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PERCUSSION AND TRANSITION

RODNEY NEEDHAM
University of Oxford

"La faculté de sentir est la premidre faculté de I'ime’ {Laromiguiére 1826, I, 86).

This article indicates a problem which seems to relate to matters of fundamental
importance in social anthropology. The present observations arc tentative, and
I'am not in a position to construct a formal argument. Moreover, I have deliber-
ately cited as few authorities as possible, partly for the reason that the relevant
literature is so immense that I can neither list it all nor pretend to know what is
best in it, and partly because the intended force of this article is that I think every-
body will recognise at once what phenomena and institutions it is about and will

'not need any direction to pertinent facts. What I hope for especially in publishing

these uncertain remarks is that colleagues will help to frame the appropriate con-
ceptual terms for coming to grips with the large and universal matters that are at
issue. Alternatively, perhaps it can be shown that therc is no problem after all
or that there is a problem but that it has been badly defined. It may even be that

this has all been worked out before, but I suspect that in such a case I am not the
only one to be ignorant of the fact.
The problem initially presented itsclf in this form: why is noise that is produced.

, by striking or shaking so widely used in order to communicate with the other

7" world?

Slie

been uked(;a‘fg‘g'leuz, as 1 can discover) just why he bea

M WB

This formulation changed as my reflections on the question shaped themselves,
and the scope of the enquiry became far wider, but let me begin with the particular
puzzle which first caught my attention and which others may also find as intriguing.
The starting“point is the common report, encountered again and again in the
ethnographical literature, thata shaman beats a drum in order to establish contact
with the spirits. It 1s so well -and has been so thoroughly recognised asa

racte scems not to have

characteristic feattire of a shaman's activitiss, that the questi - have

drum, and why
this banging noise is essential if he is to communicate with spiritual powers.

My own first recourse was to turn to Wilken's famous study of shamanism in
Indonesia, and to see whether he had anything to say about the matter. He does not,
it turns out, isolate this specific problem, but he does help to place the question ina
wider context. He points out, namely, that a drum is beaten, not only at a shamanic
séance, but also on other occasions in order to call the spiries (Wilken 1887: 479 1.
156}, i.c., that drum-beating, though indeed characteristic of the shaman, is not
peculiar to his office but is a widely recognised means of making contact with the
spiritual world. The obvious comment, however, is that a shaman does not always

/ beat a drum, and that ncither do other people always do so when they want ©
Asycommunicate with the other world. But, a5 Eliade says in discussing shamanic
© " rirual, “there is always some instrument that, in one way or another, is able to

a;‘%sww AND TRANSITION
establish comact with the “wwrdd of the spimms’” (xg64: 179), and dhis in ieseit s
surely a very cunions fact. e

“What are these instruments? Herce is a list: drum. gong, bell, cymbal, tambourine,
sylophone, metallophone, rawde. rasp, stamping tube, sticks {struck against cach
gther), sticks on stretched mats, revounding rocks, clashing anklets. ‘No d{?ubt dus
cxslogue is very mosmplets, but it is already m;ﬂmzw:u extensive and varied.
1 am not saying, of course, that these mstrhmenf.s are use‘onh in OILd:e? to contact
the spirits, or that no other mstruments are used for chis rposc: Bu& they are all,
0 even a casual recollection, employed in order to-communicare with the other
world—and they arcall peroussive. With this-defining term. vet other means can be
solated, which stricthy speakinmg are non-instromental, of domz
for cxample, dappme. sriking the palm against vanos sarfac:
simply stamping the feet or drumming with the hccis.‘ Tiir_
found that percussion, by any means whatever that will proc
accompanies communication with the other wiorld. )

