Lineal and Nonlineal Codifications of Reality

DOROTHY LEE

HE following study is concerned with the codi-

fication of reality, and more particularly, with
the nonlineal apprehension of reality among the
people of the Trobriand Islands, in contrast to our
own lineal phrasing. Basic to my investigation is
the assumption that a member of a given society not
only codifies experienced reality through the use of
the specific language and other patterned behavior
characteristic of his culture, but that he actually
grasps reality only as it is presented to him in this
code. The assumption is not that reality itself is
relative; rather, that it is differently punctuated*
and categorized, or that different aspects of it are
noticed by, or presented to the participants of dif-
ferent cultures. If reality itself were not absolute,
then true communication of course would be im-
possible. My own position is that there is an absolute
reality, and that communication is possible. If, then,
that which the different codes refer to is ultimately
the same, a careful study and analysis of a different
code and of the culture to which it belongs, should
lead us to concepts which are ultimately compre-
hensible, when translated into our own code. It may
even, eventually, lead us to aspects of reality from
which our own code excludes us.

It is a corollary of this assumption that the spe-
cific phrasing of reality can be discovered through
intensive and detailed analysis of any aspect of cul-
ture. My own study was begun with an analysis of
linguistic formulation, only because it is in language
that T happen to be best able to discover my clues.
To show how these clues can be discovered and
used as guides to the apprehension of reality, as
well as to show what I mean by codification, I shall
present at first concrete material in the field of
language.

I

That a word is not the reality, not the thing
which it represents, has long been a commonplace
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to all of us. The thing which I hold in my hand as
I write, is not a pencil; I call it a pencil. And it re-
mains the same whether I call it pencil, molyvi,
Bleistift, or siwiqog. These words are different
sound-complexes applied to the same reality; but is
the difference merely one of sound-complex? Do
they refer to the same perceived reality? Pencil
originally meant little tail; it delimited and named
the reality according to form. Molyvi means lead and
refers to the writing element. Bleistift refers both to
the form and to the writing-element. Siwigog means
painting-stick and refers to observed function and
form. Each culture has phrased the reality differ-
ently. To say that pencil, for example, applies pri-
marily to form is no idle etymologic statement.
When we use this word metaphorically, we refer
neither to writing element nor to function, but to
form alone; we speak of a pencil of light, or a
styptic pencil.

When I used the four words for this object, we
all knew what reality was referred to; we knew the
meaning of the word. We could visualize the object
in my hand, and the words all delimited it in the
same way; for example, none of them implied that
it was a continuation of my fist. But the student of
ethnography often has to deal with words which
punctuate reality into different phrasings from the
ones with which he is familiar. Let us take, for in-
stance, the words for “brother” and “sister.” We go
to the islands of Ontong Java to study the kinship
system. We ask our informant what he calls his
sister and he says ave; he calls his brother kainga. So
we equate ave with “sister” and kainge with
“brother.” By way of checking our information we
ask the sister what she calls her brother; it turns out
that for her, ave is “brother,” not “sister” as we were
led to expect; and that it is her sister whom she calls
kainga. The same reality, the same actual kinship
is present there as with us; but we have chosen a
different aspect for naming. We are prepared to
account for this; we say that both cultures name
according to what we would call a certain type of
blood relationship; but whereas we make reference
to absolute sex, they refer to relative sex. Further
inquiry, however, discloses that in this, also, we are



