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ABSTRACT

The extensive anthropological literature concerning
menstrual taboos has been dominated by symbolic
and structural analyses. It tells us little about how
people actually engage such taboos in their daily
lives or about how taboos change through time. I
argue that a more historically conscious, practice-
oriented approach is needed and employ the Kwaio
case to demonstrate how such an approach can re-
veal taboos as emergent and dynamic creations
that both shape and respond to social change.
[taboo, menstruation, confession, gender relations,
religious change, Melanesia)

Something like that happened in my hamlet just the other day. Our
classificatory father Siosi was dying. His niece Suusana had violated a
[menstrual] taboo, and though we questioned her, she wouldn’t confess.
We interrogated Suusana for two days, only her, but she wouldn’t admit
it. She said, “I'm not going to confess to anything. IfThad done something
then I would tell about it, but you have the wrong person. Even though
you've divined that it was me, you're mistaken. I'm being falsely ac-
cused.” Then, during further divination, one man was possessed by an
ancestral spirit, and the spirit said, “All right, if she denies my accusation,
then wait for my punishment.” And then we other men who were sitting
there asking her questions, we all started crying, the ancestor made us
cry out like this: “Oh you, if you continue to hide your violation, that man
is going to die. You must tell all aboutit.” . . . The ancestor spoke through
us all, and the ancestor cried through us while we talked: “If you keep
hiding this thing this man is going to die, but if you confess to it then this
man will live.” It went on like that for some time but it did no good, and
by nightfall there were three different men interrogating that woman. But
even so, Suusana wouldn’t budge. We kept at it for a long time, but it was
impossible; she wouldn’t tell. And when morning came, our father died.

Then, a group of men arrived to mourn Siosi, and they said, “You
people, Siosi has died like this, what are we going to do? Maybe this taboo
violation has occurred, or maybe not; maybe you were interrogating that
woman for nothing. Let’s divine some more.” So that group of men
performed another divination, and they concluded, “No, it really was
you, Suusana, who broke the rule, and that is why he died. You cannot
lie about it any more.” After a long time Suusana confessed: “Yes, I
violated a taboo in the house.” The man dies, and only then does she
confessit! If she had been a younger woman, I thinkIwould have slapped
her. I was so angry. I said to her, “You, did you just get what you wanted?
You see this man die, and only then do you confess? But when he was still
alive we asked and asked and you wouldn’t tell?” If she had been a
younger woman, I would have slapped her.

—Excerpt from tape recording of author’s 1992 discussion with John

enstrual and related “women’s taboos” sit at the center of daily
religious life in much of Kwaio today. These taboos and viola-
tions of them are a primary concern of ancestral spirits and
therefore also of community divinations and purificatory sacri-
fice. In this Solomon Islands society, women are believed to
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violate the taboos frequently, often at great cost to their
communities. A crucial determinant of every woman’s status
is her proper, or improper, observance of taboos, especially
whether or not she reports her errors. Both the prevalence of
women'’s violations and the great anxiety surrounding them
are relatively recent, dating from the mid-1940s, and ideas
about women’s taboos continue to change today, as do the
taboos themselves.

As a modern taboo system in flux, the Kwaio case fits
uneasily within the menstruation literature, particularly
that from Melanesia. Researchers like Langness (1974),
Meggitt (1964), and Read (1971) analyzed menstrual taboos
as expressing deep-seated male-female antagonisms and
stressed how the Papua New Guinea Highlands people they
studied conceived of female substances as polluting and
dangerous. Later writers such as Faithorn (1975), Keesing
(1985, 1987), Meigs (1978, 1984), Poole (1981), and Marilyn
Strathern (1988), and outside of Melanesia Buckley and Got-
tlieb (1988), countered that such perspectives could distort
or oversimplify. They argued that in many cultures men-
struation has been positively marked or has empowered
women, that in others, men too are potentially “polluting,”
and that purity and pollution, like gender itself, can be fluid,
multivalent concepts, grounded contextually rather than
absolutely.

