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appropriation is much claser in the case of
food, and the point is that appropriation pre-
cedes absorption, as it accompanies the cook-
ing. Cooking may be taken to imply a complete
appropriation of the food by the household. It
is almost as if, before being “internally ah-
sorbed” by the individual, food was, by cooking,
collectively predigested. One cannot share the
food prepared by people without sharing in
their nature, This is one aspect of the situation.
Another is that cooked food is extrernely per-
meable to pollution.

This reads like a correct transliteration of In-
dian pollution symbolism regarding cooked food.
But what is gained by proffering a descriptive ac-
count as if it were explanatory? In India the cook-
ing process is seen as the beginning of ingestion,
and therefore cooking is susceptible to pollution,
in the same way as eating, But why is this com-
plex found in India and in parts of Polynesia and
in Judaism and other places, but not wherever
humans sit down to eat? 1 suggest that food is not
likely to be polluting at all unless the external
boundaries of the social system are under pres-
sure.”! We can go further to explain why the ac-
tual cooking of the food in India must be ritually
pure. The purity of the castes is correlated with
an elaborate hereditary division of labour be-
tween castes. The work performed by each caste
carries a symbolic load: it says something about
the relatively pure status of the caste in question.
Some kinds of labour correspond with the excre-
tory functions of the body, for example that of
washermen, barbers, sweepers, as we have seen.
Some professions are involved with bloodshed or
alcoholic liquor, such as tanners, warriors, toddy
tappers. So they are low in the scale of purity in
so far as their occupations are at variance with
Brahminic ideals. But the point at which food js

prepared for the table is the point at which the
interrelation of the purity structure and the oc-
cupational structure needs to be set straight. For
food is produced by the combined efforts of sev-
eral castes of varying degrees of purity: the black-
smith, carpenter, ropemaker, the peasant. Before
being admitted to the body some clear symbolic
break is needed to express food’s separation from
necessary but impure contacts. The cooking pro-

cess, entrusted to pure hands, provides this ritual -
break. Some such break we would expect to find:

whenever the production of food is in the hands
of the relatively impure. :

These are the general lines on which primitive:
rituals must be related to the social order and the.
culture in which they are found. The examples [
have given are crude, intended to exemplify a-
broad objection to a certain current treatment of
ritual themes, 1 add one more, even cruder, to:

underline my point. Much literature has been ex-
pended by psychologists on Yurok pollution ideas
(Erikson, Posinsky). These North Californian In

dians who lived by fishing for salmon in the Kiam-
ath River, would seem 1o have been absessed by
the behavior of liquids, if their pollution rules can
be said to express an obsession, They are careful-
not to mix good water with bad, not to urinate

into rivers, not to rnix seq and fresh water, and so°

on. I insist that these rules cannot imply obses-:
sional neuroses, and they cannot be interpreted
unless the fluid formlessness of their highly com
petitive socfal life be taken into account {Dubois}
To sum up. There is unquestionably a relatio;
between individual preoccupations and primitive:

ritual. But the relation is not the simple one

which some psycheanalysts have assumed. Prim

itive ritual draws upon individual experience, of:
course. This is a truism. But it draws upon it sg
selectively that it cannot be said to be primarily

male and female purity is actuzlly a second issue—not the
preservation of a social group such as a caste, but the
maintenance of gender boundaries.

*! Douglas refers to the prohibition of eating beef in india,
the principles of mana and taboo in traditional Pofyne-
sian societies, and the dietary rules about kosher food in
Judaism. She suggests that if a society or class feels the
need 1o protect itself from outsiders or foreigr influences,

this will be symbolized through rules of behavior and ea
ing: For example, in Polynesia, commoners were forbid:
den 1o touch anything associated with the nobie classés
because these objects contained mana, a power that
could harm them. According to Douglas, protecting the
body from pollution by guarding the orifices, in this cas
restricting the diet, symbolizes the protection of tradi
tional beliefs.
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inspired by the need to solve individual problems
common to the human race, still less explained
by clinical research. Primitives are not trying to
cure or prevent personal neuroses by their public
rituals. Psychologists can tell us whether the
public expression of individua] anxieties is likely
ta solve personal problems or not. Certainly we
must suppose that some interaction of the kind is
probable. But that is not at issue. The analysis of
ritual symbolism cannot begin until we recognize
ritual as an attempt to create and maintain a par-
ticular culture, a particular set of assumptions by
which experience is controlled.

Any culture is a series of related structures
which comprise social forms, values, cosmology,
the whole of knowledge and through which all
experience is mediated. Certain cultural themes
are expressed by rites of bodily manipulation. in
this very general sense primitive culture can be
said to be autoplastic. But the objective of these
rituals is not negative withdrawal from reality.
The assertions they make are not usefully to he
compared to the withdrawal of the infant into

*Douglas’ conclusion reflects the strong influence of
Durkheim on her work. Durkheim was concerned with
demonstrating that society was a separate phenomenon
from individual psychology and that sacial actions could
not be reduced to the sum total of individual actions, In
other wards, he tried very hard to separate sociology from
psychology. Douglas attempts to do the same thing. She
insists that the rules of ritual and pollution are what
Durkheim called sociaf facts, They are not reducible to
manifestations of individyal psychalogy. Whatever effects

thumb-sucking and masturbation. The rituals en-
act the form of social relations and in giving these
relations visible expression they enable people to
know their own society. The rituals work upen
the body politic through the symbolic medium of
the physical body.??
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they may have on the individual, they reflect the Ways s0ci-
ety maintains its structure and solidarity. The essay is pro-
foundly symbofic—a materialist’s analysis of the caste sys.
tem, for example, would have focused on the political and
economic inequalities inherent in it, which Douglas ig-
nores. With same modification we could imagine this essay
appearing as a chapter in Durkheim’s Hementary Forms of
the Refigious 1ifa (1965 [1912]). For example, in the last
sentence of the paragraph above, she characterizes ritual as
the attempt to create and maintain 2 particular culture.

32. Symbols in Ndembu Ritual
VICTOR TURNER (] 920-1983)

AMONG THE NDEMBU of Zambia {(formerly North-
ern Rhodesia), the importance of ritua] in the
lives of the villagers in 1952 was striking, Hardly
a week passed in a small neighborhood without a

From The Foresi of Symbols (1967)

ritual drum being heard in one or another of jts
villages. ‘

By “ritual” I mean prescribed formal behavior
for occasions not given over to technological
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routine having reference to beliefs in mystical he-
ings or powers. The symbol is the smallest unit of
ritual which still retains the specific properties of
ritual behavior; it is the ultimate unit of specific
structure in a ritual context. Since this essay is in
the main a description and analysis of the struc-
ture and properties of symbols, it will be enough
to state here, following the Concise Oxford Dic-
tionary, that a “symbol” is a thing regarded by
general consent as naturally typifying or repre-
senting or recalling something by possession of
analogous qualities or by association in fact or
thought. The symbols I observed in the field
were, empirically, objects, activities, relation-
ships, events, gestures, and spatial units in a rit-
ual situation.”

Following the advice and example of Profes-
sor Monica Wilson, I asked Ndembu specialists
as well as laymen to interpret the symbols of their
ritual. As a result, I obtained much exegetic® ma-
terial. I felt that it was methodologically impor-
tant to keep observational and interpretative
materials distinct from one another. The reason
for this will soon become apparent.®

| found that I could not analyze ritual symbols
without studying them in a time series in relation
to other “events,” for symbols are essentially in-
volved in social process. 1 came to see perfor-
mances of ritual as distinct phases in the social’
processes whereby groups became adjusted to in-:
ternal changes and adapted to their external enviz
ronment. From this standpoint the ritual symbo
becomes a factor in social action, a positive force
in an activity field. The symbol becomes associ=
ated with human interests, purposes, ends, and
means, whether these are explicitly formulated or
have to be inferred from the observed behavior.
The structure and properties of a symbol become

those of a dynamic entity, at least within its ap-:

propriate context of action.*

STRUCTURE AND PROPERTIES
OF RITUAL SYMBOLS

The structure and properties of ritual symbols:
may be inferred from three classes of data: (1)
external form and observahle characteristics;i

' This essay, first presented as a paper at a professional meet-
ing in 1958, is one of Turner’s most famous works. [n it he
outlines some basic properties of symbols and contrasts his
method of symbolic analysis with psychoanalytic thought
using examples from his fieldwork with the Ndembu.

* Exegetic: the adjectival form of exegesis, an interpreta-
tion or explanation.

*Turner was a student of Monica H. Wilson (1908-1962),
a Cambridge-educated South African social anthropolo-
gist. In the 1930s, most anthropologists in the structural-
functionalist tradition were writing about African societies
as static traditions. Wilsan, however, focused on eco-
nomic, political, and social change in African societies,
particularly among the Nyakyusa. She is best known for
her detailed fieldwork and ethnographies.

Turner speaks of keeping observational and interpre-
tive materials separate from one another because he wrote
this article at a time when symbolic interpretation was
controversial and because of the training he received from
Wilson. The care with which he outlines his argument is in
part a reaction to the controversy caused by Freudian in-
terpretations of ethnographic material. Psychoanalytic

analysis relies heavily on the interpreter’s explication of:
the unconscious meaning of a ritual or other symbols. In
the British structural-functionalist tradition, Turner consid:

ers symbois ta be empirically verifiable units and s inter=:

ested in the laws by which they are used.