90

wrong. Because in our own culture we name rela-
tives according to formal definition and biologic re-
lationship, we have thought that this formulation
represents reality; and we have tried to understand
the Ontong Javanese relationship terms according
to these distinctions which, we believe, are given in
nature. But the Ontong Javanese classifies relatives
according to a different aspect of reality, differently
punctuated. And because of this, he applies kainga
as well to a wife’s sister and a husband’s brother; to
a man’s brother’s wife and a woman’s sister’s hus-
band, as well as to a number of other individuals.
Neither sex nor blood relationship, then, can be
basic to this term. The Ontong Javanese name ac-
cording to their everyday behavior and experience,
not according to formal definition. A man shares
the ordinary details of his living with his brothers
and their wives for a large part of the year; he
sleeps in the same large room, he eats with them,
he jokes and works around the house with them;
the rest of the year he spends with his wife’s sisters
and their husbands, in the same easy companion-
ship. All these individuals are kaimga to one an-
other. The ave, on the other hand, names a be-
bavior of great strain and propriety; it is based
originally upon the relative sex of siblings, yes, but
it does not signify biologic fact. It names a social
relationship, a behavior, an emotional tone. Ave
can never spend their adult life together, except on
rare and temporary occasions. They can never be
under the same roof alone together, cannot chat at
ease together, cannot refer even distantly to sex in
the presence of each other, not even to one’s sweet-
heart or spouse; more than that, everyone else must
be circumspect when the ave of someone of the
group is present. The ave relationship also carries
special obligations toward a female ave and her
children. Kainga means a relationship of ease, full
of shared living, of informality, gaiety; ave names
one of formality, prohibition, strain. These two cul-
tures, theirs and our own, have phrased and formu-
lated social reality in completely different ways, and
have given their formulation different names. The
word is merely the name of this specific cultural
phrasing. From this one instance we might formu-
late the hypothesis—a very tentative one—that
among the Ontong Javanese names describe emotive
experiences, not observed forms or functions. But we
cannot accept this as fact, unless further investiga-
tion shows it to be implicit in the rest of their pat-
terned behavior, in their vocabulary and the mor-
phology of their language, in their ritual and their
other organized activity.
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One more instance, this time from the language
of the Wintu Indians of California, will deal with
the varying aspect or segmentation of experience
which is used as a basis of classification. To begin
with, we take the stem muk. On the basis of this
stem we form the word mukeda, which means:
“I turned the basket bottom up”; we form muku-
hara, which means: “The turtle is moving along”;
and we form mukurumas, which means: “automo-
bile.” Upon what conceivable principle can an auto-
mobile be put in the same category as a turtle and a
basket? There is such a principle, however, and it
operates also when the Wintu calls the activity of
laundering, ro make foam continuously. According
to this principle, he uses the same stem, (puq or
p0og) to form words for the following:

pugeda: 1 just pushed a peg into the ground.

olpugal: He is sitting on one haunch.

poqorahara: Birds are hopping along.

olpogoyabe: There are mushrooms growing.

tunpogoypogoya: You walked shortskirted,
stiflegged ahead of me.

It is difficult for us to discover the common de-
nominator in the different formations from this one
stem, or even to believe that there can be one. Yet,
when we discover the principle underlying the classi-
fication, the categories themselves are understand-
able. Basic to the classification is the Wintu view of
himself as observer; he classifies as an outsider. He
passes no judgment on essence, and where we would
have used kinesthetic or participatory experience as
the basis of naming, he names as an observer only,
for the shape of the activity or the object. The turtle
and the automobile can thus naturally be grouped
together with the inverted baskets. The mushroom
standing on its stem, the fist grasping a peg against
the ground, the stiff leg topped by a short skirt, or
by the body of a bird or of a man resting on a
haunch, obviously all belong together in one cate-
gory. But the progress of a grasshopper cannot be
categorized with that of a hopping bird. We, who
classify on a different basis, apprehend the hop of
the two kinesthetically and see it as basically the
same in both cases; but the Wintu see the difference
in recurrent shape, which is all-important to them,
and so name the two by means of completely dif-
ferent stems. Again, when we discover this principle,
it is easy to see that from the observer’s point of
view laundering is the making of a lot of foam;
and to see why, when beer was introduced, it was
named laundry.

An exhaustive study of the language and other
aspects of Wintu culture shows that this principle is
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present in all of the Wintu language, as well as in
the Wintu's conception of the self, of his place in
the universe, in his mythology, and probably in
other aspects of his culture.

I

I have discussed at length the diversity of codifica-
tion of reality in general, because it is the foundation
of the specific study which I am about to present.
I shall speak of the formulation of experienced
reality among the Trobriand Islanders in comparison
to our own; I shall speak of the nature of expectancy,
of motivation, of satisfaction, as based upon a reality
which is differently apprehended and experienced in
two different societies; which is, in fact, for each, a
different reality. The Trobriand Islanders were
studied by the late Bronisiaw Malinowski, who has
given us the rich and circumstantial material about
them which has made this study possible. I have
given a detailed presentation of some implications
of their language elsewhere; but since it was in
their language that I first noticed the absence of
lineality, which led me to this study, I shall give
here a summary of the implications of the language.

A Trobriand word refers to 2 self-contained con-
cept. What we consider an attribute or a predicate,
is to the Trobriander an ingredient, Where I would
say, for example, “A good gardener,” or “The gar-
dener is good,” the Trobriand word would include
both “gardener” and “goodness”; if the gardener
loses the goodness, he has lost a defining ingredient,
he is something else, and he is named by means of
a completely different word. A taytu (a species of
yam) contains a certain degree of ripeness, bigness,
roundedness, etc.; without one of these defining in-
gredients, it is something else, perhaps a bwanawa
or a yowana. There are no adjectives in the lan-
guage; the rare words dealing with qualities are
substantivized. The term f0 be does not occur; it
is used neither attributively nor existentially, since
existence itself is contained; it is an ingredient of
being.