Nearly all studies of menstrual taboos in Melanesia
have been ahistorical symbolic or structural analyses of ab-
stracted and otherwise simplified taboo systems. As noted
by Jeffrey Clark (1993; also Clark and Hughes 1995:330-339),
scholars have rarely considered how ideas or rules concern-
ing “pollution” might change, despite the tremendous amount
of attention given to shifting gender relations in the region.
Beliefs about menstrual pollution, in particular, have often
been treated as quintessentially “traditional” elements of
the societies that hold them, and recognition of the mutability
of pollution concepts generally has not sparked study of how
they may be historically constituted. With few exceptions—
most notably the innovative work of Clark and fellow ethno-
graphers of the Huli in Papua New Guinea (see note 1)—
changes in ideas or practices surrounding menstruation are
usually mentioned, if at all, only in passing comments that
taboos have persisted, declined, or disappeared.

A second, closely related gap in the literature on Mela-
nesian menstrual taboos has been the striking lack of case
material available showing how taboos play out in practice
beyond ideal norms (i.e., menstruating women in X society
do Y). One is left to wonder, among other things, if they are
ever violated and what happens when they are. Contempo-
rary anthropological interests in how symbolic systems are
engaged in day-to-day life have inspired little practice-
based analysis of beliefs surrounding menstruation in the
region.! Presentist approaches that focus primarily on sym-
bolic and structural abstractions can be quite valuable but
are by themselves inadequate when the goal is to under-

stand how such beliefs actually affect women’s and men’s
lives. Singular pitfalls await the unwary researcher here. The
multivalent nature of symbols is especially palpable in men-
struation, which can carry remarkably diverse and often
paradoxical meanings. Because menstruation is physically
exclusive to women, it can be tempting to select one or an-
other of its connotations—negative or positive—and from
that draw broader inferences about women’s status or power.
But such social consequences do not follow smoothly from
symbolic values. For example, in Melanesia as elsewhere,
sacred power and danger generally go hand in hand, and
communities must protect themselves by carefully moni-
toring and regulating sacred substances and activities. If
women, or some women, or particular women are deemed
incapable of properly controlling menstruation or other po-
tent female substances, then it may fall to men, or perhaps
more senior women, to police or supervise them. In other
words, when menstruation is seen as sacred and powerful,
this may not empower women or otherwise enhance their
status, and it can sometimes justify their subjugation.

The dearth of case studies of menstrual taboos and
practices in social play has inhibited scholars’ ability to un-
derstand how they change. Cases can illuminate how men-
strual beliefs articulate with social life, their actual impact
on gender and other social relations, and the mechanisms
through which they are generated and transformed. In
Kwaio, the best way to understand the modern taboo sys-
tem is, as Barth noted for Ok cosmology in Papua New
Guinea, “not by construing more order in it, but by better
accounting for its production” (1987:84). Kwaio taboos are
produced and change through their continual application
in real cases, and so one must look to cases to understand
them. In this article, I concentrate on a single case that dis-
plays numerous aspects of women’s taboos as they mesh
with men’s and women’s lives. The case also exhibits unique
elements involving religious innovation and experimenta-
tion, with implications for ongoing shifts in Kwaio gender
relations. More broadly, the article demonstrates how a
more historical, practice-based analysis can reveal a radi-
cally different and more dynamic picture of menstrual ta-
boos and beliefs than have more purely structural or sym-
bolic approaches. Before I can delve into our case, however,
readers must understand some fundamentals of Kwaio an-
cestors and taboos, particularly women’s taboos.

Ancestors and their taboos

Mountain Kwaio religion, like other non-Christian religions
on the island of Malaita, centers on the spirits of ancestors,
the most important of whom lived ten and more genera-
tions ago. These spirits are the moral hub of society: They
established Kwaio traditions when they were alive, and to-
day they enforce their prescriptive and proscriptive rules for
proper living—what I call here “taboos” (Kwaio: abunga)—



among those descendants who sacrifice pigs to them. There
are thousands of taboos across Kwaio, some of them general
but many specific to individual spirits. Most concern par-
ticular foods or words, social interactions, gardening or rit-
ual procedures and abstentions, and women’s bodily wastes.
Even close neighbors may maintain relationships with dis-
tinctive constellations of ancestors, and thus, to some de-
gree, different people observe different sets of taboos (see
Akin 1993:ch. 7).

