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COMMENT

Hunting the pangolin

In his recent article ‘The spider and the pan-
golin’ {Man (N.S.) 28, 513-25), Professor Lewis
poses an interesting question: why is it that in
Central Africa it is sometimes the little pangolin
{Manis tricuspis), and sometimes the large pan-
golin {AManis gigantea) that is attributed symbaolic
value? As he notes, both have fundamentally
similar connotations. The pangolin invariably
appears as an animal-hybrid: pare fish (ic is
covered in scales) and part human (it is a mam~
mal and gives birth to only one offspring per
gestation). He suggests that the large pangolin (a
terrestrial species) offers the same possibilities to
the imagination as the little pangolin (a tree-
dwelling species). We know that Mary Douglas
described the central gitual role of the litde pan-
golin 2mong the Lele of Zaire where, as an
‘animal-spirit’, it is the guarantor of human fe-
cundity. But why then, asks Lewis, do the Lele,
while believing both species to be sacred, reserve
the first for thic religious purpose? Why do the Lega
reverse this priority and, finally, why do the
Komo only revere the large pangolin and ignore
the lictle pangolin completely? He suggests thac
the preference held by the Lele (and also by
their neighbours the Bushong) for the tree-
dwelling species (Manis tricuspis) can be
exphined by the importance of the forest to this
culture. By contrast, the Komo, who associate
the large pangolin with crocodiles and fish, es-
tablish a symbolic link between this animal and
water. That is why their attention is directed to
the large pangalin, a non-arboreal species which
is known to swim. The Lega raise the satne
problem as the Komo. These differences reflect
‘varying weightings in these cultures’ cosmo-
logies between farest and water s spirit abodes’,

This analysis fails to go to che heart of classifi-
catory thinking in these societics. Even though
it does not swim, the little cree-dwelling pan-
golin belongs, in the eyes of the Lele, to the
clasy of fish because of its scales. Besides, we can-
nat systematically oppose the forest and the
water, since these two domains are not at all dis-
tinct among the Lele. On the contrary, one
concaing the ather; it is in the middle of the
forest that the spirits whose preferred abade is
water reside (Douglas 1957: 49, 50): "Water
creatures are all assaciated with spirits’. And fur-

ther: ‘Creatures which have che sarme outward
characeeristics as aquatics but live on the land
{the pangolin) ... are also associated with the
spirits’.

Where then are the different criteria which fa-
vour selection of the large pangolin {terrestrial)
over his tree-dwelling homologue? Professor
Lewis contests my earlier conclusion about the
taxonomy of the animal among the Lele: “The
cosmagonic wealth of 2 small pangolin is obviausly
greater than that of its bigger counterpart’ (de
Heusch 1985: 34-7). [ will therefore actempt to
clarify my thinking here. Like Mary Douglas, I
took seriously the Lele affirmation that the little
pangolin is a singular animal. Its body is covered
in scales and it has the rail of a fish; but it is also
a marrnal that climbs trees. It thus belongs,
symbolically or literally, to the water and the
earth, yet is able o distance itself from these ele-
ments by climbing skywards. The earth-bound
pangolin (Manis gigantea) clearly does not possess
this ability. In addition, the ligtle tree-dwelling
pangolin {and not the large terrestrial one) has a
particularly human cultural characteristic: it is
the only pangolin to manifest signs of shame {(bu-
honyl) by lowering its head like a man in the
presence of its mother-in-law (Douglas 1975:
30,

Associated with water, earth and air, the pan-
golin alsa shares attributes of humaniry. It is
therefore the perfect mediator between the
natural categories on the one hand, and between
nature and culture on the other. In other words,
the little pangolin is symbolically sverdetermined
in relation to the large pangolin, which is why
the Lele make it central to their cosmology and
consider it 2 *chief’. As such, it resembles a sacred
king, a similarity which is even clearer among
the neighbouning Bushong. The sovereign ap-
prapriates this animal which symbolizes fertilicy
and is charged with cosmic connatations, Note,
in passing, that differences exist in Central Africa
between a sacred king and a big man, Vansina sug-
gested w0 Lewis that there is a symbolic
similarity between the pangolin and the big man,
but I believe this applies, in Central Africa, only
to the large pangolin. It is certainly true of high-
ranking members of the bwamé society who are
associated with this species among the Lega of
castern Zaire and who can effectively be con-
sidered to be big men. But the pangolin-ren,
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whom the Lele associate with the little pangolin,
are essentially ricualises.