But is ‘proomsion’ really the defining feanure? fris mot the men- 2o
Grst charactenstic of these inzwaments and procadures is simply 7. ov generate
aoise. This is an irteresting facr, for it is certainly not necessar <2t n.sse of any
kind shall attract or greet spirits; smoke, gestures, dances, or objecs -2 as masks

sa7

ne world it is
iT. permits or

:oral, for the

or images can all do as much. and they are of course actually er.>. . ! rogether
-mmmerable

second most general featurc is that the methods in question ma};:
thythm has already attracted sociological attention Biicher 1899, o=
a cultaral phenomenon of great importance, but it is clearly not

o answer to our purposc. Melody, on the other kand, 1s far too
obviously inappropriate as a criterion; some of our noisc-makers =
notes and are capable of clabamting melodies or of generating ot!
but others {c.g., ratfes. sucs.. dapping) cannot do so. This brief iz
notse-production is verv clermentary, and a long way from: beinge
enough to comfrm the fire dicaion that the defining atue s
" How, next, is one to make sense of this assodation berween perc
spiritual world? This is 2 xficult questien to ;g“‘g?zoadz in the :Er:f r.ace because
this range of noise-maxers does not (so far as | kmm;l correspond o & m&gd
musicological cawegory; percussion instruments are of course com:::tmly distin-
guished, but not the total range of percussive devices and procedures under
consideration, since not ail of these are instruments. In the second place, even

ronal effects,
» of types of
ve,butitis
ucrtu:sion.

jon instruments may not be groeped together in description or
analysis, but they may be divided up according to material of manufacture, con-
struction, quality of sound, origin, and so forth. For example, to take an old but
eminendy ‘useful authority, the Encyclopaedia of religion and ethics devotes onc
ardcle to ‘Drums and cymbals’ {Crawley 1912), another to ‘Gongs and bells’
{Wheeler 1913), and appends to the latter a semi-independent article on "American
bells’ (Chamberfain 1913). These are in face most mteresting and vzh;z&hig%gg%
woll wondh recsmamrntimp wday, but vageker By o o ieen

R CRFSE Jigty e

types of notse-mzker in my provisional classificztion, 2nd the Fragmentary reat-

.
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“ment of them inmroduces a geatnitous source of dificulry in grappling with the
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: problem. The real difficulty, however, is presented by the prof:fem itself, in that £~ Crawley, who wrms: “The music of the drum is s zfuﬁﬁ’ ::Wm.l”ﬁﬁ with ehe W o O(‘jg QI/ W, QD
g i if the relationship in question has not been isolated before (or even if it is not §  formdatons of aurally enerated emotion than this ©% 3ny other HErIment. & g 20l A(,>; .
§ ; commonly recognised) one then lacks the support and the stimulation, in the form g is complete enough in‘itscif'to cover the whole ranye of human feeling’ (1912: 91). g S \
b of analytical terms and ideas, which the discipline otherwise normally provides. - Fhis is the right approach, I think, because itis p+chological. Now it has been well .’f/\%\\?\ %ﬂu\\’\&"@ i
I'readily admit that I do not know (although I have tried hard enough to find out) enough shown, of coursc, that ‘en aucun cas 1+ sociologie ne saurait emprunter ;
= what previous work may have been done in this connexion, but I feel fairly sure purement ct simplemons 3 la psychologie telic ou welle de ses propaskions, Pos o
that the relationship between percussion and communication with the other world Pappliquer telle quelle aux fits sociaux” (Durkhein {1901} 1967: xix), but themore cromm A 5){ o v o
3 is not an everyday preoccupation among social anthropologists. neatly a cultural phenomenon approaches the universal the more necesary g TS hoL
There is, however, one work which is of special interest, namely the paper becomes to seck the grounds of it in ‘hc_,,gi‘,?f’}l,(E{YEE”‘F_C}?“FF‘?’S of mankind. = oy Lho \ i
¢ “The origin of bell and drum’ by Maria Dworakowska (1938). It touches on part In the present case, the remarkably wide Eism‘bu:t;m DT percussive no&-?mitif:rs, ;
3 _o of my present problem, and it is methodologically instructive too. Dworakowska employed in compnicmion with the other world, mdicacs thar an historical

|\~ <7 begins with the blunt declaration: “The bell is usually considered to be exclusively
.y |\ 2 musical or signalling instrument although this is quite erroncous’ (1938: 1).

or sociological mterpretatwon would be quite inappropriare. T 15 ths Groumstance
that makes the problem especially difficult for the somal anthropologist, tor whereas