*Contrary to the psychoanalytic approach, Turner mairiz"
tains that because ritual symbals are a part of sacial actior:

they must be analyzed within the social and temporil
contexts in which they are expressed. However, Turner

thought of these contexts as consisting of elements of the
natural world and other social groups and did not cons

sider the effects British colonialism might have had on the
sacieties he studied. The British administration is men-

tioned briefly and in passing in The Forest of Symbols (the:
book from which this essay is taken) but orly to dismiss

the importance of its effects. For example, in the introduc

tion, Turner peints out that the British have changed the’:
nature of Ndembu hierarchy but then says “The
. still {ive in the strenucus and heroic past”:
(1967:3). Turner's structural-functionalist roots are also ap--

Ndembu . .

parent in this paragraph in that he sees rituals as the mech:
anism by which groups adjust to changes in their social
and external environment,

Symbolic and Interpretive Anthropology 451

{2} interpretations offered by specialists and by
laymen; (3) significant contexts largely worked
out by the anthropologist.’

Here is an example. At Nkang'a, the girl’s pu-
berty ritual, a novice is wrapped in a blanket and
laid at the foot of a mudyi sapling. The wmadyi tree
Diplorrhyncus condylocarpon is conspicuous for
its white latex, which exudes in milky beads if the
thin bark is scratched. For Ndembu this is its
most important observable characteristic, and
therefore | propose to call it “the milk tree”
henceforward.® Most Ndembu women can attri-
bute several meanings to this tree. In the first
place, they say that the milk tree is the “senior”
(matkulumpi) tree of the ritual. Each kind of rit-
ual bas this “senior” or, as I will call it, “domi-
nant” symbol. Such symbols fall into a special
class which I will discuss more fully later. Here it
is enough to state that dominant symbols are re-
garded not merely as means to the fulfillment of
the avowed purposes of a given ritual, but also
and more importantly refer to values that are re-
garded as ends in themselves, that is, to axiom-
atic values. Secondly, the women say with
reference to its observable characteristics that
the milk tree stands for human breast milk and
also for the breasts that supply it. They relate this
meaning to the fact that Nkang'a is performed
when a girl’s breasts begin to ripen, not after her
first menstruation, which is the subject of an-
other and less elaborate ritual. The main theme
of Nkang'a is indeed the tie of nurturing between
mother and child, not the bond of birth. This
theme of nurturing is expressed at Nkang'a in a
number of supplementary symbols indicative of
the act of feeding and of foodstuff. In the third
place, the women describe the milk tree as “the
tree of a mother and her child.” Here the refer-

ence has shifted from description of a biological
act, breast feeding, to a social tie of profound
significance both in domestic relations and in the
structure of the widest Ndembu community. This
latter meaning is brought out most clearly in a
text I recorded from a male ritual specialist, T
translate literally.

The miik tree is the place of all mothers of the
lineage (vumu, literally “womb” or “stomach”).
It represents the ancestress of women and men.
The milk tree is where our ancestress slept when
she was initiated. To initiate here means the
dancing of women round and round the milk
tree where the novice sleeps. One ancestress af-
ter another slept there down to our grandmother
and our mother and ourseives the children. That
is the place of our tribal custom (muchidi)®
where we began, even men just the same, for
tnen are circumcised under a milk tree.

This text brings out clearly those meanings of
the milk tree which refer to principles and values
of social organization. At one level of abstraction
the milk tree stands for matriliny, the principle on
which the continuity of Ndembu society depends.
Matriliny governs succession to office and inheri-
tance of property, and it vests dominant rights of
residence in local units. More than any other prin-
ciple of social organization it confers order and
structure on Ndembu social life. Beyond this,
however, “mudyi” means more than matriliny, both
according to this text and according to many other
statements I have collected. It stands for tribal
custom (muchidi wetu) itself. The principle of ma-
triliny, the backbone of Ndembu social organiza-
tion, as an element in the semantic structure of the
milk tree, itself symbolizes the total system of inter-
relations between groups and persons that makes
up Ndembu society. Some of the meanings of

*Reacting to the ethnoscientists’ critique of ethnography,
Turner refuses to get drawn into a conflict over the validity
of different forms of interpretation. Here he says that ob-
served data, informants’ interpretations, and the anthro-
pologist’s analysis are al! legitimate. In the following para-
graph he demonstrates how the symbolism of the mudyi
tree can be viewed from all three perspectives.

®Turner says Ndembu women attribute severa! symbolic
meanings to the mudyi tree, The fact that a single symbol
can represent many things is called multivacality, and it is
one of Turner’s key ideas. He first defined the term in his
article “Ritual Symbolism, Morality, and Social Structure
among the Ndembu” (1965b). Note that Turner proposes
to call the tree the milk tree, thus imposing a syrmbofic
image of his own, What do the Ndembu call the mudyi
tree? Is milk tree the English wranstation of mudyi?
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important symbols may themselves be symbols,
each with its own system of meanings. At its high-
est level of abstraction, therefore, the milk tree
stands for the unity and continuity of Ndembu so-
ciety. Both men and women are components (-)f
that spatiotemporal continuum. Perhaps that is
why one educated Ndembu, trying to cross the gap
between our cultures, explained to me that the
milk tree was like the British flag ahove the admin-
istrative headquarters. “Mudyi is our flag,” he said.”
When discussing the milk tree symbolism in
the context of the girls' puberty ritual, informants
tend to stress the harmonizing, cohesive aspects
of the milk tree symbaolism, They also stress the
aspect of dependence. The child depends on its
mother for nutriment; similarly, say the Ndembu,
the tribesman drinks from the breasts of tribal
custom. Thus nourishment and learning are
equated in the meaning content of the milk tree.
I have often heard the milk tree compared to “go-
ing to school”; the child is said to swallow in-
struction as a baby swallows milk and kapudyi,
the thin cassava gruel Ndembu liken to milk. Do
we not ourselves speak of “a thirst for knowl-
edge”? Here the milk tree is a shorthand for the
process of instruction in tribal matters that fol-
lows the critical episode in both boys” and girls’
initiation—circumcision in the case of the boys
and the long trial of lying motionless in that of
the gitls. The mothet’s role is the archetype, of
protector, nourisher, and teacher. For example, a
chief is often referred to as the “mother of his
people,” while the hunter-doctor who initiates a
novice into a hunting cult is called “the mother of
huntsmanship {(mama dawuyang'a).” An appren-
tice circumciser is referred to as “child of the
circumecision medicine” and his instructor as
“mother of the circumcision medicine.” In all the
senses hitherto described, the milk tree repre-
sents harmonious, benevolent aspects of domes-
tic and tribal life.

However, when the third mode of interpreta-
tion, contextual analysis, is applied, the interpre-
tations of informants are contradicted by the way .

people actually behave with reference to the milk

tree. It becomes clear that the milk tree repre-
sents aspects of social differentiation and even
opposition between the components of a society

which ideally it is supposed to symbolize as a har-7

monious whole. The first relevant context we shall:
examine is the role of the milk tree in a series of

action situations within the framework of the:

girls’ puberty ritual. Symbols, as T have said, pro-:
duce action, and dominant symbols tend to be-
come focuses in interaction. Groups mobilize
around them, worship before them, perform other
symbolic activities near them, and add other sym

bolic objects to them, often to make composite

shrines. Usually these groups of participants

themselves stand for important components of-:

the secular social system, whether these compo
nents consist of corporate groups, such as fam
Hes and lineages, or of mere categories of persons
possessing similar characteristics, such as old
men, women, children, hunters, or widows. In:
each kind of Ndembu ritual a different group or
category becomes the [ocal social element. T
Nkang'a this focal element is the unity of Ndembu
women. It is the women who dance around the

milk tree and initiate the recumbent novice by,

making her the hub of their whirling circle. Naot:
only is the milk tree the “flag of the Ndembu!'

more specifically, in the early phases of Nkang'a;

it is the “flag” of Ndembu women. In this situa-
tion it does more than focus the exclusiveness Qf
women; it mobilizes them in opposition to the
men. For the women sing songs taunting the men
and for a time will not let men dance in thei1: ci

cle. Therefore, if we are to take account of the
operational aspect of the milk tree symboj], ip
cluding not only what Ndembu say about 11; b.l_-lt'
also what they do with it in its “meaning,” we

7 Like Douglas, Turner inherited the Durkheimian perspec-
tive implicit in British structural functionalism. Here you see
this perspective expressed in his statement that the mudyi
tree represents not only breast milk, but at its most ab§tract
level of meaning, Ndembu society. Turner was also influ-
enced by Raymond Firth (1901-2002). A student of Ma-

linowski, Firth was interested in linking the interpretatior?' of
symbolism to social structures and social events (Firt
1973:25). Note the symboiic tie between the mudyi tr§e ar'! I
matrilineality. Here Turner makes the fink between kinship.
and symbalism. In classic functionalist style, Turner focuses
on the harmonious, integrative functions of symbols.
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must allow that it distinguishes women as a social
category and indicates their solidarity.?

