appear. God is approached
in simple prayer and sacrifice. The spirits of the air receive more
elaborate ceremonial attentions, into which enter hymns, posses-
sion, and divination. Cultic features ‘are also prominent at the
level of the col wic and totemic spirits. The most regular ritual
attention appears to be given to the fetishes, which receive fre-
quent offerings from their owners and in the most material form.

In relating the configuration of Nuer religious thought to the
structural order of their society I am, of course, relating abstrac-
tions to one another by a method of sociological analysis. It is not
suggested that the Nuer see their religion in this sort of way.
Nevertheless, though they do not relate what we call the concep-
tion of spirit to what we call the social structure, the structural
configuration we abstract by this process is of the same design as
the symbolic configurations in which they think of their various
kuth. The various spirits in their symbolic configurations occupy
the same positions in relation to each other as they do in the struc-
tural configuration we perceive through sociological analysis.

In a typically Nuer way, they represent the inter-relationship
of the spirits in a genealogical metaphor. God is the father of the
greater spirits of the air, and the lesser of them are said to be
children of his sons, of his lineage. The totemic spirits are often
said to be children of his daughters, that is, they are not of his
lineage, which is the Nuer way of placing them yet lower in the
spiritual scale. The fetishes (and possibly also the nature sprites)
come lowest of all in the representation of children of daughters
of the air-spirit deng. Another way of indicating this spiritual
hierarchy is in terms of descent values in their political connota-
tion. The spirits of the air are diel, true or aristocratic spirits,
the totemic spirits are jang, Dinka-like spirits, and the fetishes
are jur, despised foreigners. A similar metaphorical evaluation in
terms of genealogical and social status is made by Nuer in their
classification of birds.

The inter-relationship of the spirits is represented also in the
symbolism of height or space, or more accurately of the relation
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of sky to earth. The spirits, as we have noted, are those of the
above, God being symbolized by the sky and the spirits of the air
by the atmosphere, the clouds and the breezes, the lesser ones
being nearer to the earth than the greater ones; and those of the
below, the totemic spirits which as spirits are above and as crea-
tures are below, the nature sprites, which may also be thought of
as having a dual existence, and the very earthy fetishes, some of
which speak from beneath the ground and may be described as
chthonic. Implicit in this symbolic configuration is also an evalua-
tion in terms of light and darkness, ranging from celestial bright-
ness to subterranean darkness.

We see, and in their own way of looking at the matter the
Nuer see, in this symbolic configuration, represented by positions
in space, degrees of immanence. The cosmological representa-
tion of Spirit, and in particular the dichotomy between heaven
and earth, the spirits of the above and those of the below, is fur-
ther indicated by the mode and manner of appearances, the forms
in which Spirit is manifested to humans. At one end there is pure
Spirit, transcendental being which is everywhere and in nothing in
particular, Spirit as it is in itself, God. God is seen only in the
works of his creation and he speaks only in the language of inner
spiritual experience. The spirits of the air, on the other hand, and
sometimes also the col wic spirits, appear to men in their proph-
ets, through whom they are known and speak. Then Spirit is
manifested in totemic species, which are mostly creatures, and at
the further end in things, the natural things associated with
sprites and the magical substances which are the outward ap-
pearances of fetishes, which are Spirit in its lowest and most ma-
terial form, Spirit which “eats” offerings and which is bought and
sold. Nuer themselves draw these comparisons and it is evident
from their observations that they themselves perceive that they
are dealing with Spirit at different levels of thought and experi-
ence, Spirit in itself, Spirit in persons, Spirit in creatures, and
Spirit in things. Moreover, I think we may conclude further that
they perceive these different levels of immanence also as levels in
time. This is implied in the genealogical representation of Spirit,
for father must come before children and children before grand-
children; and possibly also in its spatial representation in the
falling of spirits from above in a succession of descents at points
in time. But it is also explicit in Nuer statements of the order in
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which their various spirits appeared among them. God was al-
ways there, then at various points of time the spirits of the air,
the totemic spirits, and the sprites appeared on the scene, the
fetishes being the most recent arrivals.

