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TINIFORMITY OF CTJLTCTfllE AND LOCAL VARUTIONS IN THZ 

NORTH CENTRAL NEW HF,BRIDES 

Having received a l l  my scholarly trainhng In France, 1 have 
been almost reared i n  the Culture Cyoles theories  of the German and 
Austrian Schools, '%he pr inc ipa l  exponents of which w0re i n  France 
before the tmr  %y Drf. Montgindon and Dr. Rivet. 

For a you.ng man working as I was day a f t e r  day i n  a Bk"um, 
t h i s  kind of research was very tempting, and you w i l l  pardon me if 
I add, very easy. After  some time on the f i e l d ,  not only had I to 
think of more urgent types of' research, but I came quickly t o  change 
e n t i r e l y  my mind on the subject.  I mean now t o  give a short i l l u s -  
t r a t i o n  of t h i s ,  

, 

My examples w i l l  be taken from the New Hebrides, 

The Northern New Hebrides are nade of a chain of islands 
I 

surrounding a kind of inland sea,  a kind of a 11 Ueditecranean, 
ths  shores of which were a t  all times i n  close ontact one with 
another, It is a well=knam f a c t  that  the d i s t  ts opposing one 
another on different  islands have often mom i n  common than neigh- 
bous d i s t r i c t s  on the same is lands,  

I w i l l  take as my first example a rather materia1 one: the 
, wooden drum o r  gong as you w i l l  want t o  c a l l  it, the nme of v&ich 

bears striking analagies i n  some places: nambwe t fngt inq  at Matan- . vat i n  North Ibrlalekula, atingting on North Ambr Jàyard describes 
elaborate ceremonies r e l a t i n g  t o  it$ erect ion,  
t e  place i n  the r i t u a l  cycle of the Maki. On North Ambrym, where 
both the danoing place and the carved drum are  of personal ownership, 
there  is no other  r i t u a l  f o r  i ts  erect ion than the payment i n  gigs 
of the sculptor,  and the beating of it f o r  mors than a day ana a 
night, one man a f t e r  the other,  u n t i l  it is thought that the sound 
is  good, having l o s t  its newness. Beforehand, a fowl w i l l  have been 
sac r i f l ed  an4 i t s  blood s p i l t  i n  the hollow, In both cases, the drum 
has the same col lect ive value, for the  sending of saessages and the 
accoppaniment of dances. We w i l l  not dwell here on the syfubolism of 
t h e i r  carvings, The ownership being d i f fe ren t  i n  each case, the re- 
latea ;eitual is normally enough on a d i f fe ren t  plane, 

We can maka use f o r  compaPisorí of another case; the b ig  sea- 

taking a defini- 
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going canoes which permitted frequent inter-island voyages. They 
have more OT l e s s  the sane d is t r ibu t ion  as the v e r t i c a l  s l i t  gongs, 
Bu% then %hese canoes are always of communal ownership possessed 
by what  es cal led a ffcompany", a group of men who usual ly  band toge- 
t h e r  f o r  the purpose of building it and f o r  its use. The work f i n i -  
shed, a f t e r  a r i t u a l  designated t o  desacralize the canoe they go 
around the por t s  with which t h e i r  people are  t r a d i l i o n d y  related 
on t h e i r  is land o r  on the  next, and everywhere receive presents of 
food a f t e r  having been pelted wi,th sm1L f r u i t s  and nuts. 

gards newly made canoes, bu% then, why should there  be? In e i t h e r  
case, the gong 4nd the canoe, how can tv8 build any hypothesis of 
t h e i r  or igin o r  think of them of a single origin: i n  the lase ins-  
tance where the ceremonial i s  similar i n  each loca l  s e t  up, it could 
well  have evolved from the frequent sea contacts between the coas ta l  
people of each is land;  these contacts" can expla in  the un i fomi ty  
which could have been as much slowly acqU-ired. as introdwed a l l  a t  
the one t i m e ,  

There is  no difference here between the loca l  customs as re- 

Speaking o f  these close coastal  relatfcbnships brings us t o  
another aspect. of the *Culture of t h i s  area: the easy transmission of 
elenrents ~f losa1  cul ture  from one place t o  another. Since the stu- 
d ies  of Byart3 and Deacon, we know the import;ance of the  tusked p ig  
as playing a ro le  c losely related t o  that  of a' monetary medium, It 
is  possible t o  buy a "ber of things and pay for them i n  pigs  a t  
more o r  l e s s  fixed r a t e s ,  Pigs, koo, a re  used for the payment :-'of 
ceremonies, mostly those of the grade-taking ceremonial cycle , known 
as I\siaki, Nimangki, ï!&@e3 e t c  In the a m e  way whole sets of ceremo- 
nies ,  ,dances OP simply songs can be acquired and paid fo r ,  far  o r  
near, given and made use of and then sent  on fur the2 f o r  a pr icec 