Lewis declares that he does not understand
why, when comparing the status of Mawis iri-
cuspis among the Lele with that of Manic gigantea
amang the Lega, [ relate the former to a cosmic
code and the latter to a sociological code. An ar-
ticle published in 1953 by Biebuyck, and cited
by Lewis, mentions the identificadon of the
large pangolin with the maternal uncle. But in
order to appreciate the Lega adage according to
which the terrestrial pangolin {(and not the tree-
dwelling pangolin) is a2 maternal uncle 'who
extends the bucrows very far’ (Biebuyck 1953:
910), one must consult a study made by Bie-
buyck that does not appear n  Lewis's
bibliography: Maiermal undes and sororal nephews
{(Report of the Second Joint Conference in the
Sacial Sciences in Bast and Central Africa, Kam-
palz, 1953). We learn that the kinship system of
the Lega is the Omaha type, and that the Lega
have ties and avancular relationships with seven
categories of maternz. uncle! It is this entire so-
cial construction which the digging animal, che
large pangolin, represents. So, this time it is the
terreserial species that wins over the tree-dwell-
ing species, which is its younger brother. If the
holders of superiar rank in the bwamé (the kindi)
are associated with the Manis gigantea, it is be-
cause their social function is to reunite people,
to maintain the cohesion of the group (Bie-
buyck 1973: 224). On the mythical plan, the
large pangolin appears as a culewral hero: he is
the ane wha taught men to roof houses by
superimposing leaves in the image of the scales
that cover its body (idem). There is no reference
to fecundity in this saciological portrait, whereas
this value is dominant in the rituals of the little
pangolin among the Lele.

The symbolic pasition of the large pangolin is
a lirle different among the Komao, another east-
em Zaire population. Here the licle crocodile
and the large pangolin are evoked during the
ritual of ciccumcision. The two amphibians, thac
are neither true quadrupeds nor true fish, inter-
vene in a rite of tramsition: circumcision, the
origin of which is aquatic {de Mahieu 1980: 38).
Yet in no way can the large pangolin be assimi-
lated as a water spirit. De Mahieu notes: ‘Like
the sautians, it {the large pangolin] is sitwated be-
tween water and the earth because its scales are
like those of a fish, even though it is 2 warm-~
blooded quadruped. What's mote, it is the
particular attention attached to its scales and its
feet which precisely confirms and causes this po-
sition. The former, which make it impossible for
it to be 2 true quadruped, are jealously kept by
the guardians of the rites amongst their at-
tnibutes. They are used to decorate the body
with drawings made in kaolin. The latter,
together with the part that marks the transition
from the body to the tail {thin'a nkonds), pre-
vent it from eesembling fish and as with
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crocadiles are designated by the term bokuiu and
are the object of taboos more strict than the rest
of their bady' (1980: 39). De Mahieu notes that
it is impossible for him to determine why the
Komo make a clear distinction between the
large pangolin (Manis gipanted) and the two other
species of Manidae. Let us try o answer this. If
the large pangolin is preferred to the lictle pan-
golin in this symbolic discourse, it is surely
because the former is truly a terrestrial and aqu-
atic creature, while its tree-dwelling homalogue
is assimilable te fish anly metaphorically (be-
cause of its scales). In 2 Komo initiation stary,
the animals swim upstream against the strong
current and suddenly the large pangolin says
‘I'm staying here’. So it climbs out of the water
and rejoins the aardvark, its uncle, another ant-
eater that digs very deep burrows (de Mahieu
1985: 201). Thus it is the passage from the water
to the earth, the domain of men, that is so
strongly marked. This characteristic is com-
pletely absent from Lega symbolism which
ingists, to the contrary, on the underground
character of the animal that meeapharically
builds the netwark of the QOmaha kinship system
beneath the earth. A maternal uncle among the
Lega, the large pangolin is nothing more than
the nephew of that large burrower, the aard-
vark, among the Komo, wha mare specifically
use the former to represent the passage fram
water to carth.

