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Preface

Within anthropology as well as outside it, current trends in the study of symbol-
ism bear testimony to the pervasive influence of French Structuralism and
Communications Theory. This tradition treats symbolism quasi-linguistically as
a kind of arcane sign language, inscribed in challenging codes, with which the
symbol cipher-expert must wrestle if he is to discover their secret cerebral
messages.

Despite its many impressive achievements, this excessive emphasis on thinking
and cognitive processes neglects, or seriously underestimates, the powerful
emotional charge which all effective symbols carry. If it is to do full justice to its
subject matter, the study of symbols must include the study of sentiments. This
18 our aim in this book which, bringing together work in social anthropology,
history, psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, seeks to elicit the emotional as well as
cognitive meaning of symbols in a variety of settings—individual and collective.
In this process we also endeavour to renew that natural dialogue between those
who study symbols in different cultural and temporal contexts, and those who
analyse them in the lives of individual patients which, for reasons examined by
several of our contributors, has so long been neglected in Britain. In the belief
that current preoccupations in both sets of disciplines increasingly centre on
common problems, we envisage a new rapprochement, capable of transcending
traditional barriers and of progressing beyond the ethnocentric limitations of
much that is written under the high-sounding title of ““trans-cultural psychiatry”.
These are grandiose ambitions which can scarcely be realised in an exploratory
volume. If the studies presented here encourage further inter-disciplinary work
along these lines they will have more than served their purpose.

In this spirit, though not necessarily unreservedly endorsing all my personal
ecumenical enthusiasm, other anthropological contributors explore spells and
smells in New Guinea; the symbolism of a Sudanese women’s spirit possession
cult; the symbolic meaning of Africa in Haitian Vodu: seminal retention in
Hindu asceticism; and the ambiguous image of Virgin and Mother in popular
Hinduism in the Punjab. Moving from genital to anal symbolism, a historian
throws new light on those most intimate of royal body-servants, the Grooms of
the King’s Stool, who enjoyed much power in England until the Revolution of
1688. Two further essays by anthropologists consolidate this inter-disciplinary
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bridge-head. One reviews the dynamic nexus in which personal identity is sus-
tained in interaction with others; another demonstrates how contrasting views of
the nature of madness in early and late nineteenth century England reflect corre-
sponding changes in the dominant ideas of these two periods. From the psycho-
analytic side, Charles Rycroft provides an encouragingly ecumenical re-assessment
of Freudian constructs which should help those anthropologists who still have
difficulty in deciding whether symbols must, or should be unconscious, emotive
or cognitive, or whether they can be all or only some of these at the same time.
Another psvchoanalytically orientated psychiatrist shows how violently symbolic
behaviour in adult life may recapitulate childhood traumas. The perennial im-
portance of body symbols, drawn from our common biological experience, which
forms a recurrent theme in all our cantributions is examined in uniquely rich
phenomenological detail in an important appraisal of material derived from LS5D
psychotherapeutic practice.

In this summary outline of the book’s contents I have for convenience categor-
ised contributions according to the discipline of their authors. The ordering of
the chapters is not based on this principle, but on that of subject matter and
treatment of material. The pattern that emerges is, I think, some indication of
the extent to which the study of symbolism defies disciplinary boundaries, requir-
ing the kind of inter-disciplinary approach advocated here. Most of the papers
included were originally presented at an inter-collegiate seminar held at the
London School of Economics in the Michaelmas term, 1973. In seeking to re-
open a constructive debate on this front between psychiatrists and psychoanalysts
on the one hand, and social scientists on the other, I am especially grateful to the
ready co-operation and encouragement of John Payne, Charles Rycroft and
Vieda Skultans. It is a matter of deep regret to have to record that Paul Hershman
died suddenly while this book was in press robbing social anthropology of a
young scholar of great promise. The memory of his unforgettably vigorous
expository style will be cherished by all who knew him. Finally, I have to thank
Katie Platt for compiling the index and my secretary, Isabel Ogilvie, for so much
meticulous editorial typing.

London, December 1976 " LM.L.
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I 1 Introduction
I. M. Lewzs

The pervasive use of symbols is one of the most distinctive of all human
attributes. By “symbols” we mean, of course, something more than signs.
Unlike the latter which may be so, symbols are in principle never fully self-
explanatory, self-sufficient or fully autonomous. As with Henry VIII's inti-
mate representatives discussed by David Starkey later in this book, symbols
act characteristically as agents, deferentially “‘standing”, as the phrase has
it, “‘for something else”’. They both reveal and conceal, pointing towards, if
not fully disclosing, a different order of reality and experience. Symboals
thus are by definition mysterious.! As with that epitome of the essence of
the symbolic, perfume (see Gell, below p. 25), they are at once evocative
and suggestive, redolent with significance. Symbolism consequently be-
comes a kind of sign language or semaphore, a code which is only intelligible
once you have discovered the key. In our mass-media obsessed world, it is
not surprising that this quasi-linguistic character of symbolism should have
received so much attention. Thus following the linguist Saussure’s pioneer-
ing work, in anthropology, Lévi-Strauss’s light-footed structuralism and
its ponderous American counterpart, Cognitive Anthropology, have assumed
the burden of decoding the precious messages concealed in arcane symbo-
lism. In the wider world of literature, art and philosophy, fortified by a
liberal infusion of phenomenology, the same approach is celebrated in the
fashionable craze for Semiotics.?

That symbols possess a cognitive aspect which is legitimately explored in
this fashion is not in question. But the danger is that, infatuated with this

1. For a valuable conspectus of definitions and approaches to the study of symbolism,
see Firth 1973,
2. It is a measure of the extent of this vogue in England that in the winter of 1973 that
discreet arbiter of literary taste, the Times Literary Supplement should have devoted two
Successive issues, filled with appropriately opague disquisitions, to this topic.
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style of analysis, we should forget that the ultimate force of symbols depends
at least as much on their power to stir the emotions, moving men to action
and reaction. To follow the anthropologist, Victor Turner’s (1964) termi-
nology, we need, indeed, to try to explore the nexus which binds together
the cognitive and affectual meaning of symbols. Otherwise as Abner Cohen
reminds us later in this volume (p. 117), we shall never understand the hold
symbols exert on the hearts as well as on the minds of men. Symbols and
sentiments feed upon each other and their fruitful interplay lies at the heart
of social behaviour. This is the central theme of this volume which we
explore in the light of anthropological and historical contributions on the
one hand, and psychoanalytic and psychiatric studies on the other.

II

The need for a dialogue of this sort between those who study the culturally
standardised symbolism of societies and those who study the idiosyncratic
personal symbolism of individuals seems obvious. It is certainly widely
accepted in America where, indeed, collaboration between social (or cul-
tural) anthropologists and psychiatrists and psychoanalysts has spawned
the new inter-disciplinary specialisation known as trans-cultural psychia-
try. But if this seems the natural path to follow on the other side of the
Atlantic, the case is very different here, where, indeed, such a marriage
would at the present time be almost unthinkable. In fact, the rather limited
fruits which this new venture has so far produced, merely provide for
British social anthropologists additional confirmation of the undesirability
of all liaisons of this sort.

Although this is clearly not the place to attempt an exhaustive history of
the phobic reaction of British social anthropologists towards psychoanalysis
and psychology, a brief outline of some of the main precipitating circum-
stances is instructive and will help to identify some of the difficulties
involved in exploring the relationship between symbols and sentiments.

As is so often the case, the hostility which British social anthropologists
display towards these allied disciplines, masks an earlier state of co-
operation and harmony. Malinowski’s predecessors, W. H. Rivers (1865
1922) and C. G. Seligman (1873-1940) were not affected by this debilitating
complex. While Rivers remains a respected anthropological ancestor, his
name also still figures in psychology text-books where he is remembered for
his pioneering cross-cultural studies of visual perception. C. G. Seligman
daringly sought to apply Jung’s concepts of introversion and extraversion
and some of Freud’s ideas on dreams in interpreting his rich store of ethno-
graphic data drawn from research in Melanesia, Ceylon and the Sudan. He
even had the temerity to deliver the 1923 presidential address to the Royal
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Anthropological Institute on: “Anthropology and Psychology: A Study of
some Points of Contact”. In this modest, tentative manner Seligman can,
1 think, be said to have helped to lay the foundations for the American
Culture and Personality school which we generally associate with the names
of Ruth Benedict, Margaret Mead, and later, Whiting and Child. In Britain,
however (many would say: Thank God!), these provisional attempts to
apply individual personality types to whole cultures fell, for the most part,
on deaf ears and largely fizzled out.

Later, Freud's theories had some influence on Malinowski who examined
the Oedipus complex in the light of his research among the matrilineal
Trobriand Islanders where, as he pointed out, the incest taboo referred to
relations between siblings rather than mother and son, and the primary
centre of intra-family friction was not between father and son but mother’s
brother and sister’s son. If his field material thus seemed to challenge the
universal validity of the Oedipus complex,® Malinowski did, however, fol-
low Freud in acknowledging the significance of the unconscious in myth
and symbolism and in common with so many other writers on the subject
stressed the fear of death as a major spur to the elaboration of consoling
religious rituals.*

Again, however, these limited cross-fertilisations (which were accom-
panied by extensive reciprocal borrowings from anthropology by Freud,
Jung, Roheim and others), did not produce any vigorous innovatory cur-
rent within the mainstream of British Social anthropology. Psychoanalysis
and psychology became increasingly remote realms, into which only the
brave (e.g. John Layards and Gregory Bateson® who has fecently become
very fashionable)—or very foolish (if not “mad’’)—dared to venture from
time-to-time, preferably in secret. Psychology (with psychoanalysis) was
well on its way to becoming a “‘taboo” subject (as Audrey Richards once put
it) for the British anthropological fraternity. Only such blithe spirits as
Audrey Richards, S. F. Nadel, Monica Wilson, Meyer Fortes, Edmund
Leach and a few others had the audacity to partake of the forbidden fruit—
and then only in moderation and usually as discreetly as possible. The paro-
chial British social anthropological establishment had resolutely turned its
back on these “scare” topics (as Raymond Firth recalls his colleagues felt
them to be). As we shall see, however, various clandestine liaisons occurred
from time to time.

3- See The Father in Primitive Psychology (1927) and Sex and Repression in Savage
Saciety (1927). Predictably enough, Freud’'s disciple Ernest Jones and other analysts
Tetorted that the hostility evinced by Trobriand sisters’ sons for their mothers’ brothers
could be seen as a displacement of that felt for the father.

4. More generally, Malinowski’s theory of culture as a response to basic biological needs

a Freudian flavour. For Freud in Malinowski, see Fortes, 193%5.

5- See his Stone Men of Malekula, 1942.
6. See Naven, 1936; and 1973.
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How can this estrangement be explained? Many factors are involved. An
important consideration was the anthropologist’s justified irritation and
alarm at the psychoanalyst’s doctrinaire application of his often glaringly
ethnocentric (or culture-bound) theories to the whole of mankind. So many
Freudian and Jungian analysts were too ready to interpret exotic tribal
customs, about which they were often strikingly ill-informed, in terms of
their own, necessarily limited clinical experience. If they found anthropo-
logical parallels helpful in understanding the problems of their patients,
that scarely entitled them to explai then former by the latter! Vienna was not,
after all, the whole of the world; and as Charles Rycroft observes below
_(p- 134) in his sensitive appraisal of Freudian apologetics, such dogmatic
rigidity was scarcely conducive to mutual understanding and harmonious
collaboration between the two camps, Such glaring examples as the follow-
ing speak for themselves: the equation of religion with infantile obsessional
neurosis; of witchcraft with paranoia; of witchdoctors and shamans with
psychotics whose “hallucinations” provide the “origins” of religion.” As
Rycroft rightly reminds us, much of this has to be understood in terms of
the prevailing evolutionary assumptions, from which if social anthropolo-
gists were already attempting to extricate themselves, psychoanalysts had
still to escape.

Unfortunately, however, these bizarre anachronistic associations still
flourish in contemporary psychoanalytic as well as psychiatric literature.
So, for instance, we find such an experienced psychiatrist as Carothers
(1951) writing: ‘““T'he native African in his culture is remarkably like the
lobotomised Western European, and in some ways like the traditional
psychopath in his ability to see individual acts as part of a whole situation,
in his frenzied anxiety, and in his relative lack of mental ills.” In similar
vein, in a tradition going back at least as far as that pioneer of transcultural
psychiatry George Devereux,® Silverman (1967) claims that tribal shamans
(inspired priests and healers) are usually “acute schizophrenics”, exhibit-
ing “the most blatant forms of psychotic-like behaviour”.

Nor is it only analysts and psychiatrists whose ethnocentric naiveté
shocks the social anthropologist. Some of the modern research in child
development, cognition and perception (e.g. on time-perception) carried
out by psychologists on non-European subjects strikes the anthropologist
as betraying a marked lack of insight into the culturally specific, and there-
fore parochial character, of human experience. This seems to me evident
in some of Witkin’s work, to name one leading figure in this field. Here

7. This claim is repeated in, and is indeed the central theme of Weston La Barre's

recent book, The Ghost Dance (1g70).
8. See Devereux, 1956 and for a more recent staternent of his position, 1g70.
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there is no criticism like self-criticism: and so we may join two American
psychologists in complaining that: “‘the laboratory psychologist still assumes
that his college sophomores provide an adequate base for a general psycho-
logy of man” (Campbell and Naroll, 1972). There is the additional diffi-
culty that as Roger Brown, a prominent social psychologist, phrases it:
‘“Hypothesis-testers are not interested in total cultures or the total minds
of respondents, but only in those fragments that figure in theory.” (Brown
would thus, apparently, like western investigators to think in the fashion
which, in Africans, Carothers judges signifies insanity!)

More significantly, the growth of the American Culture and Personality
school, with its prostitution of anthropological ideas and material, has
proved an even greater irritant to British social anthropologists—partly of
course because it is presented as a form of anthropology. I refer, of course,
principally to the work of Abram Kardiner (from whom Abner Cohen sug-
gests later in this volume it may still be possible to rescue something of
value), Whiting and Child. As is well known, indeed natorious, these re-
searchers purport to explain whole cultural systems in terms of child-
rearing practices on the analogy of the significance attached to early
childhood experiences in the etiology of neurosis by psychoanalysts.

This approach is as simplistic as it is ambitious. First, it is generally
claimed that harsh parental treatment during infancy leads to a belief that
the spirit world is equally stern and aggressive. This assertion is “sup-
ported” by exhaustive statistical tests on a wide range of data selected from
that notorious treasure trove of misinformation—the Harvard Area Rela-
tions files. The truth, of course, is that none of the communities for whom
we possess comprehensive information have as starkly simple cosmologies
as this. All, to the best of my knowledge at least, include spiritual forces
which are both aggressive and non-aggressive, whatever the prevailing pat-
tern of child-rearing! There is the more fundamental objection which,
indeed Kardiner (1945, p. 119) himself ultimately acknowledged—although
.he shied away from its discouraging implications—that this whole approach
18 as circular as it is simplistic.® It can just as plausibly be argued that it is
the religious beliefs rather than the child-rearing practices that are primary;
for such beliefs inevitably enshrine a morality and imply the local equiva-
}Fnt of a Dr. Spock compendium of prescriptions. The stern injunction

Spflrc the rod and spoil the child” proceeds from as much as prefigures a
Particular view of divinity. Moreover as Gustav Jahoda (1972, p. 34) more
charitably observes, the trouble with Kardiner type studies of culture and
Personality is that: “Field material is collected in accordance with the
Major variables postulated by the theory. The findings are then interpreted

9. If'ur some recent examples of work in this genre which are still open to the same
objections, see Muensterberger and Esman, 1972.
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in terms of greatly oversimplified causal linkages, ending up invariably and
not surprisingly with conclusions in harmony with the theory. This is be-
cause the theoretical framework has to be very loose, so as to accommodate
highly complex data: at the same time the looseness practically guarantees
some kind of fit between theory and data and one gets out what one has
putin ...

To these negative influences we must add a further, and I think ulti-
mately decisive factor : the mixed legacy of the French social theorist Emile
Durkheim and our precipitate acceptance of his arbitrary distinction
between psychology as the study of individuals and sociology as the study of
groups.1® As is well-known, in all his major works, Durkheim maintained
that social phenomena possess a unique reality of their own, distinguishing
them totally from individual (i.e. psychological) phenomena, thus protect-
ing the domain he was in the process of establishing from the threat of
psychological reductionism. The whole is always greater than the sum of
its parts: and according to Durkheim, only the “social” can explain the
“social”. This is the fundamental parsimony principle in sociology and in
social anthropology. However, Durkheim was careful to acknowledge also
that his own sociological approach constituted a special psychology with
its own object and distinctive method. Hence without undue logical
embarrassment, Durkheim could unfold his sacred trinity of society, senti-
ments and symbols as three, interdependent and mutually sustaining forces.
In a manner that can be reconciled (for those who wish to do so) both with
contemporary learning theory (Stimulus and Response) and with trans-
actionalism, Durkheim considered that group behaviour created sentiments
of loyalty and solidarity which, in turn, were reflected in such collective
symbols as national flags or clan totems. Rituals, centering on symbols,
served to recharge and maintain the corresponding sentiments and so en-
hance collective identity. Society, narcissistically regularly celebrated itself,
eternally contemplating its own navel.

Durkheim’s main proseletyser in England and the immediate source of
the Durkheimian tradition in British social anthropology, Radcliffe-Brown,
applied—with due acknowledgement—the same style of analysis, with a
similar terminology, to the religious beliefs and sentiments of the Andaman
Islanders in his classic monograph, The Andaman Islanders (1922). These
simple hunters and gatherers possessed little formal social organisation and
their sentiments of mutual dependence (at a level of social grouping which
he did not specify) were, according to Radcliffe-Brown, focussed by what
amounts to a sort of displacement, on various symbolic objects (e.g. foods,
fire, body paints, etc.) whose ceremonial use and veneration thus sustained

10. Cf. Murdock, 1971, p. 30. For a comprehensive assessment of Durkheim’s shifting
position on this question, see Lukes, 1973.
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group identity and cohesion. Here, recapitulating a long philosophical trad;-
tion, Radcliffe-Brown sought to explore the nature of social obligation and
the sentiments binding the individual to other members of his community
—a problem of perennial concern as Abner Cohen’s contribution to the pre-
sent volume indicates, For, as Radcliffe-Brown put it, “no society can exist
without the presence in the minds of its members of some form or other of
the sentiment of moral obligation” (Radcliffe-Brown, op. cit., p- 402).
Such “sentiments or motives”, like the Englishman’s dog, required regular
exercise if they were to retain their vigour and vitality. Ritual fulfilled this
crucial constitutional function, allowing the sentiments of mutual concern
on which sociability depends to be kept in good repair. Unlike so many
derivative accounts by subsequent writers, this analysis is characterised by
a refreshingly frank and profuse use of psychological terms, appropriate
enough in one writing so assertively about the inner feelings of his infor-
mants. Later, however, perhaps recalling the stern (if conflicting) admaoni-
tions of Durkheim, Radcliffe-Brown evidently had doubts about the wisdom
of so blatantly advertising the true nature of his enterprise. For in his own
corrected version of the first edition of The Andaman Islanders, he systema-
tically expunged all references to the increasingly offensive word “psycho-
logy” 2! Why subsequent editions never contained these drasticamendments
remains a matter for conjecture. I suspect, however, that the preparation of
a suitably bowldlerised version would have required too extreme and
traumatic amendment and that ultimately Radcliffe-Brown was as confused
(or undecided) as his master Durkheim on this sensitive issue.

IV

As his pupils have been only too eager to proclaim, Radcliffe-Brown’s other
carly work is equally psychological in tone. We find the same reliance on the
explanatory power of sentiments in his famous elucidation of the striking
difference which occurs in many patrilineal societies between the relation-
ship of father and son and mother’s brother and sister’s son (Radcliffe-
Brown, 1924). The friendly warmth which distinguishes the latter from the
cold formality of the former can, in Radcliffe-Brown’s view, be traced to
the contrasting relations between a child and his two parents. The mother’s
brother is, on this argument, in effect a male mother-figure, sharing the
Same warm maternal feelings towards her child as his sister. The sentiments
which the mother feels and the child reciprocates are “extended” to em-
brace the maternal uncle. Although Radcliffe-Brown does not couch this
0 the Oedipal terms a Freudian might apply, there is no doubt that his

IL. See Stevenson, Man, 196g, p. 135.
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analysis is grounded in psychological affect. The term “sentiment” is also
used here in its traditional English sense to signify feelings which are
independent of, and may be opposed to, both duty and interest.

