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Frederik Barth's monograph is of great importance because it
uses a theoretical approach derived from communications theory to
analyze the state of ritual and knowledge
lmowledge among a remote New Guinea
group.,
The significance of this book arises from the fact that,
due to the culturally unique forms of codification of ritual and
knowledge in New Guinea societies and Barth's theoretical conceptions
and use of communications theory, these states of knowledge cannot be
fully charted.
As an antidote to the static, conceptual s,ystems
S,Ystems approach of
structural functionalism, Barth uses communications theory to illu
illuminate the process through which social praxis (transaction)
determines the form of the replicated messages that make all cultures
ongoing systems of communications.
Through repetition, symbolic
s,ymbolic
codings emerge and are perpetuated, and the 'sacred ~bols'
~bols' of the
Baktaman are framed in analogue codes; which is really no mre than
Barth's way of saying that they are built on metaphors because he has
to find some kind of logical association to provide the conceptual
justification for treating them as 'sacred symbols'.
s,ymbols'.
Barth suffers
from
prinitives
forms
frou the popular preconception that all prim
tives have complex forns
of codified ritual and knowledge; the nalaise
oalaise of the professional
decoder investigating 'temple cults' that owe mre
oare to the high tradi
traditions of the Old Testanel t or Vedas than to their New Guinea social
Cor.rrJUnications theory can reveal the design features of
context.
Cor.rrlUnications
system it isolates
iSOlates - primed to uncover the codifications of
the systeo.
ritual and knowledge it can show that they are underdeveloped due to
the social praxis of secrecy and the lack of an exegetical tradition but its focus is set by the anthropologist who uses it.
Frederik Barth applies coraounications
communications theory to his Baktaman
As a
;1aterial to determne how ritual and knowledge are codified.
result he finds codes of ritual
ri tual and knowledge but these are nore
oore the
prel'uses"
result of his basic prel':U.ses"
His major precise is that: "Every culture is an ongoing systel:1
systeC1
of cOl:tr.1Unication and contains a corpus of replicated uessages'" 15) ~he
cODL~unication is that through
mechanism of a culture's systems of cODL~unication
interaction l:leSsages
messages are repeated and replicated.
Through this pro
process of repetition - replication these messages become routinized and
symbolic codings.
The degree of repetition-replication
develop into syubolic
repetition-replicationthen a social value and they are all obviously
routinization gives ther.l
enbedded in social praxis.
Barth writes:
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''Thus
'~hus only those nessages which are constantly
recreated will be tran~itted
tran~itted and persist as part
of the tra.di
tion; ieo only those netaphors and
tradition;
idions that catch on and are reused becoLle part of
the corpus of these codes" (229).
Barth's scheDa
schena r6aes heavily on cooouribations theory as in his
phases of interaction which consist of: (i) triggering, (ii)
conceptualization of response,(iii) construction of response,
(iv) the actua.l
actual Llessage
oessage output, (v) audience status (256-7).
His reason for studying the Baktaman, an isolated and
primitive 'tribe' of 183 persons, appears to have 'been based on
the assumption that, through studying a group of this kind, the
codification process of ritual and knowledge VwUuld
would surely become
discernible,
Allured by the Baktaman's 'temple cults', Barth
was committed right from the o~tset
o~tset to finding codes of ritual
and knowledge.
This ce0mrriitmcnt~
ce0mrriitmcnt~ hampered him by ensuring that
his theoretical schema based on transactionalist communications
theory compri sed a pyramidwi
pyramid wi th social praxis as the base and the
codes of ritual and knowledge as the tip.
Having the discovery
of the pyramid as a fieldwork
fieldVwUrk blueprint, there was no way that
Barth could question the concepts of ritual and knowledge and
their applicability to the Baktaman.
He could only define
Baktaman codifications of ritual and knowledge as being the apex
of thi s pyramid built on social praxis.
The interconnection was
theoretically predetermined - the Baktarnan had to have codifications
of ritual and knowledge and consequently the pyramid could never
change its shape.
His division of the book into four major
sections: (i) eontext of experience, (2) rites of initiation,
(3) idiom clusters and social praxis, (4) analysis of interconnec
interconnection and interdependence, testifies to this.
The Baktaman
The Baktaman are a g~p (dialect?) of 183 people living in a
mountain rainforest somewhere below Telefomin in the Western District
of Papua New Guinea.
They are numbered as being part of 1,000
The Baktaman
Faiwol speakers and have patrilineal exogamous clans.
Barth'S transactionalist-communications theory approach to them
and Barth's
may best be introduced with the following quote:
''rhe total corpus of Baktaman knowledge is stored in
''!Ihe

