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Nicole Revel presents us with a book that is a pleasure to read. It is as warm and friendly as 

the author herself. The fruit of thirty years of field work and of cooperation with the Palawan 

highlanders (who live on one of the southern islands of the Philippines), the work is a valu­

able addition to world literature. The book gives the reader a unique experience, and is not 

simply clever and insightful. Thorough knowledge of the language and the fine poetical and 

musical feeling of Revel, herself a linguist and ethnologist, enabled her to understand and to 

transmit to the reader the artistic world of the “others” (i.e., those of another, completely for­

eign culture). The book includes a sound recorded version of a Palawan story in verse that 

was performed to a specific melody by a singer named Masinu. French and English transla­

tions are given on facing pages. Following the discussion, the author provides relevant ethno­

graphic data, musical notations of the performance, a description of its literary qualities, and 

information on the recording and editing of the text in both French and English. The singer 

and his art are also described, and the story is compared to more versions of the same story
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and to other Palawan stories recorded by Revel. The book ends with a bibliography that will 

introduce the lay reader to Philippine tribal literatures.

The work of literature presented is part of a culture completely outside the Euro-Afro 

(Mediterranean) -Asian sphere, in spite of Arabic, Muslim, and H indu influences mentioned 

below. Revel labels the story a epopee, epic，” which is an ethnopoetic genre identified in 

the Euro-Afro-Asian culture area (which encompasses Christian Europe, Muslim North 

Africa, the Near and Middle East, Central Asia, and H indu and Muslim India). The present 

reviewer doubts that non-Euro-Afro-Asian oral literatures can and should be classified with 

the same conceptual tools and measured according to the same scales as Euro-Afro-Asian oral 

literatures. Each culture and cultural area will have its own literary genres. In addition, there 

is a problem with the very definition of the ethnopoetic genre of epic in the Euro-Afro-Asian 

culture area, but here is not the place to discuss this problem (see JASON n.d., vol.I, Part A).

Another question I would like to raise concerns what the Mamiminbin story is about? 

Is it a story about winning a wife, or is it a story teaching that custom {adat) should be scrupu­

lously observed? The question can be answered only in the framework of the whole reper­

toire of the Palawan oral literature— a repertoire that is unfortunately not at the reviewer’s 

disposal.

To conclude, I humbly offer some practical suggestions. The reader would benefit from 

an alphabetic glossary with explanations of the Palawan terms and names scattered through­

out the book. Such a glossary would reduce the number of notes and make it easier for the 

reader to look up quickly the meaning of a term that he forgot. At the same time, the lin­

guistic properties of a term could be touched upon. For example, the term “adat” means 

“good manners, custom, customary law” (see page 393), while in Arabic cadat means cus­

toms; and the term “ditvata，” which can be translated as “Master of things，” or “other being” 

(i.e., non-human higher force [see page 389]), is similar to the H ind i term devata, which can 

be translated as a “godling，” or a “lower divinity.” As the concepts that these two terms desig­

nate are rather central to culture (any culture!) and consequently to our understanding of the 

workings of a society, it is significant to know that they are taken over from specific other cul­

tures.
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For anyone with experience in the northern Thai hills, this book will probably recall delight-