T T : (’f‘Eis_?e}zTcii& hasaj p';omising ring which reminds one that it is really Hocart or the the discipline provides notions and techniques which scre relatively jw.cll m
5 late Lord Raglan who might best have dealt with the present problem.) She states explaining sodial insttutions or the structure of ooffecuve represcntations, it
(110} dhat the bell plays a role simila to that of the drum among many peoplss, and provides a5 yor mo wav of wadersianding the elementary forms of expericnce. : o
\n"\ _ contends that there is a ‘genetic union’ between the two instruments. To this Psychology, on the other hand, has on the whole furned awy from such concerns, o Chelo@m o bnuminelg d
_xg  assimilation she adds the gong, ‘a form which is as closely allied to the bell as to the and for obvious scientitic reasons has concentrated ImMEreasma. Y On more limited | .J 1/ 0 \l‘Q“ W P )
% & drum’. Her first intcntion is to construct an evolutionary series, the first member and manipulable phenomens. Psycho—analyticai.wqu is lik=iv in principle to bc PR MO PR PAIIAC
¥ Q'-A:\} C’“ of which would be the drum and the last the bell of western Europe. This is a ‘more enlightening, and thatof Jung mpamcular is hxghlyspgj- ve, but studies in .2
"Ward" conventional kind of ethnological aim, and intrinsically a most interesting one; chis field have so far a0t expanded rheir compassto match the werl Iwide cvidence
B but where Dworakowska engages the special attention of the sodial anthropologist which the anthropologes: takes for granted and which must be addressed i an

integral understanding of humanity is ever to be achieved.

But if Crawley's psychological (and even neurslogical) onentanion s righ, his\ % o
specific proposition about the drum is not so satisfactory. Weal kow something | (0t Aot Yo Than
of the ofiects of the drum because we have felt them, but s iz possible, to begin /‘ ’ 0 /
with, to put the proposition to empirical test? There is no realiy apparent means, /

is in her explicit rejection of museum criteria in favour of a sodiological concentra-

’ " ;} tion on ‘a striking similarity between the bell and the drum as regards the role

which they play in everyday lfe, in magic and in religion’ (1938: 9). 1 need not
| recapitulate the details in her exposition of the facts, nor her consideration of other
|approaches to the instruments, but will take up directly the hypothesis which she

| advances. Her argument is that the drum is a ‘continuation of the coffin-log’ (22-3), at any rate, of doing so with the proposition as it stands, and t> 2 rigadlv positivistic

. / which may or may not be historically sound, but what is more immediately - view this woukd ok i of any decsive value. i might gm"féngg&t}p}, o
- e relevant is that Dworakowska argues centrally that ‘there is a close connexion Crawley's assertions, whatcver their immediate appeal, arc :nerely subjective and :
i o Hle. .4/ between the drum and the dead’ (20-2), so that the genctic series of drum, gong, metaphorical. This critiasm raises 2 general issuc of epistr ' :
‘o bell and cognate instruments are all characteristically part of the cult of the dead. principle; it calls into question not only Crawley's proposition but aiso others of 5
; I have outlined this argument not only because it may not be well known, but the kind which might be equally plausible and seem on other grmmds m'be - :

also because of the value in Dworakowska’s procedure. She deliberately ignores the appropriate to the wype of problem. My .own response to this form of ok;ccnon ‘
¢ . materials, methods of manufacture, forms and mechanisms of the instruments would be that by rigidly confining onesclf to erpisrscaliy tustable propostions one |
L “{Q b in order to concentrate on their social meaning; she cxamines these particular will never get very far in understanding man and his works. There are methodo-/
tain instruments because of their recognised prominence in cultures all around the logical justifications of this position, not to ‘speak of ot%.e; considerations of a
1 world; and she makes a connexion, cven if not 2 wholly satisfactory one, between philosophical kind, but since the issuc is basically one of int:licctual temper rather :
i certain types of percussion instruments and the dead. Her argument is also nega- than resoluble argument there is little point in offering a defence here. For th:ef 5
£ tively instructive, in that it does not deal with, and cannot explain, the usc of so present, it will suffice 1o concede that the position is defensiblc. and that Craylcy s Y A ‘-
many other means of producing percussive sound; it neglects, by its essentially (and similar) views need not be rejected simply because it may not be possible to Wkoq o e
4 developmental cast, the constant factors which may be operative throughout any test themn objectively. ‘ . i !
: historical changes; and it is framed in terms which are unduly circumstantial {2 A related criticism i that the very terms of the propesition are dificult to define: i
: certain original instrument, 2 certawn initial religions institution) and are in- closeness of conmesion, in this regard, is an exmemely dhscurc zdc?: ‘auraily gener- ; 4