The milk tree makes further discriminations.
For example, in certain action contexts it stands
for the novice herself. One such context is the
initial sacralization of a specific milk tree sapling.
Here the natural property of the tree’s immatu.
rity is significant. Informants say that a young
tree is chosen because the novice is young. A
girl’s particular trec symbolizes her new social
personality as a mature woman. In the past and
occasionaily today, the girl's puberty ritual was
part of her marriage ritual, and marriage marked
her transition from girlhood to womanhood.
Much of the training and most of the symbolism
of Nkang'a are concerned with making the girl a
sexually accomplished spouse, a {ruitful WOoma,
and a mother able to produce a generous supply
of milk. For each girl this is a unique process,
She is initiated alone and is the center of public
attention and care. From her point of view it is
her Nkang'a, the most thrilling and self-gratifying
phase of her life. Society recognizes and encour-
ages these sentiments, even though it also pre-
seribes certain trials and hardships for the novice,
who must suffer before she is glorified on the last
day of the ritual. The milk tree, then, celebrates
the coming-of-age of a new social personality,
and distinguishes her from all other women at
this one moment in her life. In terms of its action
context, the milk tree here also expresses the
conflict between the gitl and the moral commu-
nity of adult women she is entering. Not without

reason is the milk tree site known as “the place of
death” or “the place of suffering,” terms also ap-
plied to the site where boys are circumcised, for
the girl novice must not move a muscle through-
out a whole hot and clamant” day.

In other contexts, the milk tree site is the scene
of opposition between the novice’s own mother
and the group of adult women. The mother is de-
barred from attending the ring of dancers. She is
losing her child, although later she recovers her as
an adult co-member of her lineage. Here we see
the contlict between the matricentric family and
the wider society which, as I have said, is domi-
nantly articulated by the principle of matriliny.
The relationship between mother and daughter
persists throughout the ritual, but its content is
changed. It is worth pointing out that, at one
phase in Nkang'a, mother and daughter inter-
change portions of clothing, This may perhaps be
related to the Ndembu custom whereby mourners
wear small portions of a dead relative’s clothing.
Whatever the interchange of clothing may mean to
a psychoanalyst—and here we arrive at one of the
[imits of our present anthropological competence —
it seems not unlikely that Ndembu intend to Sym-
bolize the termination for both mother and
daughter of an important aspect of their relation-
ship. This is one of the symbolic actions—one of
very few—about which 1 found it impossible to
elicit any interpretation in the puberty ritual.
Hence it is legitimate to infer, in my opinion, that
powerful unconscious wishes, of a kind consid-
ered illicit by Ndembu, are expressed in it.!?

*Anthropologist Max Gluckman (1971-1975) was a major
influence on Turner. Gluckman, a structural-functionalist,
focused o the socially integrative effects of ritual expres-
sions of conflict (see essay 13). Famous for his formulation
of the concept of “rituals of rebellion,” Gluckman pro-
posed that the ritual enactment of conflict (such as that
between women and men in the Nkang’a rite) is a form of
sacial catharsis that allows the expression of hostility
without endangering the established social order. Having
discussed the role that mudyi tree symbolism plays in
tribal life, Turner tells us that the milk tree also represents
differentiation and opposition in a situation that should be
harmonious. In the Nkanga ritual the rudyi is the “flag”
of Ndembu women as they highlight their opposition to
men, taunting themr and denying them access to their

dance circie. This contradiction is explained in Gluckman'’s
terms. Marxist analysts also placed emphasis on conflict,
but used the concept very differently. For structural-func-
tionalists, ritualized forms of conflict prevent social dis-
ruption and maintain a society’s stability. For Marxists,
conflict is the key force propelling revolutian and, thus,
social evolution.

® Clamant: noisy.

"“Elements of both Gluckman and Freud appear in this
paragraph. First, Turner explains that the ritual allows the
symbolic expression of hostifity between the initiate’s
mather and the larger group of adult women in this matri-
lineal society. Then, because Turner was unable to elicit
any explanation for a mother and daughter’s exchange of
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Opposition between the tribeswomen and
the novice’s mother is mimetically represented at
the milk tree towards the end of the first day of
the puberty ritual. The girl's mother cooks a huge
meal of cassava and beans—hoth kinds of food
are symbols in Nkang'a, with many meanings—
for the women visitors, who eat in village groups
and not at random. Before eating, the women
return to the milk tree from their eating place a
few yards away and circle the tree in procession.
The mother brings up the rear holding up a large
spoon full of cassava and beans. Suddenly she
shouts: “Who wants the cassava of chipwamp-
wilu?” All the women rush to be first to seize the
spoon and eat from it. “Chipwampwilu’ appears
to be an archaic word and no one knows its mean-
ing. Informants say that the spoon represents the
novice hersell in her role of married woman,
while the food stands both for her reproductive
power {lusemu) and her role as cultivator and
cook. One woman told my wife: “It is lucky if the
person snatching the spoon comes from the nov-
ice’s own village.'' Otherwise, the mother be-
lieves that her child will go far away from her to a
distant village and die there. The mother wants
her child to stay near her.” Implicit in this state-
ment is a deeper conflict than that between the
matricentric family and mature female society. It
refers to another dominant articulating principle
of Ndembu society, namely virilocal matriage ac-
cording to which women live at their husbands’
villages after marriage. Its effect is sometimes to
separate mothers from daughters by considerabie
distances. In the episode described, the women
symbalize the matrilineal cores of villages. Each
village wishes to gain control through marriage
over the novice's capacity to work. Tts members
also hope that her children will be raised in it,
thus adding to its size and prestige. Later in
Nkang'a there is a symbolic struggle between the

novice’s matrilineal kin and those of her bride-

groom, which makes explicit the conflict between

virilocality and matriliny.

Lastly, in the context of action situation, the
milk tree is sometimes described by informants as
representing the novice’s own matrilineage. In-
deed, it has this significance in the competition’
for the spoon just discussed, for women of her
own village try to snatch the spoon before mem:
bers of other villages, Even if such women do not.
belong to her matrilineage but are married to its’
male members, they are thought to be acting on
its behalf. Thus, the milk tree in one of its action
aspects represents the unity and exclusiveness o
a single matrilineage with a local focus in a village
against other such corporate groups. The conflict
between yet another subsystem and the tofal Sys-
tem is given dramatic and symbolic form. 2 :

By this time, it will have become clear thgt
considerable discrepancy exists between the i
terpretations of the milk tree offered by infor:
mants and the behavior exhibited hy Ndembu in
situations dominated by the milk tree symbolism.
Thus, we are told that the milk tree represents
the close tie between mother and daughter, Ye
the milk tree separates a daughter from ‘her
mother. We are also told that the milk tree stands
for the unity of Ndembu society. Yet we find that
in practice it separates women from men, and_-
some categories and groups of women from oth:
ers. How are these contradictions between prin
ciple and practice to be explained?

SOME PROBLEMS
OF INTERPRETATION

I'am convinced that my informants genuinely be-
lieved that the milk tree represented only th_e_:
linking and unifying aspects of Ndembu socia

apparel during the Nkang’a tite, he assumes the symbol-
ism of the exchange indicates unconscious feelings that
the Ndembu censor from conscious expression.

" Turner mentions the presence of his wife in this para-
graph. Although she accompanied him into the field an.d
heiped him conduct research, Edith Turner (b. 1921) is
rarely mentioned in his works. She is an accomplished
anthropologist in her own right, with several books to her

credit including The Spirit and the Drum: A Memoir of
Africa (1987) and Experiencing Ritual: A New Interpreta-
tion of African Healing (1992).

" Turner’s analysis is clearly similar to the work on kinship

conducted by Radciiffe-Brown a generation earlier (s.ee
essay 12). He states that the ritual actions refer to soci -
structural elements of the society as well as express th

conflict between matrilineality and virilocality.
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organization, | am equally convinced that the
role of the milk tree in action sitvations where it
represents a focus of specified groups in opposi-
tion to other groups, forms an equally important
component of its total meaning. Here the impor-
tant question must be asked, “meaning for
whom?” For if Ndembu do not recognize the dis-
crepancy between their interpretation of the milk
tree symbolism and other behavior in connection
with it, does this mean that the discrepancy has
no relevance for the social anthropologist? In-
deed some anthropologists claim, with Nadel
{1954, 108), that “uncomprehended symbols
have no part in social enquiry, their social effec-
tiveness lies in their capacity to indicate, and if
they indicate nothing to the actors, they are, from
our point of view, irrelevant, and indeed no lon-
ger symbols (whatever their significance for the
psychologist or psychoanalyst).”"* Professor
Monica Wilson {195 7, 6) holds a similar point of
view. She writes that she stresses “Nyakyusa in-
terpretations of their own ritvals, for anthropo-
logical Lterature is bespattered with symholic
guessing, the ethnographer's interpretations of
the rituals of other people.” Indeed, she goes so
far as to base her whale analysis of Nyakyusa rit-
val on “the Nyakyusa translation or interpreta-
tion of the symbolism.” In my view, these
investigators go beyond the limits of salutary cau-
tion and impose serious, and even arbitrary, limi-

tations on themselves. To some extent, their
difficulties derive from their failure to distinguish

the concept of symbol from that of a mere sign,

Although I am in complete disagreement with his

fundamental postulate that the collective uncon-

scious is the main formative principle in ritual

symbolism, T consider that Carl Jung (1949, 601)

has cleared the way for further investigation by

making fust this distinction. “A sign,” he says, “is

an analogous or ahbreviated expression of a
known thing. But a symbol is always the best pos-
sible expression of a relatively unknown fact, a
fact, however, which is none the less recognized