Spirit is thus conceived of by the Nuer, through their configura-
tions of symbolic representations, as outside their social order, a
transcendental being; but also as in their social order, an im-
manent being figured in all sorts of representations in relation to
their social life and events of significance for it. Nuer go up and
down the scale of these conceptions, speaking sometimes of God
in a general sense as ubiquitous Spirit; sometimes in a more
definite and distinctive way as Spirit who is in the sky, the creator,
and the father; and sometimes in terms of one or other of his
refractions.

These refractions correspond, as we have noted, with differ-
ent levels of social activity, but it would be a mistake to leave the
matter there, for an interpretation in terms of social structure
merely shows us how the idea of Spirit takes various forms cor=
responding to departments of social life, and it does not enable
us to understand any better the intrinsic nature of the idea itself.
The varying degrees of immanence in which the conception is ex-
pressed show us that the different social levels at which Spirit is
manifested are also different degrees of religious perception.
Spirit is sometimes perceived, intellectually and intuitively, as
one, transcendental, pure Spirit and at other times, in relation to
human affairs and interests, as one or other of a great number of
figures through which it is made known, in varying degrees of
materialization, concretely to human intelligence. Nor is it, even
with strict reference to a purely structural interpretation of the
conception of Spirit in Nuer society, simply a matter of social
levels, for, as we have seen, God is also experienced unrefracted
at all levels, down to the individual; so that a structural interpre-
tation explains only certain characteristics of the refractions and
not the idea of Spirit in itself, which requires separate considera-
tion. Here I have only tried to show that, and how, the concep-
tion of Spirit is broken up by the refracting surfaces of nature, of
society, of culture, and of historical experience.



8 A PROBLEM OF NUER RELIGIOUS
THOUGHT

E. E. Evans-Pritchard

N A RECENT article (1953a) I discussed how the Nuer concep-

tion of Spirit is figured in different ways to different persons
and groups, producing a familiar problem of religions, that of the
one and the many. In this paper I consider the material forms in
which Spirit manifests itself or is represented, and this touches on
another familiar problem of religions, that of immanence and
transcendance. God, or Spirit in its oneness, is, properly speaking,
not figured in any material representations, nor are almost all the
spirits of the above, the spirits of the air and the col wic spirits,
though both God and his supraterrestrial refractions may reveal
themselves in visible forms. But the spirits of the earth, or of the
below, are represented in creatures and things. Our problem
chiefly concerns these spirits of the below. It can be simply stated
by the question: What meaning are we to attach to Nuer state-
ments that such-and-such a thing is Kwoth, Spirit? The answer is
not so simple.

There are four words in the Nuer tongue which we translate, at
any rate in some of their usages, by “is”: labe, a rare verb predi-
cating a character or quality of a person which gives him a certain
status, as “labe kuaar”, “he is a priest”; te, which predicates
something being in a place or state, usually implying a fairly
continuous condition, as “te cieng”, “he is in (his) village”; a,
which also predicates something being in a place or state, usually
indicating no more than that at the time of speech it is in that
condition, as “jen a luak”, “be is in the byre” or “yen a nin”, “he
is sleeping”, and e, the particle which concerns us here. Father

Reprinted from Sociologus 4 (1), 1954: 23-41, by permission of the
author and the editor, Sociologus.
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J. P. Crazzolara calls it the nominal copula and says that it is de-
rived from jen, he, she, or it, as its plural form ke is derived from
ken, they; so that e and ke “are really pronouns fulfilling the func-
tions of a copula” (Crazzolara 1933). The particle is used to tell
the listener that something belongs to a certain class or category
and hence about some quality or character it has, as “e dit”, “it
is a bird”, “gat Nath e car”, “the Nuer is black”, and “Duob e
ran me goagh”, “Duob is good man”.! The question we are ask-
ing is what meaning or meanings it has for Nuer when they say of
something “e Kwoth”, “it is Spirit” (in the sense either of God or
of a divine refraction).