Events and objects are self-contained points in an-
other respect; there is a series of beings, but no be-
coming. There is no temporal connection between
objects. The taytu always remains itself; it does not
become over-ripe; over-ripeness is an ingredient of
another, a different being. At some point, the taytu
turns into a yowana, which contains over-ripeness.
And the yowana, over-ripe as it is, does not put
forth shoots, does not become a sprouting yowana.
When sprouts appear, it ceases to be itself; in its
place appears a silasata. Neither is there a temporal
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connection made—or, according to our own prem-
ises, perceived—between events; in fact, temporality
is meaningless, There are no tenses, no linguistic
distinction between past or present. There is no
arrangement of activities or events into means and
ends, no causal or teleologic relationships. What we
consider a causal relationship in a sequence of con-
nected events, is to the Trobriander an ingredient of
a patierned whole. He names this ingredient «'ula.
A tree has a trunk, v’ula; a house has v’ula, posts;
a magical formula has u'ula, the first strophe; an ex-
pedition has v’ula, a2 manager or leader; and a quar-
rel contains an u’ula, what we would call a cause.
There is no purposive 5o as to; no for the purpose of;
there is no why and no because. The rarely used
pela which Malinowski equates with for, means
primarily t0 jump. In the culture, any deliberately
purposive behavior—the kind of behavior to which
we accord high status—is despised. There is no
automatic relating of any kind in the language.
Except for the rarely used verbal it-differents and
it-sames, there are no terms of comparison whatever.
And we find in an analysis of behavior that the
standard for behavior and of cvaluation is non-
comparative.

These implications of the linguistic material sug-
gest to my mind an absence of axiomatic lineal con-
nection between events or objects in the Trobriand
apprehension of reality, and this implication, as I
shall attempt to show below, is reinforced in their
definition of activity. In our own culture, the line
is so basic, that we take it for granted, as given in
reality. We see it in visible nature, between ma-
terial points, and we see it between metaphorical
points such as days or acts. It undetlies not only our
thinking, but also our aesthetic apprehension of the
given; it is basic to the emotional climax which has
so much value for us, and, in fact, to the meaning
of life itself. In our thinking about personality and
character, we have assumed the line as axiomatic.

In our academic work, we are constantly acting
in terms of an implied line. When we speak of
applying an attribute, for example, we visvalize the
process as lineal, coming from the outside. If I
make a picture of an apple on the board, and want
to show that one side is green and the other red,
I connect these attributes with the pictured apple
by means of lines, as a matter of course; how else
would I do it? When I organize my data, I draw
conclusions from them. I frace a relationship be-
tween my facts. I describe a pattern as a web of
relationships. Look at a lecturer who makes use of
gestures; he is constantly making lineal connections
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in the air. And a teacher with chalk in hand will be
drawing lines on the board whether he be a psy-
chologist, a historian, or a paleontologist.

Preoccupation with social facts merely as self-con-
tained facts is mere antiquarianism. In my field, a
student of this sort would be an amateur or a
dilettante, not an anthropologist. To be an anthro-
pologist, he can arrange his facts in an upward
slanting line, in a unilinear or multilinear course of
development, in parallel lines or converging lines.
Or he may arrange them geographically, with lines
of diffusion connecting them; or schematically, using
concentric circles. Or at least, he must indicate what
his study leads to, what new insights we can draw
from it. To be accorded status, he must use the
guiding line as basic.

The line is found or presupposed in most of our
scientific work. It is present in the induction and the
deduction of science and logic. It is present in the
philosopher’s phrasing of means and ends as lineally
connected. Our statistical facts are presented lineally
as a graph or reduced to a normal cu#rve. And all of
us, I think, would be lost without our diagrams.
We trace a historical development; we follow the
course of history and evolution down 10 the present
and up from the ape; and it is interesting to note, in
passing, that whereas both evolution and history are
lineal, the first goes up the blackboard, the second
goes down. Our psychologists picture motivation as
external, connected with the act through a line, or,
more recently, entering the organism through a
lineal channel and emerging transformed, again
lineally, as response. I have seen lineal pictures of
nervous impulses and heartbeats, and with them I
have seen pictured lineally a second of time. These
were photographs, you will say, of existing fact, of
reality; a proof that the line is present in reality. But
I am not convinced, perhaps due to my ignorance of
mechanics, that we have not created our recording
instruments in such a way that they have to picture
time and motion, light and sound, heartbeats and
nerve impulses lineally, on the unquestioned assump-
tion of the line as axiomatic. The line is omnipresent
and inescapable, and so we are incapable of ques-
tioning the reality of its presence.