Kwaio hamlets average about ten people in size, and
coresidents of hamlets and hamlet clusters are liable to an-
cestral punishment for each other’s taboo violations (and
those of visitors). The person punished may even be unaware
of the offending act. Particularly significant here is that an-
cestors will afflict a hamlet’s men if a coresident woman
conceals a taboo violation involving female substances. This
collective liability means people must be attentive to each
other’s behavior, particularly that of women. Although an-
cestors are quite concerned with people’s intent in follow-
ing their taboos, they insist that even accidental violations
be righted through public confession and sacrificial pigs. In
the past, some grave violations could be atoned for by killing
the perpetrator or some other person, which would appease
the spirits and negate the need for pig sacrifices.

Actions that please ancestors are socially valued and
prestigious; intentional acts that displease them—for exam-
ple, concealing one’s taboo violations—are antisocial and
stigmatized. Social relations between people and their an-
cestors, like those between living people, are built foremost
on exchange. The spirits, for their part, empower descen-
dants and protect them from malevolent human and numi-
nous threats. Their descendants reciprocate by performing
sacrifices and other rituals for the spirits and by following
their taboos, as directed. They also must raise special sacred
pigs for them, called “fo’ota.” These fo’ota pigs are named
after individual ancestors and are eventually sacrificed to
them, with the pork shared among their adult male descen-
dants in shrines or men’s houses. As will become apparent
in the case study, desecrations of a fo’ota pig and mishan-
dling of fo’ota pork are serious offenses against the spirit to
whom the pig is dedicated.

An active ancestor-descendant relationship is ideally
lifelong, extremely close, and highly emotional on both
sides (see Akin n.d.). Within this relationship, taboos, even
proscriptive ones, are not simply rules about what not to do;
they are also positive prescriptions for ancestor-pleasing
behavior. The locus of morality in the Kwaio religious sys-
tem is not the taboos themselves as absolute rules, which,
again, vary widely from spirit to spirit. Rather, it lies in indi-
viduals and communities behaving in ways that conform to
the wishes of their own particular ancestors. For this reason,
that different groups observe different taboos is not morally
problematic for the Kwaio religious community as a whole.?
Furthermore, the acephalous nature of the taboo system
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means that distinct groups within that community may re-
lax, intensify, or otherwise modify taboos along diverse tra-
jectories and at different rates, unhampered by trammels of
uniformity. Experimentation flourishes. This is tremen-
dously important for understanding how taboos, particu-
larly women’s taboos, have been changing in recent dec-
ades, a point to which I shall return.

Ancestors are iconically represented by their skulls and
relics, which are tended in shrines and other sacred men’s
areas, but in spirit they are omnipresent and omniscient,
and they have knowledge of the past, present, and future
that living people do not. Kwaio sustain an ongoing dialogue
with them, particularly when unsure of how to follow spe-
cific taboos, when trying to plan or influence future events,
and, most important here, when seeking reasons for ances-
tral anger that is being expressed in some community mis-
fortune. Both men and women may speak directly to spirits,
and some do so often (Figure 1), and in our case we will en-
counter a spirit speaking through a female medium to reveal
information to an audience. But the most important chan-
nel of two-way communication with spirits is divination,
which in some neighborhoods takes place almost daily. One
common reason for divination is to diagnose illnesses, and I

Figure 1. A priest in a shrine explains upcoming mortuary rituals to an
ancestor whose skull he has just exhumed.
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concentrate on that here and in our case. An ancestor who is
unhappy with a community will often visit sickness on
someone there to compel the people to divine and rectify
the problem. Their failure to do so will lead to more serious
illness and, if a spirit is ignored for too long, a death.