Nuer do not claim to see God, nor do they think that anyone
can know what he is. When they speak about his nature they
do so by adjectives which have no objective reference, such as
“great” and “good”, or in metaphors taken from the world around
them: his invisibility and ubiquity by wind and air, his greatness
by the universe he has created, and his grandeur by an ox with
widespread horns. We have little difficulty in perceiving the quali-
ties from which the metaphors derive and in recognizing their
appropriateness. They are no more than metaphors for the Nuer,
who do not say that any of these things is God, but only that he
is like (cere) them. They express in these poetic images as best
they can what they think must be some of the qualities of his
nature.

Nevertheless, certain things are said, or may be said, to be
God—rain, lightning, and various other natural—in the Nuer way
of speech, created—things which are of common interest. There
is here an ambiguity, or an obscurity, to be elucidated, for Nuer
are not now saying that God or Spirit is like this or that, but that
this or that is God or Spirit. Elucidation here does not, however,
present very great difficulties.

God being conceived of as in the sky those celestial phenom-
ena which are of particular significance for Nuer, rain and light-

1 There is no need to discuss the matter fully in the present paper, but it
may be well to mention that the e here functions as a class-inclusive par-
ticle (Duob is in the class or category of good). “Duob ram me goagh”
would also be translated “Duob is a good man”, but the “is” here, contained
in the apposition of the Nuer sentence, is a predicate of quality (he is good).
One can also say “Duob goaghe’”’, *“Duob is good”, with the sense that his

state is good, with much the same meaning as that indicated by the use of
the particle a.
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ning, are said, in a sense we have to determine, to be him. There
is no noun denoting either phenomenon and they can only be
spoken of by verbs indicating a function of the sky, as “ce nhial
deam”, “the sky rained”, and “ce nhial mar”, “the sky thundered
(lightened)”. Also pestilences, murrains, death, and indeed al-
most any natural phenomenon significant for men are commonly
regarded by Nuer as manifestations from above, activities of
divine being. Even the earthly totems are conceived of as a rela-
tionship deriving from some singular intervention of Spirit from
above in human affairs. It is chiefly by these signs that Nuer have
knowledge of God. It might be held, therefore that the Nuer con-
ception of God is a conceptualization of events which, on account
of their strangeness or variability as well as on account of their
potentiality for fortune or misfortune, are said to be his activities
or his activities in one or other of his hypostases or refractions;
and support for such a view might be found in the way Nuer
sometimes speak of one or other of these effects. They may say
of rain or lightning or pestilence “e Kwoth”, “it is God”, and in
storms they pray to God to come to earth gently and not in fury—
to come gently, it will be noted, not to make the rain come gently.

I do not discuss this ontological question here beyond saying
that were we to suppose that such phenomena are themselves
regarded as God we would misunderstand and misrepresent Nuer
religious thought, which is pre-eminently dualistic. It is true that
for them there is no abstract duality of natural and supernatural
but there is such a duality between Kwoth, Spirit, which is im-
material rather than supernatural, and cak, creation, the material
world known to the senses. Rain and lightning and pestilences and
murrains belong to this created world and are referred to by Nuer
as nyin Kwoth, instruments of God.