S, F. Nade! (19031 956) received a doctoral degree in psy-
chology and philosaphy from the University of Vienna and
studied anthropology at the London Schoel of Economics
with Malinowski and Seligman. He is best known for his work
with the Nupe in northern Nigeria and the Nuba in Sudan.

or postulated as existing.” Nadel and Wilson, in
treating most ritual symbols as signs, must ignore
or regard as irrelevant some of the crucial proper-
ties of such symbols.™

FIELD SETTING AND STRUCTURAL
PERSPECTIVE

How, then, can a social anthropologist justify his
claim to be able to interpret a society’s ritual SYIm-
bols more deeply and comprehensively than the
actors themselves? In the first place, the anthro-
pologist, by the use of his special techniques and
concepts, is able to view the performance of a
given kind of ritgal as “occurring in, and being
interpenetrated by, a totality of coexisting social
entities such as various kinds of groups, sub-
8roups, categories, or personalities, and also bar-
riers between them, and modes of interconnexion”
(Lewin 1949, 200). In other words, he can place
this ritual in its significant field setting and de-
scribe the structure and properties of that field.
On the other hand, each participant in the ritnal
views it from his own particular corner of obser-
vation. He has what Lupton has called his own
“structural perspective.” His vision is cireum-
scribed by his occupancy of a particular position,
or even of a set of situationally conflicting posi-
tions, both in the persisting structure of his soci-
ety, and also in the role structure of the given
ritval. Moreover, the participant is likely to be
governed in his actions by a number of interests,
purposes, and sentiments, dependent upon his
specific position, which Impair his understanding
of the total situation. An even more serious oh-
stacle against his achieving objectivity is the fact
that he tends to regard as axiomatic and primary
the ideals, values, and norms that are overily ex-
pressed or symbolized in the ritual, Thus, in the
Nkang'a ritual, each PErson or group in successive
contexts of action, sees the milk tree only as rep-
resenting her or their own specific interests and

" Here Turner attempts to deal with the argument that
symbolic meaning not recogrized by native informants js
invalid. Although Turner does not use the terms, this is the
same emic-etic debate that was canducted in the United
States between ethnoscientists and materialists.
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values at those times. However, the anthropolo-
gist who has previously made a structural analy-
sis of Ndembu society, isolating its organizational
principles, and distinguishing its groups and rela-
tionships, has no particular bias and can observe
the real interconnections and conflicts between
groups and persons, in so far as these receive
ritual representation. What is meaningless for an
actor playing a specific role may well be highly
significant for an observer and analyst of the total
s;ystem.]5

On these grounds, therefore, I consider it le-
gitimate to include within the total meaning of a
dominant ritual symbol, aspects of behavior as-
sociated with it which the actors themselves are
unable to interpret, and indeed of which they
may be unaware, if they are asked to interpret the
symbol outside its activity context. Nevertheless,
there still remains for us the problem of the con-
tradiction between the expressed meanings of the
milk tree symbol and the meaning of the stereo-
typed forms of behavior closely associated with it
Indigenous interpretations of the milk tree sym-
bolism in the abstract appear to indicate that
there is no incompatibility or conflict between
the persons and groups to which it refers. Yet, as
we have seen, it is between just such groups that
conflict is mimed at the milk tree site.

THREE PROPERTIES OF
RITUAL SYMBOLS

Before we can interpret, we must further classify -

our descriptive data, collected by the methods
described above. Such a classification will enable
us to state some of the properties of ritual sym-
bols."® The simplest propetty is that of condensa-
tion. Many things and actions are represented in
a single formation. Secondly, a dominant symbol
is a unification of disparate significata. The dispa

rate significata are interconnected by virtue o

their common possession of analogous qualities:

or by association in fact or thought. Such quali

ties or links of association may in themselves be
quite trivial or random or widely distributed over:
a range of phenomena. Their very generality en:

ables them to bracket together the most diverse.
ideas and phenomena. Thus, as we have seen, the

. . . )
milk tree stands for, inter alia, women's breasts;:

motherhood, a novice at Nkang’a, the principle of

matriliny, a specific matrilineage, learning, and.

the unity and persistence of Ndembu society. The:

themes of nourishment and dependence tun

through all these diverse significata. "’ .
The third important property of dominan_
ritual symbols is polarization of meaning. Not

only the milk tree but all other dominant Ndembii

> Turner says that anth ropologists are privileged observers
without bias whe can view symbolic actions in a wider
social context than a ritual participant. Do you agree? Are
anthropologists really impartial ohservers with no particu-
lar bias, or do they have their “own particular comer of
abservation” too? This is a central question for the post-
modernists, who claim that an observer cannot he impar-
tial. But even if that is true, an important question remains:
Can anthropologists accurateiy see some things invisible
to a culture’s participants?

" Earlier, Turner defined “dominant symbols” as those re-
ferring to “axiomatic,” or self-evident, values. In this sec-
tion, he further explains dominant symbols and describes
three of their most important properties: condensation,
unification of disparate significata, and polarization of
meaning. These principles heip explain how symbols can
have various and conflicting meanings.

" The distinction between condensation and the unifica.
tion of disparate significata in particular can be difficult to

grasp. The best description we have found is that given by
Matheiu Deflemn. He points out that in The Forest of Sym-
bols, Turner made a distinction between dominant and in

strumentai symbols, and claimed that dominant symbols:

kad three main properties, condensation, the unification of
disparate significata, and the polarization of meaning.:

Condensation is when one dominant symbol represents

many things and actions. The unification of disparate sig-
nificata refers to the underlying meanings of the symbol
being interconnected by common ar analogous qualities
or by association (Deflem 1991:6). Turner’s discussion of

the mudyi or “miik” tree is a good illustration of both these:

properties of symbols, The mudyi tree is called the milk
tree because it has a thick white sap and this sap can take

or a variety of meanings depending on the ritual context:

(condensation). Because the sap is milky white it is associ.
ated with breast milk, women who produce the milk, and

Ndembu matrilineages in general (association of disparate.

significata).
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symbols possess two clearly distinguishable poles
of meaning. At oue pole is found a cluster of sig-
wnificata that refer to components of the moral
and social orders of Ndembu society, fo princi-
ples of social organization, to kinds of corporate
grouping, and to the norms and values inherent
in structural relationships. At the other pole, the
significata are usually natural and physiological
phenoiena and processes. Let us call the first of
these the “ideological pole,” and the second the
“sensory pole.” At the sensory pole, the meaning
content is closely related to the outward form of
the symbol. Thus one meaning of the milk tree-—
breast milk—is closely related to the exudation of

milky latex from the tree. One Sensory meanin

of another dominant symbol, the mubula tree, is

blood; this tree secretes a dusky red gum.'®

At the sensory pole are concentrated those
significaia that may be expected to arouse desires
and feelings; at the ideological pole one finds an
arrangement of norms and values that guide and
control persons as members of social groups and
categories. The sensory, emotional significata
tend to be “gross” in a double sense. In the first
place, they are gross in a general way, taking no
account of detail or the precise qualities of emo-
tion. It cannot be sufficiently stressed that such
symbols are social facts, “collective representa-
tions,” even though their appeal is to the lowest
common denominator of human feeling. The

second sense of “gross” is “frankly, even flagrantly,
physiological.” Thus, the milk tree has the gross

meanings of breast milk, breasts, and the process

of breast feeding, These are also gross in the
sense that they represent items of universal

Ndembu experience. Other Ndempur symbaols, at
their sensory poles of Imeaning, represent such
themes as blood, male and female genitalia, se-
men, urine, and feces. The same symbols, at their
ideological poles of meaning, represent the unity
and continuity of social groups, primary and as-
sociational, domestic, and political.'?

[A 569-word section of Turner’s article called “Ref-
erence and Condensation” has been omitted. In
this section, Turner discusses Edward Sapir's dis-
cussion of the means by which ritual symbols stim-
ulate emotional responses.|

DOMINANT AND INSTRUMENTAL
SYMBOLS

Certain ritual symbols, as I have said, are re-
garded by Ndembu as dominant. In rituals per-
formed to propitiate ancestor spirits who are
believed to have afflicted their living kin with re-
productive disorders, illness, or bad huck at hunt-
ing, there are two main classes of dominang
symbols. The first class is represented by the first
tree or plant in a series of trees or plants from
which portions of leaves, bark, or roots are col-
lected by practitioners or adepts in the curative
cult. The subjects of ritual are marked with these
portions mixed with water, or given them, mixed
in a potion, to drink. The first tree so treated is
called the “place of greeting” (ishikenu}, or the
“elder” (mukulumpi). The adepts encircle it sey-
eral times to sacralize it. Then the senior practi-
tioner prays at its base, which he sprinkles with

" Turner here imposes a scheme of classification that strongly they do. He states that blood, genitals, semen, urine, and

resembles Lévi-Strauss’ nature-culture binary opposition. The
poles of meaning that Turner labels ideological and SEnsory
could almost as easily be labeled culture and nature, Why,
given that he considers these poles of meaning universa!, did
Turner not ture to structuralism? In the 1960s and 19705 a
structural-functionalist interested in symbolic analysis could
turn to Lévi-Strauss or Freud. 1 ike Douglas, who studied the
symbolism of body wastes and socia! boundaries, Turner
chose to derive his symbolic meanings from Freud,