Studying a y8m-giving. f eas t  which was t o  ba held a t  Melbtflbtfl 
n Ilorth Ambrym. I was painstakingly yvriting d o m  the words sung a t  
the almost dai ly  rehearsals of t he  Bances t o  com: when 1 had. &om- 
pleted t h i s  task, I found out it was useless, as the song had had t o  
be bought, through a number of go-betweens, on the  island of Epi?  
much t o  the south and nobody could help i n  the t rans la t ing  of the 
now wri t ten t ex t .  1 learnt  then thai, it was, on Ambrym a t  least ,  
cer ta in ly  not the only instance of f igurat ive dance bought, l ea rn t ,  
held and then so ld  t o  another group, without .aeZ2.gbody being capable 
of putt ing a meaning t o  the words of thbr  song, 1 found the sane 
thing la ter  on Nalekula, 

s t i l l  three years ago receiving Naluan, men's semi-secret ceremonies, 
as a new cu l tu ra l  element, while it had already died out on mlekula ,  
froin where it originated,  a t  l e a s t  as far as X&n Arnbr:gm is  concerned. 
The range of these introductions goes from the simplest of songs t o  

The importance a f  t h i s  f ac to r  i s  such that i;dorth Ambry" was 
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a ceremonial complex en ta i l i ng  many months of preparations, spec i f ic  
taboos, and week af ter  week of r i t u a l  and fest ive events. When t h i s  
is th8 case the  obsemer can eventually map the route it took from 
orme is land t o  another, from place %o place, according t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  
re la t ionships  which enable ,any new element suc'h as the ten ta t ive  more 
o r  l e s s  p o l i t i c a l  novement with cargo-cult features ,  t o  be handed on 
i n  the same way from one group t o  anbther. 

from one place t o  another evidently cannot f u l f i l  i n  each case the 
same functions nor answer the same needs, The breath-taking ritual 
cal led g& i n  Southern Pentecost, where young men, t h e i r  f e e t  faste- 
ned t o  a bush rope, dive from the  top of a tower, is there the  essen- 
t i a l  part of a yam first f r u i t  r i t u a l .  On the  eastern coast of &&le- 
kula,  t h i s  sam dive m s  part of one of the grade-taking ceremonies 
of the  NaPnangf, 

I n  another way t h i s  opens the poss ib i l i t y  of quick-change ím 
the ceremonial aspect of the social. s t ruc ture  and may a l low indefi-  
n i t e  l oca l  var ia t ions This  seems t o  have been the case w i t h  the Na- 
mangi, the great  hierarchy apparently s o  charac te r i s t ic  of the area. 
I n  the course of his life, a man must climb up the whole scale  sa 
as t o  a t t a l n  a kind of ch ief ly  s t a tus  by which he shares authori ty  
and power w i t h  the few Mea of equal rank t o  his. S imi la r ly  t o  t h i s  
formal s e t  of grades, the r i t u a l  features  a r e  arranged s o  as t o  fea- 
'law a kind of hierarchy, growing i n  complexity and importance. The 
mater ia l  syIllbols specif ic  of each grade, show the sane tendency-, i f  
t h e i r  l oca l  mul t ip l ic i ty  does not hide from us the &row%ng symbolic 
value of Lhe changing a r t i f a c t s ;  r i t u a l  houses, carvea wooden posts  
o r  t ree-fern carvings, On North Ambrym the picture is the clearer ;  
the carvings, non-existent for the lower grades, start w i t h  a simple 
tree-fern carved. human head, then as the grades a re  higher cone tkie 
arms, the upper part  of the  body, then a man with al1 h i s  sexual a& 
tr ibutes ,  then two  human f igures ,  male and f e m l e ,  i n  a p l t ;  the  la- 
t e s t  inkroduction frora mlekula  brought i n  over everything the repre- 
sen6ation of a house with tree-fern carve& pos t s ,  But i f  t h i s  case i s  
the  simpler, a l l  the @Fidence po&nts t o  i t s  external  or igin;  we are 
confronteci w i t h  the coacLusion of a process ins3ead of w i t h  a basic 
and or iginal  conception, Moreo8er, t h i s  conclusion ,has been reached 
by the Means of the geographical factor of t ransport ,  much mose than  
by an in tePm1 evolution, submerged as it came t o  be under the aomimnt 
ext  e imal  introduction. 