These speculations de not obey one uaique
systern. The large pangolin of the Lega belongs
entirely to the culcure for which he is a kind of
monitor; this is apparently not the case with the
Komo. Nor does it seem reasonable to ignore
the diversity of symbolic usages of the large pan-
golin, or to reject as irrelevant the oppasition
between the terrestrial species and the tree-
dwelling species that is present in every context.
The Lele use Masis tricispis and not Masis gigan-
fer for rimal purposes to establish mediation
between the village, the domain of men, and the
forest, the domain of animals and spirits of na-
cure. Transcending all the barriers between the
species and their respective domains (water,
carth, air), the little pangolin is truly situated ac
the intersection of the animal world and the
hurman world thanks to a code that we will
qualify as resolutely cosmological, and that has
its plice here as myth. The Komo make the
Manis gigantea (and not the Manis tricuspis) a for-
bidden animal following a code of the same
nature, but less rich, which is content to present
this animal as 2 mediator between water, the
place of origin of circumcision (that is to say, of
culture), and earth, the domain favoured by
men, The Lega resolutely assign the domain of
culture to the same animal, the large pangolin,
without any reference to its aquatic properties.
It is the burrower, the animal which metaphori-
cally digs the underground mnnek of kinship, that
is honoured here. The faeter symbolic system,
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placed under the autharity of a veritable society
of big men, men of prestige charged with the
maintenance of order but without religious of-
fice, uses to the full a sociological code.

I hope therefore to have retumed the pan-
golins to their proper place and to have
answered the criticism of my eminent colleague
who seems to believe that all Zairois think of
the pangolin in the same way.

One last word abouc che little Lele pangalin, T
would like to draw attention o the fact thac the
rules of admission to the cultural association of
the pangolin-men favour village endogamy, while
the network of matrimonial alliances, bom of
preferential marriage to MMBDD, unite exoga-
mous matrilineal clans whaose sections are shared
amongst several villages. T note that from this
point of view the function of the pangolin cult is
centripetal: ‘It afirms the need to maintain
within the village a nerwork of endogamous al-
hances between the same clans. The small
pangolin causes men and women who, by virtue
of virilocal marriages, were born outside it to re-
tuzn to the villape founded by their ancestors’.
{de Heusch 1985: 36). There it na fundamental
disagreement between Mary Douglas and myself
on this point, contrary ta what Professor Lewis
claims. Among the patrlineal Lega, the large
pangolin assumes an inverse function: he
re-assembles within a vast ritual community
a network of villages solidly defined by their
lineage unity. In both cases, however, the pan-
golin is a powerful factor of social cohesion.

Luc De HEuscH
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At the seminar in which loan Lewis gave his

paper on the pangolins (Aan (N.5.) 26, 513-25),

a baffled student asked what it had to do with

post-modernism. Adding that he intended no

insult and that he fully realised chat the original
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work was 1 long time in the past, he wanted to
know how to reconcile the study of animal
classification with current sophistication about
cthnography. Evidendy the subject has been
dropped from the contemporary syllabus for an-
thropology, although it used to be in the
mainstream. The student’s polite scepticism as to
whether classification was really going on at all
and how it would be passible to study it can be
answered by the record of standardised rites and
remedies being pracased with reference to these
animals and to standardised convemsations about
themn. The question of feasibility of this kind of
study is easily settled but it remains to persuade
anthropologists that classification is an imporctant
field.

Most anthropologists are interested in the in-
tellectual and symbolic life of the people they
study. Symbols depend on classification, so how
can they avoid being interasted in it? In scudying
¢lagsification a person can remain in an eclectic
muddle or settle for one of theee basic ap-
proaches, The naguralist approach explaing the
features of a particular systern of classification by
the taxa themselves, the idealist approach stays
in the realm of ideas; the chird is the canstruc-
tivist approach taken for granted by most social
anthropologists. The first twa (to which prob-
ably the mayarty of ather western scholars
subscribe) work well enough in a limited aca-
demic perspective, but each leads to its own
respective blind alley, as 1 now briefly deseribe.

The natoralist fallacy works as if the firrriness
of furry animals and the scaliness of fishes leap to
the eye and tell the narive taxanomist to class
furry creatures or scaly creatures together. There
is no way that the naturalist approach can sur-
mount the classificatory habits of our own
culture, or explain the classing together as ‘char-
coal animals' opuma, bear, eagle, deer and swan
because they have black paws, muzzle/bezk,
tail, etc. {Lévi-Strauss 1966: 147), since their
charcoal-coloured tips do not jump out at us
and scream to be asigned as members of ane
class. [f the naturalist viewpoint were correct,
the cask of ethnoscience would only be 2 matter
of tracing the salient features of botanical and
zoological species as recognised hy the natves of
a particular region. The naturalist approach is a
version of the ‘naturat kinds’ fallacy in which
species are treated as if self-classifyring: in this ap-
proach differences between taxa which are
obvious to us form the basis of biological classi-
fications which provide the model for other
classifications, This fallacy raises fascinating
problems in ethnoscience about classifications
that are commmon throughout human society,
and classifications thac differ, problems which
David Hull has dealt with summarily in “The in-
ductivists’ nightmare’ (Hull 1992). Nature
cannot provide the basis of classification systemns;
there are no natural kinds, or if there are, biol-
ogical species cannot be included. Correcting
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this error, the antheopological study of classifica-
tian has to be the study of principles of
selection, that or nothing. Consequently, an
ethnobotany or an ethnozaology that takes no
interest in kinds of social classifications is defi-
cient. This is one reason why a theoretical
appraach ta classification is needed in anthrapo-
logy. The reviewers of Imgliat meanings whom
Lewis cites as having scoffed at my concept of
taxonomic anomaly {p. 522} berated me for the
naturalist fallacy, as if I held that anomalies are in
nature.” The idea is sa out of programme for me
that I shake my head and wonder if Lewis has
not also observed that reviewers can be hasty
and prejudiced.