183 Baktaman minds, aided only by a modest assemblage
of cryptic, concrete symbols (the meaning of which
depends on the associations built up around theCl
them in
the consciousness of a few seniors) and by limited
suspicious communication with members of a few surr
surrounding C01';1r;lUni
ties,
communities,
I have argued that such a
corpus will only persist to the extent that its
parts are frequently recreated as messages Dnd
I:md there
theretrans,Ji ttedc
by trans:Ji
The im;lediate
im[lediate deteminant of the
nessages may be described as social
occurrence of such uessages
Llutual feedback between thought and
praxis.
The LlUtual
action, culture and society rJay thus be best approached
c~~~~through~sod:-ai.~orgW1rsn-ttOTI"·~(~'7)
• c~~~~through~sod:-a'l~organrsnttoTI"'~(~'7)
Social organisation creates and conditions the sectors of
knowledge or coding found in Baktauan
Baktaf.1an society resulting in what
He writes:
Barth calls "creative and. stagnant sectors of knowledge".
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"Briefly II will argue that the dynanisr.l of n sector of
knowledge depends both
both' (i) on the potential of the
najor codifications; i.e. the fertility and capacity
for precision and developllent of the syobolic apparatus
by which it is handled, and(ii)
and (ii) on the praxis, Le.
the social organisation of statuses and tnSKs
thnt
tasks that
channel the conuunications"
cOLmunications" (239).
Writing
Bnrth argues that
Wri ting in reaction to structural functionalisn,
functionalisa, Barth
there is no single cO~lprehensi
Baktar:1O.n coding is built
cO~lprehens:ive code..
code"
Baktar:1Dn
around fletaphors and idior.ls, which, although they cannot be logi
logically deduced, are aJ.l
aJ.I interconnected in SOLle way.
This is
cO:~lbined
l.:leaning of a0.
co"lbined with his lJajor premise that the cunulati ve l:leaning
sYClbol
syobol can be deduced frou
fron its statistical or repeated incidence
in gi
van social cont·extso
Bqkto.wan
ri tuo.l and knowledge are a
given
contexts,
Bqktaoan ritual
result not only of social pro.xis,
praxis, especially the practice of
result·
secrecy, but are also 0.
a result of the fact that the Baktaoan
ri tual nnd
fo.ct that
tho. t the Bakbm.'Ul
Bo.k'com..'1Il .•
and knowledge are a result of the fact
ho.ve
o.bsence of any syste
systehave no logical a.l
al terno.ti
ternati ve to then.
''rhe absence
~:Ja.tic
then fron
frOr.l
L~tic o.lterno.tive
alternative to their. own way of life has absolved thea
the need to question features of their own custons and prenises,
ano. entails n very inconplete and
self-ir::lnge"(255L
ond unfocused self-il'::lD.ge"(255L
Baktanan social prnxis creates cer-min
certain L'lajor
L~jor disjunctions in
the flow of inforuo.tion
inforuation and BaktaLUill
BaktaLUffi ritual and knowledge reflect
this disjunction.
Barth sees these as
o.S being: (1) the segregation
segrego.tion
of J.:Ja.les
know~les o.nd
and fel:1ales
fel~les which IJD.kes
onkes thetl
then different spheres of know
ledge, (2) the segClento.tion
r:lD.le population into a snall
sna.ll
segnentation of the nole
nunber of residential collectives, and (3) " •••••
.•
partly congruent
pnrtly
wi th this, the fomal barriers of secrecy"(256)
secrecy II (256) "
P.

0

Ritunl nnd
'teuple cults' or
Or l:.1ale
l~le
and knowledge are onnifested
aanifested in 'tenple
initiations.
Only Dales participate directly in the fertility cults
but the benefits of cult activity extend to the entire population
and WOClen
o.ctivities to which
wonen play a certain
certnin supportive role in cult activities
Bo.rthpays
The BaktaJnan
Bakto.illal1. have
ho.ve seven degrees of
Barth pays no greo.t
great attention.
LJa.le
gro.de
Lnle initiation but these degrees do not constitute an age grade
systen - there is o.n
an indefinite period of tine between succession
to one degree frOG
frau another.·
another .. ' The tenple cults' serve' to ensure the
success of Baktanan food crops (especially taro),
taro) , hunting, and war
warfo.re.
Hale
loco.tions;
fare,
Male cult
cult o.ctivity
activity centres around the following locations;
the Kati
a::] , clo.n
nnd hunting, the Yolan,
Yolo.D, CO[1
CO[1Katia::J,
clan cult house for tnro
taro and
':lunal cult house for taro, and the Kaverar:!,.
Kaverarl,. r:1en' s house.
For every
occasion on which one of these 'ter1ples'
'teeples' is used, a 'sacrifice' nust
be ;:.1ade to the ancestors (191).,
Barth states
sto.tes that
tho.t the offering both
provides food. for "sacranental cor:J:Jensali
cor:clensali ty" and guarantees the
success of the taro crops.
Only cult leaders and SOGle other old nen
Den
crops..
know nll
nIl the secret initiation knowledge.·
knowledge ..
,?ecrecy
?ecrecy and Syubolic.CodiI!E
SynbolicCoding
BaktaLUffi knowledge is characterised by Barth as being shaped by
Baktauan
secrecy and a lack of exegesis which result frou BaktaL~n
Baktu'·.1an social
He writes:
praxis..
praxis.

fIow --c'-r-'=°ri1"e~:-~ I~~ ~o
.._-~cc_,,=,-_~oo~!!SQ~~tne"~~:&aoAi=~t'eaa~ns-~~"bh:~n~t"necx-~rr<rrr~r-~ ..~~.~l!So~the·,~:&aG;\r~l:'emai..ne~'bh:~n~t'rre~"I!<rrr:18.rn fIowo:r~'II1'Et~~
persons with different preuises
prenises will interact, confuse
each other, and thus, in part, increase rather than
resolve the puzzle of life for each other..
othero
The fOrce
of sacred SYI:lbolisn
syJ:lbolislJ. constructing a Bnktanan reality
arises froLl
fron secrecy rather than a logical coherence of
forn.
But secrecy entails a pattern of distribution
where mst actors are excluded fron knowledge.
This