Another aspect of t h i s  complexity i s  shown by the diffexences 
i n  contex-b between the var ia t ions of the grade*:-taking hierarchy. On 
North Ambygxn, it appears as being bui l t  as mach on the necessi t ies  
of personal ambition as on communityí-feeling, It is  there,  by a l l  
means, a secular  ins t i tu t ion , .  including taboos, buf void of any in- 
voca-bive or  aacr i f  i c i a l  aspects * I n  Southern lllhlekula, Deacon showed 
UB t h i s  i n s t i t u t i o n  s t rongly i-nterningled w i t h  the ancestofls c u l t ,  

Ny point is  then t h a t  these sociological features  carr ied on 
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everyone of its oarvings being the abode of' an a m e s t o r r s  s p i r i t ,  a 
tenes. 

It would be impossible i n  so short  a time t o  mlre t h i s  dis- 
sion bear ora the d e t a i l s  of the r i t u a l  complexes as this  would mean 
having t o  desccribe as a &art the mater ia l  aspects of each l o c a l  
hierarchy, grade a f t e r  grade , 

can bring about when they play havoct w i t h  an i n s t i t u t i o n  apparently 
s o  well defined as .the namnai. Our example ' w i l l  be the problem of 
the relat ionship between %he grade hierarchy and the herhditary 
chieftainshig i n  Northem EIalekula; it is  both a problem of' contacts 
and a problem of loca l  evolution. 

Deacon, i n  Iviiss Wedgwoodts able  *. ddit ion,  t e l l s  us: "In' I a m -  
bumbu, chieftainship,  although undoubtedly inconceivable ayar t  from 
the possession of the f u l l  Miungki digni ty  and though bu i l t  up by 
t he  Nimangki, transcends the const i tut ion o? t h i s  
become f o r  a l l  p rac t i ca l  purposes, the prerogabive and heri tage of 
one or two famil ies  who have the prestige OF a l i n e  of chieftainships 
behiiitt &Bem, i n  each of the small areas whiczh go t o  lnake up the  d is -  
t r i c t ;  thus the sons of a m n  of Rus Nevat digni ty  are  permitted t o  
e a t  a t  the f i r e  naamb ruhvaru i n  v x t u e  of thsis. fa ther 's  posi t ion,  

they, theme$-ave only purchased the lowest Nimngki 
a l l ;  the pr ivi lege of using t h i s  firs has become heri table ,  

passing from fa the r  t o  soa, It Ban be, and is, a l so  sold,  but only 
by a lslember of one "chiefLy" family t o  another, sever t o  a%omoner*r, 
Irì $his way the degree is kept se lec t  and its wmbers form an  a r i s t o -  

Let us dwell on another aspect of what neighbour re la t ionships  

I 

c ie ty ,  and has 

* 

CX'aeyee e + ., . But not only are people other than the near r e l a t ives  
hiefs prevented OM buying Rus Nevat, ana ea t ing  a t  naamb ruh-, , there a re  a l  groups of paople i n  the csmuni tp  who are ne- 

e r  allowed t o  ent he PJimngki a t  a l l ,  They arb not permiijted t o  
equire any pigs, o r  a t  nos t  a very f e w ,  and should t h e i r  stock rise 

above the prescribed number, the surplus must be given t o  the chdsfse 
Fur$her, w h i l e  not allowed t o  obtain wealth for themselves, they  are 
expected t o  help others in  i ts  acquis i t ion by working f o r  the "pr3vi- 
legedclassrr. These repressed people eat apart from other m n  a t  a 
fire of t h e i r  own cal led naamb retan ( f i r e  b l o w ) ,  which is not; made 
inside the  amel, the house of the Nîmangpki, but i n  the v i l lage  near 
t o  the women's f i r e ,  the mamb taahah, Just  as the  privilege of ea- , 
t î a g  at  the naamb ruhvaru is handed down from fahher t o  son, so these 
d i s a b i l i t i e s  a r e  a l so  inherit)ed pa t r i l i nea l ly ,  and the  rzlemnbers of 
t h i s  class a re  ident i f ied on cersinonial occasions by t h e i r  spec ia l  
girdle ,  nau_ vtlllgoniar I l  7 