When we see a line of trees, or a circle of stones,
we assume the presence of a connecting line which
is not actually visible. And we assume it metaphori-
cally when we follow a /ine of thought, a course of
action or the direction of an argument; when we
bridge a gap in the conversation, or speak of the
span of life or of teaching a course, or lament our
interrupted career. We make children’s embroidery
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cards and puzzle cards on this assumption; our per-
formance tests and even our tests for sanity often
assume that the line is present in nature and, at
most, to be discovered or given visual existence.
But is the line present in reality? Malinowski,
writing for members of our culture and using idiom
which would be comprehensible to them, describes
the Trobriand village as follows: “Concentrically
with the circular row of yam houses there runs a
ring of dwelling huts.” He saw, or at any rate, he
represented the village as two circles. But in the
texts which he recorded, we find that the Tro-
brianders at no time mention circles or rings or even
rows when they refer to their villages. Any word
which they use to refer to a village, such as z or this,
is prefixed by the substantival element kway which
means bump or aggregate of bumps. This is the
element which they use when they refer to a pimple
or a bulky rash; or to canoes loaded with yams. In
their terms, a village is an aggregate of bumps; are
they blind to the circles? Or did Malinowski create
the circles himself, out of his cultural axiom?
Again, for us as well as in Malinowski’s descrip-
tion of the Trobrianders, which was written neces-
sarily in terms meaningful to us, all effective activity
is certainly not a haphazard aggregrate of acts, but
a lineally planned series of acts leading to an en-
visioned end. Their gardening with all its specialized
activities, both technical and magical, leading to a
rich harvest; their kzla involving the cutting down
of trees, the communal dragging of the tree to the
beach, the rebuilding or building of large sea-worthy
canoes, the provisioning, the magical and ceremonial
activities involved, surely all these can be carried
through only if they are lineally conceived. But the
Trobrianders do not describe their activity lineally;
they do no dynamic relating of acts; they do not
use even 5o innocuous a connective as and. Here is
part of a description of the planting of coconut:
“Thou-approach-there coconut thou-bring-here-we-
plant-coconut thou-go thou-plant our coconut. This-
here it-emerge sprout. We-push-away this we-push-
away this-other coconut-husk-fiber together sprout
it-sit together root.” We who are accustomed to seek
lineal continuity, cannot help supplying it as we
read this; but the continuity is not given in the
Trobriand text; and all Trobriand speech, according
to Malinowski, is “jerky,” given in points, not in
connecting lines. The only connective I know of in
Trobriand is the pela which I mentioned above; a
kind of preposition which also means “to jump.”
I am not maintaining here that the Trobrianders
cannot see continuity; rather that lineal connection
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is not automatically made by them, as a matter of
course. At Malinowski’s persistent questioning, for
example, they did attempt to explain their activities
in terms of cause or motivation, by stating possible
“results” of uncooperative action. But Malinowski
found their answers confused, self-contradictory, in-
consistent; their preferred answer was, “It was or-
dained of old”—pointing to an ingredient value of
the act instead of giving an explanation based on
lineal connection. And when they were not trying
to find answers to leading questions, the Trobriand-
ers made no such connections in their speech. They
assumed, for example, that the validity of a magical
spell lay, not in its results, not in proof, but in its
very being; in the appropriateness of its inheritance,
in its place within the patterned activity, in its being
performed by the appropriate person, in its realiza-
tion of its mythical basis. To seek validity through
proof was foreign to their thinking, yet they at-
tempted to do so at the ethnographer's request.
I should add here that their names for constellations
imply that here they see lineal figures; I cannot in-
vestigate the significance of this, as I have no con-
textual material. At any rate, I would like to em-
phasize that, even if the Trobriander does occa-
sionally supply connecting lines between points, his
perception and experience do not automatically fall
into a lineal framework.