____

~_ ~~-~--- --~,-
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exclusion affects the very processes whereby such reality
is socially constructed;
constrUcted; and so energe the characteristic
features of Baktanan tradition; at once poorly shared,
poorlysystcmati:sedand puzzling and groping in thought and
ir.lagery,
noving and rich"(265)
rich"(265).
iuagery, while yet creative, conplex, r.1oving
0

Baktanan social praxis deterrJines that secret inforuation is for
forbidden except in the context of sacred locations, that different
. sectors
of the population have different ways of decoding this
secto:tsof
infornation, and that there is no tru~hful
tru~hful ideal in Baktauan
Baktaf.1an
society.
Barth focuses on initiations because he believes they
societyo
are the "nost didactically powerful organisation" auong
aoong the
Baktanan(260) "
Coupled with the lack of exegesis, secrecy is the Clost
C'lost t:lajor
aspect of Social praxis which affects and deterrunes
deternines synbolic
syabolic coding.
'The force of sacred syIlbols
Baktar.1an reality
synbols in constructing a Baktar.~n
arises froEl
forn"(265).
froi:.1 secrecy rather than logical coherence of forn"(265)
Barth imfarlarises
Baktar.'lan have no exegesis- "the
Suf;JxJari ses the reasons the Baktar.lan
barriers to verbalisation" _. as being:
0

"a the explicit taboos and rule of secrecy surrounding
the sacred sY'-.1bols,
!lore diffuse wariness and
sy'-.1bols, bo
b. a :lore
reluctance to speak about and thus carelessly activate
occult forces, cc~~ a fear of sorcery reprisals fron
fro ,:1
rivals and persons cri ticized" (258-9)
Faced with the prol.:)lerJ
proQlen of describing the codification arising
out of Baktai:1all social praxis, Barth utilizes the distinction between
digi
tal arid analogue codes and comes to the conclusion that BaktaL~n
BaktaL'lan
digital
ritual is framed in analogue codes or independent netaphorsu
oetaphorsu Digital
likeclanguages
conputer prograDs
codes are like'
languages or COi:1puter
prograo.s in which transforr~tion~
transforrJationfl
and conceptualizations are arbitrary (207-8).
But in an analogue
code conceptualization and transforclEttion
transforl~tion are not arbitrary:
"Its l:leaning depends on an understanding of this
transfornation fron object to synbol and the
experience fron reality which it evokes when re
reversed.
Heaning
Meaning arises independently of any total
code and not from the syobol's
syubol's systenatic place
anong a licuted
liruted set of alternatives within such a
code" (208).
An analogue code does not allow for permutations to be performed on
each elenent in the saDe way.
CODounication in analogue codes is
CODuunication
always enbedded in a wider social contextu
context.
Baktaman ritual and
knowledge are cO''1nunicated
cO~r.1unicated through analogue codes.
"An analogue code !Just
nust consequently be understood
in the context of its praxis; the practice of
secrecy and the absence of exegesis are essential
features of this praxis ar.long
aL'long the Bakta;;m.n"
Bakta~;:Jan" (229).
Analogue codes use netaphors or idioDs
idior.1s to for:"l
for~ the association
sYL1bol and invoked concepLIn an analogue code ""00. the
between sY;-'lbol
sy;~lbolic
d.epends to a large·. extent on their
sY;~lbolic value of the eleIJ.ents
eleJ:J.ents depends
""000

of

:~f;~i~~~::;~::E:~~~~;~;;~~ii!n:~::~~::i~~ !~: Of~-·ll
'-':~f;~i~~~::;~::E:~~~~2:~~~~~~:i~~~~::i;::::

._>

proble:'l of the :::letaphor's
:::J.etaphor's place in between the two logical domains
i t links by arguing that the metaphor belongs to the realm it illu
illu,:rlnates rather than the realra froi:.l
frocl which it originateso
originates.
"It follows
frOG
fron this that the dOl~in
dOl:lain of thought or experience which is being
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explicated by neta,phor
illmrinate,
oetqphor is that which netaphor is used to illm~nate,
not that fror:l.
fron which the ic1ior:J.S or netaphors are Jatched ll (210). Barth
argues that the codes of Baktat:la.n
BaktaDan ritual and knowledge are analogue
codes because the symbols cannot be deductively derived although
they are cognitively connected and they cooprise separate discrete
ne
tapho rs (264 ).•
netaphors(264)

