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Acting for Others: Relational Transformations in Papua New Guinea, by Pascale
Bonnemere, translated by Nora Scott, foreword by Marilyn Strathern, Chicago, Hau
Books, 2018, xxi + 295 pp., illustrations, foreword, preface, glossary, references, index
(paperback), ISBN: 978-0-9973675-8-4

A quote from Meyer Fortes’ essay ‘Totem and Taboo’ (1966) is the epigraph used at the start of
this stimulating and detailed study of the Ankave people of Papua New Guinea: ‘[w]e know
that, regarded from the outside, a person can be seen as an “assemblage of statuses™. Bonne-
mere’s ethnography demonstrates the validity of this statement for Ankave people, male and
female, at different stages of their lives. However, there is another quote from this same Fortes
essay which the author takes issue with in her introductory chapter; it is also a quote that is
paraphrased in the first chapter of Marilyn Strathern’s The Gender of the Gift (1988): ‘the
force of food taboos lay in the knowledge that a person can only eat for him or herself; it is
not an activity someone can do for another’. Bonnemeére’s study is a vivid demonstration of
how the first quote is recurrently enacted in Ankave social and ritual relations. Her material
simultaneously shows that the opposite is the case with respect to the second (paraphrased)
quote from Fortes. What the Ankave eat and what they do not eat is directly implicated in
their relations with one another, most poignantly in what Bonnemere calls ‘relational trans-
formations’ which are the focus of her volume. And hence the title of her book: Acting for
Others. As such, the book critically engages with the substantial number of ethnographic
studies that have been produced on neighbouring Anga peoples (the language group to
which the Ankave belong) as well with much of the Melanesian-related work of Strathern,
who wrote a forward to the volume. Bonnemere’s study can be read both as an elaboration
of the relational view of personhood and gender developed in The Gender of the Gift and a
critique of some of its ideas.

The book is organised into 13 chapters as well as an introduction and conclusion. Chapters 1-
8 deal with various aspects of male initiation rituals. Here attention is given to the changes in
conduct and patterns of food consumption of both the initiate and his female kin that are
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necessary for the initiations, that is the particular relational transformations, to be deemed suc-
cessful. For example, Chapter 2 is titled “Your wife is pregnant, cover your head’. When a man
learns his wife is pregnant with their first child, he must immediately make three bark capes.
These will be worn for the duration of the pregnancy on the crown of the head by him, his
wife and his sister (preferably a real, elder sister). Among the various food taboos he must
follow is avoiding red pandanus sauce, a vegetal substitute for human blood. By contrast, his
wife consumes this food in large quantities. Bonnemeére explicates the logic of the myriad behav-
iour and food taboos in significant detail. In particular, she describes how the initiations prior to
this moment require a boy to act on the undifferentiated relations with his mother and eldest
sister. It is only through such transformations that a young man can become both a spouse
and a father, and also a maternal uncle. The Ankave see this as a process creating an effective
male person with mothers and sisters implicated at every stage of the male life cycle.

Chapters 9-11, then, focus on women’s lives, for which large-scale organised ceremonies
are absent. The only significant time a women is the object of another person’s action
(aside from the magical procedures performed on both female and male infants) is when a
woman changes her residence at marriage. In contrast to a boy, there is no need for a girl
to transform her relationship with her mother in order to grow up: ‘in the world of the
Ankave, to be the object of someone else’s action is decidedly not a relational position
befitting adults of the female sex’ (213).

Chapter 12 underscores the importance the Ankave place on the relational dimension in
their conception of personhood. This has been revealed in impressive detail through analysis
of the rituals and exchanges associated with the transformations performed over the Ankave
life-course covered in the preceding chapters. Bonnemere then briefly discusses Leenhardt’s
influential study Do Kamo (1979 [1947]) which pioneered consideration of what has come
to be known as relational personhood. She does this in order to highlight the prevalence of
dual forms—such as dual pronouns, for example ‘both of us’—used in the New Caledonian
languages Leenhardt wrote about. For Leenhardt this illustrates the relational aspect of Mela-
nesian personhood, because such a linguistic form prioritises a symmetrical relation between
persons instead of a single standpoint of the person. Bonnemeére finds similar examples in
Ankave kinship terms with distinct dual and plural forms for a range of relations, for
example between a man and his younger brother or between cross-cousins. Personal names
are also analogously marked by a relational conception of the person.

Chapter 13 addresses the extent to which Bonnemeére’s analysis of Ankave personhood and
its associated life cycle rituals fit with the existing anthropological literature on the ‘Melanesian
person’. Again, she returns to Leenhardt’s study as the starting point for such discussions. She
briefly mentions Kenneth Read’s classic paper on the Gahuka-Gama ideas of morality and the
person where he contrasts their ideas with Western notions. This is a strategy also adopted in
distinctive ways in Strathern’s The Gender of the Gift that provides an explicit model of the
Melanesian person.

A key portion of Strathern’s text is devoted to a critique of initiation rituals among Anga
speakers described by Herdt (Sambia) and Godelier (Baruya). Strathern contests the analysis
of these studies which argue the purpose of such rituals is for ‘making men’. By contrast,
Strathern re-analyses such rituals according to her model of gender and sociality. Bonnemeére
subscribes to the broad thrust of this critique, noting ‘gender is not a personal attribute but is
determined by the kind of relations established within a specific action’ (242). However, there
is a corollary to Strathern’s model that Bonnemeére suggests does not apply to the Ankave eth-
nography. According to the model, persons are a ‘microcosm of relations’ and in this way,
relations are contained in persons. This means that persons can be divided and it is possible
to extract or detach parts whereby relations can be ‘substantialised’, transforming them into
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‘material entities’ such as semen. Bonnemeére argues that this does not work for the Ankave
during their lives. Only at death are there transactions of objects that represent a detachable
part of the person. It is only then that a person is no longer able to act for himself or
herself or for close kin. At this point, a man or woman becomes what is known as a ‘dividual’
and their relational parts can be substituted for objects. Bonnemere’s productive critique of a
key tenet in The Gender of the Gift highlights both the continuing significance of this landmark
text and its limitations.