The idealist fallicy expects symbolism to be
interpretable without reference to nature or
praxis, thae is, without reference to local exigen-
cies and settled habits of collaboration.
According to this approach, symbolic systems
and the dassifications on which they rest are
made in the mind and it is enly by examining
the mind and the refations between ideas that
symbolism can be understood. This approach is
appropriate and acceptable enough in linguistics,
because by definition words and texts are largely
separated from the scene of wse. It still flourishes
in ‘Lit. Hum," branches of ctiticism and in the
research on Mentalités favaured by the Annafes
group of French historians. Wamed by philos-
ophical objections to its a4 pron  bias,
anthropologists should be extra wary of the
idealist approach, since we know how decep-
dvely easy it is ta fabricate sirnilarities (Douglas
1967). In the tradition of linguistic anthropoltogy
it may be acceptable to pick out bits of symbalic
structures here and there (a5 for comparing
spiders and pangolins), but it can lead nowhere.
Pieree Bourdieu has surely done enough to lay
the idealist fallacy to rest. It is easy ta become
confused about symbalism. Lévi-Strauss follows
the escablished French bias in his leanings to
idealism. The Engfish social sciences have a
tendency towards naturalism. Edmund Leach, if
asked straight out, would surely bave denied
that anamaly can be found in nature. However,
his ‘theory of anomaly’ and of ‘mytho-logic’
{Leach 1976; Leach & Laycock 1983) rests on
the assumption that zmbiguous or anomalous
items could be identified quite simply. He and
his close followers wrote as if anomaly occurs as
naturally in the things to be interpreted as furri-
ness or scaliness or charcoal tips occur in
nature.” [ have written so much against the
naturalist fallacy and on classification as che hasis
of reasoning that I become repetitive (Douglas
1986; 1987).

The third approach, which I believe to be
right and am here calling constructivist, is in the
broad tradition of anthropology developed at
the tum of the century by the graup of French
anthropologists contributing to L'Ausnée Socio-
logique’. Since Durkheim and Mauss wrote on
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Primitive classification (1903}, anthropologists ex-
pect the symbolic system to show the imprint of
the social system in its classifications (sce Dou-
glas  1975:  203-9). Mainstrearn  Bricish
anthropologists by and large have accepted that
the classifications of society and the classifica-
tons of religion have one origin and that the
two sets of classifying activicy praceed from the
ane collective project. The connexion between
religions symbois and society is often stated in
terms of 1 mysterious and privileged mirroning,
projecting, reflecting, metapharising or express-
ing. However, artificial prablems and misleading
answers are indulged by that mode of thought
and it is safer and more interesting ta assume
that the connexion is made by the direct process
of arganising. David Hull and I have just pub-
lished a volume on this theme, How dassification
works (Douglas & Hull 1992), That arganising
implies classifying is compatible with the tradi-
tanal way of anthropological thinking abant
classification, and it has strong implications for
symbalism and other topics in which anthropo-
logists will always be interested.

