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UNIFORMITY OF CULTURE AND LOCAL VARJATIONS IN THE

NORTH CENTRAL NEW'HEBRIDES

Having received all my. schol&rly tralnmng in France, I have
been almost reared in the Culture Cycles theories of the German and
Austrian Schools , the principal exponents of which were in France -
before the war hg Dr. Mbntandon and Dr. Rivet,

G For a young man Working as. I was day after day in a Mhseum
this kind of research was very tempting, and you will pardon me if
I add, very easy. After some time on the field, not only had I to
thlnk of more urgent types of research, but I came quickly to change
entirely my mind on ‘the subgect I mean now to give a short 1llus—
tration of this., ‘

My examples will be taken from the meW“Hebrides.'

The Northern New Hebrldes are made of a chaln of 1slands
surrounding a kind of inland sea, a kind of a small Medlterranean,
the shores of which were at all tlmes in closes contact one with -
another., It is a well~-known fact that the distriets opposing one
another on different islands have often more 1n ¢common than neigh=
bour districts on the same islands, : , ,

I will take as my first example a rather material one: the

. "wooden drum or gong as you will want to eall it, the name of which -
~bears striking. analOgles in.some places: nambwe tlngt ng at Matan- -

-\ veb. in North Malekula, atingting on North Ambrym, layard describes

Lo

- elaborate ceremonies relatlng to itg 'erection, and taking a defini-
‘ te place in the ritual cycle of the Meki. On North Ambrym, where

both the dancing place and the carved drum are of personal ownershlp,

‘there is no other ritual for its erection than the payment in pigs
‘of the sculptor, and the beating of it for more: than a day and a
(Anight one man after the other, until it is thought that the sound -

is good having lost its newness, Beforehand, a fowl will have been
sacrlfled and its blood spilt in the hollow. In both cases, the drum

" hes the same collective value, for the sending of messages "and the

accompaplment of dances, We: will not dwell here on the svmbollsm of
their ecarvings. The ownership being different in each case the Te -
lated ritual is normally enough on & different plane, - \ :

We can make. use for comparison of another case; the big sea-
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going canoes which permitted frequent inter~-island voyages They
have more or less the same distribution as the vertical slit gongs .
But then these canoes are always of communal ownership, possessed

by what is called a "company", a group of men who usuaily band toge-
ther for the purpose of building it and for its use. The work fini-
shed, after a ritual designated to desacralize the canoe they go
around the ports with which their people are tradltlonali related
on their island or on the rnext, and everywhere receive presents of
food after hav1ng been pelted with small frults and nuts.

‘ There is no dlerrenee here between the local oustoms as re-

‘gards newly made canoes, but then, why should there be? In either
case, the gong gnd the canoe, how can we build any hypothesis of
‘thelr origin or think of them of a. 31ngle origin: in the last ins-
" tance where the ceremonial is similer in each local set up, it could
well have evolved from the frequent sea conbacts between the coastal
 people of each island; these contacts. can.exmlaln the uniformity
- which could have been as much slowly acqvlred as 1ntrodueed all at .

" the one ’clme. . ‘ , :

" Speaking of" these close coastal relatimnshlps brings us to. -
another aspect:y of the culture of this area: the easy transmission of
elements of local culture from one place to another. Since the stu- -
dies of Tayard and Deacon, we know the 1mportance of the tusked pig
as playing a role closely related to that of a monetary medium. It
is possible to buy a number of" thlngs and pay for them in pigs at
more or less fixed rates., Pigs, too, are used for the payment _of
ceremonies, mostly those of. the grade-taking ceremonial cycle, known
as Maki, Nlmangkl, ¥age, ete, In the same way whole sets of .ceremo-~

. nies, dances or simply songs can be acquired and paid for, far or

ﬁnear, glven and made use of and then sent on, further for a prlce,

. Studylng a. yam~g1v1ng feast which was to be held at Melbulbﬂl"

¢ in Worth Ambrym. I was painstakingly writing down the words sung at -
. the almost daily rehearsals of the dances to come: when I had CGom-

pleted this task, I found out it was useless, as the ‘song had ' had to

. be bought, through a number of go-betweens, on' the island of Epi,.
much to the south and nobody could help in the translating of the

now written text. I learnt then that it was, on Ambrym at least,

- certainly not the only instance of figurative dance bought, 1earnt
‘held and then:sold to another group, without anybody being capable
of pubtting a meaning to the words of. tha' song. I found the same

thlng later on Malekula. Lo , .