Bonnemere’s study is not only an ethnographically rich and theoretically astute examin-
ation of initiation in Melanesia. Her analysis also has relevance beyond this region, highlight-
ing the importance of investigating the intrinsic relations between male and female in any form
of social process. Becoming a man or woman may be the outcome of acting for others, where
relations are transformed and persons assume the statuses deemed appropriate for their
particular time and place.
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francais par Nora Scott. Chicago, HAU Books, 322 p., illustr., tabl.,
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Dans cette édition anglaise de son livre Agir pour un autre. La construction de la
personne masculine en Papouasie-Nouvelle-Guinée (2015), Pascale Bonnemére remet en
question les notions de « genre » et de « personne » a partir de ses travaux ethnographiques
en Océanie. Critiquant I’invisibilité des femmes dans la littérature sur les populations
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de Papouasie-Nouvelle-Guinée, I’auteure s’attache ici a démontrer I’importance de la
participation des femmes dans la construction identitaire des hommes lors des rites de passage
chez les Ankave-Anga de la vallée de la Suowi. Alors que ses prédécesseurs — tels Maurice
Godelier, Pierre Lemonnier et Gilbert Herdt — affirmaient que les femmes devaient étre
exclues du processus de maturation des jeunes hommes chez les Ankave-Anga, Bonnemere
souligne le réle fondamental de ces derniéres en tant que méres, sceurs et épouses des jeunes
initiés. Elle propose ainsi une importante réinterprétation des rituels des hommes dans cette
région du Pacifique. Par rapport & la publication originale francaise, cette nouvelle édition
présente une plus grande diversité de travaux portant sur des peuples du sud de Papouasie—
Nouvelle-Guinée, ce qui permet une plus fine comparaison ethnographique. Cet ouvrage offre
ainsi une contribution importante a I’ethnographie de Papouasie-Nouvelle-Guinée ainsi qu’a
I’étude anthropologique des rituels.

En premiére partie, Bonnemere recense les écrits ethnographiques traitant des rituels
chez les Ankave-Anga, faisant une large place aux travaux des spécialistes de la région
précédemment cités. Elle y remet en question I’interprétation selon laquelle les rituels des
hommes n’impliquent pas la participation des femmes. Dans les chapitres suivants, en
s’appuyant sur la logique relationnelle comme point d’entrée analytique, I’auteure s’attache
a mettre en évidence I'importance du rdle des membres de la famille dans la construction de
la personne, leur agencéité, leur capacité d’agir sur le devenir de leurs proches. A partir des
observations effectuées lors de ses nombreux terrains ethnographiques, Bonnemeére décrit et
analyse la vie rituelle et sociale des Ankave-Anga, s’intéressant notamment a la naissance
d’un premier enfant, aux différentes phases des rituels des hommes et au mariage, révélant
que ces rites de passage sont liés les uns aux autres dans le but de permettre la construction
identitaire de la personne, ou la notion de « genre » est centrale. Dans un univers ou I’individu
est défini par sa position et ses relations avec les autres, I’auteure démontre que les paroles et
les actes de chacun ont une incidence sur les autres, que ce soit par des interdits alimentaires
imposés au mari pour veiller au bien-étre de sa conjointe enceinte ou encore par des gestes
gu’une mere et son fils doivent exécuter au méme moment, mais dans des lieux différents,
lors de I’initiation des jeunes hommes. Ces relations intimes et complexes, dans lesquelles
les proches sont enchevétrés, permettent a la personne de se transformer, d’acquérir le statut
auquel elle souhaite ultimement accéder : pere, mere, oncle maternel, sceur, grand-mere,
grand-peére, etc. Ainsi, les femmes, comme les hommes, contribuent au développement de
la masculinité chez les Ankave-Anga. Bonnemeére conclut par la mise en dialogue de ses
analyses avec les débats actuels autour de la personne relationnelle, particulierement sur la
base des travaux de I’anthropologue Marilyn Strathern au sujet de la notion de « personne »
en Mélanésie, une conception fort différente de celle des sociétés occidentales.

Le point fort de Acting for Others est sans aucun doute la description détaillée et
minutieuse des mondes rituels des Ankave-Anga. En effet, Bonnemeére n’hésite pas a présenter
de nombreux détails afin de faciliter la compréhension du lecteur, par exemple lorsqu’elle
releve chacun des aliments composant un certain type de repas (communautaire, initiatique,
etc.). Grace a ses nombreux séjours aupres des Ankave-Anga, Bonnemere dispose d’un riche
matériel ethnographique dans lequel puiser pour produire des descriptions convaincantes. Cet
usage de I’ethnographie rend le livre accessible aux lecteurs qui ne seraient pas familiers avec
cette aire culturelle ou avec I’étude anthropologique des rituels. Il aurait été sans doute utile
de situer plus explicitement la pratique des rituels dans le contexte contemporain en traitant,
par exemple, de I’impact de la globalisation sur la société des Ankave-Anga. L’auteure ne
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mentionne pas si des changements sont intervenus, au cours des dernieres décennies, dans les
rituels décrits. Néanmoins, cet ouvrage est sans contredit une référence en regard de I’étude
des rituels dans cette région du Pacifique.
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