Though T have made much use of the word
‘anomaly’, it is always within a cultural theory of
cognition, always aligned with the traditional
idea that anomaly is the product of classification
and inheres neither in nature, nor in an a pron
compartment of the mind, but in the life of the
organised collectivity. What is anomalous in ane
system is noral in another. Classification of any
ane domain, whether of the elaments, the
physical enviconment or any of its furnishings, is
a projecdon of the classificadons that are used
for organising the society.? I maintain that a
comparative approach ta the ilhision of self-evi-
dence {Douglas 1975: 276-318) is interesting for
anthrapaology, and that the explanation of its ir-
regular farce and the vardety of forms it takes
will be exphiined by comparing lacal classifica-
tions of insiders and outsiders, and atdiudes to
equality and ranking.‘

The two carly essays on the pangalin (Douglas
1955; 1957) were written: before I had worked
out the synthesis [ presented in Purity and danger
(Dauglas 1966}, before the theory of tatemic
clagsification had been reviewed by Claude
Lévi-Strauss and befare the famous saying that
‘animals are good to think® had been uttered. As
the polite student said, it all goes back 2 very
long way. The intraductory prefaces in Implicit
mednings were meant to develop the constructiv-
ist, collectivist approach ta symbolic systems
outlined in Purity and danger. My intention was
ta insist that classification comes aut of efforts to
arganise: through the implicit meanings carried
in the system of classification ‘society itself is
achieved’ {1975: 4). Consequently, variations in
classification systerns would be explained by the
variatians in the organisation served by the
classifying actvity. This is why Lewis is abso-
lutely eght to examine closely the Lele social
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organisation and to bewail the fact that equival-
ent comparative material for the region was not
and has not since become aviilable. When an
animal is singled out for what the late Ralph
Bulmer calted ‘special taxonomic status’, we are
alerted to the projection of social organisation
upan other famms of life. Haw this congruence
is achieved at several levels has always struck me
as important for cognitive science. I have re-
cently argued that it is part of an elementary
process of mutuzl control by reference to
dangers incurred through disregarding the way
that nature is organised (Douglas 19926). Bul-
mer's brilliant analysis of the mediating role of
the cassowary among game animals and the pan-
danus nut among wild plants, though it is now
twenty-five years old, is still unsurpassed as a
demonstration of this approach (Bulmer 1967).

Lewis believes that a fully satisfactory theory
of symbolism should be able to explain the dis-
tribution of spiritual and physical powers
between a pair of spider species in the Apulia re-
gion of Ttaly and also between two species of
pangolin in Central Africa. I do not believe that
that is in itself a silly question. But I would ex-
pect to answer any question about special
taxonomic status only through detailed informa-
tion about the social organisation and habitat of
the people who have praduced the toonomy,
their behaviour and their main hopes and wor-
ries, and the termms in which they scold and
exonerate one another. This is what [ tried to
demonstrate in proposing that the Lele descrip-
tion of the pangolin as fmendly representative of
the forest corresponded to the rale of village
som-in-law, in the same sense as that in which
for che Karam, as Ralph Bulmer suggested, the
cassowary comesponded to the role of cross-
cousin. Because the social organisation is so
relevant, Lewis is right to raise questions if he is
not happy about the quality of the data on
which I based my hypathesis.

He twits me for getting endogamy and exo-
gamy mixed up (p. 523 ). [ can see that the two
may be easily confused if you are dealing wich
descent groups but it would be crass incom-
petence not ta know whether a terricadal unit
such as a village takes its spouses from within or
without its boundaries. [ am not sure that my
critic quite understands what a virilocal marriage
rule does to rearrange the population across vil-
lages in a matrilineal descent system. This 1
would be happy to explain to himm with charts
and tables. In my original argument I presented
the descent rule qualifying for entry to the pan-
golin cult as having the effect of recalling to
each village the nephews whose mothers had
gone out to follow their husbands, Case histories
back che argument, [ fear that Lewis has mis-
understood Luc de Heunsch's subtle commentary
on the Lele system of marriage, which does not
invalidate my data, though it does correct my
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idea of the system of descent. [ am gratefiil to
Luc de Heusch for writing on his own behalf.

I have recenty had occasion to tetum to my
early writings on animal classification (Douglas
1990; 19924; 19928). Each time [ felr that they
raised the right questions about classification in
general. But now I notice that there is some-
thing T ought to retract. T owe Lewis an apology
for having given him an unworthy question for
the peg on which to hang 1 very stumulating
essay. As he correctly says, I concluded the 1957
paper by drawing attention ta the contrast be-
tween two similar species, the small rtree
pangolin and the giant terrestrial pangolin, sa-
ying that T did not know why they paid cult to
the first, and not to the second. That was 1 mis-
leading problem to raise at that point. As 1
mentioned in the latter day footnote, T had al-
ready answered it by presenting the small
pangolin as an anomaly defined in Lele terms.
Lewis believes that I have defined it anomalous
in my own. terms. There is nothing [ can do
about his disbelief in my reporting except refer
to what I wrote: the Lele said the small pangolin
is the only mammal they know that has fish
scales and lives in trees {or words to thae effect).