The fact remains that Trobrianders embark on,
what is certainly for us, a series of acts which “must
require” planning and purposiveness. They engage
in acts of gift-giving and gift-receiving which we
can certainly see as an exchange of gifts. When we
plot their journeys, we find that they do go from
point to point, they do navigate a course, whether
they say so or not. Do they merely refrain from giv-
ing linguistic expression to something which they
actually recognize in nature? On the nonlinguistic
level, do they act on an assumption of a lineality
which is given no place in their linguistic formula-
tion? I believe that, where valued activity is con-
cerned, the Trobrianders do not act on an assump-
tion of lineality at any level. There is organization
or rather coherence in their acts because Trobriand
activity is patterned activity. One act within this
pattern gives rise to a pre-ordained cluster of acts.
Perhaps one might find a parallel in our culture in
the making of a sweater. When I embark on knitting
one, the ribbing at the bottom does not cause the
making of the neckline, nor of the sleeves or the
armbholes; and it is not part of a lineal series of acts.
Rather it is an indispensible part of a patterned ac-
tivity which includes all these other acts. Again,
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when I choose a dress pattern, the acts involved in
the making of the dress are already present for me.
They are embedded in the pattern which I have
chosen. In this same way, I believe, can be seen the
Trobriand insistence that though intercouse is a
necessary preliminary to conception, it is not the
cause of conception. There are a number of acts in
the pattern of procreating; one is intercourse, an-
other the entrance of the spirit of a dead Trobriander
into the womb, However, there is a further point
here. The Trobrianders, when pressed by the eth-
nographer or teased by the neighboring Dobuans,
showed signs of intense embarrassment, giving the
impression that they were trying to maintain un-
questioningly a stand in which they had to believe.
This, I think, is because pattern is truth and value
for them; in fact, acts and being derive value from
the embedding pattern.

So the question of perception of line remains. It
is because they find value in pattern that the Tro-
brianders act according to nonlineal pattern; not
because they do not perceive lineality.

But all Trobriand activity does not contain value;
and when it does not, it assumes lineality, and is
utterly despicable. For example, the pattern of sex-
ual intercourse includes the giving of a gift from
the boy to the girl; but if a boy gives a gift so as to
win the girl’s favor, he is despised. Again, the kula
pattern includes the eventual reception of a gift
from the original recipient; the pattern is such that
it keeps the acts physically and temporally com-
pletely disparate. In spite of this, however, some
men are accused of giving gifts as an inducement
to their kula partner to give them a specially good
kula gift. Such men are labeled with the vile phrase:
he barters. But this means that, unvalued and de-
spised, lineal behavior does exist. In fact, there are
villages in the interior whose inhabitants live mainly
by bartering manufactured articles for yams. The
inhabitants of Omarakana, about whom Malinow-
ski’s work and this study are mainly concerned, will
barter with them, but consider them pariahs.

This is to say that it is probable that the Tro-
brianders experience reality in nonlineal pattern be-
cause this is the valued reality; and that they are
capable of experiencing lineally, when value is ab-
sent or destroyed. It is not to say, however, that
this, in itself, means that lineality is given, is present
in nature, and that pattern is not. Our own in-
sistence on the line, such as lineal causality, for ex-
ample, is also often based on unquestioned belief or
value. To return to the subject of procreation, the
husband in our culture, who has long hoped and
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tried in vain to beget children, will nevertheless
maintain that intercourse causes conception; per-
haps with the same stubbornness and embarrass-
ment which the Trobrianders exhibited when main-
taining the opposite.

I

The line in our culture not only connects, but it
moves. And as we think of a line as moving from
point to point, connecting one to the other, so we
conceive of roads as running from locality to lo-
cality. A Trobriander does not speak of roads either
as connecting two points, or as running from point
to point. His paths are self-contained, named as in-
dependent units; they are not fo and from, they are
at. And he himself is a; he has no equivalent for
our 0 or from. There is, for instance, the myth of
Tudava, who goes—in our view—from village to
village and from island to island planting and offer-
ing yams. The Trobriand texts puts it this way:
“Kitava it-shine village already (ie. completed)
he-is-over. ‘I-sail I-go Iwa’; Iwa he-anchor he-go
ashore . . . He-sail Digumenu . . . They-drive (him
off) . . . hego Kwaywata.” Point after point is
enumerated, but his sailing from and to is given as a
discrete event. In our view, he is actually following
a southeasterly course, more or less; but this is not
given as course or line, and no directions are even
mentioned. In fact, in the several texts referring to
journeyings in the Archipelago, no words occur
for the cardinal directions. In sailing, the “follow-
ing” winds are named according to where they are
at, the place where they strike the canoe, such as
wind-striking-the-outrigger-beam; not according to
where they come from. Otherwise, we find names
for the southwest wind (youyo), and the northwest
wind (bombatu), but these are merely substantival
names which have nothing to do with direction;
names for kinds of wind.