This  short  descr ipt ion appears t o  be very nuck t o  ehe point,  
as i% gives us i n  a few l i n e s  the two pr incipal  features  of the 



5 

p o l i t i c a l  strucLure of Northern IvBlekUla: the blepding of a namn i 
type organization w i t h  herhditary loca l  chieftainship and t€i& 
sion of the people in to  groups of different  s ta tus ,  equal ly  herlitdi- 
tary in the pa t r i l i nea r  line: the lower class  people, the commoners 
and the cli iefly clans,  

people, on the  Horth-West of Umbumbu, offers  the obsemer another 
kind OP blending. The loca l  social st ructure  is pattemeci according 
t o  a hierarchy which comprises the following categories: 

F i r s t l y  - The individuals,  meaibers of cer ta in  c lans,  who do 
not possess any ceremonial rights whatever, but furnish the operators 
of cimuacis ion and eventually the customary h m n  victims offered 
t o  the v ic tors  for the  s e t t l i n g  of peace af-ber an unhappy war. 

The structture shown by theigroup of the  so-called "Big  Nambasff  

Secondly - The ordinary conmoners, who have the r igh t  t o  par- 
t i c fpa te  i n  a very second-rate copy of the grade4aking ceremony, 

running between stakes t o  which a m  fastenad t h e i r  own p 
slapping the first one on the line on the back of the he 
a t  the same t i m e  the new name of whioh they can now boast,  the  same 
on@ as the Chief%, 

Final ly  - The chief has a l l  th6 r igh ts  and prerogatives a i c h  
a r e  the n m m l  a t t r ibu te s  of the Xelanesian Chief, Moreover he is 
the  only one t ß  have the r ight  t o  fas ten the pigs t o  the raised s to -  
nes s e t  up i n  a long row, s ta r t ing  f romthe  dancirzg ground, and t o  
have the ac tua l  right of k i l l i n g  or at least s t r ik ing  the beasts on 
the head w i t h  h%s c eremonial plg-kill%ng hamer.' The grea ter  par t  of 
-the pigs mustered for the  occasion, the number of which can be of 
nore than a hundred, goes t o  another e'hief who is the inv i t ing  chief$ 
txadi t ional  par tner  for that# ceremony, each one i n  t u r n  receiving 
pig3 from his partner a f t e r  havingLvwith h is  group,given sow days 
before, Lhe representation of a $Snd of thea t r i ca l  dance, 

The newest feature is here t h i s  concept of' chief ta inships  or- 
ganized two by t w o ,  The existence of the chief without his  ceremonial 
pamrtner seem unthinkable, I n  time of stress, another w i l l  eventually 
take the  place of the missing, o r  Christianised partner,  as happened 
i n  19525, buti there  is  the feelitkg that  something is aralss, 

Among the  '*Big Nambas",- it can be said tha t  t he  chief has ta- 
ken unto himself the substance of the r i t u a l  of the grade-taking ty-  
pe SCI much 60 that  the word mami only means here the pale copy le f t  
t o  the cornm~n people, The compronise between the c l a s s i c a l  Hamang i  
and the her4,ditax-y ch ief ta fnswp is heavily balanced in favor of the 
l a t t e r  i n s t i t u t  ion. 

Amng the neighbour groups of the Batarnrul, t o  the Nopth, the  



I 

balance is still  as heavily i n  favor of the chief who is the only 
oxLe who can give any pigs t o  an external  group,. In compensatión, Be 
alone supports the weight of a l l  the taboos enforced f o r  a whole 
year a f t e r  the ceremonial par t  i t s e l f  has :Sinished, The headman of 
the clans 02 h i s  s ide,  that is those who furnished h9m w i t h  the  ne- 
cessary pigs have tbe r igh t  t o  take on the same t i t L e  as has been 
received by the chief for t he  k i l l i n g  of the beasts. 