The emphasis placed upon feelings in understanding relationships is
equally evident in the logical extension of Radcliffe-Brown’s theory pro-
posed by Homans and Schneider (1955). As every anthropology student of
kinship knows, the latter postulate that in societies where cousin marriage
is customary, the choice between marrying a maternal or paternal cousin
will depend upon the distribution of “jural authority”. Where, as in patri-
lineal societies, fathers firmly control their sons, the latter, will be moved
by sentiment to seek brides from their mother’s side of the family, marrying
maternal cousins (as Radcliffe-Brown’s interpretation of the patrilineal
complex would lead us to expect). Conversely where, as in matrilineal
societies, authority lies with the maternal uncle rather than the father,
sister’s sons will marry girls from their father’s side of the family. As
Homans (1962, p. 33) Writes retrospectively, this is a “structural proposi-
tion stating a relationship between two kinds of institution—the locus of
jural authority and the form of unilateral cross-cousin marriage”. The
“sentiments” which provide the emotional (or motivational) bridge here
are generated from the kinship matrix and parental authority structure de-
scribed. It is consequently sharply ironical that the final punchline in
Rodney Needham’s polished polemic, Structure and Sentiment (1962),
which tendentiously and in places disingenuously attempts to demolish this
argument is the famous quotation from Durkheim: “Whenever a social
phenomenon is directly explained by a psychological phenomenon we may
be sure that the explanation is false’ (Durkheim, 1901, p. 128). Needham
studiously refrains from mentioning Durkheim’s other descriptions (re-
ferred to above, p. 6) of his own work asa “‘kind of psychology”. For natur-
ally as a good British social anthropologist, Needham is well aware that if
one wishes to discredit a fellow anthropologist, the most effective method
is to accuse him of arguing “psychologically” .12 That is most damning.

The sentiments extended so liberally in these examples (from son to
mother, to mother’s brother, to mother’s brother’s daughter) are stretched
even further and given a different twist in Meyer Fortes’ talmudic treat-
ment of Tallensi and other ancestor cults (Fortes, 1945; 1949; 1959; 1965).
In this case the sentiments mirrored are those on the side through which
descent #s traced (i.e. paternally in a patrilineal system) rather than those
on the other “extra-descent” side. Here, according to Fortes, the filial
piety which paternal authority evokes is kicked upstairs to the supernatural
plane to animate the ancestors. The reverence parents receive when they

12. For an admirable analysis of the logical deficiencies in Homans and Schneider’s
thesis and those in Needham’s counter-attack, see Spiro, 1964.
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are alive becomes a religion when they die. But of course in this patriarchal
setting filial feeling is not untouched by ambivalence, and hence the ances-
tors may be capricious and ‘“‘persecutory’” as well as benevolent. As Pro-
fessor Fortes has from time to time hinted and frankly acknowledged in his
recent Ernest Jones Memorial Lecture to the Psychoanalytical Society
(Fortes, 1972), his projective analysis is in the best Freudian tradition,!3
He has recently added the traditional Chinese ancestor cult to his collection
(Fortes, 1965), apparently oblivious of the fact that Francis Hsu had already
in 1948 explicitly employed Abram Kardiner’s family authority projection
theory in interpreting the same material !

Professor Max Gluckman's treatment of issues which he clearly felt to be
actutely prone to psychological pollution is even more intriguing. For over
forty years—the major part of his long, distinguished career—Gluckman
wrestled valiantly, if as it seemed to some critics inconclusively, with the
foul fiend psychology. The ethnographic origins of Gluckman's (1962)
celebrated cathartic theory of “rituals of rebellion” which permit people
to let off steam periodically relatively harmlessly, can be traced back to a
paper published in 1935 with the unassuming title: ‘“Zulu women in hoe-
cultural ritual”’. This modest work argued quite straightforwardly that the
unexpected prominence of women in certain Zulu ritual contexts was to be
seen, with their virtual monopoly of the position of spirit-possessed diviner,
as a form of feminist protest in a male-dominated society. Since then in a
long series of revisionist treatments of the same theme, Professor Gluck-
man has gone to inordinate lengths to deny that his theory is in any way
psychological, although he continues to employ the provocative and sug-
gestive term ‘“‘cathartic”. He stoutly maintains that when he speaks of
people acting in cathartic rituals he does not mean that they are “acting
out” (Gluckman, 1962; 1963). :

In the same fashion, Gluckman stubbornly insists it is entirely wrong to
regard as psychological the well-known anthropological interpretation of
accusations of witchcraft as expressions of social tension and conflict.
‘}‘Ie t!ler(.tfore counsels his colleagues to aveid such controversial terms as

pr0_|e_ct10n” in case they give the wrong impression (Gluckman, 1964).
Here it might be added parenthetically, Gluckman continued the tradi-
tion of his illustrious teacher, Evans-Pritchard, who similarly regularly

13. _So pe_n'asive is this psychoanalytic emphasis that as David McKnight (1967) has
noted ina lively critique, even Jack Goody's (1062) economically based revision of the
Fortesian approach suffers from the same fatal taint. As McKnight demonstrates, both
Fortes and Goody are on particularly difficult ground when they attempt to account for
the marked malevolence of ancestors on that side of the family through which descent is
not traced. Such “‘extra-descent” ancestors pose a problem which McKnight explains in
terms of their membership of an external and therefore hostile group. This “stranger-
danger” theory is itself, perhaps, not entirely innocent of psychological allusions.
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inveighed against psychology and psychoanalysis, although his own brilli-

ant account of the fail-safe circularity of Zande witchcraft beliefs (Evans-
Pritchard, 1937) seems strongly influenced by Freud’s notion of “secondary
elaboration”. And so it goes on for, in his turn, Gluckman’s pupil, Max
Marwick (1970, pp. 16-17) with exquisite subtlety, similarly distinguishes
between “‘psychological theories™ referring to the “projection” of “con-
flicts”, and ‘‘sociological theories’ involving amongst other things “‘retro-
spective projection for feelings of guilt” and “social tension”. How social
tension has to become before it ceases to be psychological is not explained!

It scems to have entirely escaped the attention of these anthropologists
that over the years psychologists, psychiatrists and even psychoanalysts
(see, e.g. Rycroft and Grof below) have come a long way to meet us here.
The modern psychodynamic approach which analyses neurosis in terms of
interpersonal tensions is very close to the “‘anthropological” or “‘sociologi-
cal” tension theory of witcheraft which, as I have argued elsewhere (Lewis,
1973, P- 20), is actually drawn directly from the witchcraft beliefs of the
peoples studied by anthropologists. Such indeed is the degree of coinci-
dence here between anthropological (and native) theory on the one hand,
and that of modern psychiatry on the other, that a leading transcultural
psychiatrist (Kiev, 1972, pp. 171-2) warns of the potential dangers which
may result from the premature introduction of the psychodynamicapproach
in societies where people traditionally believe in witches!

Of course, we must quickly add that the British social anthropologist’s
difficulty in perceiving and acknowledging this correspondence between
“psychological” and ‘‘sociological’’ theory here is reinforced rather than
reduced by the more bizarre interpretations proposed by some writers of
the Culture and Personality School. For example, Whiting and Child
(1953) initially found themselves unable to decide between the behaviourist
view that fear of sorcery derived from repressed aggression and the psycho-
analytic explanation that its basis lay in sexual inhibition and latent homo-
sexuality. More recently, however, Harrington and Whiting (1972) have
proposed the compromise theory that sorcery is associated with inhibition
of aggression, while wiichcraft is connected with “conflict in the area of
sex”’. The trouble with this ingenious synthesis, however, is that in most
cultures where people believe in witches or sorcerers they do not distinguish
absolutely between these two malevolent figures which merge into a hybrid
entity employing both magical spells and malign psychic power. And where
the distinction is made, both beliefs often co-exist within the same culture
with a common pattern of child-rearing. The psychoanalytically inclined
American anthropologist, Melford Spiro (1969, p. 256) makes the astound-
ing claim that in Burma it is not paranoid to believe in witches—as long as
you don’t actually accuse anyone of bewitching you. It is only apparently
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when you activate your cultural beliefs that in Spiro’s view you become
paranoid! No wonder so many British social anthropologists should behave
similarly when they encounter such implausible assertions.

But, as might be anticipated, the very violence of our righteous indigna-
tion masks out continuing if covert flirtation with psychological and even
more dubious assumptions. An outstanding contemporary example here is
provided by Mary Douglas’s (1970) popular analysis of religion. This re-
turns us directly to the familiar Durkheimian psychological tradition in its
authoritarian, Stimulus-Response mode. Religious feeling, we are told,
simply mirrors or mimics the prevailing social conditions following the
sacred “principle of symbalic replication” (Douglas, 1970, p. 82). The idea
here is not that illustrated so admirably in Vieda Skultans’ contribution
below (p.225), that we should expect to find some consistency between the
leading assumptions of a given period or culture, but rather that the same
simple parallelism should also extend to feelings. States of bodily dissacia-
tion in trance and possession provide Douglas with what she calls a “test
case” for her theory of symbols and sentiments. Such abandoned behaviour
is, she contends, symptomatic and so symbolic of social dissociation, being
the product of loose, permissive social conditions. Tightly integrated com-
munities will, she considers, regard possession and trance as dangerous
states to be avoided at all costs. Weakly integrated communities will have
no such compunctions and welcome trance with open arms.

Three well-known southern Sudanese peoples, the Nuer, Dinka and
Mandari, are cited in support of this thesis, along with a more esoteric
ethnic group—the “Bog Irish”. “Among the Nuer”, Professor Douglas
discerns, “trance is held to be dangerous” whereas among the “Dinka it is
held beneficient”. The Mandari, she considers, display an intensification
of the Nuer hostility and fear for trance and possession. Thus, the three
peoples can be arranged in the following order of increasing aversion to
bodily abandonment: Dinka, Nuer and Mandari.»¢ This ordering, Professor
Douglas considers, is the same as that in which the three societies stand in
terms of increasing social integration: or to employ her own terms, in order
of increasing stress on “group” and “‘grid”.15 Hence, on this eclectic inter-
pretation of the evidence from these three Sudanese tribes, the more
{?osely u:rganised the socicty, the greater the bodily abandonment. The

Bog Irish”—the immigrant building site workers of Camden Town,
North London—are dragged in to round out the argument. They are held
to represent a tightly structured community, living under oppressive social

14. Douglas’s sources herc are respectively: Lienhardt, 1961 ; Evans-Pritchard, 1956;
and Buxton, 1968, ; '

15. I hesitate to gloss these rather esoteric terms which are best examined in the con-
text in which Douglas discusses them. They are meant to provide a way of measuring
comparatively the hold which different communities exert on their members,
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conditions, and not given to bodily abandonment—an assessment which I
must confess does not entirely tally with my own observations of the
Friday-night pub behaviour of those concerned.

In this fashion in company with a number of other writers on possession
(e.g. Eliade, 1951; de Heusch, 1962;!% and Bourguignon, 1967; 1973),
Douglas naively supposes that there is a direct coincidence between religious
experience and social structure, and more specifically, that “negative”
evaluations of trance behaviour are to be taken at face value as signifying
encounters with malevolent mystical forces and hence require different
treatment and even different social conditions from those associated with
positively valued ecstatic experiences. This approach which is strongly
reminiscent of the gross over-simplifications of the Culture and Personality
School,“ignores the familiar experience of “bad trips”, the basic psycho-
logical principle of ambivalence, and, for that matter, the old cliché of the
agony and the ecstasy. The truth is rather that, as Pamela Constantinides
and Serge Larose show later in this book, ecstatic experiences regularly
assume a highly conventional character. They also typically include both
“negative” and “‘positive’” episodes or phases, as Grof’s rich phenomeno-
logical exploration of LSD-therapy emphasises. Hence, what begins as a
fearful “unsolicited” intrusion by a spirit, often indeed as an illness or
psychic trauma, regularly achieves its climax in a glorious communion with
the divine (cf. Lewis, 1966; 1971).

Thus the “negatively” and “positively’” charged forms of ecstasy are
frequently successive phases in what is ultimately a continuous spectrum or
fugue of religious experience. Moreover, much of the evidence indicates,
contrary to Douglas’s view, that the ecstatic style of religiosity is typically a
response not to lack of structure, but to an oppressive excess of it. The
psychological assumptions involving a compensatory response (of reaction
rather than passive acquiescence) are here drawn more explicitly and seem,
on the whole, more securely founded. Certainly they accord well with the
psychiatrist’s notion of “secondary gains” accruing to the manipulative
“patient” responding to stress in contexts of deprivation (see, e.g. Yap,
1960). However, in the final analysis, these contradictory views of the
social precipitants of ecstasy are not necessarily entirely incompatible. It
appears to me possible that, in certain circumstances, the experience of
extreme indeterminancy and of chaotic disorder may indeed be over-
whelmingly oppressive and so produce the same grounds for mental and
bodily dissociation as those engendered by an excess of order and structure.
As is so often the case, the extremes meet, as the gamut of paradoxical
sensations reported by Dr. Grof implies.

16. Lue de Heusch has since revised his position, recognising the ambivalence of such
experience (see de Heusch, 1972).
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A similar conflict of psychological position can be seen to underlie that
noble explanatory edifice of Mediterranean anthropology summed up in
the phrase “honour and shame”. Some of those who use this portmanteau
formula as an analytical device, clearly imply a confirmatory view of honour

'~ as the prize that falls naturally to those who succeed in the battle of life

(e.g. Friedl, 1962, p. 84). Others, however, see honour as a consolation
whif;h.the weak and the powerless receive as a compensatory virtue (e.g.
QutlleLro, 1971, p. 294).17 On a much wider theoretical front, the first posi-
tion broz_tdly corresponds with that informing the fashionable interactionist/
transactionist (game theory) approach represented in social anthmpologjlf
by Barth, Bailey, and in his earlier political work, by Leach. This clearly
depejnd.s upon an Adlerian paradigm, assuming a universal motivation to
maximise political power. Much the same Adlerian view of political man
seems to be implied in the social psychologists’ new version of the Protestant
ethic—‘“achievement motivation’

Finally to conclude what might otherwise become a long catalogue of
psychological correspondences, we may note with some interest how
French Structuralism and American Cognitive Anthropology have close, if
generally unrecognised connexions with Kelly’s Construct Theory (Kel’ly
1955) .1'11 psychology and have both been similarly criticised for beinf;;
gxcesswely mentalistic.’8 At a deeper structural level, of course, Structura-
hsfn borrovtvs heavily from Freud and also, which is not so well known, from
Ge‘za Rﬂhell'!'l (e-g. 1930). It has indeed been well said of Lévi-Strauss that
he is a cosmic analyst whose patients are myths. It is ironical that while it
took a Frenchman (Durkheim), acting through a British iritermediary
(Radcliffe-Brown) to banish (at least officially) psychology and psycho-
analysis from social anthropology, it has taken another Frenchman (i;évi-
Strauss), with another local counterpart (Leach)!® to reintroduce them in

such a 'subtl_v disguised form that they pass unnoticed into our everyday
theoretical currency. g

\l’

Even from this brief record it should be plain that, despite the ambiguous
!ega-cy frlorn Durkheim, British social anthropology has for lon g been living
In sin “.qth Psychnlogy and psychoanalysis. One of our major aims in this
Symposium is to urge that the time has come to regularise the relationship:

17. I am indebteld to l_{atie Platt for pointing this out to me.
L Irg.]a;tn;hn;;g;):lutg;szi :vlll find z_ldditiona] fouq for thought in the fact that Kelly appears
perception of anomalies and hence shares common ground with

Festinger and his theory iti i
ry of cognitive dissonance as well as with the w
Leach on taxonomic classification. T

19. Despite his frequent disavowal by i i
: v the master, some credit must also be give
to Rodney Needham’s painstaking interpretations of Lévi-Strauss, iy
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there seems littlc chance that we shall ever otherwise achieve that “‘coming
to terms with psychology” so forcefully advocated by Raymond Firth
(1951, p. 485) over twenty years ago. Lt is simply no longer good enough to
pretend that the protective posture of blissful ignorance towards the find-
ings of psychology and psychoanalysis recommended by Gluckman (1964)
still entitles us to ignore what our colleagues in these adjacent fields have to
say about the emotions and motives we so carelessly impute to our infor-
mants. Whether we are concerned with witcheraft, ritual or symbolism
when we assert that customs and institutions significantly modify people’s
feelings or exert specific effects on their emotions we must be prepared to
seck the best possible independent evidence. Our traditional defence
mechanism has worn threadbare and it is time that we abandoned it alto-
gether. As the carlier discussion shows, we must also be much more
explicitly aware of the psychological status of our own interpretative
assumptions and so better equipped to assess their value and plausibility.

As I have stressed, the eclecticism that is here proposed should not
in my opinion entail the uncritical acceptance of stock psychoanalytic inter-
pretations or their wholesale and indiscriminate application to exotic
ethnographic data which are then tortuously manipulated to fit and further
legitimise ethnocentric theory. General psychoanalytic theories and mecha-
nisms cannot in themselves provide necessary and sufficient causal explana-
tions of particular forms of exotic customs or beliefs. Since they cannot thus
satisfactorily explain causally (or explain away), our particularistic cultural
data—although they may help to elucidate them, as Audrey Cantlie sug-
gests in her contribution on Hindu asceticism——we have nothing to lose
and everything to gain by considering in an unprejudiced fashion whether
their application to our material enhances our anthropological interpreta-
tion,

Conversely, we might also reflect that, as anthropologists, we have a duty
to scrutinise the culturally specific case material of psychiatrists and psycho-
analysts in the light of our broader cross-cultural experience. Just as I have
argued elsewhere (Lewis, 1971, p. 193) the comparison of psychiatrists and
psychoanalysts with shamans and “witch-doctors™ throws as much light
on the former as on the latter, so our psychic experience should be set in a
much wider cultural perspective if we are to identify what is universal and
what is culturally specific in the inner life of men. If, for instance, as Serge
Larose reports below of Haitian Vodu and as others have elsewhere, parallel
cultural conceptions to the Freudian construets of id, ego and super ego,
we must register these correspondences and carefully weigh their implica-
tions. This is the only way in which we can ever hope to achieve a valid
cross-cultural psychology of the human personality. This is what trans-
cultural psychiatry should be, but is not. If anthropologists are not prepa red
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to play their part here they must accept some of the blame when items from
their ethnographic inventory are appropriated piecemeal and interpreted
out of context by psychiatrists and psychoanalysts.

As others have observed before, one of the most intractable problems
here is to know how to treat and what value to place upon ethnographic
parallels in symbolism. The difficulty is increased rather than diminished
when a symbolic motif in one culture is implicit, or unconscious whereas
in another it is explicit and conscious. Prime examples are those “natural
symbols”’ connected with the universal biological life of man in copulation
birth and death to which Freud attached such importance and which wé
today glibly identify as Freudian. Although, as Charles Rycroft reminds us
they.need not always be so, these tend to be erotic in content. We Cal;
readJljf understand (and so potentially misunderstand) the use of genital
sexuality (and its products, e.g. semen) as a symbol for power or energy in
the _Punjab or in Hindu asceticism generally. After all, as Vieda Skultans
rem{nds us, our ancestors were almost as obsessed by the virtues of sexual
continence as the Hindu ascetics Audrey Cantlie discusses. Nor can we fail
to be struck by the remarkable Freudian character (this time at the anal
level) of the late English medieval institution of the Groom of the Stool
presented in such rich detail by David Starkey. We have, however, in these
three examPles already moved from an explicit to an implicit (or conscious
to unconscious) level of analysis; for if the Hindus in question are well
aware of the mundane sexual allusions of these highly charged symbols, it
is far from clear that Henry VIII’s contemporaries understood the Fréu-
dian allusions of the royal stool (i.e. excreta) in the way that a modern
psychoanalyst would. :

Tk_lu_s some peoples (none more blatantly perhaps than the Australian
aborigines)? seem to treat their arcane sexual symbolism explicitly in the
manner m'c a Freudian analyst. Others, however, lack this insight and the
Freu.dla'n interpretation has to be teased out in an elaborate (and often un-
convincing) exegesis. Are then those explicitly recognised conscious
symbols in the first case less significant than their unconscious, covert
counterparts? This, of course, is what the conventional Freudian wisdom
teaches and the anthropologist also is apt to feel that, as soon as a symbol
can be_ completely distilled into its component elements, it melts away
becr?rnu?g little more than a conventional gesture or a figure of speech
(which is roughly equivalent to the degraded popular concept of a symbol
as something signifying nothing).