sufficiently general or abstract. ‘e Thoans -7 o erroeins’ wmt s prosse descriptin e R spot atall cear how the musicof. g
< - Dworakowska's paper, then, is an encouraging and useful example, but it is not the drum might be “complete’, md in such 2 way that wnught cover ‘the whole & 3
-5 _fondamental enough. A-far more promising approach, in this respect; is thatof  § ~_ mange’, whatever this may comprise, of human feeling. Bat 25 Kant himself writes, 4 4
: L= & e ; 5 =% = e : £ ‘ 7‘;’ . “N - i 3 ‘4: *'. : ;_,_:;; ; \’g,_ e
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[T s sowd wot undertake anything with a concept until we had defined it ali
philusephising would be in a bad way’ (1787: 759n). Let me emphasise again
also, that the issue is not the suitability of the particular words that Crawley
chooses to-employ, nor the degree of his expository skill, nor the exactness of his
observation. The difficulties of expression and interpretation encountered in his
proposition about the drum are typical, it seems to me, of the generality of attempes
to describe elemental feclings, and one cannot expect to begin with clear definitions
of the problem. It is not so much the particular terms that cause the trouble, bu the
inherent difficulty in translating the phenomena into any terms at all.

But how, in this case, is onc to make sense of the bangs, thumps, taps, rartle

J) and other reverberations which indisputably have such a wide social importance,
' and the individual effects of which arc known. One expedient is to adopt the
premisc that everybody knows the subject, and that there is therefore no need to
strive for a precise formulation—just as one does not bother, after all, to demon-
strate the importance of sex, or to define erotic sensations. This, of course, isa
position which should be adopted only when others arc obviously unnecessary
or have appeared unfeasible, which cannot yet be claimed in this case; but there
seem nevertheless to be some grounds for adopting it. One might even suggest,
indeed, that it is an unavoidable position, at some stage of the enquiry, and one that
1| 1s_peculiarly appropriate to the phenomena themselves. In the matter of dealing
| with the universdl peychic appealof certain ind of o, presumably the qucsion
|| of exact discrimination by the distinctive categories of any single culture should not
|| be decisive. This is not the sphere of rational discourse and inference, even, but
that of feeling. Admittedly, society itself defines and organises feelings, and
conditions its members to respond to certain sounds rather than to others—in onc
society the effect will be produced by the drum, in another by the gong, and in
janother by clapping—but practically everywhere it is found that percussion is
resorted to in order to communicate with the other world, and it is the non-cultural
affective appeal of percussion which T have to try to relate to the concept of
spiritual existence.

Essentially, Crawley seems to be nght: drums do have the kind of effect which he
attempts impressionistically to describe, and so do other percussion instruments.
Gongs also have such an effect, especially perhaps the deeper ones, and similarly
with bells. The effect in question is not so patent in the case of some other items
in the list above, such as rattles and sticks, but all these noise-makers tend to produce
3 comparable affective impact. This impact is produced, let me repeat, not simply
|| by rhythm or melody or a certain notc or period of resonance, but by percussion.

oy

/| There is no need to go intensively into the literature on the n+ urological grounds
of this kind of effect: apart from the common experience «f percussive musical
” mstruments, the internal quaking produced by thunder, and the similar effects of
|| gunfire or other explosive noises which vibrate the environsnt are well-known.
| (The word "percussion” comes from the Latin quatere, to strik«, shake.) There is no

deube that sound-waves have neural and organic effects i human beings, irres-
- pective of the cuoltural formation of the latter, The rev~'i2"us produced by
3 pusical instruments thus have not only aesthetic but st bodily offecrs. Thes

e

0\ effects may be more or less consciously undergone, but they -7 # ¥y case unavoid-
W% \able. The sounds mark off points on a seale of intensity th ~H~1¢ of which range
e = - B s & e 4
e 2 - £ -2 . .
- 3 . <% s & o & 5
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&oma an agonisiug disTuption of the organism down vo suplimsi. SIS o1 L W I Nt oM ™Wo o} o
R v 8 A= i < < e - of 3 {‘ ) & 3 0/
" podily responses which contribue 1 the conscous s of th bk | :