“Turner is concerned not only with interpreting symbols
but also with explaining why they affect people the way

feces are all represented by basic Ndembu symbois at
their sensory and idealogical poles of meaning, thus rely-
ing on both Durkheim and Freud. He sees symbols as so-
cial facts and notes that at the ideologicai pole these sym-
bols represent “unity and continuity of social groups,”
which draws on Durkheim, His identification of the sen-
sory pole of meaning as being “flagrantiy physiological”
shows the influence of Freud, who believed that such
physiological symbolism was universal because the expe-
rience of these elements in infancy was universal.
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powdered white clay. Prayer is made either to the
named spirit, believed to be afflicting the princi-
pal subject of ritual, or to the tree itself, which is
in some way identified with the aftlicting spirit.
Each ishikenu can be allotted several meanings
by adepts. The second class of dominant symbols
in curative rituals consists of shrines where the
subjects of such rituals sit while the practitioners
wash them with vegetable substances mixed with
water and perform actions on their behalf of a
symbolic or ritualistic nature. Such shrines are
often composite, consisting of several objects in
configuration. Both classes of dominant symbols
are closely associated with nonempirical beings.
Some are regarded as their repositories; others,
as being identified with them; others again, as
representing them. In life-crisis rituals, on the
other hand, dominant symbols seem to represent
not beings but nonempirical powers or kinds of
efficacy. For example, in the boys’ circumcision
ritual, the dominant symbol for the whole ritual
is a “medicine” {yitumbu), called "nfunda,” which
is compounded from many ingredients, e.g., the
ash of the burnt lodge which means “death,” and
the urine of an apprentice circumciser which
means “virility.” Each of these and other ingredi-
ents have many other meanings. The dominant
symbol at the camp where the novices’ parents
assemble and prepare food for the boys is the
chikoli tree, which represents, among other
things, an erect phallus, adult masculinity,
strength, hunting prowess, and health continu-
ing into old age. The dominant symbol during the
process of circumcision is the milk tree, beneath
which novices are circumcised. The dominant
symbol in the immediate postcircumcision phase
is the red mukula tree, on which the novices sit
until their wounds stop bleeding. Other symbols
are dominant at various phases of seclusion.
Each of these symbols is described as “muku-
lumpi” (elder, senior). Dominant symbols appear
in many different ritual contexts, sometimes pre-
siding over the whole procedure, sometimes over

particular phases. The meaning-content of cer-:
tain dominant symbols possesses a high degree of :
constancy and consistency throughouF the total
symbolic system, exemplifying Radcliffe-Brown's
proposition that a symbol recurring in a cycle f)f-
rituals is likely to have the same significance in:
each. Such symbols also possess considerabl

autonomy with regard to the aims of the rituals
in which they appear. Precisely because of these__
properties, dominant symbols are read‘ily ana

lyzable in a cultural framework of reference _
They may be regarded for this purpose as what:
Whitchead would have called “eternal objects.”

They are the relatively fixed points in both the
social and cultural structures, and indeed consti

tute points of junction between these two kinds:

of structure. They may be regarded irrespective’

of their order of appearance in a given ritual as’
ends in themselves, as representative of the axi-
omatic values of the widest Ndembu society. This
does not mean that they cannot also be studied

as we have indeed studied them, as factors of.
social action, in an action frame of reference, but:

their social properties make them more appropri;
ate objects of morphological study than the class
of symbols we will now consider. ;

These symbols may be termed “instrumenta

symbols.” An instrumental symbol must be seen;

in terms of its wider context, i.e., in terms of the
total system of symbols which makes up a given

kind of ritual. Each kind of ritual has its specifi¢ __

mode of interrelating symbols. This mode is often

dependent upon the ostensible purposes of that:.

kind of ritual. In other words, each ritual has it
own teleology.®® It has its explicitly expressed

goals, and instrumental symbols may be regarded::

as means of attaining those goals. For example, in
rituals performed for the overt purpose of making;
women fruitful, among the instrumental symbols

used are portions of fruit-bearing trees or of trees
that possess innumerable rootlets. These fruits:

and rootlets are said by Ndembu to represent chi

dren. They are also thought of as having efﬁcac_y_

2\What Turner means is that each ritual has its own de-
sign and purpose. An instrumental symbol must be_ana.-
lyzed in terms of the specific ritual context in which it
cccurs. Daminant symbols are "axiomatic,” that is, self-

evidently true. The implication here is that, within a cu
ture, dominant symbals are constant in meaning, whereas
the meaning of instrumental symbols is dependent on
their context.
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to make the woman fruitful, They are means to
the main end of the ritual. Perhaps such symbols
could be regarded as mere signs or referential
symbols, were it not for the fact that the mean-
ings of each are associated with powerful con-
scious and unconscious emotions and wishes, At
the psychological level of analysis, I suspect that
these symhols too would approximate to the con-
dition of condensation symbols, but here we
touch upon the present limits of competence of
anthropological explanation, a problem we will
now discuss more fully.

THE LIMITS OF ANTHROPOLOGICAL
INTERPRETATION

We now come to the most difficult aspect of the
scientific study of ritual symbolism: analysis,
How far can we interpret these enigmatic forma-
tions by the use of anthropological concepts? At
what points do we reach the frontiers of our ex-
planatory competence? Let us first consider the
case of dominant symbols. [ have suggested that
these have two poles of meaning, a sensory and
an ideological pole, I have also suggested that
dominant symbols have the property of unifying
disparate significata. T would €o so far as to say
that at both poles of meaning are clustered dis-
parate and even contradictory significata. In the
course of its historical development, anthropol-
ogy has acquired techniques and concepts that
enable it to handle fairly adequately the kind of
data we have classified as falling around the ide-
ological pole. Such data, as we have seen, in-
clude components of social structure and
cultural phenomena, both ideological and tech-
nological. I believe that study of these data in
terms of the concepts of three major subdivi-
sions of anthropology—cultural anthropology,
structuralist theory, and social dynamics—would
be extremely rewarding. 1 shall shortly outline
how T think such analyses might be done and
how the three Frameworks might be interrclated,
but first we must ask how far and in what re-
spects is it relevant to submit the sensory pole of
Imeaning to intensive analysis, and, more impor-
tantly, how far are we, as anthropologists, quali-

fied to do so? Tt is evident, as Sapir has stated,
that ritual symbols, like all condensation sym-
bols, “strike deeper and deeper roots in the un-
conscious.” Even a brief acquaintance with depth
psychology is enough to show the investigator
that ritual symbols, with regard to their outward
form, to their behavioral context, and to several
of the indigenous interpretations set upon them,
are partially shaped under the influence of un-
conscious motivations and ideas. The inter-
change of clothes between mother and daughter
at the Nkang'a ritual, the belief that a novice
would go mad if she saw the milk tree on the day
of her separation ritual; the belicf that if a novice
lifts up the blanket with which she is covered
during seclusion and sees her village her mother
would die; all these are items of symbolic behav-
ior for which the Ndembu themselves can give no
satisfactory interpretation. For these beliefs sug-
gest an element of mutual hostility in the mother-
daughter relationship which runs counter to
orthodox interpretations of the milk tree symbol-
ism, in so far as it refers to the mother-daughter
relationship. One of the main characteristics of
ideological interpretations is that they tend to
stress the harmonious and cohesive aspect of so-
cial relationships. The exegetic idiom teigns that
persons and groups always act in accordance
with the ideal norms of Ndembu society.

[We have omitted a 700-word section of Turner’s
article called "Depth Psychology and Ritual Sym-
bolism,” in which he discusses the psychoanalytic
interprelation of ritual symbols such as the work of
Bruno Bettelheim, which was discussed in the pre-
vious essay, by Mary Douglas. In this section,
Turner claims that psychoanalysts generally reject
the ideological pole of meaning and focus on the
sensory meanings. He writes that psychoanalysts
regard indigenous explanations of symbols as iden-
tical to the justifications that neurotics provide for
their behavior. Further, Turner says that psycho-
analysts look on ritual symbols as being identical io
sympioms of neurosis or psychosis or dream sym-
bols of Western Europeans. Turner, of course, dis-
agrees with this point of view. He states that
symbols are parily influenced by unconscious mo-
tivations and ideas, but his is not a psychoanalytic
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interpretation. He ends the section in an almost
comic manner, referring to “hapless anthropolo-
gists” having to choose between competing psycho-
analytic interpretations. |

PROVINCES OF EXPLANATION

I consider that il we conceptualize a dominant
symbol as having two poles of meaning, we can
more exactly demarcate the limits within which
anthropological analysis may be fruitfully ap-
plied. Psychoanalysts, in treating most indige-
nous interpretations of symbols as irrelevant, are
guilty of a naive and one-sided approach. For
those interpretations that show how a dominant
symbal expresses important components of .the
social and moral orders are by no meauns equiva-
lent to the “rationalizations,” and the “secondary
elaborations” of material deriving from endopsy-
chic conflicts. They refer to social facts that have
an empirical reality exterior to the psyches of in-
dividuals, On the other hand, those anthropolo-
gists who regard only indigenous interpretations
as relevant, are being equally one-sided. This is
because they tend to examine symbols within two
analytical frameworks only, the cultural and the
structural, This approach is essentially a static
one, and it does not deal with processes involving
temporal changes in social relations.
Nevertheless, the crucial properties of a ritual
symbol involve these dynamic developments,
Symbols instigate social action. In a field context
they may even be described as “forces,” in that
they are determinable influences inclining per-
sons and groups to action.?’ It is in a field con-
text, moreover, that the properties we have
described, namely, polarization of meanings,
transference of affectual quality, discrepancy be-
tween meanings, and condensations of mean-
ings, hecome most significant. The symbol as a
unit of action, possessing these properties, be-
comes an object of study both for anthropology

and for psychology. Both disciplines, in so far as
they are concerned with human actions must
conceptualize the ritual symbol in the same way.