Here Charles Rycroft's incisive and undogmatic explication of the levels
of symbolic expression seems particularly timely. Rycroft challenges the

20. Compare for instance the analyst Roheim’s interpretati f th i
by anthropologists (e.g. Berndt, 1951, and McKnight, 13)73}. o i ool
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orthodox Freudian view of “true symbols” which are predominantly
sexual and unconscious. Symbols, as he wittily illustrates, may be more or
less conscious or cognitive and carry a highly variable emotional charge. It
is absurd to suppose that some are “true”’ and others “false”—even if we
enlarge our range of examples to include the deliberate symbolising of the
mass media and advertising agencies. What is much more significant is the
nature of the emotional loading associated with a given symbol in a given
context. Here in psychoanalytic parlance we are concerned with the distinc-
tion between “modified” and ‘‘unmodified”’ affect, and so return to our
primary theme: the nexus binding symbols and sentiments. As Rycroft’s
picturesque examples from individual case histories show, for psycho-
analysts as for anthropologists there is ultimately no invariant, universally
valid equation linking particular symbols with particular feelings in all cases
and cultures. There are common symbolic motifs: but their cognitive and
affectual significance is not given a priori and can only be discovered by
painstaking, particularistic investigation. Here the anthropologist who is
prepared to make discriminating use of psychoanalytic and psychiatric
insights has as much to gain as those analysts who return the compliment.

VI

These preliminary remarks will perhaps serve to set the essays which follow
in an anthropological context. Alfred Gell opens our discussion with an
incisive examination of that highly evocative symbolic essence—perfume—
which, as he so well puts it, is halfway between a thing and an idea, ideally
suited to mark an end or a beginning. The symbolic significance of smells
and their association with moods and feelings—as in “good” and ‘‘bad”
smells (including those of success and sanctity)—which is firmly embedded
in our own folklore is a curiously neglected theme in the comparative study
of symbolism, although Radcliffe-Brown (1922) long ago called attention to
it, referring picturesquely to the Andaman Islanders’ “‘calendar of scents”.
In the New Guinea culture discussed by Gell, the words “smell” and
“dream” are semantically closely related and the hunter who seeks to
secure success in the hunt places oktesap perfume under his pillow at
night. The ensuing sweet dreams should include the conquest of women.
Since success in the chase requires sexual chastity (after the manner of the
chaste huntress Diana), this dream has a hidden meaning. Love-making in
the dream state signifies its opposite—catching pigs and eating them—in the
waking state.

Gell thus calls attention to the insubstantial character of symbols and
their not fully determined relation to the thing they stand for. The limits
of the symbolic equation, again in a New Guinea context, are further
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explored by Gilbert Lewis who points out that if “‘symbols” acquire a
genuine life of their own and true autonomy, they cease to be understudies
and become substitutes and hence alternatives to what may originally have
been signified. Hence, if for the actors, the lethal rituals employed by out-
raged maternal uncles against delinquent uterine nephews are as effective
as the actual physical murder which they mimic they can hardly be aptly
characterised as “symbolic” action (except by ethnocentric anthr()pologistsj_
Yet as Gilbert Lewis acknowledges, the issue is not quite as simple as this.
For there are varieties of effectiveness and different degrees of belief in the
efficacy of the same spell or rite. There are moreover, circumstances in
which what is felt to be a problematic and conditional course of action may
seem more appropriate than a definitive, irreversible act.

The extent to which the “symbolic” curse examined by Gilbert Lewis
constitutes something more than an assuaging expression of righteous
indignation seems debatable. In the case of the Sudanese women's heal-
ing cult discussed by Pamela Constantinides it is clear that symbolic action
not only affects the inner psychic life of the spirit-possessed devotee but
also provides a means of modifying her domestic circumstances. The sym-
bols involved, readily invoked with the aid of incense (known appropriately
as the “‘key to dreams”), are seemingly autonomous spirits which, however,
speak for their human hosts in that most persuasive and irrefutable langu-
age of all: “tongues”. These powerful forces which announce their intru-
sion in the lives of women through illness and domestic crisis both sum-
marise and recapitulate the history of the Sudan and refer directly to the
perennial, timeless problems of fertility, life and death. Their demands,
through the sickness they inflict upon their female victims, ultimately reach
the latters’ husbands and male kin. The effect of this feminist cult of
affliction, as with so many others elsewhere, is thus to enable the ‘“‘weaker
St?x" in a male-dominated Muslim society to achieve what Dr. Constanti-
nides calls a “subtle adjustment of position” and to overcome problems
that prevent women from conforming adequately to the ideal norms. The
domestic focus of the cult is strongly reflected in the pervasive marital
symbolism employed. The patient is referred to as the “‘bride” of the spirits
WhICh_ in turn are known as “threads”, suggesting that the human host is
conceived of as akind of puppet. Other aspects of the power imagery that ap-
pears to be involved here (as in the word dustuur, ““constitution”)ar e hinted at
in Dr Constantinides suggestive account and clearly merit further research.

Serge Larose’s novel contribution to the study of Vodu demonstrates
how possession cults may, in contrast, also play a dominant, authoritarian
l‘Olf.i: at the centre of society, in this case as part of the ancestor cult of the
Haitian peasantry. As in the Sudan, here too the spirit pantheon reassem-
bles the past, a past in which Guinea, symbolising the proud African
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heritage, is the corner-stone of the spiritual universe. Of course, as Larose
brings out brilliantly, the unchanging character of the spirit world is an
illusion: all is really flux. What were originally sinister sources of self-
seeking anti-social magical power (literally “points”#! and some “‘skin-
head” spirits) are, as they pass into a family’s spiritual heritage, trans-
formed into sedate, benevolent, and socially acceptable loas and are in time
admitted into the ultimate spiritual establishment, the sacred kingdom of
Guinea. The conflict and tension between self-interest and group-interest
to which Abner Cohen and other contributors to this volume direct atten-
tion is thus here expressed directly in the most dramatic symbolic form. As
Larose sums it up: “‘By magic one separates his own private destiny from
his ancestral background, looking forward to his own descendants, to his
own establishment in opposition to all others.” Thus the developmental
cycle of religion is closely tailored to that of the families it represents.
Nurture (magic) constantly becomes nature (religion).

The way in which the dialectic between self and group is treated sym-
bolically is the central theme in Abner Cohen’s thoughtful contribution.
The identity of the self, Cohen reminds us, is continuously created and re-
created through symbolic action. Here in line with Victor Turner’s analysis
of ritual (Turner, 1969), but also harking back to the preoccupations of
Radcliffe-Brown himself, Cohen contends that ritual and symbelism pro-
vide the means by which irksome duties and tasks are disguised and mysti-
fied and so sanctified and made to seem desirable. Ultimately, he argues,
the moral sense of obligation is rooted deep in the human psyche and
should be explored in terms of the structure of the self, of personal identity
and integration. We must thus discard the strongly entrenched sociological
stance that treats the members of a community as if they were all equally
effectively socialised. We must be prepared to take account of variations in
motivation (which are, after all, even recognised by sociologists under the
unhelpful label “deviance””) and in the extent to which individuals are sensi-
tive to and actually honour the obligations thrust upon them by society. A
possible line of advance here, Cohen suggests, would combine a bio-
graphical approach, network analysis and entail the co-operation of
psychologists and psychoanalysts. This prescription comes close to the
epidemiological approach which I and others have recently found valuable
in the study of spirit possession and ecstatic cults.

For reasons that have been discussed above, these recommendations will
not readily commend themselves to the more conservative of British social
anthropologists. However, if anything is capable of swaying anthropological

21. Notice the same imagery is employed in Hindu mysticism; see below, Cantlie,
p. 259.
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opinion it must surely be Charles Rycroft’s generous ecumenical essay in
whicl.l he subjects the basic structure of Freudian symbolism to searchin
criticism. As we have already noted, Rycroft’s presentation of svmbolisrg.
as e_mbracmg a wide spectrum of cognitive and affectual elements helps to
clarlf)_r the ongoing debate in anthropology about the effectiveness and
meaning of conscious and unconscious symbols. Equally welcome is his
open-ended, undogmatic exploration of the cognitive and emotional signi-
ficance of symbols in their specific contexts which, as with Hadfield’s work
on t'he interpretation of dreams (Hadfield, 1954), is very much in the prag-
matic anthropological tradition. At the same time, few anthropologists
would now want to dispute Rycroft’s contention that “human beings are
much more preoccupied with their biological destiny and with their intimate
personal relationships than most of them realise”.

_ This considered, if subtly modified stress on “natural”, biologically
linked symbols is amply confirmed by the rich phantasmagoria of symbolic
themes culled from LSD therapy by Dr Stanislav Grof. Here therapy has
bewn_le religion and we confront an extraordinary diversity of psychic
experience, centering on the womb, birth and death. Grof argues that this
material challenges established psychoanalytic categories, suggesting a new
system of analysis which would subsume Freudian, Jungian, and (I would
add) Kleinian, assumptions. Professional analysts will be better equipped
than anthropologists to assess the intriguing analytical construct of Con-
densed Experience Systems (a kind of long-hand for symbols), and Peri-
natal Matrices, as heuristic rather than causal principles, which Grof
proposes. (In this_context, the term matrix, which etymologically means
:u'vomb, seems particularly apt.) From an anthropological perspective, the

dt’:ep parallel between biological delivery and sexual orgasm” which Grof
registers seems highly suggestive, indeed it parallels exactly those shama-
nistic rites in which the summit of ecstasy is conceived as an incestuous
uterine orgasm. His finding that, phenomenologically, the “agony of death
becomcs: indistinguishable from the ecstasy of being-born” is ag;iin in har-
Mmony with much anthropological evidence on rites of passage and limina-
lity. It is fascinating to learn too that in the course of LSD therapy women
often could not tell whether they were giving birth or being born them-
?‘elves. This, I suspect, may throw new light on the frequently reported

psychological pregnancies” observed in spirit possession and so contri-

: bute, from a somewhat more earthy angle than usual, to the rather rarified

anthropological debate about virgin birth. More generally in relation to the
central theme of this book, Dr. Grof’s contribution is of great importance
10 so thoroughly demonstrating phenomenologically the paradoxical oscil-
1atlon‘ of extremes which is so characteristic of the deepest embtjonal
€xperience. This evidence is all the more telling since, as its presenter
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acknowledges, it defies his neat expository scheme. The relevant implica-
tions for anthropological attempts to identify styles of religiosity with
particular feelings and emotional states have already been noted above
(p. 121).

Grof does not claim (although at times he seems to imply) that these
perinatal experiences have a causal force on later life. John Payne’s carefully
controlled exploration of the roots of symbolic violence in cases drawn
from his own psychiatric practise explicitly secks to establish a causal nexus,
although the origins are not traced to such an early point in life. Rejecting
Freud’s notion of the death instinct (pace Hayley) Payne shows how
violently aggressive reactions (of the baby-bashing type), directed at objects
of affection and love, recapitulate suppressed earlier experiences of rejec-
tion and oppression. Here, in contrast to the situation discussed at length
in Gilbert Lewis’s paper, it is real violence that is unquestionably symbolic
rather than symbolic violence that is questionably real.

David Starkey’s paper presents material which will intrigue anthropolo-
gists and psychoanalysts as much as historians. He examines the very impor-
tant role played in fifteenth and sixteenth century politics by those shadowy
and usually neglected figures, the Grooms of the King’s Stool, who through
their intimate body service more than anyone else participated in the royal
charisma which, in this period, was most powerfully expressed in his physi-
cal body—*‘his lively image”. These royal lavatory attendants, the nearest
thing the monarch had to friends, could represent the king more com-
pletely than any other dignitary in the realm. The unsettled political con-
ditions of fifteenth and sixteenth century England, necessitated frequent
royal military intervention if the monarch’s authority was to be successfully
sustained. The consequent demand for unswervingly loyal royal representa-
tives and ambassadors who could act as “agent symbols” for their monarch,
Starkey argues, favoured the development of the institution of the Groom
of the Stool and the rise of the Privy Chamber, with a membership drawn
from the middle and upper gentry. The revolution of 1688 dealt a mortal
blow to the concept of divine kingship, and so the office of the Groom of
the Stool declined accordingly. Anthropologists are familiar with the West

African notion of a “stool” (i.c. seat) as embodying the power of a person
or office, and psychoanalysts need not be reminded that the faeces symbo-
lise money or power. Starkey’s intriguing contribution brings these two
facets together, posing for further research the whole question of the
contemporary attitudes towards bodily excreta in this period of English
history.

Vieda Skultans’ paper moves us forward from anal to genital symbolism.
Her thesis is that the ebulliently optimistic conditions of the first half of
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nineteenth century England fostered a view of mental illness which ecould
be cured.b_v self-mastery. The less mobile wotld of the second half of the
century, in contrast, prompted a fatalistic view of mental disease as a heredi-
tary curse from which there could be no escape. Nature had irrevocabhr '
reasserte(% her authority over nurture. While some will read Dr. Skultans’
contribution as a parable on the contemporary psychiatry/anti-psychiatry
debate, in the present context we should note howathis nineteenth ccntur}
obsession with the pernicious evils of masturbation and seminal loss can bj(;
seen to reflect the prevailing emphasis on self-control and self-management
The most persuasive demonstration of self-mastery was below the belt '
The symbolic significance of semen as power is a central focus of Al,ldl-'(:
Cal:}tlie's sensitive appraisal of Hindu asceticism. Here, as we have notefl
earh'er, there i§ an explicit theory that bases ascetic virtue and power upon
to,emmal retention, a cultural theme which she considers is a kind of mirror
image of the (Kleinian) psychoanalytical concept of the breast that feeds
itself. Audrey Cantlie also proposes that the ascetic stress on renunciation
of the world and return to the primordial beginning (cf. the return to the
womb in Grof’s material) represents a disguised (and perhaps modified)
expression of Freud’s death instinct. This bold thesis which will certainly
arouse controversy leads Cantlie to argue that, in the Hindu caste system, it
may be more illuminating to define purity negatively in terms of lack .of
impurity rather than vice versa. -
: Paul Hershman pursues these issues further and with a different emphasis
in tl:}t: context of Sikh religious symbolism where, as he says in a phrase
pithily recalling one of our recurrent themes in this symposium: “What is
most pIOIW'erfuI is most dirty.” The problem here is that perennial issue of
reconciling the diverse, contradictory aspects of female sexuality, Like so
many other peoples, Punjabis place a high value on virginity and mother-
hood, but abhor the sexuality which transforms the former into the latter
and the attendant pollution associated with childbirth. They want the baby
g‘llllt not the bath water. This dilemma is clearly expressed svmbolicallyf
. ey worship as a motl}er' figure, generously bestowing her fertility on
umani, the capricious virgin goddess Mata. The sacred cow, the “mother
Ef men ,_ut')nstit.utes a second and more placid maternal image whose beni-
0:;::‘ fnlnll;s;ratlons nel{tralise the pctll‘uting sqxual exhudations w]:u:ch
4 “wise threaten to overwhelm men. The fiendish goddess Mata, astride
UEL:EE?r5T1mjer hair unbpund and “powerfully free”, clearly represents
ed lust—raw sexuality which has to be tamed and domesticated by
that famthar ruminant, the cow. So, in this sprightly elucidation of the
sanctity of the Hindu cow, Hershman argues that these two dominant
i}'mbols—uthc mother goddess who is a virgin, and the cow which is a
mother of men”—by their mutual collaboration resolve for the Sikhs the
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problems posed by the contradictory values of positive fertility and mother-
hood on the one hand and negative female sexuality and birth on the other,
This discussion of the symbolic expression of contradictory ideas and
feelings thus fittingly returns us to one of the abiding common preoccupa-
tions of anthropologists and psychoanalysts: the conjunction of opposites.
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& Maogic, Pertume, Dream ...

Alfred Gell

I

The Umeda! term which corresponds most closely to our word “magic” is
sap (ginger). Besides referring to the varieties of zingiber, both wild and
cultivated, that Umedas use in their magic, sep, as a suffixed element,
means ‘‘the magic of such-and-such” thus: oktesap—the magic of pig-
killing, kwisap—the cassowary-hunters magic, and so forth. It’s on the first
of these, oktesap, the magic of killing pigs, that I want to focus attention
here. The ethnography involved is very simple, no spell, no cult, no ritual
of any kind being involved. Yet the manner of operation of this okfesap, is,
in its extreme simplicity, revealing in a way which many more complicated
magical procedures are not. The problem of “magical efficacy’”’—the under-
lying problem with which this essay 1s concerned—is not one, I think,
which will be ultimately clarified by more field research. The factual
material available is plentiful and of high quality. Unfortunately, it is also
paradoxical, and the difficulties of interpretation only seem to multiply the
richer the material is. Hence the usefulness of restricting oneself to the
simplest possible examples.

But there is also another, more immediate reason why I want to look
particularly at the oktesap example. In a famous paper, Evans-Pritchard
(1929) commented on the ephemeral nature of the Zande spell, as con-
trasted with the highly standardised incantations characteristic of Trobriand
magic. The Trobriand word for magic is megwa “spell’” and the material
f:lement “is of minor importance”, whereas, in Zande, the word for magic
18 ngwa which really means “wood” but which Evans-Pritchard says refers
to the “strange woods and rare roots” used in magic. Now I would like to
make two suggestions in this connection : (1) that there is a complementarity
between (standardised, formulaic) spells and magical substances; and (ii)
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where the “bias” of the system is away from spells (Trobriand-type) and
toward substances (Zande-type) we will find a corresponding increase in
the importance of the olfactory element in magic. Evans-Pritchard, it is
true, does not single out scentedness as one of the characteristic features of
the “‘strange woods and rare roots” used in Zande magic, thereby prevent-
ing us from pursuing this idea further in relation to the Zande material.
Fortunately, I can be fairly explicit on this score where my own New
Guinean material is concerned. In Umeda, at least, odoriferousness and
magical significance were closely correlated, though not, to be sure, exclu-
sively so. In numerous contexts, informants explicitly stated that it was the
smell of a magical preparation which endowed it with its efficacy (2ingiber-
based medicines are prime examples of this). Oketesap, a common medicine
consisting of a variety of zingiber, plus turmeric and perhaps some other
ingredients which were not revealed to me, kept in a tightly bound sachet
of bark (the porous underbark of gnetum gnemon) is entirely typical of
Umeda magic as a whole. Oktesap works by smell, that is, the sachet con-
taining the medicine is kept in the net-bag of the owner, gently infusing
both the bag itself and the surrounding atmosphere with the special sap
aroma. Oktesap is, in short, 2 magical perfume, attractive to the wild pigs
which are the most highly sought-after local game animals. There would
seem to be very little to explain here at all. Perfumes are attractive, and this
is simply a perfume supposedly attractive to pigs. In fact, there is rather
more to it than this, since as I will describe later, the okfesap has a more
subtle effect via the influence it has on the dream-experiences of the hunter
who possesses it.