(/ sV

cussion, which
e
‘motion’.

sounds. Prominent among such sounds are those produced by

mav well be said to involve ‘the foundations of aurally generar :
Eromihc“pomt of view of culture history, also, it may be tmportant taat per-
cessive sounds ase the sasest to make, and the most obviously povivle: they do not V‘X/)hvg .
depend upon special materials, techmques, o ideas, but cam reaily be made with e
the human body alone or by its abrupt contact with any mvtl < resonant part of
the environment. In two senses, therefore, it may be C"?‘jdf"*?dv 233L pereussi
a prmary nental phenomenon. , . .
S far. then. [ have pencralised ome germ { ‘noise produced by sti-.ingr or shaking )
= * v ;
ader mvesigason, & the sham vina far
im the der mves and | have placed the shan.. !
i the matter under gax Y e N e
wider context of percusuve phenomena their physiological .riects. Bu
leaves a corresponding term (‘commumication with the other wor which then

scems ruch 100 explicit and ideational to account for so general a relation. .
~ Hiow am 1 to gencralise this sccond term? Wikken (1887) has pointed out that' -y
drwms are used mot oty 20 eswablish contact with spus, but 2i50 o rered them,
but this is still 2 form of communication with the other wo:rn_'. What mth
situations and imstirutionalised forms of behaviour are markcd oy porcussion?

cussion 18

'
i4

ool
W, Fﬂ

Once the question'is put i this way, it is seen that pcrqssivc ('18‘-':4‘.“) wrewsed g

v lzroe number of situa «other than that of contacting spirits. b+ erin. vwska N
4zs imdeed mdicated the mmportance of bells and droms in the =z coune Oj

social Tife, in healing, prophivlaxis, hunting, warfare, fumerals. ctc. .55+ 9~ 12); \

and one has only to-revicw ethaographical literature to appreciar: iz morcussion

is typical of a remarkably wide range of othc.r s;tuatmns.'such. as b ..Im::x‘mon,

marriage, accession to office, sacrifice, lunar rites, calendrical 'tc:-.s:: Zeclaranion of

swar, the return of head-hunters, the reception of strangers, tie M.:urmop.of a

house or a communal building, market days, sowing, harvest, & ‘ung .cxpcdmons,

srcamics, eclipses, and 50 01 _}’}{tgg;h: snstruments are identitic d \\wa‘:hc events,

and are themselves thc matcnial synibols of them; gheir plavers mav be not just

r:ér:vn:l-émg'&gmts but indispensable officiants at the rites an * ccremonies which

are_distinguished by the sounds. ' RS .

What 1s itt}m“tifsc cvents have in common? Obviously - 1 they are rites de o Ay T »«r—f V4 Lj\%

passage. In other words, the class of noise-makers & assoc’ :‘mﬁ: the formal 3 J
passage ‘From one status or condition to another. Once agart. though, I am not 2
“‘avmg that such rites cannot be accomplished without percussive nose-makers, K

or that only such devices are used to mark them, but simply that chere is a constant
and immediately recoguisable association between the type o: »»und and the type
of rite. Whatlam proposihO. namely, is that there is a sig significant connexion between

. Lo s
COMMLK T LT W e
ANy Gnd Taawn 1N

percussion and transition. _ — APV
This, I suggest, is the definitive relation, and the nature of tix. conncxion is the a et

real problem. There 5 cereamly o Intrpsic rcimonsﬁx‘p_bgn‘: the phenomena, | ¢

et the associztion is 100 frm for the answer 5o be sought in - o -

culars of cultural radition. An obvious and conventional resort f

szl memms of macking the mansition from one category 1o noter. . 3

expedient is the use of 2 special vocbulary (vad Gennep 199 241: [i960: I?’y{)}; A

cf. 1908), which might even be thought formally camparable. to some slight | :
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_siat, i that it involves the production of distincave sounds. Another means i