The techniques and concepts of the anthro-
pologist enable him to analyze competently t.he:
interrelations between the data associated with

the ideological pole of meaning. They also enable

him to analyze the social behavior directed upon
the total dominant symbol. He cannot, however,
with his present skills, discriminate between -the_
precise sources of unconscious fecling and wish:

ing, which shape much of the outward form of’

the symbol; select some natural objects rathe;
than others to serve as symbols; and account for
certain aspects of the behavior associated with
symbols. For him, it is enough that the symbo]
should evoke emotion. He is interested in the
fact that emotion is evoked and not in the spe

cific qualities of its constituents. He may indeed:
find it situationally relevant for his analysis to:
distinguish whether the emotion evoked by a spe .
cific symbol possesses the gross character, say, of

aggression, fear, friendliness, anxiety, or sexual

pleasure, but he need go no further than this. Fo
him the ritual symbol is primarily a factor {

group dynamics, and, as such, its references 0

the groups, relationships, values, norms, and be
liefs of a society are his principal items of stud
In other words, the anthropologist treats the sen:

sory pole of meaning as a constant, and the socidl’

and ideological aspects as variables whose inter:
dependencies he seeks to explain. i

The psychoanalyst, on the other hand, must,
I think, attach greater significance than he now

. does to social factors in the analysis of ritual sym

bolism. He must cease to regard interpretations;
beliefs, and dogmas as mere rationali'zation's
when, often enough, these refer to social and
natural realities. For, as Durkheim wrote (1 954}
2-3), “primitive religions hold to reality and ex

press it. One must leam to go underneath the

symbol to the reality which it represents an
which gives it its meaning. No religions are false

"'The influence of Durkheim on Turner’s anaiysis s
strongly manifested ir this section. Turner's descr'iptio.n
of symbols as forces that incline people to action is
quite similar to Durkheim’s description of social facts

(see essay 5). In this section, Turner also refers to T
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1965 [1912])
Durkheim’s last major work.
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all answer, though in different ways, to the given
conditions of human existence.” Among those
given conditions, the arrangement of society into
structured groupings, discrepancies between the
principles that organize these groupings, eco-
nomic collaboration and competition, schism
within groups and opposition between groups- -
in short, all those things with which the social
aspect of ritual symbolism s concerned—are
surely of at least equal importance with biapsy-
chical drives and carly conditioning in the ele-
mentary family. After all, the ritual symbol has, in
common with the dream symbol, the characteris-
tic, discovered by Freud, of being a Compromise
formation hetween two main opposing tenden-
cies. It is a compromise between the need for
social control, and certain innate and universal
human drives whose complete gratification would
result in a breakdown of that control. Ritual sym-
bols refer 1o what is normative, general, and
characteristic of unique individuals, Thus,
Ndembu symbols refer among other things, to
the basic needs of social existence (hunting, agri-
culture, female tertility, favourable climatic con-
ditions, and so forth), and to shared values on
which communal life depends (generosity, com-
radeship, respect for elders, the importance of
kinship, hospitality, and the like). In distinguish-
ing between ritual symbols and individual Psy-
chic symbols, we may perhaps say that while
ritual symbols are gross means of handling social
and natural reality, psychic symbols are domi-
nantly fashioned under the influence of inner
drives. In analyzing the former, attention must
mainly be paid to relations between data external
to the psyche: in analyzing the latter, 1o endopsy-
chic data,?

For this reason, the study of ritual symbolism
falls more within the province of the social an-
thropologist than that of the psychologist or psy-
choanalyst, although the latter can assist the
anthropologist by examining the nature and inter-

* Here Turner distinguishes between cultural symbols and
individual psychological symbals, He argues that the for-
mer are the province of anthropology, the latter that of
psychology. This concern with distinguishing anthropaol-
ogy and sociology from psychology is similar o that ex-

connections of the data clustered at the sensory
pole of ritual symbolism. He can also, I believe,
illuminate certain aspects of the stereotyped he-
havior associated with symbols in field contexts,
which the actors themselves are unable to ex-
plain. For as we have seen, much of this hehavior
is suggestive of attitudes that differ radically from
those deemed appropriate in terms of traditional
exegesis. Indeed, certain conflicts would appear
to be so basic that they totally block exegesis.

THE INTERPRETATION OF
OBSERVED EMOTIONS

Can we really say that behavior portraying con-
flict between persons and groups, who are repre-
sented by the symbols themselyes as being in
harmony, is in the full Freudian sense uncon-
scious behavior? The Ndembu themselves in
many situations outside Nkang'a, both secular
and ritual, are perfectly aware of and ready to
speak about hostility in the relationships between
particular mothers and daughters, between par-
ticular sublineages, and between particular
young girls and the adult women in their villages,
It is rather as though there existed in certain pre-
cisely defined public situations, usually of a ritual
or ceremonial type, a norm obstructing the verbal
statement of conflicts in any way connected with
the principle and rules celebrated or dramatized
in those situations. Evidences of human passion
and frailty are just not spoken about when the
occasion is given up to the public commemora-
tion and reanimation of norms and values in theijr
abstract purity,

Yet, as we have seen, recurrent kinds of con-
flict may be acted out in the ritual or ceremonial
form. On great rityal occasions, common prac-
tice; as well as highest principle, receives its sym-
bolic or stereotyped expression, but practice,
which is dominantly under the sway of what ail

pressed by Durkheim at the turn of the century. Both
Turrer and Durkheim argued that collective phenomena
are the subjects of anthropology and that individual con-
sciousness belongs in psychology.
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societies consider man’s “lower nature,” is rife
with expressions of conflict. Selfish and factional
interests, oath breaking, disloyalty, sins of omis-
sion as well as sins of commission, pollute and
disfigure those ideal prototypes of behavior which
in precept, prayer, formula, and symbol are held
up before the ritual assembly for its exclusive at-
tention. In the orthodox interpretation of ritual it
is pretended that common practice has no efficacy
and that men and women really are as they ideally
should be. Yet, as I have argued above, the “en-
ergy” required to reanimate the values and norms
enshrined in dominant symbols and expressed in
various kinds of verbal behavior is “borrowed,” to
speak metaphorically in lieu at the moment of a
more rigorous language, from the miming of weli-
known and normally mentionable conflicts, The
raw energies of conflict are domesticated into the
service of social order,®

I should say here that I belicve it possible, and
indeed necessary, to analyze symbols in a context
of observed emotions. If the investigator is well
acquainted with the common idiom in which a
society expresses such emotions as friendship,
love, hate, joy, sorrow, contentment, and fear, he
cannot fail to observe that these are experienced
in ritual situations. Thus, in Nkang'a when the
women laugh and jeer at the men, tease the nov-
ice and her mother, fight one another for the
“porridge of chipwampwilu,” and so on, the ob-
server can hardly doubt that emotions are really
aroused in the actors as well as formally repre-
sented by ritual custom. (“What'’s Hecuba to him
or he to Hecuba, that he should weep for her?”)**

These emotions are portrayed and evoked in
close relation to the dominant symbols of tribal
cohesion and continuity, often by the perfor-
mance of instrumentally symbolic behavior.

However, since they are often associated with the
mimesis®® of interpersonal and intergroup con:
Hict, such emotions and acts of behavior obtain
no place among the official, verbal meanings at-’
tributed to such dominant symbols.?®

THE SITUATIONAL SUPPRESSION OF
CONFLICT FROM INTERPRETATION

Emotion and praxis,” indeed, give life and color
ing to the values and norms, but the connection
between the behavioral expression of conflict an

the normative components of each kind of ritual

and of its dominant symbols, is seldom explicitly .

formulated by believing actors. Only if one were
to personify a society, regarding it as some kind of
supra-individual entity, could one speak of “un
consciousness” here. Each individual participant
in the Nkang'a ritual is well aware that kin quar:
rel most bitterly over rights and obligations con

- ferred by the principle of matriliny, but that.

awareness is situationaily held back from verbal
expression: the participants must behave as'if
conflicts generated by matriliny were irrelevant.

[Several paragraphs totaling about 560 words were.
omitted from the text. These contained a discis
sion of the situational suppression of conflict in the
ritual expression of dominant symbols. ] '

For example, in the frequently performed
Nkaula ritual, the dominant symbols are a cluster
of red objects, notably red clay (mukundu) and’
the mukula tree mentioned previously. In the.
context of Nkula, both of these are said to repre
sent menstrual blood and the “blood of birth;
which is the blood that accompanies the birth of:

*For Turner, apparent conflict reinforces social order,
once again iliustrating Gluckman'’s perspective. Although
he does not specifically call the Nkanga a ritual of rebel-
iion, it is clear that he has this in mind.