But for the present let me restrict myself to the straightforward problem
of perfume as an attractant, here a means of attracting wild pigs, or, in a
more general sense, attracting good hunting. There seems to be no problem
here only so long as we do not speculate on the specific character of olfac-
tory experience in general, including our own. Once we begin to do so, I
think it will become immediately apparent that the olfactory domain is one
of the least explored aspects of human symbolic experience, but not, for
that reason, one of the least significant. Just how, and in what sense does
perfume “attract’”’? The semiological status of smells is indeed highly
ambiguous, for it would seem that we are dealing neither with a system of
“chemical communication’ which could be handled within a purely etho-
logical perspective, nor yet with a ‘‘sign-system”’-—since the smell-aspect of
the world is so intimately bound up with its purely physical and physio-
logical constitution that it can in no sense be considered conventional.?
Somewhere in between the stimulus and the sign a place must be found for
the restricted language of smells, traces which unlike words only partially
detach themselves from the world of objects to which they refer. However
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fragmentary, a phenomenological analysis of the olfactory domain would, I
think, be a great help in coming to understand the cognitive basis of magic,
because it is here that our own experience is most congruent with that of

ractitioners of magic—at least, the “magic of substances’ to which I have
alluded. Nor is this the only reason: for it would seem that this semiological
ambiguity of the smell-sign, which does not properly detach itself from the
world, points directly to an analogous ambiguity in the status of the magical
sign, which refers to, and also alters the world. The phenomenon of magic
confronts us with a situation in which matter and meaning become miscible
fluids, a scandal, of course, from the standpoint of scientific method. Look-
ing at all this from the angle just indicated—the olfactory dimension which
is both part of, and a reference to, the world—assists us not only in coming
to grips with magical techniques which make direct use of odoriferous
substances, but also in understanding, in a more general way, how this
paradoxical “‘mixing” takes place.

II

A colour always remains the prisoner of an enclosing form; by contrast, the
smell of an object always escapes—it is an active principle. But if a further
contrast is drawn between smell and sound—another quality which shares
the ability to escape from the object—smell is distinguished by formless-
ness, indefinability and lack of clear articulation. Smells are characteristi-
cally incomplete. They are completed, in the first place, by their source,
which is where they become so highly concentrated that they cease to be
smells and become substances. Apart from this a smell is completed, not
only by the actual source, but also by the context. Because smells are so
intimately bound up with the world, the context of a smell is not other
smells (in the sense that the context of a linguistic sign is the rest of langu-
age, only in relation to which it outlines its distinctive meaning)—but
simply the world. We do not discover the meaning of a certain smell by
dl?hnguishing it from other smells (we have no independant means of codi-
f}’lng these distinctions) but by distinguishing contexts within which
particular smells have a typical value.

This incompleteness, this extreme determination of olfactory meanings
by _rmn—o]facbory contexts, means that for us, olfactory sensations are in the
main .on]y tangential to the business of living. For each and every kind of
cxperience, there is a characteristic olfactory accompaniment, yet it is rare
for an experience to be dominated or thematised by this particular sensory
mode. Eating and drinking, parties and country walks all involve a dimen-
81?::1 of olfactory pleasure, yet it is true of none of them that they are worth-
while on that basis alone (to be able only to smeil food, without any prospect
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of eating it is torture, not pleasure). The pleasures of this sense only adum-
brate those of richer sensory content. This is to say that just as the smell
only acquires definiteness in relation to a context, so the pleasures that this
sense confers rarely appertain to the olfactory dimension per se—rather to
the context with which a particular smell is typically associated. In this
respect, though, the very impalpability of olfactory pleasure is also its
special advantage, because a smell may give access to a pleasure more in-
tense than could ever be realised in practice, albeit the access given is only
vicarious. Many more wines promise to be reasonably drinkable, than actu-
ally are. Because all wines of a certain type smell broadly similar (to my
inexpert nose at least) the smell of a wine is, for me, the smell of absalute
wine—a wine I have not tasted once. As soon as | have begun to drink I can
tell good from bad readily enough. Perhaps this observation can be genera-
lised: our response to smell is typical rather than specific, general rather
than particular. And this is not without importance when one comes to
consider the olfactory aspect of magic.

Another thing one can readily see is that the pleasures of the sense of
smell tend to be anticipatory, or retrospective, rather than being climactic.
The sense of smell comes into play most when the other senses are in sus-
pense, at moments, one could say, of materialisation and dematerialisation,
the coming into being and passing away of things, situations, circumstances
which hold our attention vividly while they are present (suppressing olfac-
tory awareness, whose role is restricted to announcing them prior to their
arrival, and commemorating them when they are gone). For example, a
merely prospective meal is heralded, and its specific nature is somewhat
suggested, by wafts of cooking smells coming from the direction of the
kitchen, gradually ass'iming an ampler and more concrete character . . . Or
alternatively, where other standards are in operation and diners are sedu-
lously isolated from the kitchen area with its suggestive aromas, the same
function (of olfactory anticipation) is performed by the distribution of
scented aperitifs, whose minor alcoholic importance is secondary, surely, to
their role as aromatic stimulants to hunger (hunger becoming frankly desir-
able only because the aperitif provides an olfactory context which promises
its speedy satisfaction). The smell of something cooking or the tang of an
aperitif mark a transition from concept, expectation, to fact—a notional
meal to the actual one—and conversely the standard and familiar post-
prandial aromatics, nuts, cheeses, coffee and cigars set a seal of finality on
the dematerialisation of a meal, now only an insubstantial trace. A mere
aroma, in its very lack of substance is more like a concept than it is like a
“thing” in the usual sense, and it is really quite appropriate that the olfac-
tory sense should play its greatest role at junctures when it is precisely this
attribute of a meal (meal-concept or meal-fact) which is in the balance.
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To manifest itself as a smell is the nearest an objective reality can go to-
wards becoming a concept without leaving the realm of the sensible
altogether: as such, the dematerialisation of the concrete thing as the eva-
porated essence of itself serves as the model for exchange between this
world and another, disembodied one. In a poem entitled AN Souls’ Night
Yeats writes that it is:

... a ghost's right,

His element is so fine

Being sharpened by his death,

To drink from the wine-breath

While our gross palates drink from the whole wine.

These lines suggest, not only the familiar idea that it is the smell of an
offering which is the portion of its unworldly recipient, but also that the
recipient (. . . his element is so fine|being sharpened by his death . . .) is differ-
ent in nature to the part of the offering he receives, only in being if any-
thing still more tenuous. There is a profound connection between the
olfactory dimension and the dimension of other-worldliness, which is only
inadequately expressed in the phrase “odour of sanctity”’. The very words
“spirit” and “essence’’ reveal the fact that the vehicle for an ideal or abso-
lute truth which would_be,'at the same time, concretely within reach, would
have to be something like a vapour, a distillate of more mundane reality.
Platonism, idealism, spiritualism, seem to haunt any discourse which con-
cerns itself with the sense of smell and the kind of experience it gives us
access to, and I will show that this is no less the case when we come to con-
sider the concept of smelling among the Umeda villagers of New Guinea,
for wh'c:m smelling is intimately connected with dreaming, and for whom
dreaming means having access to a higher truth. But all this must be related
back, I would argue, to the incompleteness, the disembodiedness of smells
as such, which makes them the model for the ideal which hovers on the
edge of actualisation, something not quite in being but which announces
itself as an odour which corresponds to a context within which the ideal is.
The olfactory exchange between the gross and spirit worlds can be under-
stood not only in the sense of the subtle sacrificial portion ascending sky-
wards, but also in the other direction, as the presentation, in the vehicle of
an impalpable but distinctly perceptible odour, of an ideal order which
could be real.
SurTrE:JSnglteﬁ may not carry mucl} co.nvit.:tion. But consider t_he facts which
i 1e appat:ently mfn.ple institution of perfume-wearing, as familiar
it is the New Guinians of whom I shall speak later. It does not
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seem to me that the wearing of perfume is to be accounted for either as the
attempt to trigger an innate ethological mechanism—if the mechanism
existed so would the means of triggering it without recourse to artifice—
nor vet as a purely customary signal, since there is no consistent meaning
encoded in perfume, as there is, say, in wearing black (for mourning) or
white (for the bride). Perfume does not have a discrete communication
function (though I do not say that it does not communicate). It does not
say “I love you” “I am available”—these are messages which imply a
recipient, and the message of perfume is not specific as to its recipient.
Some perfumes say ‘I am rich”, but only by implication, for the message
really is “‘I am wearing a perfume that rich people also wear”, i.e. the
meaning of perfume is a function of context, and it is characteristic of
smells, as I said earlier, that the context dominates the sign. Perfume-
wearing is resorted to routinely, like tooth-brushing (also not devoid of
magical overtones), with the result that its “message” is weakened by the
absence of diacritical weighting: “wearing perfume” is not much more
“marked” than “not wearing perfume”. The language of code, message,
sender and recipient is inappropriate to perfume—the real meaning of the
custom of wearing perfume lies less in the communicative ends it may con-
tingently serve, than in the act of putting it on. It is not sufficient to say,
simply, that this is auto-communicative; since, just as perfume does not
have a diacritical meaning for others, it may lack one also where the wearer
himself or herself is concerned. Perfume is not a language or a substitute
for language. Nor yet is it a technique, efficacious in a straightforwardly
instrumental way. It is a symbolic presentation.

What the characteristic atmosphere of expensive perfume enveloping a
woman can do is give us access to an ideal which is perhaps only lamely
expressed except by that precise olfactory sensation. Perfume is symbolic,
not linguistic, because it does what language could not do—express an
ideal, an archetypal wholeness, which surpasses language while language
remains subservient to the more or less worldly business of communicating
(T agree that language can be used symbolically as well as communicatively :
poets and magicians do this). Perfume has to do with the transcendent, the
transcendence which, while always inaccessible, can thematise the experi-
enced world. I said earlier that a smell is always incomplete by itself, that
it acquires a meaning not by contrast with other smells, but by association
with a context within which it is typical. Where perfume is concerned this
completion is contextual also: the perfume is not completed by the idea
“roses, pachtouli, musk, alcohol . . .”—or whatever the actual constituents
of the perfume may be (they are probably quite unfamiliar) but by the idea
of the perfume situation. The constituents of perfume as substance are not
the constituents of perfume as experience: just as an odour permeates a
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place, an occasion, a situation, so the context comes to permeate the odour-
sign and becomes inseparably part of it. But if we try to define what that
context of perfume, che perfume situation, really is, it is apparent that this
is an instance of an odour-sign giving vicarious access to a kind of experi-
ence not really matched by anything in real life.

At any rate, perfume advertisements of the kind which commonly occur
in the glossies, notwithstanding the combined efforts of the most expert
copywriters and photographers, sometimes achieve a quite egregious degree
of bathos, even for advertisements. Trade-names like “Nuits d’amour” or
“Stolen Kisses” linearise the essentially indirect relationship between per-
fume and sexual happiness in a way which, seeming to lay bare the motives
of perfume wearers, exposes them to ridicule.? A perfume does not seduce:
it sets up a context of seduction. This context is not the mundane one, the
actual tangible elements of the scene, only a kind of aura which, enveloping
everything, assures us that the scene is typical, that it is the realisation, in
the here-and-now, of a pre-ordained scheme. Perfume evokes a transcen-
dence (of the world but not in it}—it could be called the transcendence of the
sweet life. But because it is perfume (spirit, halfway between thing and idea)
it almost partakes of the nature of the transcendence (otherwise dimly
adumbrated in images, musical sounds, vague feelings and desires) while
still remaining part of the world.

In real terms, the transcendence of the sweet life is inaccessible, but
while we are content to remain under the spell cast by perfume, so redolent
of everything that is typical of that life, it seems that the otherwise separate
spheres of the actual and the transcendent merge together partially, the
communication between the two having been established in the olfactory
domain. This is really having access to a charmed universe in which good
fortune is the law of life. This possibility or actuality of the charmed
universe in which the good happens, not contingently, but typically and as
a consequence of something pre-established is what perfume communicates,
or better, appresents. This is what I wished to indicate when I said earlier
that the significance of the custom of wearing perfume lay less in the soci-
ally communicative ends it served than in the act of putting it on. For to
open up a channel of communication between these domains (the real
world and the transcendence of the sweet life) is extremely propitious. A
shift of boundaries, of contexts, has occurred, and the ideal intersects with
the rtleal, or rather, it should be impossible to tell which is which,

It is surely correct to say that wearing perfume is a magical act.

v

An Umed? man will sleep with his net-bag beside him on the bed, or may,
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for want of anything better, use it as his pillow. In waking life the bag
hardly leaves his shoulder, and its contents (tools, ornaments, magical sub-
stances and food) summarise his life and its activities. This is the bag which
contains the sachet of the magical perfume oktesap. It is believed that the
sleeping man, imbibing the magical aroma of oktesap, will thereupon
dream a dream which betokens good hunting according to the system of
dream-augury followed by the Umedas. Oktesap has, therefore, two dis-
tinct modes of operation: it is, first of all a perfume used by hunters, used
in the same vaguely propitiatory way as perfumes are in the west (oktesap
creates a context of good hunting)—and secondly a means of so influencing
a hunter’s dreams that hunting success follows necessarily.

It may be of interest to say something at this point about Umeda dream
augury. The Umeda word for “dream” (yinugwt) is, in fact, very close to
the Umeda word for a smell (nugwi). Umedas were very sensitive to both.
They were brilliant at detecting the faintest hint of the smoke from a camp-
fire in the depths of the forest, or at distinguishing (by the freshness or
otherwise of the scent), whether pig-tracks were new or old, or where a
cuscus might be concealed aloft. They were always on the alert for olfactory
clues which might lead them to discover things otherwise kept hidden.
Their attitude towards dreams was only a more complex instance of the
same thing: a dream was always a clue giving access to something hidden—
the world of spirits, ghosts, or the future fate of the dreamer and/or his
immediate associates. Some dreams simply reflected accurately a state of
affairs which would duly come to pass (unless avoided by counter-action).
Others were interpretable by means of a standard set of symbol-identifica-
tions. The dream which foretold the killing of a pig was one such dream;
for it did not take the form of a direct representation of the event (to dream
of killing a pig was an evil omen, an indication of illness and death in the
local community)—the dream indicative of hunting success was dreaming
of making love to a woman.

The substitution of “making love” for “killing a pig” is not arbitrary.
Eating, violence (hunting), and sexuality, are alternative “modes” of a
single basic activity which the Umeda language expresses by means of only
one verb (fadv). In dreams, the modes are switched round—‘‘hunting”
becomes “lovemaking”, and “lovemaking’" becomes “eating” (the dream
which prefigures the successful consummation of a love affair is “your
sister comes and give you some food”). It is as if the displacement of the
action from the plane of real life to the plane of the dream brought about a
systematic shift in fadv-modalities, for it is by no means the case that hunt-
ing and lovemaking are substitutable as activities in normal existence. In
fact, they are regarded as being mutually inimical to the highest degree: the
actual practice of lovemaking robs the hunter of his luck—pigs can smell
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a man who has been in contact with women, particularly those who are
menstruating. The ideal hunter is a chaste bachelor, who, shunning contact
with women, makes an ascetic vocation of the chase. Such a young man
will, however, dream of the women from whom he has absented himself:
and having been aroused by his dream he will take his bow and arrow and
slip away into the forest, speaking to nobody, emboldened in the belief that
a pig must come his way. It is not hard to surmise the psychological value
of the incentive to hunting the dream must provide, nor the continuous
stimulus of the wafts of oktesap perfume issuing from the hunter’s net-bag.
The “focusing” power of magic has been discussed elsewhere (Tambiah,
1968 ; Douglas, 1966, ch. 4). What interests me particularly, though, is the
relation between the perfume and the dream-augury, and the light they
conjointly shed on the question of the efficacy of symbolic action.

It would appear, both from the fact that the okfesap perfume is believed
to be conducive to the pig-killing dream, and from the very marked simi-
larity of the words for smelling and dreaming in Umeda (both being based
on the element nug “‘smell”’) that the connection between smell-experiences
and dream-experiences in Umeda is very close. They could, I think, be
seen as two aspects of a single faculty or activity—the faculty of having
cognizance of things at a remove—just as the various modes of eating,
sexuality, violence, etc. referred to previously are “aspects” of a single
basic activity. Seen in this light the oktesap perfume no longer need be seen
as having two separate ways of working (as an attractant and as a dream-
stimulant)—but only one, in that the kind of access to the ideal order pos-
sible in the dream state is only an intensification of that already present in
the “perfume state”.

Perfumes, in their disembodiedness and typicality serve as the vehicles
for;symbo]ic awareness of an ideal order: the “perfume state” is a state in
which perfume becomes for the wearer (and for others under its spell) much
less a sign of good fortune or happiness or the sweet life, than a condition
for that life. That is to say that the context has permeated the sign, and has
become so inseparable from it, that what might be—from the standpoint of
one outside the system—an “association” endowed with only contingent
significance, has acquired in the light of “perfumed consciousness” the
force of something inscribed in the fabric of the world. Perfumed conscious-
in&s tﬁraSps tlfe.\-mf-ld assomething emanating from the sign, ordered accord-
\:rllfich neceismes mmposed by'the sign, because the sign and the idealities
i are the context of the sign are 11.15&parable. The dream-state is more

mplex than this, but is also, analytically, more familiar. The similarity
coelt:fresnsfll;e two is pos?.ibly most apparent in the way in which a dream

sequent waking perception of events, so that the day following a

m . 3l : 2
Emorablelor fateful dream gains a characteristic feeling-tone corresponding
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to the tenor of the previous night’s dream. This “atmospheric” modula-
tion of waking experience by dreams is not unlike the effects achieved by
perfumes. But dream consciousness is autonomous in a way in which
perfume-experiences are not. Except where special techniques are em-
ployed, as thev sometimes are, to direct the course dream experiences will
take—the oktesap magic I have mentioned is one such technique—the
worldly interests of the dreamer are not in play on the plane of the dream.
The splendours or abasements of the dreaming soul do not “count” in the
sense that the erotic or hunting feats achieved under the propitious influ-
ence of perfumes, magical or otherwise, obviously do. Their value in terms
of real life is only indirect, monitory, prognosticatory, or inspirational as the
case may be. At the same time the relative fullness of the dream experience
contrasts with the tenuousness of perfume, however vividly suggestive. The
dream seems to hold out the possibility of direct access to the transcendent,
mitigated only by forgetfulness, and the barriers to understanding posed
by elliptical symbolism (such as the “shift” from “hunting” to “‘love-
making” and “lovemaking” to “eating” described above). In the dream
transcendence is revealed as fully constituted, leaving little enough room,
usually, for the subject’s manipulations. Perfume, on the other hand, while
it can only dimly prefigure what the dream vividly shows, admits readily of
intervention by the subject in pursuit of certain ends. It is not a surprise to
find the value of the dream, in the Umeda system, is that of infallible
augury, while the value of perfume is as a means of manipulating transcen-
dence actively.

Perhaps, one might go on to say, a fully developed magical technique is
always founded (like the oktesap technique I have described) on a conjunc-
tion of two such elements, an element of constituted transcendence (the
world as it ideally, typically, is, “in the light of eternity’) and on the other
hand a symbolic technique for making this eternal order part of an integral
situational reality, by so using signs (magical perfumes, incantations,
gestures) that the transcendence invoked comes into being naturally as the
implicit context of the signs used. Divination and augury, for instance, pre-
suppose the existence of a pre-given, authentic, “‘truth of the world” by
seeking access to it: where the historian reconstructs the past, the diviner
tries to re-establish contact with it directly as an eternal present, and
augury, similarly, reposes on the idea of prediction not from “observed
regularities” but from messages emanating from a future already enacting
itself but out of our sight. Divination and augury respect the pre-givenness
of the world ‘“‘as it really is"” and only try to achieve as direct as possible
intuition of the totality of which the current situation affords us partial
glimpses only. Magic differs from these, “passive”, forms of ritual action
only in actively seeking to condition the occurrence of events in the
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jmmediate situation by specifying their symbolic context in the light
of the pre-established totality or the “truth of the world”.

Magic—or purposive ritual generally—can be viewed as manipulated
augury. Spells (e.g. the familiar example from Coral Gardens ““The belly of
my garden leavens, the belly of my garden rises . . . reclines . . . grc)w:s to
the size of a bush hen’s nest . . . etc.”) depict a favourable outcome as a
means of bringing it about. But the depiction—the description—is not of
this or that actual garden, canoe, etc. but of the lineaments of an essential
one (just as the smell of roses is not the smell of this or that particular rose
but the, typical, absolute rose-smell . . .). The factor of standardisation iI;
the morphology of the spell corresponds to the factor of typicality in
smells, which makes them magically efficacious. There is no room for
idiosyncracy, for anything merely personal or improvisatory, in magical
language, which must evoke not a contingent, situational reality, but that
reality “as it really is” stripped of everything inessential: the spell is
standardised because the reality it evokes is no less so.