setout
Having set
out to discover how the Baktanan codify their ritual
and knowledge it is hardly surprising that Barth coraes to the con
conclusion that these sectors of knowledge are codified, albeit in the
disconnected m.etaphorical
metaphorical 'bridges' of analogue coding.
To justify
his conclusion Barth argues that the Baktaoan's
Baktar:1an' slack
lack of any conceptual
alternative ":lel';l.ns
~lel;l.ns that they cannot, or have no need to, characterise
the theme of their rituaL
The social purpose and significance of
the 'sacred sy:.lbols' is that: "Their relevance is overwhelningly to
agricultural growth and fertility and they encode this in the manner
of a ;:wstery
Given the ecological situation of the
;:1ystery cult 11 (236) ,
Bakta::lan, it is' not so surprising that: "The only theory of garden
gardening and growth which the.
BaktaGlan know is contained
c')ntained in these uetaphors
theBakta~~n
allegories"(238).
and allegories"(238)"
Barth opposes his theoretical approach - transactional conDuni~
connuni~
cations theory and anal,)gue
anal,Jgue codes - to structural functionalist
approaches which preSU::le
presuse the logical unity of conceptual systeDso
syste~~.
Fro!';].
Barth' s book, it becooes
Frou an arChaeological
archaeological investigation of Barth'S
apparent that he probably only jettisoned the notion that BaktaGnn
sY:'.1bolic
sOr.1eth.le after he COLl
COLlsy:'.lbolic coding could be logically deduced sOr.1.eth.le
pleted his fieldwork.
One clue is his argur.lent
arguLlent that the "central
paradox" of Bakta1~la.n
Bakta1~~n knowledge
knOWledge is the fact that for the Baktauan the
sky is pure and the earth is polluting, yet taro,'
taN,' their staple crop.
grows in the grounc.1(235L
This does not tally with his perceptive
ground(235).
coverage of BaktaLlan taboos as being contextual and ter1porary or
with his finding that, as in other New Guinea societies, the Baktauan
Baktaman
say that the spirits of the dead go to their own place geographically
rerrlDved
In New Guinea conceptual scheoas
schel~as
removed but still on the ground.
there is little division of the earth and sky into separate opposed
universes, as l;1issionaries
iussionari~s trying to explain the benefits of heaven
over hell know to their frustration.
presufled that
It can only be presuned
this central paradox was part of an earlier r~del
uoc1el which Barth super
superseded.
Barth presents another faulty analogy when discussiog the
!.1Ultiplici
,.1Ultiplici ty of cQnnotations of Baktatla.n
Baktat~n 'core syobols'.
He writes:
'~oreover,
'~oreover, the association seens
seeDS to pose an intellectual
problen to the actors so that they will atteopt
attempt to har"': '
donizethe
nonize
the disparate connotations of 'each sybbol
sy:'J.bol into a
Clore coherent chord" (263)"
'.:10re

Such an assertion can in no way be related to the production of con
contextual noise that l':lakes
':~1Usic' unique and belongs rJOre
r~akes New Guinea ':~lusic'
to universal theories of SY':lbolisi;l
SY':lbolisiJ. (Johnson 1975, Mayer 1975)"
Beating initiates with nettles and rUbbing
rubbing the:;l with pig grease,
fur as a sy:lbol of growth and fertility, 1tIhi
whi te as a synbol of taro
r.1ples of the idions that Barth finds in
exar1ples
and plenty, these are exa
Bakta::lan ri
tualo
Confronted with such metaphors and the Baktarnan
Baktaman
ritual.
~,eo~=~~no~"6Q~L~pr:axis~1J..f~g.@c~:r;~~y~al'l.'a~~1~k=of~ex~-s:rt~ls l.neviTa15Te··~~~C~"
~eo~=~~no~"6Q~L~pr:axi.s~1J..f~g.@c~]';l~~y~al'I..a~~1~k=of~ex~-s:rt~ls
l.neviTa15Te~~~~"

.

that Barth cones to the conclusion that Baktaman ritual knowledge is
a fertility cult articulated in analogue codes.
However one r.1USt
question to what degree his f':"ndings
cor.mi tnen t to a
f~ndings reflect a co~mitnent
general theory of s,rmbolisD
s,rnbolisD because,given the Baktanan social praxis
of secrecy and lack of exegesis, why should Baktaman ritual require
any ture
perform an act in a
clOre codification than that necessary to perforn
given context? Barth's approach explains why the Baktal:1c"m
Bru~taman do not
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have ritual codification like that of literate stratified societies
but it cannot explain the relative importance of different codified
coclified
acti vi ti es to the Baktauan
Bakta::lan because of the cOLloi
tr:lent to
or recurrent activities
co[~itnent
most 'didactically' inportant organi
organiinitiation cults as being the IThOst
zation in their society,
The Contextual Nature of Baktanan Society
de:lonstrate how Barth's
Barth' s transactional connuni
cocu:luni j
The only way to denonstrate
cations theory approach and his COLlLutoent to fin:::1ing ritual and
Bakta::1an affect his interpretation of his naterial
knowledge amng
alJong the Baktanan
[~terial
SOLle 'sectors of knowledge' in a slightly different
is to analyze sone
;~lannero
Janner.
Barth's approach is general and universalistic,
It can 'be
onapplied to any society where people interact, where culture is an on
co,Y]unication, and where c.lessages which are repeat 1dly
going systen of co,nunication,
COL'h'-1unicated
becot:le coilified
cou~unicated becone
co~ified and ritualized.
New Guinea societies,
d
on the other hand, eJ.anifest
Llanifest unique aspects of s-:)cial
s~cial organisation sm
~d
adaptation to their environr.1ents
environr~nts when cor:1pared
co[~ared to other majOr culture
specificities~
areas of the world.
~rld.
Barth has not focused on these specificities~
soue of which are: exchange and reciprocity (oost probably short
ter]':! reciproci ty judging by Barth's
Barth' s description), the exchange of
terr1
priLlary ccmnocli
food and degrees of cODDensali ty (food being the priL~ry
cOr.lL.1ocli ty of
exchange), sorcery and curing.
By concentrating on 1:".lale
)".lale initiation
cereDonies auong the Bakta~n
Bakta~n and trying to analogue-ize their codi
codicereQonies
fications, Barth L~y well have concentrated on the uerely decorative
(the New Guinea pidgin word is 'bilas') aspects of Baktauan society
rather than those of recurring central iL1portance
iL~ortance to then.