Nevertheless, they and other effects of significance for men are
diosemia, signs or manifestations of divine activity, and since
Nuer apprehend divine activity in these signs, in God’s revelation
of himself to them in material forms, the signs are, in a lower
medium, what they signify, so that Nuer may say of them “e
Kwoth”, “it is God.” Rain and pestilence come from God and are
therefore manifestations of him, and in this sense rain and pesti-
lence are God, in the sense that he reveals himself in their falling,
But though one can say of rain or pestilence that it is God one
cannot say of God that he is rain or pestilence. This would make
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no sense for a number of reasons. In the first place, the situation
could scarcely arise, God not being an observable object, in which
Nuer would require or desire to say about him that he is anything,
In the second place, the word Kwoth does not here refer to a par-
ticular refraction of Spirit, a spirit but to Spirit in its oneness,
God, and he could not be in any way identified with any one of his
manifestations to the exclusion of all the others. A third, and the
most cogent, reason is that rain is water which falls from the sky
and pestilence is a bodily condition and they are therefore in their
nature material things and not Spirit. Indeed, as a rule, rain
would only be thought of in connection with Spirit, and would
therefore only be said to be Spirit, when it does not fall in due
season or falls too much or too violently with storm and light-
ning—when, that is, the rain has some special significance for hu-
man affairs. This gives us a clue to what is meant when Nuer say
of something that it is God or that it is a spirit of the air, a divine
hypostasis, as thunder may be said to be the spirit wiu or a
prophet of the spirit deng may be said to be deng, especially as
Nuer readily expand such statements by adding that thunder, rain
and pestilence are all instruments (nyin) of God or that they are
sent by (jak) God, and that the spirit deng has filled (gwang)
the prophet through whom it speaks. In the statement here that
something is Spirit or a spirit the particle e, which we translate
“is”, cannot therefore have the meaning of identity in a substan-
tial sense. Indeed, it is because Spirit is conceived of in itself, as
the creator and the one, and quite apart from any of its material
manifestations, that these phenomena can be said to be sent by it
or to be its instruments. When Nuer say of rain or lightning that
it is God they are making an elliptical statement. What is under-
stood is not that the thing in itself is Spirit but that it is what we
would call a medium or manifestation of divine activity in relation
to men and of significance for them. What precisely is posited by
the hearer of any such elliptical statement depends on the nature
of the situation by reference to which it is made. A vulture is not
thought of as being in itself Spirit; it is a bird. But if it perches on
the crown of a byre or hut Nuer may say “e Kwoth”, “it is Spirit”,
meaning that its doing so is a spiritual signal presaging disaster.
A lion is not thought of as being in itself Spirit; it is a beast. But
it may, on account of some event which brings it into a peculiar
relation to man, such as being born, as Nuer think sometimes
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happens, as twin to a human child, be regarded as a revelation of
Spirit for a particular family and lineage. Likewise, diseases, or
rather their symptoms, are not thought of as being in themselves
Spirit, but their appearance in individuals may be regarded as
manifestations of Spirit for those individuals. Spirit acts, and
thereby reveals itself, through these creatures. This distinction
between the nature of a thing and what it may signify in certain
persons is very evident in totemic relationships. A crocodile is
Spirit for certain persons, but it is not thought to be in its nature
Spirit, for others kill and eat it. It is because Nuer separate, and
quite explicitly when questioned about the matter, spiritual con-
ceptions from such material things as may nevertheless be said
“to be” the conceptions, that they are able to retain the unity and
autonomy of Spirit in spite of a great diversity of accidents and
are able to speak of Spirit as it is in itself without reference to
any of its material manifestations.

So far I have been mostly speaking of the Nuer conception of
God and of those of his refractions which belong to the category
of the sky or of the above. With two possible exceptions,? we
cannot say that the things said “to be” these spirits are material
symbols or representations of them; or at any rate not in the same
sense as we can speak of things being symbols of those lesser
refractions of Spirit which Nuer call spirits of the earth or of the
below, in which God stands in a special relationship to lineages
and individuals—such diverse things as beasts, birds, reptiles,
trees, phosphorescent objects, and pieces of wood—for these
lesser refractions of Spirit, regarded as distinct spirits in relation
to each other, cannot, unlike the spirits of the air, easily be
thought of except in relation to the things by reference to which
they derive their individuality, and which are said to be them.