The lesson of the example I have considered seems to be that magic
seeks its effect neither in miracles, nor yet in technical manipulations of a
would-be rational kind, but by means of a rhetoric which annuls the dis-
tinction between the contingent situation and the regularities of the overall
pattern of meanings which the rhetoric evokes, While the magician speaks
he is every_magician- : the garden he addresses is the epitome of all gardens?
He normalises th_e situation. In the same way, I have tried to suggest, per-
fume could be said to normalise the situation of seduction, by placing it in
the context of the transcendence of the sweet life, a generalised pattern of
pre-established harmonies latent in every contingent encounter; the real
intersects with the ideal and a happy outcome is assured.

Notes

I. Umeda }qllage (pop. ¢. 200) is one of a group of four known as the Waina-
Sowanda villages situated in the West Sepik district of New Guinea. A mono-
graph on the Umeda (Metamorphasis of the Cassowaries) is in press. Further
2 Ol'm;tlon on the culture is contained in an article published in Man (Gell,
regl‘;:i)v leV9ted to Umeda pcr}is-§hf:athing practices. The Umeda are a small,
o ely isolated group, maintaining themselves by small-scale shifting agri-
Wasure, sago pal:r{ culture, collecting and hunting. Fieldwork in Waina-Sowanda
. carried out in 1969-7o, supported by a grant from the Social Science
. %&ZCh Council i;md the Horniman Scholarship Fund.
paper replaces my original contribution to the seminar oreanised
20an Lewis, a study entitled “Prehending the Occult” which the edit%)r deeem[gz
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“too theoretical” for inclusion in this volume. The rejected paper appeared in
Radical Philosophy (Gell, 1974). The reader is referred to this publication for a
more detailed and technical formulation of many of the ideas presented here in
an intentionally impressionistic style.
2. Objections might be raised here on the score of my too-ready assumption that
“smell” is not an in-built communications mode in man, as it may be in other
mammals. An article by Alex Comfort which appeared in the pages of the New
Scientist a few years ago (Comfort, 1971) might be cited in this connection.
Comfort’s piece, entitled “Communication may be Odorous” adduces some
evidence to suggest that the presence of the hormones androgen and estrogen
may exert subliminal influence in activating or supressing sexual behaviour in
animals including man. He goes on to suggest that the use of deodorants, especi-
ally of the kind insidiously named “intimate” may be interfering with a basic
mechanism of sexuality itself. I would not dispute Comfort’s point where deodor-
ants are concerned. However, it is clear that none of this data affect the points I
shall be making here. First of all (cf. the subsequent correspondence in the same
periodical) these hormones have no detectable smell at room temperature, and it
is not certain that it is by olfaction or by some other means that the effects observ-
able in animals are actually caused. Female rats, it is said, become more sexually
receptive after removal of the olfactory bulbs—evidence which suggests, for what
it is worth, that perfumes cannot be the most efficacious means of bringing the
sexes together. What is more to the point is the admittedly “subliminal” char-
acter of the posited olfactory communication, which, per se I would not wish to
discount altogether. What happens “‘subliminally” is here treated as extrinsic to
a consideration of perfume as a cultural phenomenon. It seems to me quite likely
that a perfume such as musk, which is a molecule similar in shape to naturally
produced human sexual hormones may, in perfume, operate on two levels at
once, i.e. as a subliminal stimulus, consciously perceptible not ““as a smell”” but
directly in the guise of sexual desire, and, simultaneously as a symbolic presenta-
tion “as a smell” of the idea of desire. It is only on the latter aspect that I shall
be concentrating here. It would require a fresh approach and a considerable
amplification of theoretical apparatus to deal with the delicate question of the
dialectic of conscious and cultural versus unconscious or “‘subliminal” factors in
erotic experience and behaviour.
3. The most polished satirical assault on the latent absurdities of the perfume
trade was that of the artist Anton—a woman, significantly—whose cartoons used
to appear regularly in the pages of Punch. A typical example of her work is the
following, selected after only a cursory examination of some back-numbers of
Punch, and by no means vintage Anton, but very much in line with the argument
here being elaborated:

Shy Girl (on being proffered a perfume called “After Midnight” by a fierce-
looking perfume-counter assistant) “But I'm not allowed out after eleven” .. .

Here the joke turns precisely on the “misplaced literalism” which haunts all
perfume publicity material, which we must supress if we are to respond as
intended. Actually perfume trade-names are a study in themselves. Hardly one
of them has anything to do with the actual smell of the product (one has only
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aFleurs du Monde” and “Wild Musk”)—reinforcing our point that it is the
context—not the smell—which matters above all. But a context of what?—most
frequently eroticism is implied rather than stated outright for the very reason
that the greater the degree of explicitness, the greater the danger of misplaced
literalism and the resultant bathos. Names like “Aphrodisia” or the elegant
graphemic pun “Y” (the name of a perfume marketed by Yves Saint-Laurent)
go quite far in this direction however. Standard practice is to adopt a name less
suggestive of desire, strictly speaking, than of its satisfaction: “Je Reviens”
promises to recapture past experiences in a succession of eternal returns, for
instance.

Taken together, perfume-names contrive to suggest a vast scenario of romance
conducted on an epic scale. One has a heroine in her middle years (“Tosca™)
conducting a tumultuous affair with an opposite number whose outline is only
faintly but massively delineated (“L’Aimant”) against a background which
shifts between vertiginous peaks (“‘Sikkim) tropical skies (“Fidji"") and loca-
tions altogether mythical (““Xanadu”). The affair is perpetually threatened by the
interventions of exotic temptresses (“Mitsouko”, “Kiku”’) but never fatally, for
one suspects that these temptresses are only facets of the many sided personality
of our heroine herself, who can be, by turns, ‘“‘Hypnotique’”, ‘‘Primitif”’ and
“Electrique”. Meanwhile, between spasms of frenzied romantic intrigue (“Vol
de Nuit") the heroine has moments of tranquility and reflection (“Je Reviens’)
—she breaths “L’air du Temps" while reviewing her “Memoire Chérie”. She
recalls her virginal days as ‘““Miss Dior”, her sweet old chaperone with her tales
of calmer and more formal loves (““Quadrille”) and her Scotch governess beneath
whose rugged exterior lay concealed a heart of gold (“Tweed”). As “Sandrine”
her red hair set the boulevards aflame, and among the students on the “Rive
Gauche” not a few expired for love of her. Now, however, her. “Capricci” lie
mainly in the past, and her heart is consumed by a great and only love “Imprévu”,
of course, for calculation is foreign to the spirit of one whose *“Joy” and “Exuber-
?;HSF” are bought only at the cost of incredible ‘“Audace”—her motto in life being

V }vre”. Yet, amid all this activity, one encounters in the end only the stillness
of immortality, the shifting mid-point of a biography which by its nature can
have no beginning and no end, and we are not forced to choose whether we will
leave_her murmuring “Forever” or still more thrillingly, perhaps, “Nichevo”—
Russian for “Nothing”. For in her vocabulary, if in no other, these words can be
taken to mean approximately the same thing.

It is the elements of this archetypal biography which together make up what
Lcall in the text the transcendence of the sweet life.
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A Mother’s Brother To a
Sister’s Son

Gilbert Lew:ts

Introduction

I choose the kinship relation between mother’s brother (MB) and sister’s
son (ZS) among a Sepik people (New Guinea) named the Gnau for this
discussion of symbols and feelings about them. Under the head of symbolic
acts, I will consider different things not all of which stand out as conspicu-
ously symbolic. Some only seem so when looked at in a certain light. As the
theme is the interplay of symbol and sentiment, I will not try to present an
overall picture of the relationship in this paper. Here at the beginning it
might be best to indicate one thread I will be following among others it
may become tangled with.

Customs, social rules and laws change some of what would otherwise be
arbitrary in social dealings. What should be done in certain circumstances
is specified. The characteristic of custom is that it refers its precepts to a
tradition or to ancestors to explain or justify them. If someone should say,
it is cur way to do it like this, not primarily because it is the only sensible
way to do it, nor primarily because a king, a god, or a law decrees it so, but
because we are people of this kind, and our forefathers always used to do it
like this, then we should say it was their custom. It involves recognising
whether you are one of those who should follow the custom, whether the
tradition applies to you. For with custom there is also recognition that the
ways of my people may not be the same as yours. Of course in Rome it may
seem wise to do as Romans do, and it would be wise in Rome partly because
the significance that attaches to many actions, for instance, shaking hands,
sticking out the tongue, rubbing noses, may be misunderstood.

It is characteristic of rules of custom that they are practical: they specify
the kind of person and situation and say what should be done by him then.
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Often the form of the rule is of the sort: ““A sister’s son must not speak the
name of his mother’s brother”; it says what must or must not be done but
leaves the reason why unstated. The rules are cited often, but not always,
as imperatives without conditional clauses to explain the motive or rationale
ot symbolism that lies behind them. “Why do you do this?”” asks the field-
worker; “We so-and-so have always done it like that”, or “It is the way of
our fathers and forefathers”, comes the unenlightening answer. Yet the
rules in many cases are connected closely with ideals and beliefs which the
people feel strongly about. If the rules be flouted, witness the response.
Even though the links may not be spelled out in answer, many customary
rules are to belief and morality as practice is to theory. If it is good and
right to be polite and respectful or pious, I shall still require to know how,
in-given circumstances, I may show my good intentions by my conduct. A
rule of custom may tell me how. To speak or to avoid a name, to cover or
uncover the head—I do not know which conveys respect or reverence
except that some rule tells me what is proper.

As certain things to do are spelled out in rules so the duty and ideals are
directed into forms of outward conduct that show them. Of course the
rules for conduct are few and the details of actual particular circumstances
scarcely possible to count. The ideal or belief may apply as general to the
situation, but there may be no rule to say exactly what should be done.
Choice and interpretation of action are more free and less certain. As the
rules of custom are at least clear about some features of the conduet of
relations between MB and ZS, so the rights and duties tend to seem crystal-
lised in them. They epitomise what is required and proper. To fulfil them
shows recognition: the actions stand for something beyond what is done in
plain matter of fact. But it is possible to carry out such rules with attention
to the very detail of the letter, to do it with punctilio, yet feel inwardly
something quite different from what should be felt. Preserve the outward
forms and hide one’s inward face. If moral sentiments about the good
relationship between MB and Z5 are strong in the society, one problem of
interplay between sentiment and symbol is this: can the token actions re-
quired by custom substitute for the sentiments that are expected and held
appropriate to it? If not, what is the part of these actions that in one light
may seem symbolic?

The problem might be put more briefly by example. The mother of a
woman I knew in the village was killed by her father, 1.e. the husband
killed his wife. The daughter I knew said, as did others in the village, the
reason was that her mother spoke the names of the husband’s parents (a
wife should not speak the names of her parents-in-law). How was I to
take this reason? That to say their names was really believed so foul a
crime that whatever of affection and ties lay between the man and his wife,
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he had to kill her? Or that, at least, in public terms such a reason will do to
explain, or even justify, why he killed her? Or that it does so but only by
implying much not mentioned that she must have done to provoke him to
murder?

Metaphors and Symbols for a Relationship

The relationship between MB and ZS in Gnau society is an important one,
signally important. So many customs to do with it indicate that. It is not
left to chance and spontaneity, We are used to think of kinship terms to
name either end of a relationship, but not so used to think of verbs which
mean the relationship. In Gnau I can think of only three verbs so specific
to kinship that if they were used, I could tell the kinship terms that must
be at either end.
A. Dag’sbasila “1 bore her” (I=dakao, “father”: her=niygi, “daugh-
ter”’)
Liwasbasilag “she bore me” (She =mapkao, “mother” : me =nayganin,
(‘son’,
The root—basil—means to “give birth or beget” and also to ““carry in the
arms’’.
B. Dag’arspa “1 married her” (I=mupgan, “husband”: her =ufma,

““‘,ife,')
Li worapsg “She married me” (She=ulma, “wife” : me =muygan,
“husband”)

The root—rap—means “to marry” and also to “take over or to take
possession of”,
C. Dag'ataglin “I—tagl—him” (I=mauwin, “sister’s son”: him=
wauwi, “mother’s brother”)
Lin natsglag “‘He—togl—me” (He=mauwin, “ZS”: me—wauwi,
“MB”’)
The root—¢agl—specifies the relationship between MB and ZS, but how
should it be translated? If the verb for to “bear” also means to “carry in
the arms”, and the verb for “to marry” also means to “take over” or “‘take
possession of”, is there another use too for—tagi—likewise suggestive?
There is, but I can find in my notes of casual speech only one instance:
someone said a woman was ill and thin, zapi’it watsgla “her backbone
stood out on her”. Instead of saying now what word of Pidgin English they
use for—tagl—, T will begin by introducing some metaphors and customs
which are connected with the relationship. It has been said that symbols

may serve as instruments for the discovery of mysteries so perhaps they
may help here.
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1. The evening star (ga'uwan), they say, climbs first into the sky and
then goes before the moon (g#’unit) to pull it along its path: the evening
star is wawwi (MB) to the moon who is mauwin (Z:S).

2. The sulphur-crested cockatoo (igambati), they say, first excavates
the holes in trees in which nest other parrots, like the eclectus parrot
(malangati): the cockatoo is wauwi (MB), the eclectus parrot is mauwin

(Z8).

3. A metaphor heard in use. A young man had asked for help with his
bridewealth in a way that the man asked thought would have been appro-
priate if he had been wauwi (MB) to the young man: but he was not. As
camment on this, what someone literally said was: “A banana plant but
one in the bush, but if instead a lyimanga: banana (of the village), yes, you
plant it in your ashes; but this banana, one belonging to the bush”. To
explain the metaphor: only certain kinds of banana, among them the
lyim 4 ygai, are planted inside the hamlets, and the people who plant them
bring and put ashes from their house fires on the ground where they plant
them to make the ground fertile and the plant grow well. Bananas planted
in bush gardens are not fertilised like this. The metaphor assimilates the
sister’s son to the /ysmygai banana planted in the village in ashes from the
house fire. The young man in question—he was a banana belonging to the
bush garden. '

4. The mauwin (ZS) cannot eat the lytmapgai banana or any banana
planted in ashes at his MB’s hamlet. He can eat bananas from other ham-
lets, or bananas from his MB’s bush. The metaphor I quoted above
assimilated the sister’s son to the lyfmaggai banana. It may sound silly,
but the Gnau hold a view that you must not eat yourself: it appears in the
rule that you must not lick or eat your own blood, from a cut, for example:
that a man’s own blood is said to be somehow in whatever he kills with an
arrow, and therefore he cannot eat anything he shoots; nor can his father
eat it, because the father’s blood is necessarily in the son; nor can the MB
eat what the ZS has shot if, and only if, that particular MB is the one who
has given and fed his blood to his ZS (in puberty rites), who therefore has
it in him too, and therefore the blood must be in the kill and the kill there-
fore forbidden to that particular MB. The mother’s brother may give
blood to his ZS; he may put ashes to make the banana he plants in his
hamlet grow well.

5. The ZS must not eat such a banana. Nor may he eat any bird, bat,
snake or lizard, or furred animal, that nests, has its home, or lives, in a hole,
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if it was killed by anyone on the land of his wawei. I saw many instances of
the care people took to find out where such food was killed, and who killed
it, before they ate. One day, I asked someone to come with me to the bush,
He refused, he said his MB had asked him to stay in the village, because
he was going to cut down a tree on his land in which he had seen a hole
where bats were roosting. He wanted his sister’s sons to stay in the village
while he cut down the tree lest (and this was what the sister’s son explained
to me) the bats should fly from the hole when he cut down the tree and

escape him.

6. Although I anticipate the issue of good relations broken, I will quote
here for their symbolism a text on the wauwi’s revenge. The text comes
from a long response given to me when I asked a man to tell me the duties
and obligations between MB and ZS. He explained them to me by describ-
ing imaginary situations, among them bad ones.

Wauswi speaks to his sister to make her take away the children (ta'ap)—to his
sister who has died—(in the subsequent part of the text he changed the spirit
addressed to the wauwi’s father)—he speaks to his dead ancestors about the chil-
dren, saying, You, So-and-So (i.e. naming the ancestors) come, stand at my
back while I cut down this tree and call out the name of the son of So-and-So
(his sister). He (ZS) went to the coast (the plantations), got things and earnings
there, and came back. But he gave me nothing. He came back, he hunted and
killed pig, animals, birds, but he gave me nothing. He did not know me (ignored
me). I shot game, I gave it to him. He got things but he kept them to himself.
He planted yams and taro, bananas, pit-pit. He kept them to himself. Now I call
out his name and may he die. (The wausi) takes the skull of his father or ancestor,
he goes, puts marks on it, and places it up resting here like this (i.e. just behind

_him), he makes an offering platform, breaks a branch of betel nut, prepares sago

Jelly, gets a coconut and puts it on the platform. The tree stands here like this
(in front)—a great tall tree (on the wauwi’s land). Then the wauwi goes and
makes marks for the eyes, nose, lips and chin (of his mauwin)—marks on the tree.
He speaks, “Father! Ancestor! I cut down this tree and I name the son of So-
and-So. He got things and he kept them to himself, (put) nothing for his mother’s
brothers and their sons”. Then he stands here like this, he put things on the
platform. He puts the sago jelly, the meat with it, the betel nut, the dead spirit’s
skull, and the coconut, he prepares tobacco in a leaf, he breaks off some betel
pepper leaves, puts them out and some lime. Then he speaks to his spirits, say-
Ing, “Father! I am giving you this coconut, the betel nut, 1 have prepared sago
Jelly for you, cooked you this possum and you must draw the son of So-and-So
to you. You two together can eat the sago jelly. You can cook him the meat, give
him coconuts, get him betel nut, and prepare his tobacco for him, and the betel
leayes for him to put in his string bag. The two of you can sit together now. [ am
going to cut down this tree: you hold him fast and wait, In a little you will see
the tree about to fall, then you throw him first (in front) and follow him—hold
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him well! You can look after the son of So-and-So now. He gave me nothing. If
he had not been like that, then we might have stood together still. But I send him
to you now. He is not mine but yours. You look after him now. Strike him down!
Draw him to you so that he may learn to shoot game and give some to you.” The
tree crashes over, destroying the image (malat) of the ZS. Later in the night, the
(wauwwi) sleeps and dreams of his father who speaks to him, “I have drawn your
mauwin to me and gone away with him.” The wauwi answers, “He’s yours! Pull
him to you and go off—he’s not mine but yours! I have sent him to you.”

The chief analogies in these images are the tree which grows up from
the earth, the creature which shelters in a hole, the banana plant nourished
by ashes, the moon led by the evening star. In each case the stress of the
analogy or metaphor is on the first term, to which the sister’s son is assimi-
lated, and on the benefit he receives. There are not clear images for the
wauwi (MB) except as the star; unless you choose to take him as the earth,
or the hole; but I think the accent is rather on the benefit he provides (sup-
porting growth, shelter, nourishment, showing a path). Gnau translate—
tagl—into Pidgin as kamap long (em i-kamap long en ‘‘he, ZS, comes up
from him, MB”: it might be possible to translate this as “he grows him”,
for kamap is used of the growth of plants, however kirap is the usual verb
used of a man’s growing). Certainly the ideas of benefit, of indebtedness to
the wauwt, of help in growth, nourishment and the idea of shelter are quite
clearly associated with the relationship between ZS and MB. The only
plural form for the kinship term wauwi is interesting. Like other Gnau
kinship terms, its form is quite unrelated to that of its singular, however it
can also be given another meaning (and the other kinship terms are not
like this): the plural form is wigat adji, or more briefly wigst. And wigat
means “‘home, place, hamlet, village”; wigst adji means *“‘your home”.

Right and Duty in the Relationship

But where one’s wauwi lives is not one’s home. During childhood and after
marriage, a man lives in the hamlet of his father. This is where he builds
his wife’s house and he sleeps in the men’s house where his father slept or
sleeps. He does not garden on his wauew:’s land; neither does his mother
inherit any of it (except in special circumstances). Her son’s house and
hamlet is that of his father; his land and trees, the magical knowledge he
gradually acquires for gardening and hunting should all come to him from
his father and men of his clan, not from his wauwi.

