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Reviewed by Michael E. Bell 

F i r t h l s  book is  divided i n t o  two major p a r t s ,  t he  first being 
t h e o r e t i c a l  and' h i s t o r i c a l ,  and the  second being t he  app l ica t ion  
o f  methodology t o  specific exahples. In  Par t  I ,  he discusses 
var ious  conceptions of symbols ( r e f e r r i n g  t o  works by philoso- 
phers ,  psychologists ,  s o ~ i o l o g ~ s t s ,  anthropologis ts ,  and fo lk-  
l o r i s t s ) ,  b r i e f l y  t r a c e s  the  h i s t o r y  of i n t e r e s t  i n  symbolism 
(beginning i n  t h e  19th  century and concentrat ing on r e l i g i o n ,  
r i t u a l ,  and mythology) , out l ines  severa l  o f  the  contemporary 
anthropological  approaches t o  studying symbols, and then sketches - 
some of t he  problems and p o t e n t i a l  i n s igh t s  provided by t he  s tudy 
of symbols and symbolic behavior. I n  Par t  11, F i r t h  ayp l ies  a 
kind o f  genera l ,  soc io-cul tura l  approach t o  studying symbols t o  
severa l  s p e c i f i c  examples: f o o d  symbolism among t he  T i k o p i a ,  
the  symbolism of h a i r  (which is  genera l ly  c ross -cu l tu ra l ,  but 
emphasizes t h e  Western wor ld ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  United S t a t e s ) ,  
the  symbolic aspects  o f  g ree t ing  and par t ing  behavior ( e spec i a l l y  
i n  terms o f  bodily movements), the  symbolism of f l a g s ,  and t he  
meanings and i n t e rp re t a t i ons  o f  g iv ing and receiving.  - In t h e  
l a s t  chapter ,  Firth r a i s e s  some t h e o r e t i c a l  (and metaphysical) 
quest ions regarding t he  vsubstancew of symbo l s  : Where is  t he  
substance located?  In  t he  symbol i t s e l f ?  In i t s  pu ta t ive  



re fe ren t  ( ~ r  "surfacew meaning)? In t he  less-obvious r e f e r en t  
( or  *underlyingq* meaning) ? In  t he  r e l a t i onsh ip  betGeen symbol 
and r e f e r en t ?  F i r t h  seems t o  answer these  quest ions from a 
bas i ca l l y  pragmatic , func t iona l  stancipoint . But I s m  getting 
ahead of myself; l e t ' s  begin with Firth's d e f i n i t i o n  of 
wsymbol. * ' 

For F i r t h ,  "the essence of symbolism lies i n  t h e  recognit ion of 
one t h ing  a s  s tanding f o r  ( rerprzsent ing)  another?  t he  . r e l a t i on  
between them normally being t h a t  of concrete t o  abstract, par- 
t i c u l a r  t o  generalm '. (p,  15).  F i r t h  r e f e r s  t o  Charles Sanders 
Peircels t r i p a r t i t e  d iv i s i on  which d i s t ingu i shes  ,&&& , 

and symbol. Symbols a r e  a r b i t r a r y  because they  are- in te rp re ted  
according t o  hab i t  br conven3ion. Thus, in. t h e  Presence- of a 
c e r t a i n  symbol, one should be. expected t o  behave according t o  . 
some general  s o c i a l  ru le .  F i r t h ' s  major objec t ion  t o  Pe i rce ' s  
treatment of s igns  and. symbols. is t h a t .  he did not take. t he  w'social 
componentq* f a r  enough. Peirce did not d iscuss  exac t ly  'hbw it is 
t h a t  symbols become conven%ional, t h a t  t he  r u l e s  a re  agreed upon 
by groups 'of people. This, according t o  F i r t h ,  i s  where t he  . 
- t - L ' - ~ * n l ? ? g p i ~ t  can contr ibute  t o  t h e  study of symbolsr "Essentraliy, uu i+. the  anthropological  appr,oach is 
cornparat ive , bbservat i o n a l l s - ~  , ~ ~ ~ ~ + . j  onalist,  re la t ive ly '  neut ra l -  
is t  [*?]. It links t he  occurrence and in t t rpre ta t ions  - of  s -nbbl i sm 
t o  s o c i a l  s t r uc tu r e s  and s o c i a l  events  i n  specific condi$ionsw 
(P.  25),  he philosopher r e f l e c t s  upon symbols and- symbolization, 
bu t  h i s  treatment tends t o  be in t rospect ive  and ahecdotal. The 
antkropologist  can make gosod use o f  phi losophical  frameworks by 
applying them-to  ac tua l ,  observed s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n s ,  where, 
presumably, they may be t e s t e d  and ref ined.  