If ini tiations are the mst didactically powerful organization
aLlong the Bakt~lan,
Bakt~lan, surely it would stand to reason that the sane
sa~e
anong
situation would hold true for all the neighbouring villages that could
be classified as belonging to the Faiwol language group?
Barth
Aoowkwaofound out that all three tenple cults - Katiam, Yolao, and Anowkwan
were not indigenous to the Baktanan
BaktaQan but had, sonetiue
nenory,
sometine within memory,
originated in the 'West'(255).
This Deans that the forn of these
initiation cults, like so l~y other ,decorative aspects found in N~w
organiGuinea social systens, is a new fashion, although the social organi
Zation necessary to stage :.lale
:'.lale initiations is undoubtedly traditional.
traditionaL
zation
Bakatauan have neither the exact sane
saDe
The Faiwol groups adjoining the Bakatanan
tior
nu"lber of stages of nale initiations - th e Bakta118.n have seven - dor
nU"lber
fieldwere they necessarily in operation when Barth carried out his field
work.
Barth cites the case of the Augobnin who twenty years before
had four grades of ;18.le initiation until warfare killed off all their
ImOYlleagari>bJ.c senior 11en,
llen, leaving the1
the-l at the t1;:.1e
ti;:Je of fieldwork, with
ImoYrleagari''bJ.c
Auong the
only a truncated forn of first degree initiation (260).
Anong
Baktarlan and their neighbours, uale initiation cults and the knowledge
Baktar:J.an
Llpartec1 through the::'l are controlled by powerful senior Den and sj:lould
sp.ould
L1partec1
nay well be teroinated
terninated if no new leader
the cult leader die, his cult ;:ny
appears.
Taboos, like initiation knowledge, are contextual in that they
fic
are status speci fie.
The Bakta118.n use then to derJarcate particular
teuporary ritual states.
'few
social statuses and tenporary
Barth writes that few
For the BaktaL~n,
BaktaL~n, the
taboos are universal or perLlanent (162).
conceptual definition of a given taboo is synonynous with contextual
beca1,lse ~e_c,Qn~e.pt~anGk~cot1:I;~~:I;~Q~~tn~tab@@~~~
~e_c,Qn~apt~anGk~cot1:I;~t~Q.~t:n~tab@@~~~
defini tion
hon of the taboo beca\l.se
indissociable.
are indissoeiable.
0

BaktaLlan ritual coding as being
It is not useful to see all Baktaclan
fraIled in analogue c01es.
frar:led
cod-es.
EL.bleus of rank and the body decorations
syrabols of the
worn by initiates (type of feathers, pig's tusks) are syobols
same order as Dilitary
nilitary insignia - they are status specific privileges
denoting social position.
On page 158 Barth presents a chart of the
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particular body decorations that different initiation grades are
wearo
allowed to wear.
He writes:
e~~lbler.ls of rank and
"Finally the fact that public e~~lbler.ls
anc1
valued privileges (feathers, druns,
rJruL1S, pig slaughtering,
signifirst harvest, various delicacies) have ritual signi
ficance entails that the social tug-of-war whereby
interest groups seek to redistribute such goods is
codificaconstrained by, and in turn affects, ritual codifica
tion"(266) .•

contrary, that whatever ritual codification there is a::1ong
'The contrarY,
~1ong the
Bakta~1an is a result of this "social tug-of-war", is Clore probable.
probable
Bakta~1an
o

sY::lbolis~l in New Guinea societies is a very proble:.1atic
proble:.Jatic
Colour sY::lbolis~.l
subject
de,terr:line
ffi~bject due to the difficulties inherent in trying to detercune
\...hether the colourcolour - an aspect - of an object is given a greater
whether
significance than the object itself.
Is the red colour of the
pandanus fruit the reason it is eaten at ritual events or is the only
reason for its consunption that it is a choice food and all pendanus
problet:1in a Clost
Dost un
unfrui ts are
ore red anyway? Barth approaches this probleuin
BaktaLlan initia
ini tiasatisfacotry way, arguing that colour is codified in BaktaLJan
tions without taking into consideration that, given the nature of
cOrJrJand, the
BaktarJan society and the resources of colours at its cOL1rJand,
Baktaoo.n probably cannot d.istinguish between the efficacy of a colour
Baktanan
and the efficacy of the object in which or from which the colour
deri ves.
His approach to c1eteroining the codi fication of colours is
one of elenentary semantics whereby he looks at the colours of all the
objects used in initiations and on the basis of his interpretation of
the neanings of initiations ascribes neanings to the three colours
used - red, black and white (172).