**Turner says that it is important for one to anajyze sym-
bols in the context of observed emations. The quotation is
from Hamlet, Act Il, scene 2, where Hamlet, writing a play
in which his father's murder will be re-created, comments
on the power of emotion that can be expressed by an actor.

% Mimesis: imitation.

*Tumner’s emphasis on interpreting behavior rather theiln
thought appears repeatedly in this essay, highlighting the dif

ference between him and the American ethroscientists of :

this period. His focus on behavior largely collapsed the emic
etic distinctions so important in American anthropology, _

* Praxis: practice guided by the application of a spe
theory.
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a child. The ostensible goal of the ritual is to co-
agulate the patient’s menstrual blood, which has
been flowing away in menorrhagia, around the
fetus in order to nourish it. A series of symbolic
acts are performed to attain this end. For exam.
ple, a young mukula tree is cut down by male
doctors and part of it is carved into the shape of
a baby, which is then inserted into a round cala-
bash medicated with the blood of 4 sacrificed
cock, with red clay, and with a number of other
red ingredients. The red medicines here, say the
Ndembu, represent desired coagulation of the
patient’s menstrual blood, and the calabash is a
symbolic womb. At the ideological pole of mean-
ing, the mukula tree and the medicated calabash
both represent (as the milk free does) the pa-
tient’s matrilineage and, at a higher level of ab-
straction, the principle of matriliny itself, This is
also consistent with the fact that vy, the term
for “womb,” also means “matrilineage.”® In this
symbolism the procreative, rather than the nutri-
tive, aspect of motherhood is stressed. However,
Ndembu red symbolism, unlike the white sym-
bolism of which the milk tree symbolism is a spe-
cies, nearly always has explicit reference to
violence, to killing, and, at its most general level
of meaning, to breach, both in the social and
natural orders. Although informants, when dis-
cussing this Nkula ritual specifically, tend to
stress the positive, feminine aspects of parturi-
tion and reproduction, other meanings of the red

*Earlier in the article, Turner stated that psychoanalytic
interpretations typically focus on the sensory pole of
meaning. Here, in his description of the Nkulz ritual, the
symbolism of the calabash as womb and red clay as men-
strual blood is very Freudian. At the ideological pole of
meaning, the same symbols refer to the patient’s matrilin-
cage. This is a structura! interpretation in the tradition of
Radcliffe-Brown. The characteristics of symbols that
Turner described earlier in this article-—condensation,
polarization of meaning, and the unification of disparate
significata—allow him to reconcile these seemingly con-
tradictory interpretations.

28 Earlier, Turner characterized instrumental symbols as
those that have a ritually specific meaning; here he gives
an example. The mukula tree represents menstrual blood
and the matrilineage in the women’s Nku/a rite, but it also

symbols, stated explicitly in other ritual contexts,
can be shown to make their influence felt in
Nkula. For example, both red clay and the mu-
kula tree are dominant symbols in the hunter's
cult, where they mean the blood of animals, the
red meat of game, the inheritance through either
parent of hunting prowess, and the unity of all
initiated hunters. It also stands for the hunter's
power to kill.” The same red symbols, in the con-
text of the Wubanji ritual performed to purify a
man who has killed a kinsman or a lion or leopard
{animals believed to be reincarnated hunter kin
of the living), represent the blood of homicide.
Again, in the boys' circumecision ritual, these
symbols stand for the blood of circumeised hays.
More seriously still, in divination and in anti-
witcheraft rituals, they stand for the blood of
witches’ victims, which is exposed in necropha-
gous feasts.*”

Most of these meanings are implicit in Nkula.
For example, the female patient, dressed in skins
like a male hunter and carrying a bow and arrow,
at one phase of the ritual performs a special
hunter’s dance. Moreover, while she does this,
she wears in her hair, just above the hrow, the red
feather of a lourie bird. Only shedders of blood,
such as hunters, man-slayers, and circumcisers,
are customarily entitled to wear this feather 3!
Again, after the patient has been given the baby
figurine in its symbolic womb, she dances with it
In a style of dancing peculiar to circumcisers

represents the blood of animals and the hunter's power to
kill, among other meanings, in men's hunting rites.

*% Necrophagy is the eating of the dead.

*'The role reversals in the Akuia ceremony—wormen
dressing in hunter’s garb and dancing a hunter’s dance—-
are other aspects of the rituals of rebelijon that Gluckman
described in his research. See for example, his Custom and
Conflict in Africa (1956). Gluckman's central fdea was that
while the ritualized reversing of established roles {the poor
mock the wealthy, women dress as men) seemed to chal-
lenge the established order, in fact, these symbolic rever-
sals reinforced it (see essay 13). Similarly, Turner identifies
Ndembu women’s ceremanial cross-dressing as a deman-
stration of male and female roles. He sees the ritual as a
symboalic means of forcing women to accept their place as
childbearers and not chalienge male gender roles,
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when they brandish aloft the great nfunda medi-
cine of the circumcision lodge. Why then is the
woman patient identified with male bloodspill-
ers? The field context of these symbolic objects
and items of behavior suggests that the Ndembu
fee] that the woman, in wasting her menstrual
blood and in failing to bear children, is actively
renouncing her expected role as a mature mar-
ried female. She is behaving like a male killer, not
like a female nourisher. The situation is analo-
gous, though modified by matriliny, to the follow-
ing pronouncement in the ancient Jewish Code
of Qaro: “Every man is bound to marry a wife in
order to beget children, and he who fails of this
duty is as one who sheds blood.”

One does not need to be a psychoanalyst, one
only needs sound sociological training, acquain-
tance with the total Ndembu symbolic system,
plus ordinary common sense, to see that one of
the aims of the ritual is to make the woman ac-
cept her lot in life as a childbearer and rearer of
children for her lineage. The symbolism suggests
that the patient is unconsciously rejecting her fe-
male role, that indeed she is guilty; indeed,
“mbayi,” one term for menstrual blood, is etymo-
logically connected with "ku-baya” (to be guilty).
I have not time here to present further evidence
of symbols and interpretations, both in Nkula
and in cognate rituals, which reinforce this expla-
nation. In the situation of Nkula, the dominant
principles celebrated and reanimated are those of
matriliny, the mother-child bond, and tribal con-
tinuity through matriling. The norms in which
these are expressed are those governing the be-
havior of mature women, which ascribe to them
the role appropriate to their sex. The suppressed
or submerged principles and norms, in this situa-
tion, concern and control the personal and cor-
porate behavior deemed appropriate for man.

The analysis of Nkula symbolism throws into
relief another major function of ritual. Ritual

adapts and periodically readapts the biopsychical
individual to the basic conditions and axiomatic

values of human social life. In redressive rituals,-.
the category to which Nkula belongs, the eter--.
nally rebellious individual is converted for a while

into a loyal citizen. In the case of Nkula, a female
individual whose behavior is felt to demonstrate
her rebellion against, or at least her reluctance to
comply with, the biological and social life pat-
terns of her sex, is both induced and coerced by
means of precept and symbol to accept her cul-
turally prescribed destiny.*

MODES OF INFERENCE IN
INTERPRETATION

Each kind of Ndembu ritual, like Nkula, has sev=
eral meanings and goals that are not made explicit:

by informants, but must be inferred by the invest
gator from the symbolic pattern and from behavior:
He is able to make these inferences only if he has
previously examined the symbolic configurations:
and the meanings attributed to their component
symbols by skilled informants, of many other kinds
of ritual in the same total systerm. In other word
he must examine symbols not only in the context of
each specific kind of ritual, but in the context of
the total system. He may even find it profitable,
where the same symbol is found throughout a wide:
culture area, to study its changes of meaning in
different societies in that area.* :
There are two main types of contexts, irrespeé
tive of size. There is the action-field context, Whi_c
we have discussed at some length. There is also

the cultural context in which symbols are regarde’d_:

as clusters of abstract meanings. By comparirig
the different kinds and sizes of contexts in which
dominant symbol occurs, we can often see that the
meanings “officially” attributed to it in a particula
kind of ritual may be mutually consistent. Howeve

* The paragraph concluding Turner’s description of the
Nkula rite highlights the structural-functionalist back-
ground that he brings to his analysis. Ritual compels a
woman who rebels against her assigned role to “accept
her culturally prescribed destiny,” thus preserving the sta-
bility of Ndembu society.

** Note again Turner’s view of the anthropologist as neutrg-l
omniscient observer—anthropologists can interpret,"he
says, because they see the total system. The individua]'im
mersed in the system does not possess this clarity of visa(l)
Compare this point of view with that of the postmodernists:
in essays 36-38. :
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there may be much discrepancy and even contra-
diction between many of the meanings given by
informants, when this dominant symbol is re-
garded as a unit of the total symbolic system. I do
not believe that this discrepancy is the result of
mere carelessness and ignorance or variously dis-
tributed pieces of insight. I believe that discrep-
ancy between significata is a quintessential
property of the great symbolic dominants in all
religions. Such symbols come in the process of
time to absorb into their meaning-content most of
the major aspects of human social life, so that, in
a sense, they come to represent “human society”
itself.* In each ritual they assert the situational
primacy of a single aspect or of a few aspects only,
but by their mere presence they suffuse those as-
pects with the awe that can only be inspired by
the human total. All the contradictions of human
social life, between norms, and drives, between
different drives and between different norms, be-
tween society and the individual, and between
groups, are condensed and unified in a single rep-
resentation, the dominant symbols. It is the task
of analysis to break down this amalgam into its
primary constituents.