When a member of our society gives an unemo-
tional description of a person, he follows an imagi-
nary line, usually downward: from head to foot,
from tip to toe, from hair to chin. The Navaho do
the opposite, following a line upward. The Tro-
briander follows no line, at least none that I can
see. “My head boils,” says a kula spell; and it goes
on to enumerate the parts of the head as follows:
nose, occiput, tongue, larynx, speech, mouth. An-
other spell casting a protective fog, runs as follows:
“I befog the hand, I befog the foot, I befog the head,
I befog the shoulders . . .” There is a magic formula
where we do recognize a line, but it is one which
Malinowski did not record verbatim at the time,
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but which he put down later from memory; and it
is not improbable that his memory edited the for-
mula according to the lineality of his culture. When
the Trobriander enumerates the parts of a canoe,
he does not follow any recognizable lineal order:
“Mist . . . surround me my mast . . . the nose of my
canoe . . . my sail . .. my steering oar . . . my
canoe-gunwale . . . my canoe-bottom . . . my prow
...my rib . .. my threading-stick . . . my prow-
board . . . my transverse stick . . . my canoe-side.”
Malinowski diagrams the garden site as a square
piece of land subdivided into squares; the Tro-
brianders refer to it in the same terms as those which
they use in referring to a village—a bulky object or
an aggregate of bumps. When the plots in the gar-
den site are apportioned to the gardeners, the named
plots are assigned by name, the others by location
along each named side of the garden. After this, the
inner plots, the “belly” of the garden, are appor-
tioned. Following along a physical rim is a proce-
dure which we find elsewhere also. In a spell nam-
ing villages on the main island, there is a long list
of villages which lic along the coast northward, then
westward around the island, then south. To us, of
course, this is lineal order. But we have no indica-
tion that the Trobrianders sce other than geographi-
cal location, point after point, as they move over a
physically continuous area; the line as a guide to
procedure is not necessarily implied. No terms are
used here which might be taken as an implication
of continuity; no “along the coast” or “around” or
“northward.”

v

When we in our culture deal with events or ex-
periences of the self, we use the line as guide for
various reasons, two of which I shall take up here.
First, we feel we must arrange events chronologically
in a lineal order; how else could our historians dis-
cover the causes of a war or a revolution or a de-
feat? Among the Trobrianders, what corresponds to
our history is an aggregate of anecdotes, that is, un-
connected points, told without respect to chronologi-
cal sequence, or development, or causal relationship;
with no grammatical distinction made between
words referring to past events, or to present or con-
templated ones. And in telling an anecdote, they
take no care that a temporal sequence should be
followed. For instance, they said to Malinowski.
“They-eat-taro, they-spew-taro, they-disgusted-taro”;
but if time, as we believe, is a moving line, then
the revulsion came first in time, the vomiting was
the result, coming afterward. Again, they say, “This-
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here . . . ripes . . . falls-down truly gives-birth . . .
sits seed in belly-his”; but certainly the seed is there
first, and the birth follows in time, if time is lineal.

Secondly, we arrange events and objects in a se-
quence which is climactic, in size and intensity, in
emotional meaning, or according to some other
principle. We often arrange events from earlier to
later, not because we are interested in historical cau-
sation, but because the present is the climax of our
history. But when the Trobriander relates happen-
ings, there is no developmental arrangement, no
building up of emotional tone. His stories have no
plot, no lineal development, no climax. And when
he repeats his garden spell, his list is neither climac-
tic, nor anticlimactic; it sounds merely untidy to us:

“The belly of my garden lifts
The belly of my garden rises
The belly of my garden reclines
The belly of my garden is-a-bushhen’s-nest-in-lifting
The belly of my garden is-an-anthill
The belly of my garden lifts-bends
The belly of my garden is-an-ironwood-tree-in-lift-
ing
The belly of my garden lies-down
The belly of my garden burgeons.”

When the Trobrianders set out on their great
ceremonial kula expedition, they follow a preestab
lished order. First comes the canoe of the Tolab
waga, an obscure subclan. Next come the canoes of
the great chiefs. But this is not climactic; after the
great chiefs come the commoners. The order derives
meaning not from lineal sequence, but from corre-
spondence with a present, experienced, meaningful
pattern, which is the recreation or realization of the
mythical pattern; that which has been ordained of
old and is forever. Its meaning does not lie in an
item-to-item relationship, but in fitness, in the repeti-
tion of an established unit.