In the common type of divination, attendees together
formulate specific questions, and for each question the augur
pulls apart a knotted cordyline leaf; how the leaf breaks re-
veals an ancestral “yes” or “no” answer (Figure 2). The se-
quence of questions must narrow down first which ances-
tors are angry, then why they are angry, and finally what
they require to mollify them. What they usually want is con-
fession of any taboo violations at issue and a pledge to sacri-
fice expiatory pigs. Sometimes they are not angry but merely
wish a ritual or other action to be performed. The breaking
of the leaves is not random—each affirmative answer re-
quires two consecutive “yes” breaks, and successful divina-
tions typically end in a flurry of these. Leaf breaking is physi-
cally controlled by the diviner (even an anthropologist can
do this with practice), but the ancestors, at least when they

Figure 2. A diviner breaks cordyline leaves to learn the fate of a woman'’s
missing pig.
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are feeling cooperative, guide his movements to reveal an-
swers. While pulling leaves, a few gifted diviners with pow-
erful spirit familiars experience coded bodily twitches that
reveal answers more complex than “yes” or “no” and steer
the questioning more quickly toward correct diagnoses.

As in so many societies, Kwaio divinations seek causes
of sickness in some social disruption in the community:
troubles between the living members and their ancestors, or
perhaps some intracommunity conflict that the ancestors
dislike. When successful, divinations prescribe actions to re-
constitute and reharmonize the social whole. The pertinent
unity sought is usually small—involving an extended family
and their hamlet coresidents, sometimes expanding to in-
clude those who together raise or sacrifice sacred fo’ota
pigs, and always, of course, the ancestors themselves. In
some cases, divinations pinpoint a particular individual’s
behavior as the root problem.

A Kwaio divination session is very much a performance.
But Kwaio diviners do not so much perform for the commu-
nity as the community performs for the diviner and for the
ancestors; when augury fails, the family is as apt to apolo-
gize to the diviner as the reverse. Diviners may help to for-
mulate the questions asked, but often they maintain the
passive air of simple conduits for ancestral communication.
Indeed, like diviners in many cultures and like Western
therapists, the Kwaio diviner should be to some degree an
outsider—ancestors angry with a group might confound or
mislead its own diviners. A certain level of disengagement is
necessary. During divination, while the men and women of
a community seek answers, the diviner monitors their suc-
cess, providing ancestral feedback with the breaking of his
(or veryrarely, her) leaves. Although women often take part,
men may choose to hold divinations in men’s houses, where
women cannot go.

Divination sessions can be occasions for serious analy-
sis of taboos and socioreligious meanings. Each divination
of illness is an attempt to apply received taboos to a social
situation that is always to some degree novel, and in the
process, the taboos themselves may be extended or other-
wise modified, never to be the same again. Divination is
thus a highly creative process, and Kwaio taboos can only be
understood as cumulative outcomes of hundreds or thou-
sands of past divinatory sessions—dynamic, unstable, and
forever emergent.

Finally, Kwaio know divinations are fallible, vulnerable
as they are to human error, ancestral caprice, and interfer-
ence by sorcerers and hostile spirits (Akin 1996). Some turn
out to have been incomplete, having revealed only one of
multiple causes of a misfortune. Thus, divinatory findings
are working hypotheses, confirmed only when they produce
desired or predicted results or when someone confesses to
having committed a revealed error (Akin 1993:ch. 7; Keesing
1982:115-116).



Women's taboos and the new pollution

Thus far I have referred mostly to menstrual taboos, but
menstrual blood is one of a larger category of female bodily
wastes—including also urine, feces, and vomit—that are all
subject to rules zealously enforced by ancestors. Kwaio gloss
these rules as “women’s taboos.” Ancestors make surpris-
ingly little distinction between the different wastes or the ta-
boos surrounding them, particularly between menstrual
blood and urine (though the former is, technically, more
dangerous). It is these two substances that are by far the
most often involved in violations, and when women report
infractions, they often need not specify which of the two was
involved. Stringent women’s taboos also surround child-
birth and its wastes, but in the terms of the present analysis,
these differ qualitatively from other women’s taboos and I ad-
dress them only briefly here.

Ancestors, most importantly, demand strict contain-
ment of all these substances within demarcated women’s
areas. This must be understood within an overarching spa-
tial scheme that divides Kwaio into two realms: “wild”
(kwasi) jungle space and the cleared domesticated spaces of
hamlets, gardens, and shrines. Ancestors enforce most ta-
boos, including women'’s taboos, primarily within domestic
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spaces. Here I focus on the spatial layout of hamlets, which
is key to grasping how women'’s taboos work. Every hamlet
is built along a slope and divided into zones that run across
its vertical axis (Figures 3 and 4). Within each zone different
people, things, substances, and activities are allowed, pre-
scribed, or forbidden. The middle zone is the family area
where all residents can eat, sleep, and socialize. This is rela-
tively neutral space, although family house interiors are par-
titioned by fire hearths into lower women’s and upper
men’s sides.