[The 350-word section called “The Relativity o
Depth” was omiited from this text. In it, Turner
criticizes the notion that psychoanalytic tnterpre-
tations of symbolism are “deeper” than anthropo-
logical analyses and characterizes symbols as a
force in a field of social action.”]

CONCLUSION: THE ANALYSIS OF
SYMBOLS IN SOCIAL PROCESSES

Let me outline briefly the way in which 1 think
ritual symbols may fruitfully be analyzed. Perfor-
mances of ritual are phases in broad social pro-
cesses, the span and complexity of which are
roughly proportional to the size and degree of dif-

ferentiation of the groups in which they occur.
One class of ritual is situated near the apex of a
whole hierarchy of redressive and regulative in-
stitutions that correct deflections and deviations
from customarily prescribed behavior. Another
class anticipates deviations and conflicts. This
class includes periodic rituals and life-crisis ritu-
als. Each kind of ritual is a patterned process in
time, the units of which are symbolic objects and
serialized items of symbolic behavior.
The symbolic constituents may themselves he
classed into structural elements, or “dominant
symbols,” which tend to be ends in themselves,
and variable elements, or “instrumental sym-
bols,” which serve as means to the explicit or im-
plicit goals of the given ritual. In order to give an
adequate explanation of the meaning of a partic-
ular symbel, it is necessary first to examine the
widest action-field context, that, namely, in which
the ritual itself is simply a phase. Here one must
consider what kinds of circumstances give rise to
a performance of ritual, whether these are con-
cerned with natural phenomena, economic and
technological processes, human life-crises, or
with the breach of crucial social relationships,
The circumstances will probably determine what
sort of ritual is performed. The goals of the ritual
will have overt and implicit reference to the ante-
cedent circumstances and will in turn help to de-
termine the meaning of the symbols. Symbols
must how be examined within the context of the
specific ritual. It is here that we enlist the aid of
indigenous informants. It is here also that we
may be able to speak legitimately of “levels” of
interpretation, for laymen will give the investiga-
tor simple and esoteric meanings, while special-
ists will give him esoteric explanations and more
elaborate texts. Next, hehavior directed towards
each symbol should be noted, for such behavior
Is an important component of its total meaning.*’
We are now in a position to exhibit the ritual
as a system of meanings, but this system acquires

*In The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, Durkheim
argued that Australian Aberiginal refigious beliefs were a
model of their own society. Here Turner makes a similar
claim, not just for Ndembu symbolism, but for the domi-
nant symbols of any society.

** Note Turner’s comment that different people will inter-
pret symhols differently. A decade later, postmodern writ-
ers emphasized this poirt. They used the term positioning
and claimed that one’s point of view was influenced by
social, economic, and political factors. One important
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additional richness and depth if it is regarded as
itself constituting a sector of the Ndembu ritual
system, as interpreted by informants and as ob-
served in action. It is in comparison with other
sectors of the total system, and by reference to the
dominant articulating principles of the total Sys-
tem, that we often become aware that the overt
and ostensible aims and purposes of a given ritual
conceal unavowed, and even “unconscious,”
wishes and goals. We also become aware that a
complex relationship exists between the overt and
the submerged, and the manifest and latent pat-
terns of meaning. As social anthropologists we are
potentially capable of analyzing the social aspect
of this relationship. We can examine, for example,
the relations of dependence and independence
between the total society and its parts, and the
relations between different kinds of parts, and be-
tween different parts of the same kind. We can
see how the same dominant symbol, which in one
kind of ritual stands for one kind of social group
or for one principle of organization, in another
kind of ritual stands for another kind of group or
principle, and in its aggregate of meanings stands
for unity and continuity of the widest Ndembu
society, embracing its contradictions.>®

THE LIMITS OF CONTEMPORARY
ANTHROPOLOGICAL COMPETENCE

Our analysis must needs be incomplete when we
consider the relationship between the normative
elements in social life and the individual. For this
relationship, too, finds its way into the meaning
of ritval symbols. Here we come to the confines

of our present anthropological competence, for:
we are now dealing with the structure and prop-
erties of psyches, a scientific field traditionally |
studied by other disciplines than ours. At one end’

of the symbol’s spectrum of meanings we en-

counter the individual psychologist and the social -

psychologist, and even beyond them (if one may
make a friendly tilt at an envied friend), bran-
dishing his Medusa’s head, the psychoanalyst;
ready to turn to stone the foolhardy interloper
into his caverns of terminology.

We shudder back thankfully into the light of -

social day. Here the significant elements of a
symbol’s meaning are related to what it does and.
what is done to it by and for whom. These aspects

can only be understood if one takes into account’
from the beginning, and represents by appropri

ate theoretical constructs, the total field situation
in which the symbol oceurs, This situation woul

include the structure of the group that performs
the ritual we observe, its hasic organizing princi
ples and perdurable relationships, and, in addi

tion, its extant division into transient alliances
and [actions on the basis of immediate interest:

and ambitions, for both abiding structure and re
current forms of conflict and selfish interest are
stereotyped in ritual symbolism. Once we have

collected informants’ interpretations of a giveii

symbol, our work of analysis has indeed just be:
gun, We must gradually approximate to the ac-

tion-meaning of our symbol by way of what Lewin.

calls (1949, 149) “a stepwise increasing specifi ]
ity” from widest to narrowest significant action

context. Informants’ “meanings” only become:
meaningful as objects of scientific study in the

e : 37
course of this analytical process.

difference between Tumer’s view and that of the postmod-
ernists was that these latter were more influenced by
Marxism: They tended to see positioning in terms of con-
flict and domination of one group over another, Turner
notes that positioning exists, but he does not question its
effect. He insists that anthropalogists occupy a privileged
position and are impartial obseriers.

*In the two paragraphs above, Tumer provides an outline
of his methods of analysis. The sophistication that he
brought to symbolic analysis becomes apparent when you
compare his work with studies of ritual or religion from

the first part of the century, such as Sir James Frazer's

Colden Bough (19111915 [1690)) and Freud’s Moses

and Monotheism (1939). Turner's analysis of the different
types of symbols and their properties stands today as one
of the seminal works in symbolic anthropology.

*The rale of symbols in culture and individual psychol-
0gy is a complex question that has defied definitive expl :
cation since it first arose at the turn of the century, In the
final paragraphs, Turner, like Durkheim and Douglas, fo-
cuses on the intellectual division between anthropology<
sociology and psychology.
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NOTES

Read at a meeting of the Association of Social Anthro-
pologists of the Commonwealth in London, March
1958, First published in Closed Systems and Open
Minds: The Limits of Naivety in Social Science,
M. Gluckman, ed. (Edinburgh: Oliver and Bovd, 1964).
* Muchidi also means “category,” “kind,” “species,” and
“tribe” itself.

*Le., objects not of indefinite duration but to which
the category of time is not applicable.
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33. Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight
CLIFFORD GEERTZ (1926-2006)

THE RAID

Early in April of 1958, my wife and I arrived, ma-
latial and diffident, in a Balinese village we in-
tended, as anthropologists, to study.' A small place,
about five hundred people, and relatively remote, it

From The Interpretation of Cultures {1973)

was its own world. We were intruders, professional
ones, and the villagers dealt with us as Balinese
seem always to deal with people not part of their life
who yet press themselves upon them: as though we
were not there. For them, and to a degree for our-
selves, we were nonpersons, specters, invisible men,

"'The work of symbolic anthropologists like Victor Turner
and Mary Douglas was concerned with demonstrating
what Devons and Gluckman {(1964) called the “logic of the
irrational.” One motive underlying their work was to dem-
onstrate how institutions that seemed irrational to the ob-
server are actuaily rational, even if the natives themselves
are unaware of the cultural iogic behind their behavior.
Turner and Douglas accounted for this hidden rationality
by penetrating the surface behavior and explanations to
look for concealed layers of meaning. This form of inquiry
ultimately ied analysts to resort to psychological explana-
tions of behavior, aor semimelaphysical concepts such as
social facts or the collective conscience. Geertz, although
he too is concerned with the interpretation of cultural sym-
bolism, follows a very different approach: He wishes to
provide the reader with an empathic understanding of an-

other society. Geertz believes that culture is acted out in
public symbols such as the cockfight and is the mechanism
by which members of a society communicate their world-
view. He is not trying to uncover the hidden symbalic
meaning of the Balinese cockfight, for he believes the
Balirese understand the symbolism of the contest as well
as anyonz. Instead, in this analysis Geertz attempts to situ-
ate readers of the essay within the Balinese system in order
to facilitate their understanding of the meaning of the cock-
fight. This is not, in any sense, a scientific goal. His obser-
vations are not replicable. Someone else trying to do the
same work might well have a very different set of insights.

Geertz's original article is accompanied by 43 volumi-
nous footnates, which space limitations do not allow us to
reprint. Asterisks have been used to show readers the
placement of his footnotes in the text,
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