But his wauwi, in other ways, has much to do for him. What he does is
seen at once both as right and duty, if right is taken to suggest something
desirable and worth preserving while duty implies something burdensome
and constraining. Here there is a question of balance and correlation. A
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right is usually correlated with a duty, Broadly speaking, in this relation-
ship the wauwi (MB) has rights and the mauwin (ZS) has duties. The debt
is asymmetrical. The mauwin’s mother was taken from the home of her

birth beside her brother when she married. Her son belongs in her hus-

band’s home. The asymmetry is to be found in many features of the rela-
tionship between MB and ZS, and most sharply in the ideas of how a
wauwi may kill his mauwin by magical techniques which are special to the
relationship. The mauwin can not counter these; and he has no similar or
comparable power to deal death to his wauws. He must not speak his name
but call him wauwi; even when his wauw is dead; even if the wauwi died
in childhood before the mauwin was born; even should the name be in
some song, having no reference to the person of his waeuwz, he still may not
sing the sound. But the wauzwi (MB) calls him freely by his name. And
should the mauwin (ZS) speak his wauwi’s name, it is not his wawuwi who
will suffer but himself. These are their assertions.

Given a broad asymmetry of right and duty in the relationship, there is
still the balance of right and duty to consider in details of the relationship.
And as one looks at the details, it becomes much harder to decide whether
the stipulated action is felt to be a right or a duty. The compound of
attraction and constraint is characteristic of moral sentiments. The attrac-
tion of what is ideally good also involves ideal in its other aspect of that
which ought to be, “ought” implying both the duty and the difficulty, for
ideals go beyond what it is easy to attain. The wauwi has the right (or
should I rather say the duty and responsibility?) to foster the growth and
health of his sister’s son. As a man might put his housefire ashes in the
ground so that the lyimapgai plant grew well, so a wauwi hunts game and
gives meat to his sister’s son. To find and kill much game is hard. To give
a great amount, such as is given with ostentation at certain stages of the
life of the sister’s son, is demanding. If it should seem a duty and a burden
t9 do it, as in a way it does undoubtedly to some, it is also for most their
right which they would not willingly see usurped. It is not that the father
provides no meat for his children, but there is a special virtue or benefit in
what the wauwi gives. If they grow into fine upstanding men, they are a
credit to him. The finery of the waumws’s dress will come from them; the
plumes of birds of paradise in his head dress, the hornbill at his back, the
torque of pig tusks round his neck, the trophies on his hunting bag, his
belt of cassowary quills—if he can wear these things and say my sister’s
son killed and gave me them, it is good. Not only is his sister’s son a good
and dutiful mauwin, but it is also good that he has become such a man
because his wauws hunted well and gave him meat for him to grow and
gave him the ability through health, strength and steadfastness to hunt and
kill. There is certainly an aspect of repayment in the giving of these things
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though they are the finery of dress rather than valuables in the sense that
shells (mipgap) represented wealth. And the wauwi (MB) also hangs up on
a line in his men’s house or at his garden house, the skulls of pigs and the
breastbones of cassowaries which his mauwin has shot, and they show off
the prowess of his ZS. These things are given to the eauwi as his due, even
though he does not teach his mauwin, or perform on him, the rites which
are most closely connected with achievement in hunting and killing : these
rites and knowledge are transmitted within the clan, that is, within the
father’s clan to which a young man belongs.

The point which I am trying to disentangle, perhaps seeing a subtlety
beyond the warrant of my evidence, is this: if the trophies were given to
repay the benefit of hunting magic, they should be given to the killer’s
father and to other men within his clan; if they were given to repay the
benefit of health, growth, strength, steadfastness, they should be given to
the wauwr. In practice, men can and do wear trophies that they have shot
themselves, or that their sons and grandsons have shot, as well as those their
mauwin (ZS) have presented to them. But it is best to be able to say that this
which I wear my mauwin gave me. If you ask what is the rule for giving
plumes of paradise, boat’s tusks, cassowary quills, you are told “You give
them to your wauw:"” But in practice there are alternatives, it is a matter of
some freedom of choice, of recognition, sentiment and responsibility, in
complex interplay. To give to the wauwi is both right and good, and the
reasons for his satisfaction are complex.

In the important rituals for stages of the social and physical development
of the ZS, the MB should perform a decisive part. But they can be done,
and sometimes are, without him. The Gnau attribute to the wauwz a power
to bring disaster to his sister’s son who either himself, or through his par-
ents, fails to respect the wauws’s rights. In the main rituals for the stages of
development, what the wawwi should do is laid down explicitly, but the
rationale or reason for it is not so clear. It is not necessarily stated. In keep-
ing with a general view that success in hunting and killing, health and
strength, are desirable in a man, that this is a great part of virtue in a man
(a view which recalls the Roman concept of Virtue as strength and the
ability to achieve a set and freely chosen end by exercise of will), so what-
ever special benefit may come to the ZS through performance of the ritual,
the benefit is also said to include that general one of health and strength and
success in hunting.

On these major occasions in the mauwin's development, the wauwi re-
ceived a payment of shells, wealth. Shells are now devalued—they call them
in Pidgin rabis-moni, or even just rabis (rubbish) and payment is made with
money. The shells lost their value because men brought back box loads of
them from plantation labour. Before then the people had had few shells.
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The problem of how to accommodate an upsetting new situation faced
the Gnau very soon after their first contact with white men. The problem
was that by two years’ work, young men could acquire enough shell wealth
for bridewealth and independence. By the time that the glut of shells began
to turn treasure into rubbish, they had a solution to the problem. They had
to dispossess the young men of their wealth. The solution lay in the para-
llels they could see between plantation labour and their Tambin initiation
rites. In the Tambin initiation rites, the young men were secluded in the
men’s house for many months: inside they talked in whispers or whistles,
they could leave it only by a secret hidden path, their heads and trunks
hidden by a thick leaf-frond covering. From the public point of view they
disappeared as though they had died. They were fed and fed. And they
reappeared at the culmination of the rites, fat, shining, in finery they had
not worn before. They made a great gift of wealth to their wauwi who had
hunted meat for them during their seclusion. Plantation labour was two,
or even sometimes three, years long. The men who went were lost to sight
and sound. But they came back; and came back dressed in shirt, laplap,
shorts, sleek, well fed, their hair peroxided, their skin shining and scented
with the pink perfumed oil of the trade store. And the wealth in their pinds
—taim paus, a bright red box with a lock? Well, here is a text on the dis-
posal of plantation earnings from that long response I quoted before:

His (the mauwin’s) father speaks, saying he must tell his wauwi to come to see

the things brought back by his mauwin. He has gone to the coast and they will

honour their obligations. The wauwi looks at the things, then he says “You

can keep the bushknife, I will take the axe”. Or if there are many wauwis—
the older one will take the axe, the younger one the bushknife. And the boy’s

father says to his brother-in-law (i.e. the wauwi) “You take your money, take

the axe. You decide, you say whether to leave me some, or if you will take it all

yourself—if all for you—that’s all right, I shall not be angry with you. I am

good (generous). It is as you wish, give me some only if you choose to”.

The text describes an imagined situation and indicates the ideal. In
practice, the wauwi (MB) usually gets (gets perhaps rather than takes) only
about half of the total money brought back. But given that a man goes only
once or twice to work at the plantations in his life, and that there is no
other way for people in the village to earn so much money, it is a great gift.

_ I'would like to quate now twao letters from a father to sons at the planta-
tion. I served as scribe in the village. The letters are terse, to the point, and

tl‘_ley come from a man of no practice in composing letters. They were
dictated in Pidgin. To his son:

Dear Seri,
When you are ready to come back, you must not throw your money away
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on things. Bring it all back. Buy an axe for Maitata who “‘washed” you (a
euphemistic reference to penis bleeding), and buy one for Dukini (the younger
brother of the sender), but don’t buy finery and things. Your “finish-time"”
box, that’s all right, you can buy it. Your monthly clothing issue, get it and
then put it away to bring back to the village for gifts.

Give it to your mother’s brother. Now, as everyone knows, the wauwr gets
his mauwin’s stuff. They get the mauzwin’s stuff in the finish-time box. These
are the things you will bring back with you and your wauw: will get them. I
have got what Dabasu brought back. We got £18. Well Paitu got £3, Dukini
L5, 1 got £6 and Paalen £4. Of this they are putting aside £5 to go to Paitu
(Paitu belongs to the generation following the sender’s; Paitu is in the same
generation as Seri, the sender’s son) and I gave my £6 to Belei (Belei is Seri's
wife). That's what we did with the money from Dabasu. Tukri didn’t get any.
Later perhaps we can change it and put a small part for him. We are waiting
for when Weiri dies (Weiri is the sender’s sister, a redoubtable, spry widow
voluble and in excellent health), and when we bury her, then we will get the
money and share it all out. I, your father Solaukei, I am telling you what to do
about the things you are going to bring back.

To a classificatory son:

Dear Lelei,

I, Solaukei, write to you. Your uncle Wogwei has arrived back at the village.
When you and Seri return you must not land at Nuku. You must land at Yan-
kok. Recently coming through Nuku, Dalukil’s son Waimo, got back. He did
not come and give the money well (generously, properly—em i-no kam gipim
mont gut. Nogat! haitim long en). No! he hid it for himself. His father took it
and hid it away, put out £5 10s for us, and we also got a mosquito net, a towel
and a laplap. That's all for now, Lelei.

The first letter presents duty in a brighter light—what it is good to do
and to receive. It is hard but right to give. The second letter indicates that
people do not always do right, the money and the things may not be offered
entire, and there can be suspicion that a part is hidden, a portion granted
but begrudged.

But if we paused to ask about Dalukil’s son, we would find a whole
involved story and a tragedy behind it. Dalukil as a young woman of about
19 years old, loved Wolaku, though he was already married. Her father was
fiercely against the idea of her marrying him especially because he believed
the spirit of Wolaku’s father (the man was dead) had caused his own wife’s
death. His wife had fallen from a fulip tree that Wolaku’s father had planted.
50 there was a row between Dalukil and her father over the young man
Wolaku. She ran off in the night to Mandubil, the next village on the other
side of the river Galgobisa. In the early morning, her father found she had
gone. He followed after her crying and weeping out loud that she must
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come back because he needed her help to look after her younger brother
and sisters. The village she came from and Mandubil were at the time in-
volved still in the long series of killings between them, but her father sup-
posed he could go there as he had many clan kin at Mandubil who would
give him safe passage. Perhaps he did not stop to care. He carried only his
axe. But three young men had gone out from Mandubil to ambush him
close to the river as he came crying. The one who shot first was the one
who had decided to marry Dalukil, and he did. He is the father that Solaukei
suspects in the letter of hiding the plantation earnings. Dalukil after her
flight that night did not make the two-hour journey of return to the village
where she was born for many years, perhaps as many as fifteen years, not
until her children were well grown.

Her father’s death was revenged in the eyes of her “brothers’” when they
killed a Mandubil man but not until a few years after her father’s murder.
Her children grew up, but not because Dalukil’s “brothers’ in her natal
village made any move to benefit them. Had she come with the children to
seek such a thing for them, the children might have been killed: I was told
of an instance which had happened at about that time—the child was a
baby pulled away from the breast, held upside down by a leg, and stabbed
through with a big arrow in front of the desperate mother.

What I wish to consider is this: the man who married Dalukil, though
he murdered her father, and by so doing orphaned her brother, yet sent
shells in bridewealth for her soon after through a woman intermediary to
her remaining kin. Though her brothers did no service to grow or benefit
her son, they got some of his plantation earnings. Of course great changes
had occurred in the time lying between Dalukil’s flight and her sons return
from the plantation—killing had been stopped and the villages could visit
each other freely.

The Symbolism in Duties and the Point of It: Uncertainties and
their Resolution

Their idioms and customs indicate some of the sentiments that they expect
between a MB and his ZS. The significance someone can find in some event
or thing depends in part on the attention he chooses to give it. A detective
may find clues where the casual passer-by would see only litter and hardly
notice it. Certain rules or duties in a relationship are spelled out and people
note whether the requirements are met or not. Their attention is more
focused on them because they know what should be done. The acts are
taken in part as tokens of the type of attitude and feeling that should prevail
generally in the relationship. If the duties by their particular content also
indicate some attribute proper to the relationship or desirable in it, even if
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only a hint or a clue, the people may see it because they pay attention to the
performance of these definite duties. As the focus is on a duty linked speci-
fically to a given relationship, it is likely that the set content of the duties
is so set because it is in some way appropriate as an epitome, or summing
up, of the desired character of the relationship.

The people who find themselves in a given relationship develop more or
less complex feelings about each other from their various contacts, These
develop and differ in the detail of each case. Left to grow quite unguided
from circumstance and character, there would be great variety in the senti-
ments of different people who chanced to stand in that relationship.
Alternatively, its desired quality might well be known. If this were known
only as some precept such as “Love and respect your mother’s brother”, it
weuld still be difficult for the individual to know what to do about it. With-
out any teaching or rules to say what kinds of action showed love and
respect, the actions of one man are open to another’s misunderstanding.
The question is how clearly the desired sentiments are formulated and how
clearly they are linked with particular actions. If it is clear, the action can
be used to show the sentiment. But a particular action may be set as a duty
without establishing a dogma about what sentiment it shows; this then
remains open to individual supposition. Custom can determine how some
actions should be done, but in terms of kind and detail, it says little about
the vast variety of circumstance in which people may face each other in
everyday life. The push and pull of their interests and personalities in this
is bound to be accompanied by assessment of each other in terms of the
values associated with the relationship. Doubt or resentment built of vari-
ous small things, complicated, hard to judge, hard to make public because
their significance would not be generally accepted, may be set to rest or
forced out into the open by making use of the attention given to perfor-
mance of certain duties and their accepted significance. It is easier and
clearer to throw down and break a ZS’s gift, asserting it to be too small, than
to try to explain and list a whole string of minor snubs or derelictions
which taken singly are not serious and even taken together could be
construed in various ways.

The performance of set duties can serve to show up or indicate with
objects and actions what otherwise might remain amorphous, uncertain or
petty. Something about the state of relations can be objectivised ; but only
in specified and restricted terms which tend towards all-or-none, black-or-
white, statement. This statement is clearer, less ambiguous, but only if, or
because, the terms by their fixity and formal ruling allow for little in the
way of qualification or shading. What should be done by the ZS when first
returned from the plantation is decided in bold outline, not in minute
terms that say act for act, object for object, what obligation is recognised
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in each and what feeling it bespeaks. Money by its divisibility makes it pos-
sible to measure and finely grade the wealth presented in a way that was
not possible with shells. Differences in amounts stand out so clearly, money
is counted, but what such differences shall mean is not established. '

Dalukil’s son gave [3 10s. of his plantation earnings, a mosquito net, a
towel and a laplap. Dabasu, the other ZS in the first letter gave £18. What
sort of titration of recompense, sentiment and duty is this? Does [5 10s.
represent what is due to some irreducible principle of Gnau kinship and
the L£12 10s. of difference represent £i1o of recompense and f2 10s. of
affection? Had he made over all that he brought back, would he have ful-
filled some ideal? Given what had happened in the past, why did they
bother to give anything at all? To Dalukil’s husband and Dalukil’s son did
£5 10s. seem generous, a gesture full of good intentions? To Dalukil, a
gesture of remorse and desire for reconciliation? How did they expect
Salaukei or more precisely, Dalukil’s brother to receive the gift? Salaukei
and Dalukil’s brother took it ill, which I doubt Dalukil’s son intended them
to do, though he may have guessed that whatever he would do there was
some risk of this, because the action was bound to make them think again
about what had happened in the past. The feelings they had about all that
past infected their judgement of his action. There were no rules to say just
what he should do to make his intentions clear to them.

Other people said they expected that Dalukil’s brother might use one of
the ways to harm his sister’s son which was described in the text I quoted
earlier about a wauwi's revenge. The money affair made them think again
of what could be done. I learned of nothing from which to suppose the
brother did in fact try to use the method. But the suggestions that he might
use it are interesting. Did the people who suggested it not stop to think
that surely he must have tried to work this technique for dealing death in
the past when he had reasons more sharp and bitter for doing so then than
now—the wound was not so old then? If it had not worked then, why
bother with it now? ;

Beliefs, Actions and Illusions

We talk of the beliefs of another people and it is a catch-all phase. Belief is
used not only of absolute faith and unalterable conviction. The things
someone says, what he feels, what he does, do not have to stand in any
Sll'Ilple relation of consistency to each other. Words come easily, they are
said quickly and cost small effort in the saying. While human actions can
and do change even the inanimate world, doing things is harder and slower
tl:nan speaking about them. By a direct act of violence, a Gnau man might
kill his sister’s son (as the baby was killed), but the Gnau also say he could
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have killed him by words and actions which are not so direct as stabbing,
spearing or shooting him.

In the statements about revenge by magical murder, the words and
actions are said to lead to the death of the sister’s son. The man who would
do these things must know that too. In the bare light of this knowledge, it
must be judged that he intends to kill. Why kill by magic where one might
kill by violence? It is true that to kill with the arrow or the spear is now
forbidden ; that to kill by magic might be kept secret; that to kill by magic
makes a shade of one’s dead accomplice to the act and part responsible;
that to kill by magic does not carry the immediate danger and difficulty of
the violent act. But what of its certainty? Surely the hate so hot and bitter
as to spur a man to try to kill his ZS would seem enough to fix his attention
orr the effects of his actions, and make him face the question of delay and
his intention unfulfilled ?

In asking why a man would seek to kill by magic, when he might kill by
violence, I want to know about his choice. He says that he would kill, but
between that and the act on the one side, of attempted violence, or on the
other, of spoken phrases and cutting down a tree, is there just one self-same
will to kill linking what he says to what he does?

This is a lurid way of asking a question about belief and symbol. If we
take their statements literally, and if we presume a true intent to kill, our
answers on the actor’s choice will have to do with the relative economy of
effort, the secrecy, responsibility, and the dangers that decide him in his
choice. In magical revenge, it happens that I suppose he will almost surely
face a failure and that the strength of his intent to kill should force him to
try and explain why the magic failed. But that is an issue on one side. If we
assume his true and literal belief, either the violence or the magic must seem
to him equally effective ways to satisfy his desire. Before that ferocious
desire, there are two ways open, and to our assumed literal and convinced
believer, it is not that his words and his cutting down the tree are symbolic,
because to him they would not be a symbol (however they may seem to us)
but a substitute for the act of violence. For secrecy, the safety of his skin,
shame, difficulty and danger, he might prefer to substitute magic for
violence.

Now suppose we slacken the certainty of his belief, impute less of the
literal to his statements, allow him some measure of recognised and volun-
tary illusion, a half-belief, then the magical action may become that much
more an act that stands for what he would like to do but does not really
dare, or does not wholly desire. It is a substitute but a partial substitute. It
does not bear quite the same relation to fulfilling the desire as setting out to
kill the man with a bow and arrow. It is in part symbolic to the man him-
self. There is a difference in the recognition of symbolic action as one looks
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from outside at the beliefs, makes tentative play with exotic materials,
knowing that one’s own beliefs are not involved, or instead seeks to grasp
and understand the experience of someone for whom these things are part
of the real business of his life and involve his own knowledge, the things he
Jearns and is asked to believe. It seems evident to me, if I think about the
implications of the things people sometimes said to me that there is some
voluntary illusion recognised in their assertions about these beliefs. For
example, a younger man, who happened to be the one who first told me
about one of the forms of a wauwi's revenge, ended his brief account by
saying that he had such a hole on his land, that some day he might do the
magic, not because he wanted to kill his mawwin but because he wondered
whether it would work. Of course, he said, if his ZS did fall ill, he would
immediately unstop the leaf in the hole and end it. People must vary indivi-
dually in how they view the truth of what they assert in common with the
others of their community, and vary too in their inward reflections as
impulse and motive wax or wane to allow them a degree of detachment
which is inconstant, and alters how they think about it.