Above this family area is a men’s area wherein one or
more men’s houses sit, and above them are often shrines.
Men often socialize in the men’s houses, but as one moves
uphill through a hamlet clearing, sacredness and danger in-
crease, and more restrictive taboos regulate what may pass
into and occur within each area. No woman or girl may at
any time climb beyond the virtual line that divides the fam-
ily area from the men’s area. Conversely, after men perform
sacrifices or consume sacred fo’ota pork, they cannot enter
any family house until the following day. After a priest con-
ducts the highest sacrifices, he is secluded for several weeks
in his most sacred men’s house at the top of the clearing,
forbidden for most men to visit or for women to lay eyes on.
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Figure 3. A men'’s house overlooks two family houses and, on the left, a small house on the border of the women'’s area for an incontinent woman who lives here.
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Figure 4. A view from the men’s house of family houses and menstrual huts below.

People may not utter the priest’s name for the duration, and
he is referred to as suru’ai. A young man looks after his basic
needs, and the priest performs a series of rituals to gradually
desacralize himself to where he can again descend into the
family clearing.

The men’s area is mirrored below the family clearing by
the women’s area, and as one moves downslope from the
family area, things become increasingly sacred and danger-
ous and more restrictive taboos apply. The upper reaches of
the woman’s area is a menstrual area with one or more
menstrual huts. Menstruating women may under no cir-
cumstance enter a family or garden area, even momentarily.
Yet, these women are by no means in seclusion—they may
converse with men and women who are in the family area,
they can work special menstrual gardens with other women
and visit menstrual areas of other hamlets, and they are vis-
ited in their own area by other menstruating and nonmen-
struating women. As in men’s houses, much socializing
takes place in women’s areas, free from the everyday de-
mands of men. The rare complaint one hears about men-
strual separation is when it prevents a woman from fully
partaking in a feast or other social event (though she can
visit the menstrual area at the feast site). Below and off to the
side of the menstrual area, hidden from view of the family

clearing, are one or more women'’s toilet areas, where still
greater restrictions apply.

After a woman gives birth, she and the baby enter a ta-
boo state that closely parallels the priestly seclusion follow-
ing high sacrifice. They remain in a birth area surrounded by
forest far below the hamlet, strictly forbidden for men to see.
Like the secluded priest, the new mother may be referred to
as suru’ai instead of by her name, and her needs are at-
tended to by a younger woman. Over the following weeks, a
series of desacralization rituals are performed to allow mother
and child to reenter first the menstrual area and, later, the
family area.

Despite the obvious mirroring of men’s and women'’s
areas, rules restricting traffic between the middle family
clearing and women’s area are far more encompassing. Not
only can men and boys never enter the women'’s area, but
clothing, tools, pipes, food, and other items from the central
clearing are also forbidden; only women themselves may
enter. Nor can anything from the women’s area be taken far-
ther up the clearing. These basic spatial and procedural rules
are shared in hamlets all across the Kwaio mountains, though
different ancestors stipulate many variations in detail.

Readers familiar with Roger Keesing’s book Kwaio Religion
(1982, esp. ch. 5; also Keesing 1987; cf. Maranda 2001) will



know that analysis of this hamlet design and associated ta-
boos in terms of their symbolic structure can be enlighten-
ing. Keesing recognizes in the mirrored women’s and men’s
realms two inseparable components of a single symbolic or-
der that fuses birth and death in a cycle of continual societal
reproduction (i.e., death being the birth of ancestors, who
grant fertility in the broadest sense). One of Keesing’s main
points is that the deeper one explores the relationship be-
tween the men’s and women’s realms, the more problem-
atic it becomes to characterize the men’s as sacred but the
women’s as inherently “polluted.” Rather, both are sacred,
taboo, highly charged, dangerous, and potentially powerful.
The key is that marked activities must take place in the ap-
propriate times and spaces. Most pertinent here is that
women'’s bodily wastes are polluting, defiling, only when
they improperly cross categorical boundaries, when, as in
Mary Douglas’s famous conception, they are “out of place”
(see also Faithorn 1975). Keesing concludes that