idiofJ for patrilineal descent and the
The colour red is an iiion
ancestors ; it belongs with
wi th growth and increase (porkfat), ancestors
ancestors;
rJaleness (pandanus) (174-5).
mst easily
and lJaleness
Red ochre is the OPst
obtainable strong colour and the significance of painting sonething
L10re than colouring sonething
oonething with
with. a strong colour
red is probably no [nre
fell' :':1a.le
:':18.le soliclari
nnd seniority.
seniori tyo
The colour black is an idio'-l for
solicJ.ari ty and
Barth writes:
see:-.1 that black is !:'-1ade
HIn conclusion, it 'Wo uld see:.1
nade the
vehicle of a conceptualization of corporate solic1ari ty,
strength, and reliability expressed by nale groups in
their jOint
joint cult of the ancestors" (177)
0

The crucial factor which Barth does not take into consideration when
dealing with the significance of black is that the fires which are
Baktamn totally blacken
burned perpetually in the cult houses of the Baktanan
the roof and inside walls of the house and everything which is
tilJe (shields, bones and
stored in the house for long periods of tiue
other 'sacra').
The colour white is an idiorl for food, prosperity
and plenty, probably because taro is white and because all BaktaLLaU
ornaL1ents of wealth-shells, job's tears, even pig's tusks - are
ornanents
f:1Ore netaphysical approach Barth writes:
white.
Taking a fnore
"So white stands in its 'Clost abstracted sense for a
del'), vi ng from
ti darJ.
the ancestors; just as red syobolizes their effect
syi"ilbolizes their effect on
on descendants so white symbolizes
the world" (176).

~~o.~=~~~~~~~u. ~~u~~c~~~~~uco~t'ji'"C=±'orc:e~CYf~gr~V\ft1:1
~~-~~c~~~~~ueo~t'ji'"C=±'orc:e~u-f~groV\ftl:1 na;rftr-pro
naxrd--pro speri
~~O~=~~~~~~~U

deL10nstrate that given the differences in the
Barth sets out to denonstrate
wO,r:J.enand junior nale initiates as opposed to the
social positions of wO,nenand
ritual
senior men Who
who are the owners and codifiers
co di fie rs of
0 f ri
tual knowledge,
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there ;,lUSt be ·li fferences in each group's understanding of the
sy;]bolic
sy::lbolic "~.1eaning
-'~.1eaning s of the three colours..
For senior nen who are
the only individuals who 'know' all the sacred knowledge, red is an
idiorl
an inion
idior:1. for [18.le
idion for descent and the ancestors, black is an
\~le
solidi:tri
ic.liou·-for
for food, prosperity
pros-pc:dW
solidari ty and seniority, and white is an ic.liou
an,}
For woaen (Barth pays very llittle
i ttle attention tq
to
and plenty
plenty (172) ,.
the supportive role of wot:ten
WOllen in the staging of nale initiations), '
reJ.
rel is a sacred colour denoting virility and sexuality, black is an
e::Clble::l
e::c1ble::l of senior !l18.1e status, and. white signifies valuables and
objects of wealth (178),
The neanings of the colours for junior
nale initiates are that red refers to strength and secrecy and is
associated with virility, black refers to senior :':Jale
~18.1e status and is
a syobol for the 'prerequisites of status' such as
a.s loyalty, solida
solidarity,
v&lue,
ri ty, and
anel corporate
corpornte activity, and white refers to wealth and VEllu~,
the taro which C0Bes
C0ues froD
fron the ancestors (178-9)0
The sirularity
sirri.lari ty 0f the oeanings that the three colours have for
the three groups - senior nen, wonen and young initiates - denon
deoonstrates that colour codification cannot be of very great inportnncc
inportancc
to the Baktanan and
nnd that looking at the uses of colour in Barth's
way does not illw:unate nucha
nucho
By abstracting a quality of an
object, in this case colour, Barth has created a classification of
senantic sir:rl.lari
BnktaDart
sirJilari ty by colour which is neaningless to the Bnktanart
who classifY an object only as an object or by its use or functio~
functio~ in
a given context.
contexte
Bnrth
Barth shows
Shows an great cusunderstanding
cri.sunderstanding of New Guinea societies in
general when he states that excessively hot fires and the deprivation
of water are
nre used as uethoc.1s of torturing the initiates (66)
There
[lust always be a fire to sit around whenever New Guinea villagers "-
gather to talk
tnlk in the evenings because it keeps then warn and na
blazing fire is the only source of light at night.
It is highly
unlikely that a hot fire could be used for torture because New Guineans,
unlike ttJestern
wood snoke
Western anthropologists, have a very high tolerance to wooq
and
nnd seen to find the narcosis
nnrcosis it in-luces relaxing.
As f0r depriving
the initiates of water, it would probably be Dore relevant to connent
conr.lent
on how they are deprived of sleep because New Guinean villagers drink
li
ttle flowing'
l'Jost of the water in their diets fran
fron
little
flowing water and obtain
obtnin DoSt
the excessive bulk of vegetables which they ent
eat ..
0