Lewis is quite right when he finds that, ac-
cording to what [ ceported about the range of
human-animal contrasts in the Lele cosmology,
the pangolin is a potent bridging symbol which
fits well into several different dimensions. When
he says this animal is positively endowed, even
‘aver-endowed, rather than negatively under-
endowed, as a potential symbaolic vehicle' {pp.
518, 521), T wish [ had expressed ic half so well:
this is exactly what [ was trying ta say. [ think it
was what [ did say, and anyone interested can
check. There is noching hers for me to answer
ar disagree with, I do not chink that T ever said
the pangolin symbol was negative or residual.
According to Lele statements the pangolin
shares their own ideal of civilised behaviour, it is
modest and unaggressive, when accosted it bows
its head in respect, it transcends the watery envi-
ronment to which its fishlike scales bear
testimony, and it lives in the trees. As a sky-
dwelling mammalian ex-fish (Douglas 1975:
33}, if this entirely benevolent being is con-
seriacted in Lele cosmological ideas as a contrast
with another animal, the counterpart would be
the leopard, aggressive and predatory, liable to
attack villa%es. armed wich evil dtual power
{1975: 301).

The more impaortant reason why my question
was a bad cue for Lewis's excursion into sym-
bolic analysis is that Lele do not pair the glant
land pangolin with the smali tree pangolin,
Abaove species level they see the important rela-
tionships berween animals as based on habitat,
not genetics. To the extent to which they do
make pairs, they might pair pangolin with leo-
pard, 2 concrast set of moral oppasites,
death-dealing leopard versus fertility-bearing
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pangolin, but this is implicit. The pairing of the
two pangolin species would be an artefact of the
anthrapologist’s use of zaological classification. [
should apologise for the casuzl question which
started the rash comparison of zoologically
identified pairs of taxa which are not explicitly
paired in the culture being described.

Lewis's account of the cult of the mrantuly
spider in the Apulia region of Italy identifies one
tarantula spider with a poisonous bite, and an-
other, quite harmless when seen as a spider, but
which, when seen as a spiric, is the centre of the
tarantula cult. He is not disturbed by the arbi-
teariness of picking two species of spider out of
the range of animal life known in Apulia, nor by
the greater boldness of seeking to compare them
with two species of pangolin picked out of the
known range of animal life in central Zaire, But
perhaps he should worry, or at least he should
tel! us whether it is he or the natives of Apulia
who class the two species of spider together.

In spite of this defect in his argument, the par-
allel that Lewis draws between the two Lele
pangolin species and twa spider species in [taly is
suggestive. One culture would seem to sort its
fauna into opposites, leopard and pangelin
wielding respectively bad and good ritual
power; and the other would seem to sort two
spider species inta similars, one wiclding physi-
cal and the other spidtual sanctions. We are
being invited to consider whether the Lele f-
vour pairing opposites and the natives of Apulia
favour pairing similars. Do the Lele organise the
rest af cheir casmology on a basis of paired ad-
versaries? Does the whole Apulia region
casmologise by dealing out complementary
spiritual and physical powers? Are we compar-
ing two polities, onc based on adversarial and
the ather on collaborative relations? Is the argu-
ment about a Zairois cosmos based on miwal
independent chieftaing, and an [talian Catholic
casmos corresponding to complemencary priests
and kings? Always too suggestible, my imagin-
ation runs riot. What kind of information would
we have to pather to pursue these seductive
comparisons? Certainly we would want o
examine the whole range of animal and plant
and human classifications in each culture being
compared and we would need at leasc as much.
detail about the social organisation of the people
of Apulia as I have provided about the Lele. To
take Lewis's idea really seriously we should ask
for the range of popular sacred animals in other
regians of Italy, te fill out the compadson with
neighbouring pangolin cults which de Hensch
has collated for central Zaire.

On 2 point of disagreement, [ do not think
that it makes sense for Lewis to complain that
‘Dounglas offers no evidence at all for her entirely
speculative and rather far-ferched assertion’ that
the Lele pangolin cult allows the initiates to tum
around and reflect on the limitations of human
understandings. OFf course, the idea is entrely
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speculative, and written in a speculative book
{Douglas 1966); if a specularion depended on
evidence it would nat be speculative. Tn this
case the possibility of 2 self-critical epistermnology
is suggested by the inevitable awareness of over-
lapping, mutually contradictory and usually
dispensable ritual regulations. [ do not believe
that philasophical speculation is the privileged
monapoly of westerners, As they study and re-
vise the varous remissions, absolutions,
purifications and forgivenesses thac they allow
cach other, the people who can think up a pan-
golin cult can be given credit for some thoughts
on the provisional character of their knowledge.