Several  s i g n i f i c a n t  points  emerge i n  F i r t h ' s  discussion of symbols. 
F i r s t ,  symbols a r e  character is -k ica l ly  ambiguous. This apparent 
f a c t  leads  t o  con f l i c t i ng  i n t e rp re t a t i ons  which i n  t u r n  generate 
s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t  and publ ic  debate ( o r  even physical violence and 
warfare) .  This kind b f  ambiguity and subsequent c o n f l i c t  can be 
seen e spec i a l l y  i n  the  area of p o l i t i c a l  and r e l i g ious  symbolism. 
One of t h e ' s t r o n g  recommendations of F i r t h ' s  wprk i s  his generous 
use o f  examples t o  i l l u s t r a t e  general  p r i nc ip l e s  and ideasr  

, 

without a variety of s p e c i f i c  examples, much o f  F i r t h ' s  discussion 
would be abs t r ac t  and opaque. Firth seems t o  recognize t h i s ,  
f o r  h e  presents  the  reader  with examples ranging from r e l i g ious  
r i t u a l s  of the '  Tikopia t o  diplomatic p r ac t i c e s  between t he  United 
States and Japan in t he  post-Vietnam era.  

Because symbols can be in terpreted i n  various ways, t he  existence 
o f  a l t e r n a t i v e  choices becomes an important a rea  o f  ' inquiry.  
Although P i r t h  i s  not very rigorous o r  e x p l i c i t  .in h i s  handling 
of freedom of  choice-in i n t e rp r e t a t i on ,  he does indicate by 
l i b e r a l  use of-.example haw a l t e r n a t i v e  i n t e rp re t a t i ons  o f  symbols 



may become a source f o r  changes i n  s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and 
r e l i g ious  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  Nainly by implicat ion,  F i r t h  views 
cu l t u r e  and soc i e ty  a s  dynamic and processual t t i is  instrumental  . 

conception of symbols and symbolism is apparent. F i r t h  a s s e r t s  
t h a t  one should pay a t t e n t i o n  t o  the s i t u a t i o n s  and contexts  o f .  
a symbolls use. The primary problem f o r  an anthropologist  is 
t o  ''examine t he  forms of symbolic s tatement ,  t o  t r y  and under- 
s tand t he  system of ideas  they express ,  t he  order  o f  t he  system, 
and t he  e f f e c t s  associa ted  with t he  use of  such symbolic conceptsn 
( p .  428). Accordingly, F i r t h  at tempts  t o  minimize t he  super- 
organic,  r e i f i e d  approach t o  ~ymbolism. For  example, i n  d is -  
cussing t he  l im i t a t i ons  of *lsymbolic spheres,  '* Firth says t h a t  
"anthropologists  sometimes have a tendency t o  wr i te  as i f  once 
a symbolic equivalence has been a r r ived  at i n  one context  then 
it is ava i l ab le  for app l ica t ion  i n  a l l  o ther  s o c i a l  contexts .  
I do not  be l ieve  t h i s  t o  be t he  case* (pa  260). With occasional  .. 
lapses F i r t h  is successful  i n  avoiding t he  idea t h a t  t he r e  is  
some constant  o r  invar ian t  meaning of a symbol which e x i s t s  apar t  
from specific contexts, either in t h e  mind o r  as some ideal 
e n t i t y .  

For me, t he  most i r r i t a t i n g  t h e o r e t i c a l  problem in F i r t h ' s  book 
cen te r s  around his d i s t i n c t i o n  between **privatew and *publicw 
symbols. A t  t imes,  e spec i a l l y  i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  p a r t  of t h e  book, 
t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  seems t o  be based on the notion of "under- 
s tanding."  A "pr ivatea  symbol is one t h a t  is experienced and 
understood.by a s i ng l e  individual :  h i s  knowledge and under- 
s tanding is not shared by others .  A "publicN symbol, by c o n t r a s t ,  
is one whose meaning is known and understood by a c o l l e c t i v i t y  of 
individuals .  F i r t h  uses examples of dreams and. hal luc i n a t  ions 
t o  c l a r i f y  t he  d i f fe rences  between public and private symbols. 
But i f  t he  criterion of 'runderstandingq is used i n  making the 
distinction, several  problems a r i s e .  Granted t h a t  the images 
one has while dreaming are c e r t a i n l y  p r iva t e  i n  t he  sense thaC 
they a re  unique t o  one person--only he experiences the dream a t  
first hand. But dreams are only images ; they do not become ' 

symbolic u n t i l  they are in te rp re ted ,  assigned some meaning, o r  
used i n  some s p e c i f i c  context.  Once images become symbols, it 
seems t o  me t h a t  they also become public. That is, t he  meanings 
a r e  assigned--the symbols are  used--according t o  some mode of  
i n t e r p r e t a t  ion which is  s o c i a l l y  generated and t o  which, o the rs  
have access, whether t h a t  mode be Freudian or  the African Zionist 
Church. 