Barth unc1erplays
underplays the Llportance
Llportnnce of the sharing of foocl between
the BaktaL1an
Baktauan thenselves and elevates the sharing of food in the
context of the cult houses to a 'sacrifice' offered by the BaktarJan
BaktarJa,n
to the ancestral spirits to propitiate then ani ensure fertility. He
sees cOiJDensali
COiJDensali ty ns
etS being a netaphor of connunion with the ancestors,
the consui:lation
consu~18.tion of a
et 'sacrifice', and a netaphor for the presence of
'ancestral altars' (199)0
He argues perceptively that the act of
sharing food, of co
Llllensali ty auong
aL10ng the BaktarJan
Baktar.1an is a "000 powerful
cOf.1Ilensali
i~1ion
t1ade with scraps of
i~lion for equality and trust" because sorcery is '-lade
, food and to share food with people is to not suspect thel'J
theIl of nn
an
intention to WJrk sorcery (197).
Coonensality is so inportant to
(197)0
Connensality
the Baktar.1an
Baktanan that before, when they had cannibal feasts, pig !:leat
neat
wi th the hunan flesh so that those who
was always cooked together with
could not sto::Jach
sto;~ch ht.man
hunan flesh could
could at least participate in the
eating (198).
"0.0

on

TEe er.lphasis which Barth pl~ces
pl~ces
cormensali tY:i.n.the cult
cormensalitYin.the
houses as constituting "sacrifice' is understandable in terns of his
theoretical scherJa and what it constrains hi!:'! to do with the Baktnrnan
Baktaman
ll18.terial.
In order for ritual knowledge as practised in cult houses
ll18.terialo
to be of central il:lportance to Baktal~n
Baktal~n society as a whole there oust
Dust
be COlluunication
P.f.f'.e:rredl. connodi
coonodicomuunication with the -'ancestral altars' through p.f.f'.e:rred1
ties (food or as Barth terns it 'sacri fice") thereby providing the
u
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necessary hierarchy of exchange to elevate this relationship above
realn of naterial transaction.
the real':!
It is equally likely that the ic1ioLl
giving food to the
idloD of g~v~ng
ancestors refer~
conrefer~ 1:l0re
Clore to the contribution, distribution, and con
suuption
BaktaLlano The only
sULlption of food within
wi thin the .cult houses by the BaktaLlan.
tangible sign of the presence of the ancestors inside the cult
houses is the ancestral relics assenbled by the cult leader. The
pigs' jaw bones kept in the cult houses are not so nuch relics of
sacrifices as Barth sees theu,
thea, but relics of pigs which have been
feasted on in the cult houses, r.lenentos
signifY the prestige of
wenentos that signify
the donors.
All the conventions which Barth interprets as proving
that the cult houses are 'tenples' of the ancestors can just as
easily be reinterpreted to show that what goes on is cerenonial
ceret:1onial
exchanges of food between Baktanan and not sacrifices of food to the
ancestors.
The prerequisites for cult activity - a fire for warJ:lth
warJ:1th
and to cook on and neat to cook on it - are of equal benefit to the
cultists as to the ancestors.
In New Guinea societies the food asseubled
asserlbled for ritual activities
is not 'potlatchec1', it is used as paYJ:lent.
paYl:1ent.
The purpose of giving
is to ensure a return, and at feasts the food is redistributed in
accordance with the status of the receiver.
Barth:loes not deal
mst ioportant aspects of
rieal with one of the ClOst
ritual in any New Guinea society: the neanings
ueanings or codifications of
the social use of foo:l.
Because food is the essential, pricl8.ry
pril:Jary
cO~:lL1odi
CO~:lnodity for the Baktanan
BaktaLlan and because surpluses of food are hard to
a(~cuclUlate we Dust ask who
aGcu[mlate
Who accunulates
accuDulates the food necessary for rituals,
'I:ho
Barth virtually ignores the role of
~10 gives it, who receives it?
W'J=1en in the preparations forcerenonies, especially in the providing
W'J=len
[:laking of decorations for the initiates.
Given that
of food and the [:taking
B(,l.da:Jan ri
ritual
B(,.l.da:Jan
tunl knowledge is so poorly tranS'':li tted and that so few
Bakta::~n know it, surely rather 1.10re
)Jore of theu have ideas about the
Bakta::1an
s':)cial distribution of food?
Baktaoan conceptualizations of
Barth's conclusion is that Baktanan
social relations and their construction are poorly elaborated and
trans:li tte~l
tte~l and that their conceptualizations of their relationship
trans;Ji
The entire field of
to the ancestors are "poorly equipped".
elaborated and transnitted
transaitted (259).
But there is
knowledge is poorly elaboratec1
ongoing conflict between interest groups over "public enble::.1s
eubleDs of
an'} valued privileges" (266).
As opposed to value1 privileges
rank an'l
e;:'lbleLls of rank, initiation knowlec1ge appears to be of elinor
and e;:'lbleL1s
clinor
mstof
Baktar.1D.Il, not worth quarreling over, and
iuportance to mst
.of the Baktar.1a.n,
souething that only the few nen who survive to senior status ever
soLlething
have to know.
Two sectors of knowledge which one would expect to be very inpor
ir.1porBaktaClan are sorcery and curing.
It is obvious that the
tant to the Baktanan
Baktal:Ja1l did not tell Barth very ouch about sorcery - only
secretive Baktal:Jall
~~de iron
fron scraps of food and one Dethod
that it could be l:1ade
nethod by which
nost New Guinea societies, could
wooen, a pretty powerless group in Dost
l~ke sorcery~ainst
sorcery~ainst nen - certainly little about the poison adult
l~ke
l~ke sorcery against their enelnes,
enel~es, ways of detection,
nen used to l'JUke
and antidotes to poison which they obviously oust have had.
Although Barth states that sickness and the curing of sickness
are "not codified" like the ritual fertility cults (244-5), fron his
sketchy description of curing cereoonies it would appear that there
are certain basic equivalences which should have been r.~pped
r.lapped out and
given
oore consideration.
gi
ven L10re
In curing cerenonies
ceret.lonies a pig is killed, the
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sick person is annointed with roue of the pig's blood, "spells and
prayers" are given, the :.:leat is distributed, and during the distri
distri,bution
sorle
pieces
are
"discreet
taken"
as
an
offering
to
the
.bution
clan ancestors (192).
The sLrilarities with cult activity are apparent and another
perspective could have been obtall1ed by tracing which features of
the 'clinor',
cere~lOnies are siLrilar to
'elinor', :Dre frequently enacted cere~lOnies
those of initiations; analyzing cult activi
activity
elabora~
ty as a social elabora..,
and ·fundarJental cerenonies.
tion of these l:ure basic andfundarJental