An ordering of this sort gives members of our so-
ciety a certain esthetic disphoria except when,
through deliberate training, we learn to go beyond
our cultural expectation; or, when we are too young
to have taken on the phrasings of our culture.
When we manipulate objects naively, we arrange
them on some climactic lineal principle. Think of a
college commencement, with the faculty arranged
in order of rank or length of tenure or other mark
of importance; with the students arranged accord-
ing to increasing physical height, from shortest to
tallest, actually the one absolutely irrelevant prin-
ciple as regards the completion of their college edu-
cation, which is the occasion for the celebration.
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Even when the sophisticated avoid this principle,
they are not unconscious of it; they are deliberately
avoiding something which is there,

And our arrangement of history, when we our-
selves are personally involved, is mainly climactic.
My great grandmother sewed by candle light, my
grandmother used a kerosene lamp, my mother did
her studying by gaslight, I did it by a naked electric
ceiling light, and my children have diffused fluores-
cent lighting. This is progress; this is the meaning-
ful sequence. To the Trobriander, climax in history
is abominable, a denial of all good, since it would
imply not only the presence of change, but also that
change increases the good; but to him value lies in
sameness, in repeated pattern, in the incorporation
of all time within the same point. What is good in
life is exact identity with all past Trobriand experi-
ence, and all mythical experience. There is no boun-
dary between past Trobriand existence and the pres-
ent; he can indicate that an action is completed, but
this does not mean that the action is past; it may be
completed and present or timeless. Where we would
say “Many years ago” and use the past tense, the
Trobriander will say, “In my father’s childhood”
and use non-temporal verbs; he places the event sit-
uationally, not temporally. Past, present, and future
are presented linguistically as the same, are present
in his existence, and sameness with what we call
the past and with myth, represents value to the Tro-
briander. Where we see a developmental line, the
Trobriander sees a point, at most swelling in value.
Where we find pleasure and satisfaction in moving
away from the point, in change as variety or prog-
ress, the Trobriander finds it in the repetition of the
known, in maintaining the point; that is, in what we
call monotony. Esthetic validity, dignity, and value
come to him not through arrangement into a climac-
tic line, but rather in the undisturbed incorporation
of the events within their original, nonlineal order.
The only history which has meaning for him is that
which evokes the value of the point, or which, in the
repetition, swells the value of the point. For exam-
ple, every occasion in which a kula object partici-
pates becomes an ingredient of its being and swells
its value; all these occasions are enumerated with
great satisfaction, but the lineal course of the travel-
ing kula object is not important.

As we see our history climactically, so do we plan
future experiences climactically, leading up to fu-
ture satisfaction or meaning. Who but a very young
child would think of starting a meal with straw-
berry shortcake and ending it with spinach? We
have come to identify the end of the meal with the
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height of satisfaction, and we identify semantically
the words dessert and reward, only because of the
similarity of their positions in a climactic line. The
Trobriand meal has no dessert, no line, no climax.
The special bit, the relish, is eaten wizh the staple
food; it is not something to “look forward to,”
while disposing of a meaningless staple.

None of the Trobriand activities are fitted into a
climactic line. There is no job, no labor, no drudg-
ery which finds its reward outside the act. All work
contains its own satisfaction. We cannot speak of
S——R here, as all action contains its own immanent
“stimulus.” The present is not a means to future sat-
isfaction, but good in itself, as the future is also
good in itself; neither better nor worse, neither cli-
mactic nor anticlimactic, in fact, not lineally con-
nected nor removed. It follows that the present is
not evaluated in terms of its place within a course
of action leading upward to a worthy end. In our
culture, we can rarely evaluate the present in itself.
I tell you that Sally is selling notions at Wool-
worth’s, but this in itself means nothing. It acquires
some meaning when I add that she has recently
graduated from Vassar. However, I go on to tell
you that she has been assistant editor of Vogue,
next a nursemaid, a charwoman, a public school
teacher. But this is a mere jumble; it makes no
sense and has no meaning, because the series leads
to nothing. You cannot relate one job to another,
and you are unable to see them discretely simply as
part of her being. However, I now add that she is
gathering material for a book on the working
mother. Now all this falls in line, it makes sense in
terms of a career. Now her job is good and it makes
her happy, because it is part of a planned climactic
line leading to more pay, increased recognition,
higher rank. There was a story in a magazine about
the college girl who fell in love with the milkman
one summer; the reader felt tense until it was dis-
covered that this was just a2 summer job, that it was
only a means for the continuation of the man’s edu-
cation in the Columbia Law School. Our evaluation
of happiness and unhappiness is bound with this
motion along an envisioned line leading to a desired
end. In the fulfillment of this course or career—
not in the fulfillment of the self as point—do we
find value. Qur conception of freedom rests on the
principle of noninterference with this moving line,
noninterruption of the intended course of action.