When, therefore, Nuer say that the pied crow is the spirit buk
or that a snake is Spirit the word “is” has a different sense to
what it has in the statement that rain is Spirit. The difference
does not merely lie in the fact that “Spirit” has here a more re-
stricted connotation, being spoken of in reference to a particular

2The spear wiu may be said to stand for the spirit wiu. This is a rather
special case which I do not discuss here. Also, the pied crow may be said to
stand for the spirit buk which, if it is to be classed with the air-
spirits at all, is the most terrestrially conceived of them, sometimes almost as
everybody’s totemic spirit.
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and exclusive refraction—a spirit—rather than comprehensively as
God or Spirit in its oneness. It lies also in the relation understood
in the statement between its subject (snake or crow) and its
predicate (Spirit or a spirit). The snake in itself is not divine ac-
tivity whereas rain and lightning are. The story accounting for
the origin of a totemic relationship may explain it as a revelation
of divine activity, but once it has become an established rela-
tionship between d lineage and a natural species, the species is a
representation or symbol of Spirit to the lineage. What then is
here meant when it is said that the pied crow “is” buk or that a
snake “is” Spirit, that the symbol “is” what it symbolizes? Clearly
Nuer do not mean that the crow is the same as buk, for buk is
also conceived of as being in rivers and also in the sky, which the
pied crow certainly is not; nor that a snake is the same as some
spiritual refraction for they say that the snake just crawls on the
earth while the spirit it is said to be is in the sky. What then is
being predicated about the crow or snake in the statement that
either is Spirit or a spirit?

It will be simpler to discuss this question in the first place in
relation to a totemic relationship. When a Nuer says of a creature
“e nyang”, “it is a crocodile”, he is saying that it is a crocodile
and not some other creature, but when he says, to explain why a
person behaves in an unusual manner towards crocodiles “e
kwothdien”, “it (the crocodile) is their spirit”, he is obviously
making a different sort of statement. He is not saying what kind
of creature it is, for it is understood that he is referring to the
crocodile, but that what he refers to is Spirit for certain people.
But he is also not saying that crocodiles are Spirit—they are not
for him—but that certain people so regard them. Therefore a
Nuer would not make a general statement that “nyang e Kwoth”,
“crocodile is Spirit”, but would only say, in referring to the croco-
dile, “e Kwoth”, “it is Spirit”, the distinction between the two
statements being that the first would mean that crocodiles are
Spirit for everyone whereas the second, being made in a special
context of situation, means that they are Spirit for certain per-
sons who are being discussed, or are understood, in that context.
Likewise, whilst it can be said of the crocodile that it is Spirit,
it cannot be said of Spirit that it is the crocodile, or rather, if a
statement is framed in this form it can only be made when the
word kwoth has a pronominal suffix which gives it the meaning of
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“his spirit”, “their spirit”, and so forth; in other words where the
statement makes it clear that what is being spoken of is Spirit
conceived of in relation to particular persons only. We still have
to ask, however, in what sense a crocodile is Spirit for these per-
sons.

Since it is difficult to discuss a statement that something which
can be observed, a crocodile, is something more than what it ap-
pears to be when this something more, Spirit, cannot be ob-
served, it is helpful first to consider some examples of Nuer
statements that things are something more than they appear to
be when both the subject term and the predicate term refer to
observable phenomena.

Nuer say of a barren woman who has taken to herself a wife
who bears children to her name that she is a man. We might sup-
pose that Nuer mean by this simply that the woman acts like a
man, but they mean something rather more than that, something
more like we would mean if we said that she is virtually a man.
They are saying that who marries and is the pater of children is a
man and that therefore the woman in relation to marriage and
parenthood and with regard to social status generally is a man,
and in these respects they treat her as a man. Thus, to give one
example, in the division of bridewealth on the marriage of her
brother’s daughter she receives the cattle due to a paternal uncle
and not those due to a paternal aunt. What Nuer are saying,
therefore, is that she is equal to a man in social personality, that
is, as a person. Physically, and regarded as an individual, she is a
woman. The resemblance between such a barren woman and a
man is conceptual, not perceptual, and the “is” here rests on an
analogy.