Assertion, Affirmation and Promise

Some kinds of conviction involve assertion only. To believe that a God has
set the stars in their courses and therefore they must move as they do and
so for ever, does not present a believer with the same possibilities for doubt
as does a belief that entails a promise or a prophesy. If you do this, then
that will happen. There is an infinite and complex gradation in the particu-
lars of belief between those of pure assertion and those affirming the promise
of immediate and material effect. The complexity lies partly in the strength,
closeness and detailing of the link which binds the affirmation to its promise.
The link may be defined clearly or not so clearly—this is part of the matter
—but feelings may also affect how individuals regard the link. These may
vary. It is one thing to talk in an airy or theoretical way about what is pos-

sible in vengeance, but another to brood with aching unappeased spite on
what to do.

Conviction and False Knowledge: The Part of Reason and the
Part of Feeling

Evans-Pritchard showed why he could not prove to Zande people that
what ‘they said about witchcraft was false. He unravelled and ordered the
premusses and logic that would defend those beliefs by reason rather than
sentiment. Indeed he put the case for the defence by reason so well that a
defence on grounds of sentiment might seem superfluous. Sentiments and
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individual feelings are clearly involved in such beliefs. Some anthropolo-
gists (Evans-Pritchard was one of them) have said or implied that such
matters of sentiment and feeling lie in fields belonging to the psychologist—
a bridge leads to these fields but only the asses of anthropology would
cross it.

I have no wish to find myself with hairy and long ears, yet I would give
attention to the part of sentiment and feelings in belief. These contribute,
as well as reason, to the preservation of false knowledge and the incorrigi-
bility of shared illusions. My concern here is with the variable interplay of
reason and feeling, and to see how it is complicated when we speculate or
ask about the individual’s private attitudes to prevailing public beliefs. I do
not suggest that one aspect of explanation (through sentiments and feelings)
should supplant or displace another (through reasons): the one does not
exclude the other, but they interact in various, inconstant ways, particular
to circumstance and occasion. The relations people have to their assertions
are psychologically complicated, and these relations are not solely domi-
nated by reason. As outsiders, our curiosity is especially drawn to those
assertions sometimes made by members of another culture which we regard
as errors or false knowledge. We see these errors according to the know-
ledge which we share with members of our own culture. In seeing them,
we do not have to take a view that isolates us as an individual with an under-
standing no one shares. The errors we see as outsiders are errors that
within another culture are common to everyone, i.e. socially shared, normal,
and openly asserted, indeed perhaps sanctioned as right thinking. The
individual, within that community of knowledge, is faced with real events
which may put doubts into his mind. To bring these forward he must be
prepared to separate himself from what everyone else says they believe.
And it requires courage to assert oneself against the others of one’s whole
world, and stand alone confronting them with doubts. Whether it is worth
doing depends a great deal on what is at stake for the individual—this is
a matter for his feelings and interests as much as, or mare than, cool
reason.

Whether some belief tends towards pure assertion or an affirmation
linked to a promise can alter for the individual as his feelings weigh down
the balance on one side or another. To an individual faced with some par-
ticular situation in which his immediate interests are at stake, the weight
may fall rather on the promise entailed than on the assertion, but not for
other people. As their concerns are not involved, they may not share his
grounds for doubt. The issue of shared assertion as against an entailed but
empty promise can be seen in a Gnau belief linked with the rules against
speaking a wauwi’s personal name. I stumbled against the requirements of
this rule almost every day of my fieldwork. I knew their stated belief and
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1 must have been the casual witness of thousands of situations in which
some individual had to interpret the rule in his conduct.

The rule is tacit, part of common knowledge imperative and uncon-
ditional : do not speak the name of your wauwi. In the ordinary dealings of
life, no one needs to talk about it. Everyone lives by it. As a child begins to
speak, the rule is already in force for him. The child still stammering,
imitating noises, people round about repeating “wauwi”’, smiling, pointing,
encouraging so that, for the child, wawwi comes among its first and most
loaded words. As for the infant so for me, it was only later after I had
sensed the rule as something imperative and almost absolute, that it came
to have anything conditional about it. I learnt that someone who spoke the
personal name of his wauwi, might be fixed by a certain little snake (bulti
malwati) as he walked along a path. He would be fixed, unable to move
before the little snake unless he gave it all his shell valuables and finery,
stripped himself bare. It was suggested to me that nowadays, for instance,
I or someone like me wearing shorts, should empty his pockets of any
money and drop his shorts down before it. Bulti malwati is not, they say,
poisonous. Nor did I discover or hear of any man who had had to face this
disturbing predicament.

But countless times, [ have pressed someone in another predicament,
that of identifying a name to me which was his wauwi’s. Obtaining genealo-
gies was the problem. There were ways round it: someone else present
might say the name for him; or he might say something like “you know—
thingumme, the father of X, or the husband of Y, or the son of Z’’; or he
might begin the name and hint “Wei . .. Wei...”; or say it dropping out
a consonant or two ‘“Wei . . . Wei—il”; or he might twitter it very soft in
whistle talk: or he might put his mouth right up to my ear and breathe it
out just audible, we two in secret at my house. There were some men who
could be pressed to say the name in private to me, and others who would
not budge and we just had to leave it until someone came up who could
tell me. I do not know for sure, but I doubt strongly that any of these men
put by me in this predicament gave a thought to the possibility of trouble
with a little snake on a path in the future. Their attitude about speaking
the name I would assume was close to what some people in our society feel
about saying four-letter obscenities, except that the sentiment complex
involved had to do with respect and moral duty, not sex and filth. The
prophesy or promised condition about the snake which they can assert as a
reason for obedience carries little or no emotional weight. It is mere asser-
tion. But the act of speaking the name does do something to the speaker’s
feelings. We may reason that an obscene word refers to a bit of the body,
or to sex in action, which we forbid people to dare expose in public; that to
say the word is a bit like showing the thing or doing it, but of course it is
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not quite so bad, though still offensive to the more delicate-minded. We
know that just about everybody else knows the words. We know that if a
newspaper were to print “The Hon. Member said ‘F . . . the Minister’,”
then every reader would know what foul word he was supposed to have
uttered. But all this reasoning and recognition, does not convey that shock
which the word spoken straight and clear can produce in the right circum-
stances. An account of the rules and beliefs about the wicked speaking of
forbidden words which concentrates only on reasons and cognition and
leaves out sentiment and affect fails to convey what such beliefs and rules
mean to those who try to live by them.

The Significance of Symbols in Real Life

I have asked whether it would be right to call the actions of a wauws who
tried to kill his mauwin by saying words and cutting down a tree, symbolic
to him (the wauwr) if we supposed that he truly believed they were as fully
a way to kill as hunting the man down with a bow and arrow. If the two
ways were seen by the wauwi purely as alternative techniques, the one able
to be substituted for the other, there need be no difference of intent to kill
behind a choice of one or other technique. But if we suppose his actions
are recognised by him as symbolic, we must in turn recognise that his
choice of the magical revenge involves some alteration, perhaps a deflection
or a hesitation, in his intent to kill.

The issue here involved can be made more general. The issue is that of
symbols and their significance in real life. When we use the word “symbol”’
we refer, at the very least, to one thing which stands for something else. I
have argued that if one thing can fully serve in the place of another, it is
not that one thing stands for the other, but that one thing substitutes for the
other. Symbolic equivalents are not so equal as substitutes.

In metaphor, the illusion of identity is voluntary. The Gnau know as we
do that on many grounds neither the banana plant, nor the bats, nor the
tall tree, are the same as a sister’s son, but they are prepared to neglect
many conspicuous differences for the sake of one (or a very few) attributes
in which they see an identity. Indeed it is because there are so many differ-
ences to be neglected or discarded before the metaphor makes sense that
the sole or few attributes of that identity in metaphor stand out so clear—
more clear, and so metaphor may serve as an instrument for discovery.

What the metaphor is in the sphere of speech, the symbol is in the sphere
of things, i.e. the sphere of objects and actions. There may be mere symbols
too in the sense of mere metaphors, where the illusion is voluntary and
passes for unreal. Both the terms metaphor and symbol stand for something
which is not used in its barest literal sense or for its proper purpose. Both
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describe methods which are used to give concrete expression to ideas. An

_object that can be seen may be transferred to an entirely different concept

that cannot be directly perceived. Our reason thinks of something for
which there is not any corresponding direct object or action to perceive.
But to say that there is no corresponding concrete object or action to per-
ceive, is not the same as saying that the thing thought of is not real. The
subject of this essay has been the relationship of MB to ZS. It is not easy
to point to an object or an action and say that #s a relationship. But the
relationship is there.

By certain rules of recognition, the Gnau can assign two persons to cer-
tain relative positions, one termed wauwi and the other mauwin. The rules
of recognition allow them to predict that if a male person is born to a cer-
tain woman then he will be mawwin to certain men. If none of these men
survive, or even if none of them happened to have been born, it is still
known who (where) would have been his wauwi if they had been alive or
born, because they would have occupied the specified position. To know
the terms for the positions and rules to decide when they are occupied by
persons, does not yet entail any knowledge of the nature and content of the
relationship between them. In Gnau society, persons in these two structural
positions should have a relationship of a particular and valued kind. The
relationship is a complex, desired, and enduring thing which [ believe they
think of as a kind of whole or entity or thing. It is not the kind of thing
which can be seen, grasped, touched or smelt, or heard as a whole. It can
be thought of in terms of the qualities of the relationship and its particular
duties and attributes. It is enduring. It exists also at other times than solely
those when a particular duty is dene and seen to be done. The relationship
i given or axiomatic, its desired qualities are formulated in ideal terms by
people who see them as good and right. As ideals, they go beyond what can
be simply pointed to and seen. The nature of the relationship is not shown
directly in a single concrete experience, but it may be more accessible in
symbolic form. When we take the particular symbols, and ask “of what are
they symbols?”’ we find no actual object or action referred to except in the
form of the ideas of the relationship. The enduring qualities desired in the
relationship are moral and involve sentiments of concern, love, respect, and
recognition of the special value of the other person. These are things which
cannot be simply or directly seen and described. The symbols help to make
them known. Human ideals and values and counter values are pre-eminently
the sort of things for which people require symbols, because they are in-
substantial and abstract. They are hard to grasp and apprehend. But the
values and ideals are felt as real, they have personal validity for the people
who hold them. Symbolic thinking amounts to more than just thinking in
images. When we consider other people’s symbols from the outside, our
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own beliefs uninvolved, make play with exotic material and images, we are
liable to miss their true seriousness. If it were suggested that I might be
able to build up from the detail of many observed situations, such accurate,
well-witnessed and vivid scenes of daily life, that a reader might approach
an understanding of the sentiments involved similar to that of the people
themselves, I should point out a great difference in his second-hand under-
standing compared with that of the first-hand actors: that seriousness of
real life, that experience of feelings which one’s own real life involves,
would be missing.

The symbols help people to apprehend these sentiments and values. The
sentiments and values have personal validity for the people in the society;
they are real to them but not simple or directly graspable things. The sym-
bols.or symbolic actions are concrete, actual objects and actions. They help
them to understand the ideas which the objects and actions stand for. But
people are prone to take the symbolic objects or actions for the reality they
stand for (the felt reality of the sentiments and ideas). In other words they
mistake the concreteness and substantial nature of the objects or actions for
the reality of the sentiments and ideals they feel. They take symbolic reality
as if it were the reality of direct apperception. So the symbols come not to
stand for something else (an ideal or sentiment that goes beyond the object
or action), but to be equal to the sentiment or idea itself. That is, instead
of being a symbol, it becomes a substitute for the thing itself; to our out-
siders’ view it becomes for them an object of superstition. From our exter-
nal standpoint, we may still call these things symbols, but for the actors
they are not any longer.

Part of the purpose of my paper has been to bring this issue forward, and
to suggest that people do not take the material performance of their duties
as substitutes for the moral sentiments and ideals desired in this relation-
ship, but do indeed see them as symbols or tokens of something that goes
beyond the materiality of these required actions. Despite the face value of
what people say, we can perhaps see better why the wawuwi chooses the
magical mode revenge, desiring not wholly the death of his sister’s son but
that he should come to heel and return what he owes. The wauwi may cut
down the tree and the secret may out; and rumour or suspicion scare a
ZS into a sense of his duties derelict but so endangering that he will turn
and seek to make them good. There can be appeal against the curse; but
the arrow loosed from the string is irrevocable. There may be much subtle
and individual variation in how particular people regard their beliefs. Belief
is not always a matter of absolute conviction: emotion and feeling as well as
reason enter in the link between assertion and conviction: emotion and
interest can alter that detachment which might enable someone to see
certain objects or actions as symbolical or instead mistake them for reality.
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Notes

1. For nearly all the substance of this paper, I first must thank the people of
Rauit village especially, and of Mandubil village, Lumi Sub-District, West Sepik
District, New Guinea; for support of my field work, my thanks to Anthony Forge
of the London School of Economics who supervised it, and to the Social Science
Research Council who financed it.

2. For the view of custom: |. Ladd (1967).

3. For the view on substitutes instead of symbols: E. H. Gombrich (1965, the
title essay, and 1966, pp. 393—40I).

4. For morality in general as attraction and constraint, almost any text on the
philosophy of morals, but conveniently, M. Ginsberg (1961, Chap. VIII).

5. For the moral nature of kinship: M. Fortes (1953, pp. 35-6) and (1969, Chap.
V and XII).

6. For the view on binding words to actions; assertion, affirmation and promise:
Pierre Janet (1927). I used the summary of Janet’s work contained in H. Ellen-
berger (1972, pp. 331-417).

=. For the view on false knowledge and voluntary illusion (as well as the idea for
an analogy with four-letter obscenities): F. Kraiipl Taylor (1966, Chap. 11).

8. For reason but not sentiment: E. Evans-Pritchard (1937, especially pp. 475-8).
For the pons asinorum: E. Evans-Pritchard (1951, p. 46).

9. For the view on symbols in real life: K. Jaspers (1963, pp. 330—40).
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“Ill at Ease and Sick at
4 | Heart”’: Symbolic Behaviour
in a Sudanese Healing Cult.

Pamela Constantinides

The quotation contained in the title of this paper is taken directly from a
description given by a Sudanese woman as she related the sort of physical
and emotional state she was in just prior to joining the spirit possession
cult which ultimately gave her some relief from her symptoms.!

She went on: “I became frightened and anxious about everything,
always feeling that death would happen to one of my family. My heart was
beating hard and I had short breath ... I was upset all the time. I was
pregnant and afraid that I might lose my baby. I became anxious about
my house and every small thing . . .”

This woman's personal symptoms and sentiments, and the dreams that
she had at that period, were to lead her to accept a culturally appropriate
diagnosis that her troubles were caused by her being possessed by spirits
called zaar. And acceptance of this diagnosis was, in turn, to lead her to
participate in an ego-centred group ritual of spirit appeasement, rich in
personal significance and in dramatic, historical and symbolic significance
to all those taking part.

The concept of spirit possession, and curative ritual associated with it,
touches directly on some of the main themes raised in this symposium. It
is right at the interface between private and public symbols and sentiments,
and forms a most pertinent starting point for any analysis of the nature of

1. The field research on which this article is based took place from April 196g to July
1970 and was financed entirely by the Social Science Research Council.

Thanks are due to the several colleagues who commented on an earlier draft of this

paper, and most especially to Professor Ioan Lewis and Dr. Pat Caplan for detailed and
helpful advice.
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these and the relation between them. It is precisely this thesis which leads
Mary Douglas, when discussing natural symbols, to use cases of spirit
possession as “‘test cases” in formulating her concepts for describing “the
way that social pressures reach an individual and structure his conscious-
ness” (Douglas, 1973, p. 112). Her hypothesis is that societies, or sections
within a society, which indulge in ecstatic and effervescent forms of ritual
and symbolic behaviour, are expressing their “lack of strong social articula-
tion” and that their practices amount to ““. . . a fair representation of the
social reality they experience” (Douglas, 1973, pp. 114 and 110).

Approaching the same sort of phenomena from a somewhat different
viewpoint, Ioan Lewis argues rather that spirit possession may provide an
outlet for those who are too rigidly circumscribed by their alloted status-
roles; that it allows a form of contained protest to those who are the con-
trolled, rather than controlling, members of structurally “tight” societies.
Specifically, in his Malinowski lecture (Lewis, 1966) and in his later, more
widely-ranging work on ecstatic religion (Lewis, 1g71), Lewis has linked
certain manifestations of spirit possession to feelings of absolute and rela-
tive deprivation experienced by those, especially women in “‘male-
dominated” societies, who find themselves in a peripheral position vis d vis
the sources of power and authority in their societies.

A close look, then, at one active curative cult which exists to treat indivi-
duals diagnosed as suffering from spirit possession, should help us towards
a greater understanding of the phenomenon. It should help to demonstrate
the sort of symbolic and emotional synthesis which allows an individual not
only to express, in an atmosphere of group support, the social pressures
impinging upon him, but also to experience a sense of relief from, and
hopefully to come to terms with, these pressures,

It is mv contention that the ritual of the zaar spirit possession cult of the
northern Sudan provides individuals under a variety of forms of stress with
a standardised and acceptable means of expressing the position in which
they find themselves. At the same time, both the ritual act, and membership
of the cult group, are instrumental in allowing subtle adjustment of their
position.

Furthermore, since ego-centred curative ritual sensitive to, and indeed
in part a product of, social change, allows for a two-way symbolic dialogue
between the individual and his society, in examining such ritual we may
also be able to gain some insight into the degree and extent to which the
society is prepared to utilise the mystical experiences and dramatic and
innovative abilities of its individual members.

In discussing a wide variety of inspired cults and religious movements,
Victor Turner observes that however personal seeming the initial inspira-
tion upon which they have been founded, ““their mythology and symbolism
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is barrowed from those of traditional rites de passage, either in the cultures
in which they originate or in the cultures with which they are in dramatic

contact” (Turner, 1974, p. 99).
This is certainly valid for the zaar spirit possession cult, now an estab-

lished but once an innovative cult in the Sudan.2 What is interesting is the

manner in which such “traditional symbols” are re-deployed, and it is
here that we broach the complex relationship between individual and group
sentiments, private and public symbols.

Before going any further, it is necessary to set the cult in its ethnographic
context. This I shall attempt to do in the briefest possible manner.

The Social Background

The cult groups which I am going to discuss here are urban and suburban
and involve mainly women of the sedentary riverain tribes of the Muslim
northern Sudan.?

Marked sexual segregation is a dominant feature of northern Sudanese
society. There is a clear sexual division of labour. Households are separated
into men's and women’s quarters, and in almost no instance do men and
women who are not closely related mix at any public gatherings. Weddings,
child-naming, circumcision ceremonies, and mourning, all take place with
two separate, sexually segregated congregations.

One point at which this division breaks down to some extent is during
personal and family crises of illness. A woman may, in complete privacy,
consult an unrelated male Quranic healer or feki, either on her own behalf
or on behalf of a member of her family, male or female. Similarly 2 man
may resort for treatment to what is considered to be the essentially womens’
cult of zaar.* Some men are regular participants at cult rituals, and a few
become cult group leaders. Of this male minority some are overt homo-
sexuals, while others may initially have symptoms, such as bleeding from
the anus or penis, which tend symbolically to classify them with women.
The majority of both cult group leaders and followers are women.

2. For an attempt to trace the history of the cult in the Sudan, and to demonstrate its
adaptive potential in situations of rapid social change and increasing urbanisation, see

- Constantinides (1g972).

3. Another, in some ways similar, cult called tumbura exists in the poorer areas of the
towns and appears to involve both men and women with no claim to Arab descent.

4. It is noteworthy that these excursions across the usual boundaries of sexual propriety
are sometimes marked by deep sexual suspicion. Men are likely to joke, irreligiously, that
certain fekis much resorted to by women to cure infertility *'do the job on the women" by
more direct means than the latters’ husbands suspect! Men who attend zaar rituals regu-
larly are suspected by both men and women of being homosexual, or conversely, may be
thought by men to be somewhat too heterosexual, dishonourably gaining access to women
by feigning illness.
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It is virtually impossible to estimate with any accuracy the proportion of
women who are initiated members of the numerous cult groups, but most
women, members or not, attend more than one ritual, in some capacity, at
some stage of their lives. The number of mature women in the urban and
suburban areas who have never attended such a ritual I would reckon to be
small to negligible.