~ The 1mportance of this factor is- such that North.Ambrym.was -
- 8till three years ago recelv1ng Naluan, men's semi-secredb ceremonies,
as a new cultural element, while it had already died out on malekula

:"from where it originated,. at least as far as lan Ambrym is concerned.'

’*.The range of these 1ntroductlons goes from the simplest of . songs to o




a ceremonlal complex entailing many months of preparations, specific
taboos, and week after week of ritual and festive events, When this
is the case the observer can eventually map the route it took from
one island to another, from place to place, according to traditional
relationships which enable any new element such as the tentative more
or less political movement with cargo-cult features, to be handed on
in the same way from one group to anbther.

My point is then that>these,soclologlcal features carried on
from one place to another evidently cannobt fulfil in each case the
-game functions nor answer the same needs, The breath-taking ritual
called gol in Southern Pentecost, where young men, their feet faste-
ned to a bush rope, dive from the top of a tower, is there the essen-
. tial part of a yam first fruit ritual. On the eastern coast of Male-
- kula, this same dive was part of. one of the grade-taking ceremonies :
- of the Namengi . ‘ .

In another way this opens the p0331b111ty of qu;ck—change in
. the ceremonlal aspects of the social structure and may allow indefi-
- 'nite local variations. This seems to have been the case with the Na- .
“mangl, the great hlerarehy apparently so characteristic of the area,
In the course of his life, a man must c¢limb up the whole scale so:
as to attain a kind of chiefly status by which he shsares authority
- and power with the few men of equal rank to his. Similarly to this
“formal set of grades, the ritual features are arranged so as to fol=
‘low a kind of hzerarehy, growing in complexity and importance, The
material symbols specifie of each grade, show the same téendency, if
their local multiplicity does not hide from us the -growing symbolio
value of the changlng artlfacts"rltual houses, carved wooden posts .

.or tree-fern carvings., On. Nbrth.Ambrym the -picture is the clearer;

" the carv1ngs, non-existant for the lower grades, start ‘with a. 31mple
“tree-fern carved human head, then as the grades are hlgher come the

‘771‘arms, the upper part of the body, then a man with all his sexual at-

f‘trlbutes, then two humsn figures, male and. female, in a pit; the la
test introduction from Malekula brcught in over everythlng the repre-
‘sentation of a house with tree-fern carved posts. But if this case is.

'ru’the simpler, all the evidence pomnts to its external origin; we are

confronted with the conclusion of a process instéead of with a basic -

" 'and original conception. Moreover, this conclusion has been reached.

by the means of the geographical- facter of traneport much more than
by an inte*nal evolution, submerged as 1t came to be under the dominant
exmernal 1ntroduet10n.

Anotner aspect Qf thls complexity is shown by the differences
1n.context ‘between the varlatlons of the grade:-taking hierarchy. On
North Ambrym, it appears .as belng built as much on the necessities.
of* personal ambltlon ‘as on community-feeling., It is there, by all
means, a secular institution, including taboos, but void of any- in-
vocative or sacrifieial aspects, In Southern Malekula, Deacon showed
us this 1nst1tution strongly intermlngled Wlth the anceetors cult




zveryone of its carvings being the abode of an ancestor'é spirit, a
emes., i ‘

Tt would be impossible in so short a time to make this @i seus-
sion bear on the details of the ritual complexes as this would mean
having to deseribe as a start the material aspects of each local

‘hierarchy, grade after grade. o

: Iet us dwell on another aspect of what neighbour relationships
can bring about when they play havoc with an institution apparently
" so well defined as -the namangi. Our eXample will be the problem of
‘the relationship between the grade hierarchy and the heréditary '
chieftainship in Northern Malekula; it is both a problem of contacts
and a problem of local evolution. = - - S .

