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Abstract

This thesis offers a reanalysis of the ethnography of the Asmat of Irian Jaya in the
context of the colonial encounter of the present century. The Asmat, a group of
people inhabiting a large area of the alluvial plain of south West Papua, have a
reputation for ferocity . In this thesis I examine Asmat cosmology by exploring the
constitutive elements of the headhunting and cannibalism, which gave rise to the
reputation for ferocity, and the woodcarving for which the Asmat are internationally
renowned.

The analysis draws together two aspects of current anthropology. First I situate the
ethnography historically and culturally. Second I examine Asmat cosmology which
seem "strange" and constitutes the "other." Such examination forms the basis for the
comparative exercise which characterises anthropology. The analysis may be divided
into two parts which are integral to each other: (i) a consideration of the way that the
Asmat are located in the colonial and global economic and social contexts (ii) an
examination of the cosmology of the Asmat as it is evident in their everyday life and
the ritual and mythic corpus.

The thesis is informed by a number of theoretical approaches which rather than
conflicting are complementary. A reading of Foucault tempered by the structural
analyses of Sahlins is the basis of the situating of the Asmat and their ethnography in
the initial stages of the thesis. While Foucault is used to elaborate upon the way in
which western knowledge is gained through power relations Sahlins perspective allows
for the creative and productive potential of the people under study.

Asmat cosmology is redolent with the themes of death and regeneration and maleness
and femaleness. The heady mixture of death, sex and creation permeates the ritual and
mythic corpus and the related material objects but it also is vital to the subsistence
activities of the people. The cosmology which supported the headhunting and
cannibalism of the not so distant past underlies the subsistence activities of today. In
analysing the cosmology I have used Castro, Levi-Strauss, Kapferer, Ricoeur and
Schutz.

The final chapter of the thesis contains an examination of the conjuncture of the Asmat
and a global culture which not only appropriates their art but also constitutes them in
particular instances. In the conjuncture between the Asmat and global culture within
the colonising processes of this century I argue that there is not only the obliteration of
the culture of a people but also the possibility for its reproduction.
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