It may be t h a t  t h i s  apparent problem a r i s e s  from F i r t h ' s  ambiguous 
use of language i n  definingcthe d i s t i n c t i o n  between p r iva t e  and 
public symbols, f o r  as I read through ..the book ( e spec i a l l y  the 
examples used i n  t he  l a t e r  part of Chapter 6 ) ,  I began t o  i n f e r  
t h a t  t he  d i s t i n c t i o n  was being based on "acceptancew r a t h e r  than 
"understandingeW For example, a person has a dream and gives  it 



a p a r t i c u l a r  in t e rp re ta t - ion .  Others . understand . h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  
but do not  accept  it as a v a l i d  one, :';:,Pt .this ,po.int, F i r t h  would 
term t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  unacceptable .interpret-at Son a .  ' lpr ivatew 
one ; % t h u s ,  h5s symbols would ,be "private ,  perhaps F i r t h  ' could 
have avoided some confusion by avoiding t h e  terms "p r iva tew and ' 

"publ icw a l toge the r .  They seem t o  connote a dualism . , which F i r t h  
denies  i m p l i c i t l y  throughout h i s  book. 

. a 

Any work which t a c k l e s  a sud j e c t  as broad and complex 'as symbols 
and .Syrnboljeation i s  a l ike ly . - cand ida te  f o r  c r i t i s i s m ~ o n  t h e  
grounds t h a t  i t .  a t tempts  . t ~ o ,  .much i n  t o o  ' l i t t l e  - awc.~, I do not  
be l ieve  . t X a t  ' i f ; k ~ u l d  be'* f&ir t o J , 6 f f e r -  such , ' ' rit:cis? @f m b o l s .  
To be s u r e ,  F i r t h  neg lec t s  t20 mention s c h o l a r s  t h a t  *another 

- author  might f i n d  germinal. (Pe r sona l ly ,  1. would- have included 
a d i ~ . c u s s i o n  of Witt.genste in1 s views about language arid meaning. 
Other . fnlk?,or js ts  may oi thnr  hp g r ~ t j  f i e d  or annoyed t o  l e a r n  
that M a x  Muller. is me.nt ioned  only once. ) B u t  F i r t h  does not ' 

in tend  h ig  book t o  be a "comprehensive general wnrkw (p.  9 ) ~ .  
He has attempted t o  include a "range of  ideas  and m a t o r i a l "  
(p .  9 )  t h a t  r e l a t e  no t  j u s t  t o  t h e  s tudy of symbols, but  more 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  t o  t h e  s tudy of symbols by anthropologi&ts ,  "proto- 
anthropologi .s ts ,  .and those  who. have had some recognizable  , 
in f luence ,  on qnthropologica l  th inking .  ~ e '  has- been c a r e f u l  t o  
s e l e c t  exemplars which he sees  as representa t fv 'e  of larger - 
approaches t o  t h e  sub jec t .  ' If your f a v o r i t e .  s y m b ~ l i s t  is no* 
included i n  F i r t h 1  s 'work, t h e  chances a r e  that a c lose  ' i n t e l l e c t -  
u a l . r e l a t i v e  s t ands  i n  h i s  place. I doubt t K a t  , F i r t h  cou ld  have 
c a r r i e d  out t h i s  s tudy  . in  any o t h e r  way. 

F o l k l o r i s t s  may f i n d  Chapter . 3  (*!Development o f '  ~ n t h r o ~ o l o ~ i c a l  
I n t e r e s t  i n  Symbolsw) p a r t i c u l a r l y  help.fu1 i n  grasping t h e  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  context  of t h e  emergence . of  k n t e r e s t  i n  sjrlnbolism 
by f o l k l o r i s t s .  For example, most of us 'are  f a m i l i a r + w i t h  t h e  
gene ra l  impact o f  t h e  romant i c  movement - on f o l k l o r e  s t u d i e s  ; 
perhaps fewer o f  us a r e  f a m i l i a r  wi th  t h e  ideqs of Kar l -Ph i l l ip  
Moritz,  Jacques Antoine Dulaure, and:Friedrich Creuzer. Like- 
wise, :Chapter  4 ( t l C r y s t a l l i z a t i o n  of:Problems of Symbol Theory*) 
t r e a t s  a range of approaches and s c h o l a r s ,  inc luding  ethno- 
graphic  (and: ' funct ional)  , , psychological ,  and s t r u c t u r a l .  F i r t h *  s 
d iscuss ion  provides  an.  e a s i l y  access ib le  means- to  f i l l i n g - i n  some 
of t h e  gaps i n  our knowledge. If you have some e x p e r t i s e  i n  one 
p a r t i c u l a r  approach ( o r  scholar), you may f i nd  F i r t h 1  s description 
and a n a l y s i s  of it ( o r  him) t o o  s u p e r f i c i a l .  You probably 
should not  read Smbols with t h e  i n t e n t  of becoming an exper t  i n  
one o r  another  area o f  t h e  s u b j e c t ,  but r a t h e r  t o  g e t  a s e n s i b l e  
overview' o f  it. F i r t h  provides ample: r e fe rences  t o  al low you t o  
pursue i n  much more d e t a i l  any of a great va r i e ty  of  themes; 
therein l i e s  S~mbols*  g r e a t e s t  value. ' - . ,. 