I have not answered nearly all of the intri-
guing questions raised by Lewis. He knows thae
his article touches on profound matrers and will
surely believe that [ am grateful to him and to
the editor for cthe opportunity of reflecting on
them here.

Mary DouGras
London
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! To correct the balance, I have also been
taken for 4 dyed-in-the-wool a prionist, perhaps
because of the ironic phrase ‘the A priont in na-
ture’ (Jacobson-Widding 1979: 14).

2 Others have taken licence from Leach to de-
tect anomaly without identifying the rest of the
classification system in which the ambiguous
item is supposed to occur (Hoffman 1977; Lay-
cack 1983),

I find it disappointing that so little com-
parative work has been undertaken in what was
at ane time a central interest in anthropolagy
fram Frazer to Lévi-Strauss, and a favaured per-
spective of British social anthropology. The
maost interesting recent research that I have seen
on the relation between classification and sacial
steucture is an article on varieties of taxonomy in
New Guinea (Lancy & Strachem 1951).

* My current work on perception of danger
and risk acceptability (Douglas 1986; 1992
Dauglas & Wildavsky 1982) atternpts ta develop
the field an the lines started in thase essays.

I am not sure why Lewis is quoting back at
me my analysis and conclusions. The equi-
valence which he observes between the
pangolin in the forest and the priestly pangolin
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cult members in the village is very much em-
phasised in the original text. The leopard as
mast conspicuous carmivore is constructed in
paratlel equivalence with the sorcerer. See Dou-
glas 1975: 299301, and the diagram.

I am flattered that my library-based discussion
{(Man (N.5.) 26, 513-25) of carantism and pan-
galin symbolism should bave prompted such
interesting fisrther reflexions from Mary Dou-
glas and Luc de Heusch and for the lacer’s
serious consideration af what [ saw as the prob-
lem of the two pangolins. As I tried to stress at
the outset of my article, like Mary Douglas, [
believe that what mattess in anismal symbaolism is
not the zoological characteristics taken as signifi-
cant in Westem scientific classification but the
properties and behaviour attributed to animals in
a given system of symbalism. (OF course, there
may also be certain interesting common features
between the two systems of classification.) How
classification relates to the sacial arder, however,
which is Douglas’s abiding concern, seems far
fram unprablematic — an issue to which I returmn
later. A recent reference in the Economist
{29.2.1992) to the Larin American Capyhara
provides an interesting example of how our
own casmological preaccupations can skew ani-
mal classifications. This creature, which looks
like a large guinea pig and is classified by
zoologisis as Hydrochoeres, 2 rodent, was appar-
ently first naticed splashing about in rivers by
the churchmen who accompanted the Canquis-
tadores and comsequently classed by them as
‘fish'. On this basis, ¢ca this day Capybaras are
reportedly consumed during the forty-day fast
of Lent. Venezuelan ranchers are reported to
make 2 profitable sideline by kilting quantities of
this peculiar ‘fish’ (which lives in herds} and
transporting the salted, sun-dried carcasses to
Caracas for corlsumption{ with other more ar-
thadaox fish, during Lene.

Naturally, 1 filly accept Douglas’s pertinent
criticisms of the material [ utilised on tarantism.
De Martno's (1961) remarkable account {like
those of subsequent ethnographers I have read)
does not contain the systematic information that
would be required to understand the wider
Apulizn animal categories which frame the
characteristics attributed to the tarantula spider.
Clearly, we need many more data, especiatly if
we are to pursue Daouglas’s imaginative ideas
about how taranmula symbolism might relate to
deeper principles in the structure of the Ttalian
Catholic cosmos. We are also at one in our
evaluatian of the conceptually positive, bridging
role of the small Lele pangalin — which Luc de
Heusch adumbrates further in his contribution.
Obviously, too, [ am not in a pasition to dispute
Daouglas’s account of how the Lele actmatly de-
scribe the little pangalin. Where [ would take
issue with her, haowever, 13 in her assertian thae
given its characteristics as seen by the Lele,
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Manis iricuspis is therefore an anomaly. Clearly it is
for her; but what evidence is there that the Lele
s0 regard it? For that matter, do the Lele have 1
general concept which translates appropriately as
anotnaly, and if sa, what are their general ideas
about anomalies? As Doupglas says, she has in-
deed made great use of ‘anomaly’, an analytic
canstruct which often seems to intersect with
her equally well-used explinatory slogan ‘matter
out of place’.