A t  =tanvat, the - Nanaki, similar i n  mostrespects t o  the Maki 
descsibed by Layard, offers us a more equal conprcrrnise i n  which the 
chief Ss the only one t o  take the in ia t ive  but where the  head 311811 
and any other man they have agreed t o ,  par t ic ipate\  i n  the ac tua l  

l l i n g  of the  pigs; and ascend a ceremnia l  stone platform t o  shoui; 
h e i r  new name; they a re  then all, subjected t o  the food andsexual 

aboos of the y e a r ' t o  conê* 

I n  e i the r  case, %he chief can only fuZfi.1 h i s  function f o r  
the existence of another chief who is  his t r ad i t i ona l  partner. It 
seems that  i n  the case of Matanvat, the depopulation has forced the  
widening of the  area from which groups could be invi ted,  and a grea- 
t e r  range of possible partners.  I n  this l a t t e r  case, too, the highe'r- 
grade pigs a re  given by the  Chief t o  h i sceremnia l  partner;  the les-  
ser ones are  given by t h e i r  owners t o  the man from the invi tad group 
who i B  w i t h  him i n  a 18efinite ceremonial re la t ionship called navelne. 
It is said Whht for t he  last three generations, the inen of the group 
cal led Betnatsal, theore t ica l ly  of i n f e r i o r  s ta tus ,  have acquired tbe 

Tight t o  par t ic ipate  on equal tern= i n  the mnaki. This  equal isat ion 
of ceremonial rj&x&s Seem t o  have ooincided w i t h  the  new e C c " C  

equal i ty  of opportrrnity brought about through lurogean contact: any 
man could acquire similar sumg of money by l e t t i n g  himself 
ted or by making copra, 

I 

T& study of other cases from native societ ies  1 
i n i t y  of the  "Big Nambas'' area,  would bring up the same characte- 

~zstics., the pa t te rn  r e  i n  favol: o erBditarg chief- 
k i n s h i p  - the  i n s t i t  ch only ex i s t  r thern Malekula - 

. where the local i t i ies  are the closer  t o  the *'Big Eanbasrr %ableland, 
Further on, ndamocraticrt tendencies, so t o  speak, appear stronger,  

It might be tha t  chief ta inship i s  here the r e su l t ,  i f  no% of 

and tht i t s  accompanying wclassfT o r  %astf' d i f f e ren t i a tkm features  
have asisen i n  m o m  o r  lms the  sane pre-white contact conditione as 
in Fiji, the  Loyalties o r  Xew Caledonia, This would be corroborated 
by the mythe which a l l  give t o  chief ta inship an, external  or igin,  re- 
presenting the first chiefs  as young boya who had arrived from the 
outside or had a auper-natural origin, and were chosen for that *ank 
because the people recognized the neea they had f o r  a chief t o  fur-  
t he r  and' organize t h e i r  ceremonial ' re la t ions  with neighbour groups a 
But then Narnangi, too, can be anal@ed as having been nore or l e s s  
recent ly  evolved, perhaps unde 

the d i r ec t  introduction from outside, a t  least of an outside contact,  

similar conditions , 
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In  any case any amount of examples would show that i n  the case 
of the 2.lekula chieftainship,a kind of centre can be detemined, i f  
not as centre of' or igin,  a t  l ea s t  of grea te r  streng%b of the i n s t i -  
tution. Contrarywise,the features  of the have been so trans- 
ferred froa place t o  place along d i f fe ren t  routes, and i n  a number 
of cases beccame so mixed upr t h a t  we might perhaps manage, a f t e r  a 
long ana lys i s , to  suggest some secondary spots of diffusion: but gro- 
bably nothing as regards or igin,  I cannot see the poss ib i l i t y  of 
work being done t o  link any of the hypothetical diffusion centres  t o  
any other cul ture  traits, soc ia l  o r  lriaterial. It seenis well-nigh im-  
possible to analyse the cul ture  of t h i s  part  of the New Hebrides i n  
i ts  component elements and 0 try t o  map possible migration routes 
03: even the d i s t r ibu t ion  o cultures, as Deaoon t r ied $0 25 years 
ago. Nevertheless, I would hink that the study of the loca l  varia- 
t ions  of cul ture  t r a i t a  and i n s t i t u t ions  does not necessarily lead 
t o  swh a disconsolatØ conclusion. Much can eome out of the thorough 
analysis of these var ia t ions,  on the one hand representing introduc- 
t ions  from neighbour d i s t r i c t s  and on the o ther  hand coang  from 
local evolution *"xc place"; and i n  any case from the study of t h e i r  
functional ro l e  within the l o c a l  s t ructure ,  Then we can more eas i ly  
integrafe  i n  the picti e the apparent r e su l t  of t he  Efzope modern 
contact s i tua t ion .  

I n s t i t u t  prkngais d 1 Océanie 
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J. Guiart 