_ o theassumption of special clothes, ornaments, or masks—os alternatively the vest.
o ) ture of all such external distinctions; and yet another is to change location, so tha
another is symbolised, a5 van
Gennep shows, by a territorial passage. But these comparisons are not helpﬁ;j‘m

w0\ the passage from one social or mystical statas to

for a number of reasons; firstly, thesc institutions are individually less general and
more variable than the feature of percussion; secondly, they themselves are
severally and typically accompanied by percussive sounds; and, thirdly, they ar.
simply alternative means of marking transition, so that they merely pose the same
f;mdzimeniaﬂ problem but In more complex forms. Morcover, they actually Jegg
away from the specific question, in that they demand an analysis of transition rites
as such. But the necessary feature of transition will equally inescapably be markeq in
some way or other (i.e., not only by a tripartite ritual), and t}xefqucs*nfmgcgsgd

here is why precisely pe i i P
rere 1s why precisely percussion should be so prominently and'so very widely e

it ployedasa specallysutable kind of marker. The answer 1 not going o be s
WHTIN-Tag, T suspect, by this kind of comparison, for the things compared in this case

(M \x?'\'\w

S e derived exclusively from one or the other mode, i.c.,

'

/

belong to different orders. On the onc hand the institutions (beating of drums, etc.)
have been defined reductionally by physical criteria (sound-waves, neural Tespenses)

which have no social content, whereas on the other hand institutions (sacrifice,
etc.) which are equally social have merely been classed together sociologically in a
way which retains their social and contingent nature. These considerations give all
the more reason to revert to ‘transition” as the sccond term in the relation.

This offers a formally satisfactory definition of the problem, but in the end it

. only shows all the more clearly how profound and seemingly intractable a problem
| it 1s. What I'am dcaling with is the conjunction of two primal, elementary, and
.| fundamental features: 1) the affective impact of percussion, 2) the logical  structure
| - of category-change. According to common notions, these components _pertain to
/ two quite disparate modes of apprehension: emotion and reason. Yet empirically
 there seems to be a significant connexion between them. This connexion cannot
cithc,(.aﬁéctivdy. or else
logically, since by definition neither contains or implies the distinctive and irre-
ducible features of the other. Nor is there. it would appear, anything in the social

* context of transition which might account externally for the connexion between
these conventionally disjoined features. It would be casy enough to say that we
should ignore common notions, or even a philosophically established opposition

between feeling and thought, and instead consider direcdy the association that is
postulated; but to do so would sull leave an evident contrast between percussion
and transition, and it is this incluctable disparity, however defined, which frames
the proble

Itpsicms, therefore, that onc is committed to an anthropological kind of ‘depth
analysis’, in 2 synoptic attempt to transcend conventional academic distinctions and
to mcoummnuﬁciom&i_p‘sﬁréhic‘anziocﬁt in their integrity. Turner
{1956} and more especially Beidelman (1964; 10664; 19665) haye provided valuable
exploratory examples of this sort of investigation, and much of my own work on
chassification (e.g., Needham in press) has been direczed by the same concern. So
far, I think it will be agreed, this kind of rescarch has served, at a theoretical level
(as distinet from ethnographical inverpretation) only t delincate the probleas
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- oo Zousider further connexions-of volie wit :syr;@m(;. as fire, bohy ”
o suggest cerrain ideclogical components of setting off Lirecrackers; but it i
his s clatfonal discernment of a connexion between explosions and transition which makes such g
remiETkatle contribution tothe Hre of enquiry taken up here. | indecd make a reference.
above to the eficcts of gunfire “and other explosive nosses’, but I had missed the that such
the extreme; are also symbolically relevant. Yet in our own culture, after

sounds (percussit -2
s and exits are most promunently marked by explosions: a head of state 5

all, solemn entra
greeted with a twentv-one gun salute, and rifle volleys are fired at the graveside of a dead
soldier. Marriage rites are relevant, too, for at a European wedding there is a traditional paralie]
to the Chinese firecrackers: pans—more recently replaced by tin cans—are tied behind the
wedding carriage, where they bang, resound and clash like mad.