As [ tried to demonstrate in my article, one
does not need to invoke the concept of anomaly
in order to understand the symbolic and social
importance of the little Lele pangolin. I notice
alsa that de Heusch does not use the eeem in his
further explication of the significance of these
Central African pangolins where he follows the
method [ advocate of examining comparatively
the diverse treatrnent of the twa pangoling in
different cultural contexts. While de Heusch de-
velops an intriguing and rather convincing
interpretation of the prominence of Manis tri-
cuspis among the Lele, [ do not think that he
disposes entirely of the issue of the lesser starus
of the giant pangolin which he seems to assess
by a mixture of emic and etic criteria. We are
still left with the fact that Manis gigantea is 2
sacred spirit animal (like the Lele porcupine). In
my view, we reqitire mare first-hand data from
the Lele on bath pangolins before we can fully
accept de Heusch’s ingenious analysis.

Although I do not really agree with his char-
acterisation, | now understand what de Heusch
means when he describes Lele ideas about the
pangolin as part of a ‘cosmic code’ in contrast to
the ‘sociological code” which he thinks applies
in the case of the Lega. It scems to me that both
terms can be applied to characterise both cultu-
ral logics. Of course, Lele ideas about the
pangolin and other animals are cosmological,
but they are alsa prafoundly saciological in their
import: as de Heusch acknowledges, the Lele
employ the little pangolin for ntual purpases to
mediate between village and forest and amongst
both Lele and Lega, ‘the pangolin is a2 powerful
factar of social cohesion’. At the same time, the
large pangolin clearly occupies a central place in
the Lega cosmology as a culture-hero who
taught men how to build thatched houses.
Mareaver, not only is he identified with the
maternal uncle ‘who extends the territory” and is
1 ‘source of sustenance’ but he also symbolises
‘the true agnate, child of the carth’ and is thus
‘greater than the elephant ... who represents
those who are assimilated’ rather than members
of the graup by birth (Biebuyck 1953: 910).
The little pangolin, in this case, is seen by the
Lega as resembiing his ‘hig brother' (Manic gi-
gantea) whose example he should try to follow
(Biebuyck 1953: 910). While [ agree with de
Heusch that these few decontextualised Lega sa-

yings reported by Biebuyck appear to associate
the large pangolin with the earth, [ do not think
we can possibly conclude — without further evi-
dence — that it is not also assaciated with water
as the linkage with crocodile and some fish
species would suggest. As far as the Komo are
concerned, Professor de Heusch's arpument that
the large pangolin is here preferred to the lietle
pangolin because the latter is only metapharically
assirnilable to fish (which, of course, was quita
effective in the Lele interpretation) seems du-
bious. Why should metaphor work in one case
and nat the ather?

The real difficulty in this excumsion into the
Central African warld of the pangolin is that we
do not possess sufficiently detailed ethnographic
evidence to answer the questions which the
existing data raise. Without question, Mary
Douglas comes nearest to providing a full and
convincing account but, pace her assessment, she
leaves still hanging the issue of the big pangolin.
Far the rest, one is driven to speculation and hy-
pothesis, a5 de Heusch's interpretations illustrate,
Is it too much to hope that de Heusch might
encourage one of his research students to de-
velop 1 comparative project, based on new field
rescarch, on the symbolic meaning of the pan-
golinfs) in these Congo cultures?

A final point. As she emphasises, Douglas
seeks ultimately to explain these variations in
symbolism in terms of social farces in a traditon
which she traces to Durkheim. She thus argues,
as [ recalled, that the positive emphasis on ex-
change which she detects in Lele sociery leads to
a positive view of taxonomic anomaly as evi-
denced in the Lele celebration of the little
pangolin. But this cannot follow autamatically
since other Lele taxonomic “anomalies’ {includ-
ing the baboaon, scaly tail and tortoise, etc.) are,
according o her, regarded by the Lele as dan-
gerous and polluting. If Professor Douglas is
going to continne to insist on the explanatory
power of anamaly she must thus show how some
anomalies within the same culture and cosmo-
logy and the same social system are treated
negatively while others, like the pangolin, are
viewed positively.

Toan M. Lewns
London School of Eronomics & Political Science

11 am very grateful to Katy Gardner for
pointing out this interesting case to me.
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