When a cucumber is used as a sacrificial victim Nuer speak of
it as an ox. In doing so they are asserting something rather more
than that it takes the place of an ox. They do not, of course, say
that cucumbers are oxen, and in speaking of a particular cucum-
ber as an ox in a sacrificial situation they are only indicating that
it may be thought of as an ox in that particular situation; and they
act accordingly by performing the sacrificial rites as closely as
possible to what happens when the victim is an ox. Here again,
the “is” rests on qualitative analogy; and the expression is asym-
metrical. A cucumber is an 0x, but an ox is not a cucumber.

We may consider a final, and revealing, but rather different,
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example of this way of speaking, and one which is closer to the
topic of this paper. The birth of twins is regarded as an interven-
tion of Spirit in human affairs.* Nuer further assert of them,
firstly that they are one person, and secondly that they are birds.

When they say “twins are not two personms, they are one per-
son” they are not saying that they are one individual but that they
have a single personality. It is significant that in speaking of the
unity of twins they only use the word ran, which, like our word
“person”, leaves sex, age, and other distinguishing qualities of
individuals undefined. They would not say that twins of the same
sex were one dhol, boy, or one nyal, girl, but they do say, whether
they are of the same sex or not, that they are one ran, person.
Their single social personality is something over and above their
physical duality, a duality which is evident to the senses and is
indicated by the plural form used when speaking of twins and by
their treatment in all respects in ordinary social life as two quite
different individuals. It is only in certain ritual situations, and
symbolically, that the unity of twins is expressed, particularly in
ceremonies connected with marriage and death, in which the
personality undergoes a change. Thus, when the senior of male
twins marries, the junior acts with him in the ritual acts he has to
perform; female twins ought to be married on the same day, and
no mortuary ceremonies are held for twins because, for one rea-
son, one of them cannot be cut off from the living without the
other. A woman whose twin brother had died some time before
said to Miss Soule, to whom I am indebted for the information,
“is not his soul still living? I am alive and we are really children
of God.”

There is no mortuary ceremony even when the second twin
dies, and I was told that twins do not attend the mortuary cere-
monies held for their dead kinsfolk, nor mourn them, because a
twin is a ran nhial, a person of the sky or of the above. He is also
spoken of as gat Kwoth, a child of God. These dioscuric descrip-
tions of twins are common to many peoples, but the Nuer are
peculiar in holding also that they are birds. They say “a twin is not
a person (ran), he is a bird (dit)”, although, as we have just
seen, they assert, in another sense, that twins are ome person
(ran). Here they are using the word ran in the sense of a human

31 have given a more detailed account in Evans-Pritchard 1936.
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being as distinct from any other creature. The dogma is expressed
in various ways. Very often a twin is given the name Dit, bird,
Gwong, guineafowl, or Ngec, francolin.* All Nuer consider it
shameful, at any rate for adults, to eat any sort of bird or its eggs,
but were a twin to do this it would be much more than shameful.
It would be nuecer, a grave sin, for twins respect (thek) birds,
because, they say, birds are also twins, and they avoid any sort
of contact with them. The equivalence of twins and birds is ex-
pressed particularly in connection with death. When an infant
twin dies people say “ce par”, “he has flown away”, using the
word denoting the flight of birds. Infant twins who die, as so often
happens, are not buried, as other infants are, but are covered in
a reed basket or winnowing-tray and placed in the fork of a tree,
because birds rest in trees. I was told that birds which feed on
carrion would not molest the bodies but would look at their dead
kinsmen—twins and birds are also said to be kin, though the
usage may be regarded as metaphorical-and fly away again.
When I asked a Nuer whether adult twins would be buried like
other people he replied “no, of course not, they are birds and
their souls go up into the air.” A platform, not used in the normal
mode of burial, is erected in the grave and a hide placed over it.
The body is laid on this hide and covered with a second hide.
Earth is then carefully patted over the upper hide instead of be-
ing shovelled in quickly, as in the burial of an ordinary person.

