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74  TOTEMISM

Moreover, the animal is more than a simple object of a prohibi-
tion; it is an ancestor, and to kill it would be almost as bad as
murder. This is not because the Tallensi believe in metempsycho-
sis, but because the ancestors, their human descendants, and the
resident animals are all united by a territorial link: “The an-
cestors . . . are spiritually present in the social life of their
descendants in the same way as the sacred animals are present
in sacred pools or in the locality with which the group is iden-
tified.” 2 -

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

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

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

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

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

These interpretations by Firth and Fortes are much more
satisfactory than those of the classical adherents of totemism, or
of its first adversaries such as Goldenweiser, because they escape
the double danger of recourse either to some arbitrary explana-
tion or to factitious evidence. It is clear that in so-called totemic
systems the natural species do not serve as any old names for
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it remains to effect the passage from external analogy to internal
homology.

II

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

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

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

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

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

these expressions correctly, it is necessary to envisage, step

step, the reasoning involved. As manifestations of spiritual
power, twins are firstly “children of God” (gat kwoth), and
since the sky is the divine abode they may also be called “persons
of the above” (ran nhial). In this context they are opposed to
ordinary humans, who are “persons of below” (ran piny). As
birds are themselves “of the above,” twins are assimilated to
them.
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satisfactory explanation of the “totemic” predilection for animal

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

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

hawk and crow, and other pairs?”.}?

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

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

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

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

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

To arrive at this end, the natural species are classed in pairs