Taking the society as a whole, for men the main rituals are those of the
life-cycle crises—male circumecision, marriage and death; and the formal
religious rituals of Islam and the various religious brotherhoods. The main
womens’ rituals are similarly those of the life cycle—female circumcision,
marriage, birth and death ; and the rituals of the 2aar womens’ cult. Women
do not generally attend the formal group rituals of Islam, but carry out

. their prayer and worship individually. Their participation in the zaar cult,
however, in many ways parallels men’s participation in the religious
brotherhoods, and it could be said that the cult groups are in the religious
and social life of the women what the brotherhoods are in the religious and
social life of the men.5 Significantly, certain aspects of usage and termi-
nology are the same. Among many similarities of detail I shall mention here
only the following: that zaar cult groups, like the brotherhoods, celebrate
the major annual festivals of Islam with sacrifice and the display of stan-
dards and flags, often bearing the names of popular saints; that both begin
and end their proceedings with long incantations calling for the blessings
of God, the Prophet Mohammed, and the saints; that the leader of a
brotherhood is entitled shaikh and the leader of a zaar cult group is called
shaikha; that both are said by their followers to arif al tariga or arif al sikka,
literally to “know the way”, to have access to the mysteries of the super-
natural, The shaikh of a brotherhood usually passes on, in the male line,
his office and the blessing and power, baraka, associated with it. While
there are several instances of a zaar leader passing on her office to a female
relative, the position is most usually achieved by means of an initial experi-
ence of severe illness followed by a period of discipleship to another cult
group leader.

In considering the whole ritual life of the northern Sudan it is evident
that, in terms of duration, expense, and symbolic elaboration, spirit posses-
sion ritual is probably most closely comparable to the ritual surrounding
marriage, from which also, as we shall see, some of its terminology is
borrowed. In terms of pure drama, it is the most elaborate of all. As both
ritual and drama, it draws upon a set of symbols which form a pattern
throughout the total ritual of the culture.

5. In Morocco certain religious brotherhoods with ecstatic practices appear to be com-
bined with spirit possession, as in the case of the Hamadsha described by Vincent Crapan-
zano (see Crapanzano, 1973).
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Within the spirit possession cult groups a person suffering from an indivi-
dual syndrome of physical, emotional or social malaise, becomes incorpor-
ated in an elaborate group ritual process, during the course of which she is
encouraged to express her reaction to her symptoms in terms of a fairly
standardised pattern of symbolic behaviour which has meaning to all the
members of the group. I say “fairly standardised” because sometimes
dreams, and nearly always trance, form parts of this process. Now these
latter might be thought to be experiences whose meaning is highly specific
to the individual concerned, but in fact how far is this so? How far can we
go in predicting that both the symptoms she expresses, and her dream and
trance experiences, will be culturally determined?

In order to come to grips with these and other problems, I shall now
describe the typical process whereby a woman becomes a member of a
spirit possession cult group.

Diagnosis of Spirit Possession and the Role of Dreams

The primary basis for recruitment into the group is illness. Illness in this
culture is a broad concept, and includes individual symptoms of all the
local endemic diseases and a whole range of other organic ailments, as well
as behavioural symptoms and a variety of social distresses such as anxiety
about conflicts or problems in the home. To give just one example of the
latter: a woman who has been worried because a husband or son is out of
work, or drinking heavily, will describe herself as “sick”. This is quite
close to the notion one occasionally hears expressed in our own society:
“I worried myself sick over him!” A cult leader will take on most com-
plaints, excluding, however, severe behavioural disorders where the be-
haviour of the person concerned has become totally socially unacceptable.
These are classified as possession by another class of spirits called jinn. The
word for mad in Arabic is majnuun, literally, ‘‘jénn-possessed”. Treatment
1s given by a male Islamic healer or feki and may involve the spirit being
beaten, bullied, starved or tricked out of its unfortunate host. Milder
behavioural symptoms, those which would probably be termed neurotic in
Western cultures, tend more to be ascribed to possession by a zaar spirit—
also referred to by the synonyms rif al-ahmar or “red wind” and dastuur.5

6. The etymology of the terms zaar and dastuur is obscure, Some writers assume the

“essentially non-Arabic form zaar to be a corruption of an Arabic term meaning “he

visited”. Yet others believe the word to be a borrowing from either Amharic or Persian.
As it exists in Sudanese Arabic it has no meaning outside its spirit possession context.
With regard to a possible “visit” or ‘“visitation”’ meaning, it is interesting to note that
the word dastuur was apparently used in Egvpt as a warning cry to a household’s women-
folk to conceal themselves when a male visitor approached the threshold.
Dastuur also bears the commonplace meaning of “‘door support” or “door jamb" in the



66 PAMELA CONSTANTINIDES

Whereas the aim is to exorcise jinn, saar spirits are merely placated and
remain bound to their hosts for life.

Many women consciously link their illness symptoms to remembered
antecedent personal crises, and these are overwhelmingly to do with emo-
tional distress at the death of a relative, or with problems of childbirth or
fertility, and to a lesser extent with problems of marriage, or with adoles-
cent and pre-adolescent problems such as circumcision and the onset of
menstruation.

Indigenous healers tend to treat the total patient. I have been present at
several diagnostic sessions, and in all of them the striking fact was that,
even in cases of seemingly trivial organic complaints, all aspects of the
patient’s life were taken as relevant background. Thus for example, one
person would volunteer the information that the patient had once had a
baby which was still-born, another that she had been divorced twice before,
another that she had conflicts with her present husband’s mother, and so on.

So, the first criterion is illness, and when I refer to “the patient” I am
adapting the Arabic term used, a/-ayana, literally, “‘the sick one”.

When a new patient consults a cult leader to ascertain whether or not she
is spirit possessed, the diagnostic procedure may take one of two forms.
Either the patient herself may act as a medium for the spirits which express
through her their demands, or the cult leader, after what are said to be
spirit-inspired dreams, or meditation, will convey to the patient what the
spirit requires to cease troubling her. In the initial interview the attempt is
always to encourage the patient herself to express the wishes of her invad-
ing spirits. What usually happens is that after some preliminary attendance
at spirit possession rituals, after the urging and recommendation of her
female kin and neighbours, and possibly after trying other available types
of diagnosis and treatment, the patient, or her kin acting on her behalf, will
arrange a formal consultation with a cult leader.

After taking the hand of the patient, calling down the blessings of God,
and uttering soothing reassurances, the cult leader will then proceed to
administer, one after another, the different blends of incense particular to
each classificatory group of zaer spirits. This may or may not be accom-
panied by rhythmic drumming.

Any person may be possessed by a multitude of different spirits, but
there are always a few who are considered to be the principal possessing
agents, and it is to these that a patient will dedicate a ritual. These principal

Sudan, and this ties in with much of the liminal terminology used in the spirit possession
songs, which include much reference to doorkeepers, thresholds, doorways and so on.
In the Sudan no conscious conceptual link with the similar Arabic term dustunr, mean-
ing '‘constitution’” (in a governmental sense) is made, but it is interesting to note that a
similar cult in Somalia bears the name mingés, an Ethiopian term meaning government,
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spirits are said to be those which reveal themselves first in the diagnostic
gession. Others may manifest themselves during the course of the patient’s
first ritual, or at later stages in her possession history. As the cult leader
administers the different types of incense, the patient may go into or
assume a state of trance and begin to tremble and to groan or weep. This
indicates that the first spirit has, as they say, “descended”. The cult leader
begins to question it: “who are you?’; “tell us your name”; “what do
you require:”; “why are you troubling this woman?'’'; and so on. The

atient answers in a “spirit voice”, or by miming gestures interpreted by
the cult leader, as the spirit indicates its requirements. These are usually
stereotyped—a standardised spirit costume and the mounting of a ritual
and sacrifice in its honour.

The cult leader begins to bargain with the spirit manifested in the patient :
“take this illness from her and we will make a ritual for you and bring you
all that you require”. Relatives of the patient, usually visibly impressed by
this point, add their assurances that they will provide everything possible.

The appearance of the first spirit marks the diagnostic breakthrough.
After that several other spirits may reveal themselves one by one as their
particular incense is administered. The first spirit, it is said, “‘stands locking
up the door”. After it reveals itself and receives promises that its demands
will be met, then any other invasive spirits within the patient may also
express their own particular characters and demands.

It is important to note that in general it is rare for a previously unknown
spirit to reveal itself during these early sessions. The patient-medium is
operating within a choice range of well-known spirit forms whose char-
acteristics and demands are fairly uniformly conceptualised. As I said
earlier, there are very few women who have never been to a spirit possession
ritual. Most have some contact with, or knowledge of, cult groups. Many
have been familiar with the spirits from their early childhood, having been
taken along as infants and small children by their mothers to rituals, and
later imitating the dances and costumes of the participants in their play.
They may be directly under a cult leader’s influence as her kinswoman or
neighbour. Moreover it is not unusual for an ill patient to spend several
days or weeks at a cult leader’s house before undergoing formal diagnosis,
thereby being fully exposed to a zaar atmosphere and to the ideas and
suggestions of the cult leader and her colleagues.

The accuracy and success of this diagnosis by means of incense is
measured by the degree of recovery of the patient, and to this extent the
Proceedings are highly pragmatic. Either immediately, or within a reason-
able time afterwards, she should feel some relief from her symptoms. This
1s taken as a sign that the spirits are prepared to keep their side of the
bargain and that she must start making preparations to keep hers. This is
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why to call the actual ritual itself curative, is to some extent misleading.
The “cure” may have taken place earlier, and a perfectly healthy and con-
tented woman who sponsors a ritual is seen as merely fulfilling her vow to
the spirits.

But sometimes the administering of the incense does not evoke a re-
sponse from the patient, and she does not straight away become the medium
for her intrusive spirits, even though general concensus insists that she is
spirit possessed. When this happens the cult leader acts alone in a further
diagnostic procedure.

The patient or her relatives bring to the cult leader a garment or cloth
worn close to the patient which has her bodily smell upon it. The cult
leader sprinkles perfume on it and holds it over an incense burner, before
putting it beneath her head when she sleeps at night. She may wrap in it
other objects, brought as gifts by the patient, such as palm leaves, per-
fumes and sweets, which are referred to as “keys of dreams’’. Before the
cult leader sleeps she concentrates her thoughts upon the patient. If she
has no dreams that night, she will tell the patient that there is no spirit
possession involved. More often, not surprisingly, she says that she has
dreamt of the spirits and their requests, and she instructs the patient
accordingly.

Dreams, and their interpretations, play an important part in the zaaer
cult. Strange or unpleasant dreams, especially those involving unknown or
foreign persons, will often be the factor that stimulates a woman who is
unwell to seek a diagnosis in terms ot spirit possession. They may also
serve to confirm in the patient’s mind the accuracy of a diagnosis already
made.

These dreams, at least as they are remembered and told, are often re-
markably clear in their reference, both to the dreamer and toanyone familiar
with the culture. One example will have to suffice here:

This concerns a married woman now in her thirties. Like the majority
of women of her age group and rural origin, she has had no formal educa-
tion. She has been married for sixteen years to a father’s brother’s son (the
preferred form of marriage) and the marriage has been affectionate and
stable despite the fact that the couple are childless. Out of regard for his
wife, and for their close links of kinship, the husband has resisted sugges-
tions that he take another wife to bear him children.

At the time in question the woman had been married for five years. Her
husband had gone abroad to study for a period of some years, returning
only in the vacations, and had left her in the care of a group of kin living
in a town far from her natal village. While there she started to suffer from
continual headaches and dizziness. She began to have vivid dreams, and
one particularly stimulated her to have recourse to a spirit possession cult
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leader. She dreamt that she was ill, sitting on a chair, and unable to speak.
An uncle of hers, a religious leader and a strict orthodox Muslim, opposed
to spirit possession practices, appeared in the dream carrying a ram and
saying it must be slain and she must be given its blood to drink, whereupon
she says, she awoke feeling a heavy pressure in her chest and back and
began to spit blood.

Now here we have a girl who has been feeling wretched and unwell.
Her childlessness after five years of marriage makes her an object either of
curiosity, not necessarily charitable, or of pity to her fellow women. Her
husband is not there to boost her status by demonstrating loyalty to her as
a wife, and she is away from the protection of her natal family. The move
from a village, where she can claim some tie of kinship with most of the
inhabitants, to a town largely composed of strangers, has undoubtedly
restricted her social range and freedom, controlled as these are by the
moral obligations of Islam. Furthermore, her husband’s absence ensures
that there is no immediately foreseeable chance of alleviating her central
problem of childlessness.

In her dream she is sitting on a chair, speechless and therefore unable to
express the nature of her illness. The “chair” refers directly to zaar spirits.
The tray of offerings made to the spirits is called their “chair”. During the
course of spirit ritual the spirits are believed to come down and stay on their
“chair”. They are also said to “‘descend”” onto the patient and “sit on her”,
so that she herself in a sense becomes a spirit *‘chair”. A ram sacrificed in
the course of a ritual as a specific patient-substitute, is first sat upon, and
sometimes rode around the room, by the patient when she is in a state of
trance and has the spirit within her. The ram patient as an offering is also
then a ““chair” for the patient spirit.

In this dream a strict uncle, who was in fact opposing her interest in the
possession cult, now insists that this is the only way she can be cured. The
sacrifice of a ram and annointment with its blood is the climax of a spirit
possession ritual. In earlier times the blood was also drunk, and this has
been one of the principal objections to the cult made by local Islamic
leaders. So in this dream the uncle is not merely neutralised but trans-
formed, and his religious authority is used to encourage his niece’s
participation in the cult.

Sometimes it is not the patients themselves who dream of the spirits, but
their relatives. Kin who are already part of a spirit possession circle par-
ticularly, use the evidence of their dreams as a mechanism for recruiting
their kinswomen to their cult group. Men sometimes dream of the spirits,
and their dreams, or the interpretation of them by their womenfolk, have
been known by their own testimony to force reluctant fathers, brothers and
husbands to finance the ritual for which their women have been asking.
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It is interpretation which counts in channelling an individual’s dream
processes along the culturally possible courses. For example, if a dream is
by no means as clear as the one above, and the dreamer is already, shall we
say, spirit-prone, she will go to a cult group leader who will draw, like the
psychoanalyst, on a specialised store of esoteric knowledge to give an
interpretation in terms of the dogma of the cult.

Dreams may be the means for the genesis of new spirits, or at least for
the appearance of ones said to be previously unknown, since in theory all
the spirits are supposed to have existed from ancient times. However, it is
admitted that sometimes either a cult leader or a patient may dream of a
new spirit form which they do not recognise—sometimes the wife or lover
of an existing spirit. This spirit will teach them in the dream the song and
drumming style it requires, and will convey its particular demands as far
as costume is concerned.

It is not very easy to get a new spirit established. One has to persuade the
cult leader and the others of the group of the validity of the dream appari-
tion. One has to be able to describe in detail tangible characteristics and
demands of the spirit, and to be able to provide a distinctive song and
drumming rhythm. The song and costume may be tried out at a ritual
sponsored by the innovator, but this is still a long way from its gaining
general credence and acceptability, so that others begin to be possessed by
the same spirit. What seems to happen much more frequently is that old
spirits become slowly endowed with additional characteristics and de-
mands, or with greater sophistications of costume. Thus Hakiim Baasha,
a long established doctor spirit, now has two manifestations. One is a
Turkish doctor wearing the costume of the Turko-Egyptian period of rule
in the Sudan (1821-1880). Another has a modern medical uniform—Ilong
white coat, pocket pencil and stethoscope.

Working alongside the innovative and imaginative tendencies of indivi-
duals within the cult groups is the overall tendency to conservatism in
belief of the group as a whole. Rituals should be performed in the “correct”
manner if they are to have the desired beneficial effect. The trend therefore
is for pre-ritual discussions between the patient, the cult leader, and other
devotees, to attempt to reach a concensus on what is the correct and proper
way to please a particular spirit or spirits. These decisions are drawn from
a common pool of existing ritual knowledge. It is the well-known pattern
whereby what was, in its early history, undoubtedly an innovative cult
(see Constantinides, 1972, ibid.), gradually becomes more and more estab-
lishment, particularly when it models itself on existing religious institutions,
as this cult has in many ways modelled itself upon the various mystical
religious brotherhoods,

But a survey of the cult since the years ot its introduction to the Sudan
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shows that new spirits, and hence new segments of ritual action, have been
introduced from time to time in the cult’s history, and gained general cre-
dence. This appears to happen when an individual’s notions strike a chord
of recognition in the wider group of which she is a part, and where the
expression of private sentiments coincides with a cultural readiness to
accept symbolic expression of that sentiment.

Spirits of Sickness

Let us now look more closely at the nature and characteristics of these zaar
spirits.

The dogma of the cult has it that there are seven groups of spirits and
seven blends of incense, one for each group. However, this appears merely
to be one of several devices for incorporating the cult within the overall
belief system of popular Islam, the number seven having some prominence
in Muslim theology and hence considerable mystical value. In fact, al-
though the spirits are classified into groups, the classification is fairly
flexible and varies slightly from one cult leader to another. There are usu-
ally more than seven groups, and the individual spirits whose classification
is not clear-cut may be differently assigned according to the notions of
individual leaders.

The main groups distinguishable are:

The Holy Men—a collection of Muslim saints, teachers, founders of religious
brotherhoods, and pilgrims.

The Ethiopians—purportedly an ethnic group: it includes both anthrogornor-
phic spirits such as “The Little Ruler of the Ethiopians™, and the spirits of
places and things associated with Ethiopia.

The Pashas—spirits of early government administrators and doctors, several
distinguishable as historical figures, others apparently cultural stereotypes.

The Arabs—spirits of the nomadic desert tribes of the Sudan.

The Europeans or Christians—this group includes the spirits of Jews, Copts,
Greeks, Armenians, French and British. General Gordon of Khartoum is
there, and 50 is Lord Cromer, as well as the spirit “Electricity”. "The Euro-
peans are known particularly for their excessive fondness for alcoholic
beverages.

The Ladies or Daughters—an ethnically mixed group, including the daughters
of all the above mentioned categories. The daughters of the Holy Men
especially, typify a sort of ideal womanhood.

The Blacks—this includes spirits of all the peoples and areas from which the
northern Sudanese have in the past obtained slaves, as well as the peoples of
the Western Sudanic regions.

The Fellata—Muslim West Africans begging their way on pilgrimage to
Mecca. Some of these may be alternatively classed as Holy Men, or as Blacks.
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The Grandmothers—the spirits of old women, sometimes included with the
Ladies, or some of them with the Blacks.

The Tumburawi—spirits from the previously mentioned Tumbura cult. This
is a small group of spirits thought to be particularly savage in their effects,
and may include spirits of animals, such as the crocedile, as well as the
spirit of death and the graveyard.

There does not appear to be any marked status association in being
possessed by one type of spirit rather than another, whatever the prestige
of the ethnic category it represents, and the degree of significance of the
possession lies rather in the severity of the illness inflicted. Certain indivi-
dual spirits from a variety of groups are, however, more popular in terms
of frequency of occurrence than others. Cult participants are normally
possessed by more than one spirit, and it is not unusual for a person to
have one or more from each of the groups.

Taken as a whole, the classification provides a fairly consistent view of
all the cultural influences which have penetrated the Sudan from without,
especially during the last one hundred years or more, and in this sense can
very much be viewed as the spirits of social change.

When we come down, however, to the level of the individual spirits, we
find remarkably little elaboration ot character. Though each has a song
and drumming sequence particular to its name, and a colour and costume
association by which it can be recognised, these are usually little more than
variations on a highly stereotyped theme. Cult members are much less
interested in the nature and character of the spirits per se than they are in
how any individual spirit is affecting them, or their close friends or kin.
Spirit demands are worried over simply to “get it right” so that the ritual
will be efficacious. In other words the spirits stand for, or symbolise,
something else.

While in one sense, then, the spirits represent a panorama of the recent
historical past, if we look closely at the ritual addressed to them, we find
throughout the symbolic expression of timeless realities—fertility, life and
death, and the individual’s fears, failings and inadequacies in the face of
these.

Now before I give a gloss on the ritual, I must make it clear that, as is
so often the anthropologist’s experience, the participants themselves are
not interested in problems of meaning. They simply do not think about the
ritual in these terms. Questions about meaning are meaningless questions,
and tend merely to draw forth in answer re-descriptions of actions.

I remember vividly on one occasion being made to feel rather like a dim
pupil hauled before the class for consistently failing to perce