. Deacon, in Miss Wedgwood's able .edition, tells us: "In ILam-
- bumbu, chieftainship, although undoubtedly inconceivable apart from
the possession of the full Nimangki dignity, and though built up by
- the Nimangki, transcends the constitutionwo%athis‘society,;dnd hag
become Tor all practical purposes, the prerogative’ and heritage of .
one or two familieés who have the prestige of a line of chieftainships
. behind them, in each of the small areas which go to make up the dis-
- tricty thus the sons of a man of Rus Nevat dignity are permitted to
eat at the fire naamb ruhvaru in virtue of their father's positionm,

"although they, themseylves, have only purchased the lowest Nimangki
titleof all; the privilege of using this fire has become heritable,
- passing. from father to son., It can be, and is, alsc sold, bubt only
- by.a member of one "chiefly" family to another, never to a 'commoner", .
In this way the degree is kept select and its members form an aristo-
L . essee But not only are people other than the near relatives
of chiefs prevented from buying Rus Nevat, and eating at psamb ruh--
veru, bthere are algor! groups of people in the community who are ne-'

o ".Yer allowed to enter the Nimaneki at all, They are not permitted to
... "'acquire any. pigs, or at most a very rfew, and should their stock rise
"above the prescribed number, the surplus must be given to the chiefs,

“Further, while not allowed to obbain wealth for themselves, they are
expected to help othersin its acquisition by working for the "privi-
leged classY, These repressed people eat apart from other men'at a .
fire of their own called naamb retan (fire below), which is not made
. inside the amel, the house of the Nimanegki, but in the village near
to thHe women's fire, the paamb taghah. Just as the privilege of ea-
ting at the naamb ruhvaru is handed down from father to son, so thege

. disabilities are also inherited patrilineally, and the members of

this class are identified on cereimonial occasions by their special R
girdle, nau Yingoniar ..." LR : S :

 This short description appears to be very much to the point,
as it glves us in a few lines the two principal features of the ‘




political structure of Northern Malekula: the blegding of
type organization with heréditary local chieftainship and th Eivi-
sion of the people into groups of different status, equally heradi-
tary in the patrilinear line: the lower class people, the commoners
and the chiefly clane.

The structure shown by thevgroup of the so-called "Blg Nambas"
people, on the North-West of Lambumbu, offers the observer another
kind of blending. The local social structure is patterned according
to a hlerarchy which eomprlses the follOW1ng categories:

( Firstly = The 1nd1V1duals members of certain clans, who do
- not possess any ceremonial rights Whatever, but furnish the operator34
- of circumcision and eventually the customary human victims offered
'te the v1ctors for the settllng of peaee after an unhappy war,

Secondly - The ordlnary commoners who. have the rlght to par~‘
- tlcipate in a veéry seeond-rate COpy - of the grade-taking ceremony,

- running between stakes to.whieh are fastened their own pigs and :
- slapping the first one on. the -line on the" back of the head,’ ghouting
at the same time the neW name of whlch they can now boast the seme

one as the Chief's. ‘ o

‘Findlly - The chief has all the rlghts and prero atlves vhich

_ are the normal attributes of the melane31an Chief. Moreover 'he is -
the only one to have the right to fasten the pigs to the raised sto- -
nes set up in a long row, starting from the dancing ground, and to

" have the actual right of. kllllng or at least striking the beasts on

' the head with his ¢ceremonial plg-killing hammer, The greater part of .
‘the pigs mustered for the occasion, the number of which can be of . ”

" +more than a hundred, goes to another chief who is the inv1ting chlef%
o traditional partner for that: ceremony, each one in turn receiving
- /pigs from his partner after ‘having,. with his -group,given some: days -
ir o beforeg, the representatlon of a klnd of theatrical danee. :

‘ The newest feature 1s here thls concept of chleftalnshlps or-
'ganized two by two. The existence of the chief without his ceremonial .

partner seems unthinkable. In time of stress, another will eventually
_take the place of ‘the missing, or Christianised partner, as happened :
1n 1952 but there is the feelihg that samethlng is amiss, :

f Among. the "Blg Nambas""it can be said that the ehlef has ta- '

o ken{unto ‘himself the substance of the ritual of the grade~taking ty—*‘

. pe so much so that the word maggi only means here the pale copy left
to the common people. The compromise between the classiecal Nemangi
~and the herdditary chieftainship is heavlly balanced 1n favor of the
latter 1nst1tution. . . , ,

| Among the neighbour groups of the Batarmul to the Horth the o




balance is still as heavily in favor of the chief who is the only.
one who can give any pigs to an external group. In compensation, He
alone supports the weight of all the taboos enforced for s whole

- Year after the ceremonial part itself has :finished. The headmen of
the clans of his side, that is those who furnished him with the ne-
, cessary pigs have the right to take on the same title as has been
‘recelved by the chief for the killing of the beasts. .