To surlClarise
surlCiarise Barth's
Barth'S approach; using cotKlUnications theory he
argues that the codifications
Baktanan ri
ritual
codi fications of Baktauan
tual and knowledge are
the result of Baktaoan social praxis - of which the nost deterrlining
factors are the practice of secrecy, the lack of exegesis, and the.
absence of any conceptual alternative.
His conclusion is that these
codifications are poorly shared, elaborated, transrlitted, and systerla
systerlatized,
"didactically
tizec1, but that the initiation cults are the nost "didactica1ly
inportant" organisation in Baktaoan society.
The "only theory" of
agricultural fertility, growth, and gardening that the Baktaoan know
is containe-:l in the netaphors and allegories that Barth discovers
and explains as analogue codes.
The netaphors cannot be logically
deduced but are all connected through their social neaning.
To have
discovered thi
thiss is a great achievenent.
The reason that Barth'
s cor:u:lUnications
cor.1.l:lUnications theory cannot uncover the
Barth's
cultural specifici
ties of Baktal:1an
specificities
Bakta~mn society is because innate to the
approach is the notion that repeated social events becone condense~
condense~
into sy:clbols
sy:,lbols which both SU)::t~1.arize
su:::t~1arize the event and represent a higher
order of ::letaphys:ical
configura::letaphys:i.cal stateuent
stateaent than the event as a total configura
tion
COL'L_lUnications
COL'1.lUnications theory :1oes not ignore the total configuratton
of an event; it uses the variables of sender, receiver, uessage,
audience, context, etc to [np
cnp out the dinensions of the event. Only
when the event is repeated and becoues
becoLles routinized cbes
does the problea
arise because the theorist regards the event as having becone so
routini
zed that it is great
er than the sun of its parto
parL
routinized
greater
Then the
theorist 10oIt;
100It for seL1a.ntic
seL'lantic patterning in the events am the syt:1bols
which condense then, searching for a higher order of social explana
explano.tion.~
Thc .met o.phor , necessary' to leek
locIc toftether symbol an~ this high~r
high~r
tion.~Thc·mctaphor·necessaty·to
order~
in aknovl'J-edge ·iSfsuppiie~
order~in
a' codii'ioLtion process of riti..m.l and know'J-edge'isfsuppiie¢t
b,y
by the.concept 9~
'()f. nnalogtie.coding~
nno.logtie.coding"
c

This is a deficient approach for analyzing the 'codifications'
found in New Guinea societies because, due to the kinds of social
organiZation,
organization, the context or configuration of a repeated event does
not becone abbreviated or codified into a higher order SYl:lbol
SYl:1bol of
social neaning.
The neaning of an event is indissociable frou
froLl the
context of its actual enactnent; as Barth states, secret inforrlation
will only occur in the sacred locations of the cult houses.
It
should be reueubered that in New Guinea, unlike Africa, folk explana
explanations are usually functional explanations.
The things that have the
greatest inportance and the mst social ["leaning to the Baktar.1an and
are hence the fDst
cost codified
cocUfied are those which can be exchanged or
-~~?~_~_.el:l?_~:~~~_of rank, and valuee:t_p_ri_vi.l~£e~._
disputed_ over -~~?~_~_.ea?_~:~~~_of
valuec:t_p_:ri_vj,l~£e~._
For Barth to cone to the conclusion that the overwhehring
relevance of the 'sacred synbols' is to agricultural growth and
fertility is hardly surprising because given the ecological situ~tion
situ~tion
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BaktaL1an this is p~ecisely
p:r-eCisely what one would expect then
theD to be
of the Baktanan
preoccupied with.
To discover that an arrow is an inportant
syr.1bol of :~aleness
:~laleness in Baktaoan society is of the Sn;:;le
synbol
s~e order as
discovering that ooney
t:1oney is an inportant synbol of banking in our
Enough unive~sal
unive:r-sal typologies of :r-i
own.
~i tual and synbolic coding
have been constructed.
It is now tine to investigate the cultural
applispecificities of given social organisations to detenline the appli
cability
unive:r-salistic constructs of social anthropological
cabili
ty of the unive~Balistic
theo:r-yo
Concent:r-ating
theo~y.
Concent~ating on these crucial cultural diffe:r-ences
diffe~ences will
theforDation of new theoretical constructs.
lead to thefornation
On the other hand, Barth's
BaI'th's Baktaoan is really an allegory of
the state 0 f knowledge in social anthropology.

Ragnar J obnson
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