It is difficult to tell whether climax is given in
experience at all, or whether it is always imposed
on the given. At a time when progress and evolu-
tion were assumed to be implicit in nature, our mu-

CODIFICATIONS OF REALITY

sicians and writers gave us climactic works. Nowa-
days, our more reflective art does not present ex-
perience climactically. Then, is emotion itself cli-
mactic? Climax, for us, evokes “thrill” or “drama.”
But we have cultures, like the Tikopia, where life
is lived on an even emotive plane without thrill or
climax. Experiences which “we know to be” cli-
mactic, are described without climax by them. For
example, they, as well as the Trobrianders, described
intercourse as an aggregate of pleasurable experi-
ences. But Malinowski is disturbed by this; he can-
not place the erotic kiss in Trobriand experience,
since it has no climactic function. Again, in our cul-
ture, childbearing is climactic. Pregnancy is rep-
resented by the usual obstetrician as an uncomfort-
able means to a dramatic end. For most women, all
intensity of natural physical experience is nowadays
removed from the actual birth itself; but the ap-
proach of birth nevertheless is a period of mounting
tension, and drama is supplied by the intensive so-
cial recognition of the event, the dramatic accumu-
lation of gifts, flowers, telegrams. A pregnancy is
not formally announced since, if it does not eventuate
in birth, it has failed to achieve its end; and failure
to reach the climax brings shame. In its later stages
it may be marked with a shower; but the shower
looks forward to the birth, it does not celebrate the
pregnancy itself. Among the Trobrianders, preg-
nancy has meaning in itself, as a state of being. At
a first pregnancy, there is a long ceremonial involv-
ing “preparatory” work on the part of many peo-
ple, which merely celebrates the pregnancy. It does
not anchor the baby, it does not Aave as its purpose a
more comfortable time during the pregnancy, it
does not lead to an easier birth or a healthy baby. It
makes the woman’s skin white, and makes her be
at her most beautiful; yet this /eads zo nothing, since
she must not attract men, not even her own husband.

v

Are we then right in accepting without question
the presence of a line in reality? Are we in a posi-
tion to say with assurance that the Trobrianders
are wrong and we are right? Much of our present-
day thinking, and much of our evaluation, are based
on the premise of the line and of the line as good.
Students have been refused admittance to college
because the autobiographic sketch accompanying
their application showed absence of the line; they
lacked purposefulness and ability to plan; they were
inadequate as to character as well as intellectually.
Our conception of personality formation, our stress
on the significance of success and failure and of

VOL. XII, NO. 2



LEE

frustration in general, is based on the axiomatically
postulated line. How can there be blocking with-
out presupposed lineal motion or effort? If I walk
along a path because I like the country, or if it is
not important to get to a particular point at a par-
ticular time, then the insuperable puddle from the
morning’s shower is not frustrating; I throw stones
into it and watch the ripples, and then choose an-
other path. If the undertaking is of value in itself,
a point good in itself, and not because it leads to
something, then failure has no symbolic meaning;
it merely results in no cake for supper, or less money
in the family budget; it is not personally destruc-
tive. But failure is devastating in our culture, be-
cause it is not failure of the undertaking alone; it is
the moving, becoming, lineally conceived self which
has failed.

Ethnographers have occasionally remarked that
the people whom they studied showed no annoyance
when interrupted. Is this an indication of mild
temper, or might it be the case that they were not
interrupted at all, as there was no expectation of
lineal continuity? Such questions are new in an-
thropology and most ethnographers therefore never
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thought of recording material which would answer
them. However, we do have enough material to
make us question the line as basic to all experience;
whether it is actually present in given reality or not,
it is not always present in experienced reality. We
cannot even take it for granted as existing among
those members of our society who are not completely
or naively steeped in their culture, such as many of
our artists, for example. And we should be very
careful, in studying other cultures, to avoid the un-
examined assumption that their actions are based on
the prediction of a lineal reality.
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Air Force Medical and Dental Reserve Officers Asked to
Volunteer for Short Tours of Duty

A regulation has been published by the Air Force permitting medical and dental reserve
officers to volunteer for short periods of active duty of from 1 to 29 days a month, but not more
than go days of active duty during the fiscal year. This regulation will enable medical and dental
reserve officers to maintain an active interest in the Air Force Medical Service, as well as al-
leviate the critical shortage of medical and dental personnel in the Air Force. The duty will be
performed at Air Force bases convenient to the locality where the physician or dentist resides.
Where the vacancy and need at the base exists, arrangements will be made by the Base Surgeon
for intermittent service, adaptable to the requirements of the person’s civilian practice. Such
duty will be performed in the grade in which the officer is currently commissioned in the United
States Air Force Reserve, with full pay and allowances. Points towards retirement and promotion

are also earned.

More complete information may be obtained upon written request to the Surgeon of the
nearest Air Force base or to the Office of The Surgeon General, USAF, Washington 25, D. C.
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