At Netenvat, the Nanaki, similar in mostrespects to the Maki
described by layard, offers us a more equal compromise in which the -
chief is the only one to take the iniative but where the heed man
and any obher men they have agreed to, participatei in the actual . -

~ killing of the pigs, and ascend a ceremonial stone platform to shout
.. their new name; they are then all subjected to the food andsexual:
' “taboos of the year'to comey ... .. T - o

- In either case, the chief can only fulfil his function for
the existence of another chief who is his traditional partner, It

- -seems that in the case of Matanvat, the depopulation has forced the

~_widening of the area from which groups could be invited, and a grea-
ter range of possible partners, In this latter case, too, the higher-
grade pigs are given by the Chief to hisceremonial partner; the les-
ser ones are given by. their owners to the man from the invited group
who i@ with him in a.'@efinite ceremonial relationship called navelne.
It is said #h&t for the last three generations, the men of the group . -

called Betnatsal, theoretically of inferior status, have acquired the

right to participate on equal terms in the nanski. This equalisation

-~ . Of ‘ceremonial rishts seems to have coincided with the new economic
“equality of opportunity. brought about through European contect: any
man could acquire similar sums of money by letting himself be recrui- -

ted or by making copra. -

. ... . The study of other cases from native societies.living in the
5 lovieinity of the "Big Nambas" area, would bring up the same characte- -
“ristics, the pattern being the more in favor of the hersditary chief~- .
“teinship - the institution of Which only exists in Northern Malekula =-
© where the localities are the closer to the “Big Nambas" tableland.
- Further on, "democratic™ tendencies, so to speak, appear stronger,

, It might be that chieftainship is here the result, if not of
the direct introduetion from outside, at least of an outside contact,.
- ~and that its gccompanying "class" or %east" differentiation features
.. have arisen in mome or less the same pre-white contact cohditiong as
" in Fiji, the Loyalties or New Caledonia, This would be eorroborated
by the myths which all give to chieftainship an external origin, re-'.
- presenting the first chiefs as -young boys who had arrived from the -
- outside or had a super-natural origin, and were chosen for that rank -
because the people recognized the need they had for a chief to fur- -
© .-ther and orgenize their ceremonial Trelations with neighbour. groups.
But then Namangi, too, can- be analyzed as having been more or less

' zecently 6volved, perhaps under similar conditions.




In any case any amounbt of eXamples would show that in the case
of the Malekula chieftainship,a kind of centre can be determined, if
not as centre of origin, at least of greater strengbh of the insgbti-
tution. Contrarywise,the features of the Namangi have been so trang-
ferred from place to place along different routes, and in a number
of cases became go mixed up, that we might perhaps manage, after a
long analysis,to suggest some secondary spots of diffusion: but pro-
- bably nothing as regards origin. I cannot see the possibility of
work being dome to link any of the hypothetical diffusion centres to -
any obther culture traits, social or material. It seems well-nigh ime
possible to analyse the culture of this part of the New Hebrides in
its component elements and to try to map possible migration routes
- or even the distribution of cultures, as Deacon tried to 25 years

|  ago. Nevertheless, I would think that the study of the local varia-.

“tions of culture traits and . institutions does not necessarily lead ' .
‘to such a disconsolatd conclusion. Much can come out of the thorough
analysis of these variations, on the one hand representing introduc-
tions from neighbour districts and on the other hand coming from -
. loecal evolution "sur place”; and in any case from the study of their -
" functional role within the local structure. Then we can more easily
. integrate in the picture the apparent results of the more modern

- contact situation, . - - Co e B
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