the ancestral rules requiring containment of the bodily
emissions of women within strict bounds can be glossed
as “pollution taboos.” Butitis more faithful to the Kwaio
conceptual world simply to refer to them as ...
“women’s rules.” These emissions are part of women’s
essential nature, the concomitants of women’s power.
Women are potentially polluting, but they are not pol-
luted. [1982:69-70, emphasis added]

In the same vein, Keesing (1982:70, drawing on Meigs 1978)
notes that bodily substances of Kwaio men—feces and
vomit—may, like women’s, be polluting when out of place
(see also Faithorn 1975). In addition, he presents, both here
and elsewhere, voices of senior women asserting that it is
their diligent monitoring of women’s taboos that maintains
the integrity of hamlets, and portraying themselves as
“moral keystones of the community” (Keesing 1982:222,
1985, 1987, 1989, 1992:27). From Keesing’s analysis, then, one
might conclude that the Kwaio taboo system offers a nota-
ble example of menstrual and other female fluids being sa-
cred and empowering of women rather than polluting. And
in fact it continues to be cited as such (e.g., Dureau 1991:33,
41; Jolly 1998:16, 2001:178, 182, 197, 2002:21; Stone 1997:
170-171).

Keesing’s presentation is invaluable because it lays out
the taboo system’s structure in a way that reveals how fe-
male substances fit into a larger symbolic system of power
and danger. Yet if one wishes to understand the relationships
between that system and actual gender relations, analysis
cannot stop with this abstracted model or with Kwaio state-
ments about the system’s idealized meanings. Understanding
why these substances are believed powerful does not ex-
plain how their power is expressed or who wields it. Keesing
himself noted this toward the end of Kwaio Religion:
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Assessing the “status of women” or relations between
the sexes is exceedingly complex, and can never be
based directly on symbolic systems or institutional
forms. We must seek understanding in the texture of
actual social relations, in the way real humans live their
lives. [1982:224]

With this in mind, in what follows I take up what happens
when the behavior dictated by the taboo system is not forth-
coming. That is, what transpires when the strict categorical
boundaries just outlined are violated, when women’s bodily
fluids fall “out of place” and the polluting potential of
women is fully realized in polluting women. This is no small
matter, because for many decades women’s violations in
Kwaio have been widespread and chronic, even epidemic at
times, with serious repercussions for the status of the
women involved, and indeed of all Kwaio women.*

Today women voluntarily report the great majority of
their taboo violations to a man or senior woman of their
hamlet. This allows the community to appease the sprits in an
orderly manner with confession and sacrificial pigs (Figure 5).

N

Figure 5. A pig on its way to be sacrificed to expiate a woman’s menstrual
violation.
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A very different scenario can develop, however, if a man be-
comes seriously ill and a diviner discovers that a woman has
failed to report an error, for which failure the illness is an-
cestral punishment. The divination may or may not reveal
the guilty individual, but in any case an investigation en-
sues, and nearly always some woman confesses to an unre-
ported error or errors, thereby taking blame for the illness.
Without confession, ancestors will prevent the sick person’s
recovery. Such confessions are sometimes extracted only af-
ter verbal interrogation by men and often other women, in
extreme cases operating in shifts over several days. After-
ward, the woman subjected to the interrogation may be stig-
matized as an antisocial “bad woman,” depending on her
willingness to confess and the number and seriousness of
violations she is revealed to have hidden over time. By con-
trast, when a woman reports her violations, or sometimes, if
she quickly confesses to acts found to have angered ances-
tors, she is generally praised as a “good woman” who puts
her family’s well-being first, and later divinations will less
likely find her hiding something. One might surmise that
some voluntary reports, particularly those by women who
make them regularly, are contrived in pursuit of “good
woman” status, though when I have raised this both women
and men generally reject it as even an abstract possibility.