» "'\'\}ﬁ HM\:\, Now this last is a crucial fact which shows a more fundamental correspondence with fire-
\

ackers, and with cordite salutations, namely that in these cases there is no rhythm. The
iangling cacophony of the pans is quite random, and the furious rattle of Chinese fireworks

{numbers of which are sct off at once, moreover, so that they produce bursts of overlapping
ru}ToLts_) is cqually non-rhythmical. The same is truc of Furopean transition-marking by means
of fircarms, tor in bo _ceremonies instanced the interval between the shots is too long -
3 erctore (and [ am grateful to Freedman tor having led
me 1o sce this new proof]. is not thythm, and certainly not melody, but nothing other thar
percussion. /et o Uy T o ATy vt Qe
The arresting convergence and mutual 'imp xcar%’ons of the papers by Crawley, f)sl\om-
kowska, Huxley and Freedman (on topics as initially disparate as druuns and cymbals, bell and
drum, voodoo, and Chinese marriage rites), together with my own tentative conspectus, seem
to show at least that there really is something in the hvpothesis. But this in turn only shows
again that there is a rcal probicm. e
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- governed by laws closely analogous to those of organic evelution (1932

FEMALE INFANTICIDE ON THE ABCTIC COAST

Asex Baura

Universite de Aonerest

For many vears anthropologists and explorers travelling across aorthern N (?rth
America have observed that the custom of infanticide exists in many Eskimo
groups. More particularly, Stefansson wmung ~n the nhabitass of porthem
Alaska, fenness om the Copper Eskimos, Rasr 1 on the Neriagmiut. 5025
on the cast Baffin Ishinders and Tuarner on the Ladrador Esxim. have vividly
described this practice. Most of the observers agres O‘"‘_Ih? Hpreva.ic:. 2o of dxscx::mina-
tion against female children, who are more frequenty killed than —aic infants.

Weyer {ro32: 134} has assembied demographic data on chiler
B4 P Z

~

om several

Fskimo groups which show a marked preponderance of bogs - airls. It is
reproduced in part here:
Ne. tg Ne.or Sy P
Location of 2ribe girls hoys 170 Rays
Lape Sawrh, Alwka, 1902 14 mid s
Neralik Trkimos, 1902 5 138 PN

Quemermnu (Barren Grounds), 1929 1t 24
Atvilingmiut {northwest coast of
‘Hudson Bavi, 1902 i 237

Only a high rate of female infantcide can explain this imbalancec
scattered observations on infanticide made by travellers are thus c.

statistics. Field ethnographers, impressed by the ‘callousness’ of E x> parents,
kave sepeatediy sought explanatians for these acts. Many differer: peai< reasons

have been propounded, combining statements from imformants ana the <thno-
grapher’s own views on the matter. Two authors have attempted more zeneral
interpretations: Weyer in his general work on the Eskimos (1032: 131-3v and
Hoebel {1961 : 73-9). Hocebel relazes infanticide, invalidicide, scnihicide and smade
and comsiders them to be privileged acis: approved homicide. A basic rostulate,
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“ife is hard, and its corollary, ‘the insupportabiity of unproducive members of
society’, govern thesc acts. ‘Life is hard’ is 2 very general statement 5;;%:11‘1g
specific content. Weyer's approach is even broader. Female infantidde, which he
holds to be an araficial check ageinst population increase, he considers to be 2
reaction to a population problem and part of the ‘population policy” of the
Eskimos (1932: 131). He admits that scarcity of food sets 2 low maximum on ic
density of population in the Eskimo region (1932: 141). Unchecked, population
will increase bevond the optimum. tafinticide and senilicide are cssenual m estab-
lishing an oprimal balance between resources and sociery, 2 baluice that can be
expressed m quantinative terms. Weyer perceives the importance ©or the subject of
“Ger & imwolves 2 Smdamental question & racial wurvival v;hzc‘h i
: 146},
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