It is understandable that Nuer draw an analogy between the
multiple hatching of eggs and the dual birth of twins. The analogy
is explicit, and, through an extension of it, the flesh of crocodiles
and turtles is also forbidden to twins on the ground that these
creatures too, like birds, lay eggs. Miss Soule once had a girl
twin in her household who refused fish for the same reason—the
only case of its kind known to either of us. But the analogy be-
tween multiple births in birds and men does not adequately ex-

4 That the names, at least all those I have heard, are taken from birds
lowest in the scale of Nuer reckoning requires comment, especially in view
of the argument I later develop. It may be due to the Nuer habit of speak-
ing of their relation to God—the birth of twins constitutes such a context-—
by comparing themselves with lowly things. On the other hand, it may be
simply in keeping with the logic of the analogy. Twins belong to the class of
the above but are below, just as guineafowl and francolin belong to the class
of birds, which as a class is in the category of the above, but are almost
earthbound.
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plain why it is with birds that human twins are equated when
there are many other creatures which habitually bear several
young at the same time and in a manner more closely resembling
human parturition. It cannot be just multiple birth which leads
Nuer to say that twins are birds, for these other creatures are
not respected by twins on that account. The prohibition on eating
eggs is clearly secondary, and it is extended to include crocodiles
and turtles—and by Miss Soule’s girl fish also—not because they
lay eggs but because their laying eggs makes them like birds.
Moreover, it is difficult to understand why a resemblance of the
kind should in any case be made so much of. The multiple hatch-
ing of chicks is doubtless a resemblance which greatly strength-
ens the idea of twins being birds, but it is only part of a more
complex analogical representation which requires to be explained
in more general terms of Nuer religious thought. A twin, on ac-
count of his peculiar manner of conception, is, though not Spirit
himself, a special creation, and, therefore, manifestation, of
Spirit; and when he dies his soul goes into the air, to which things
associated with Spirit belong. He is a ran nhial, a person of the
above, whereas an ordinary person is a ran piny, a person of the
below. A bird, though also not in itself Spirit, belongs by nature
to the above and is also what Nuer call, using “person” meta-
phorically, a ran nhial, a person of the above, and being such is
therefore also associated with Spirit. It cannot, of course, be de-
termined for certain whether a twin is said to be a person of the
above because he is a bird or whether he is said to be a bird be-
cause he is a person of the above, but the connection in thought
between twins and birds is certainly not simply derived from the
multiple birth similitude but also, and in my view primarily, from
both birds and twins being classed by Nuer as gaat Kwoth, chil-
dren of God. Birds are children of God on account of their being
in the air, and twins belong to the air on account of their being
children of God by the manner of their birth.

It seems odd, if not absurd, to a European when he is told
that a twin is a bird as though it were an obvious fact, for Nuer
are not saying that a twin “is like” a bird but that “he is” a bird.
There seems to be a complete contradiction in the statement, and
it was precisely on statements of this kind recorded by observers
of primitive peoples that Lévy-Bruhl based his theory of the pre-
logical mentality of these peoples, its chief characteristic being, in
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his view, that it permits such evident contradictions—that a thing
can be what it is and at the same time something altogether dif-
ferent. But, in fact, no contradiction is involved in the statement,
which, on the contrary, appears quite sensible, and even true, to
one who presents the idea to himself in the Nuer language and
within their system of religious thought. He does not then take
their statements about twins any more literally than they make
and understand them themselves. They are not saying that a twin
has a beak, feathers, and so forth. Nor in their everyday relations
with twins do Nuer speak of them as birds or act towards them
as though they were birds. They treat them as what they are, men
and women. But in addition to being men and women they are of
a twin birth, and a twin birth is a special revelation of Spirit; and
Nuer express this special character of twins in the “twins are
birds” formula because twins and birds, though for different rea-
sons, are both associated with Spirit and this makes twins, like
birds, “people of the above” and “children of God”, and hence a
bird is a suitable symbol in which to express the special relation-
ship in which a twin stands to God. When, therefore, Nuer say
that a twin is a bird they are not speaking of either as it appears
in the flesh. They are speaking of the anima of the twin, what they
call his tie, a concept which includes both what we call the person-
ality and the soul; and they are spe