A key point is that all of these women, both good and
bad, are thought to place a burden on their communities.
This is because a violation, whether reported or discovered,
requires not only sacrifices of valuable pigs but also imme-
diate and permanent abandonment of any house or garden
where the mistake occurred (errors outdoors in the clearing
usually require only pigs). Not reporting the violations, of
course, can add illnesses to the cost. According to Kwaio no-
tions of strict liability, these episodes leave the women in-
debted to men: Women damage relations with ancestors
through their violations, and men must provide ritual labor
and pigs to repair those relations. Men must also work to re-
place any houses or gardens that have to be abandoned. A
young man nicely summarized for us the basic Kwaio take
on this sort of social debt:

It's like a man who pays compensation for us, or helps
us with expiatory pigs, or the priest in our hamlet. If you
think we might scold him, or talk unkindly to him, well. . .
that is something a thoughtful fellow will never do. Here
is what he will think: “That man paid compensation to
protect me. If I make a mistake he’ll pay for it. If some-
thing bad happens to me he’ll sacrifice pigs to protect
me. I'm afraid to [upset him].” He will look up to that
man. He won’t challenge him. And a woman is like that
too ... She will see him the same way. Because she
thinks, “If something bad happens to me you'’ll protect
me with compensation, ifI break a taboo you’ll give pigs
on my behalf for sacrifice.” No matter what that man
might say, she can’t talk back to him.

The scenario of female taboo violation and male commu-
nity repair is pervasive in many parts of Kwaio today, where
it is a normal aspect of life for nearly every family. My data
indicate that in these places most women, particularly mar-
ried women, typically run afoul of taboos, or at least confess
to having done so, once or twice per year, and Kwaio consis-
tently say this is a normal rate.’ Sometimes, as we will see in
our case, individual women are pulled into schismogenic
spirals of accusations and confessions that leave them
deeply stigmatized and sometimes tear apart their mar-
riages and families. The violation scenario not only engen-
ders hierarchy in dyadic relationships of individual men and
women, but for Kwaio it also powerfully shapes the general
position of women vis-a-vis men in contemporary society.
Women are partly defined, by men and women alike, as per-
sons who violate taboos naturally, inevitably, and at consid-
erable cost to their communities.

One reason for the high rate of menstrual violations to-
day is that women’s taboos are interpreted more strictly
than other taboos. In most Melanesian societies where rules
of menstrual segregation have been described, a woman
should relocate to a menstrual area when she notices her
period beginning. But a Kwaio woman must anticipate her
period, and if it begins in a family clearing or garden, then a
full-blown violation has occurred. The difference is a crucial
one: It introduces the possibility and indeed inevitability of
accidents, which in turn raises the specter of their conceal-
ment.

As I stated in the introduction, frequent women’s viola-
tions are a relatively new problem, which makes their cur-
rent attribution as natural to women all the more striking.
There have been women'’s taboos for as long as oral history
tells, but until recent decades violations were extremely
rare. This began to change in 1946 with an epidemic of spirit
possessions of women during an anticolonial movement
called “Maasina Rule.” For the first time, women were said
to be widely violating taboos both openly and secretly. These
events opened a Pandora’s box of new and terrifying possi-
bilities and initiated a steady escalation of accusations, con-
fessions, and women reporting violations, leading eventu-
ally to the normalization of error. The forces feeding this
process were too many and complex to analyze closely here;
but, among these forces were that women’s taboos and their
observance had been a special target of coastal Christian
groups (especially evangelicals) who in the decades before
World War II challenged the ancestral religion. This trans-
formed women’s taboos and their observance into a core
symbol of anti-Christian politics and made them a focus of
heightened anxiety and attention. Moreover, Kwaio expect
their ancestors to share their anxieties about taboos and to
react by enforcing them more rigorously (see Akin n.d.).

Further, the 1920s and 1930s had seen a gradual erosion
of key, interlinked aspects of men’s power, including their
ability to legitimately use violence against women and other



men, their control of formal exchange in the shell money
economy and of key aspects of the religious system, and
their authority to arrange marriages. These had all formed a
foundation for a status quo dominated by senior men and in
some realms senior women. It seemed to these seniors that
the ongoing diminution of their power allowed some
women to undermine that status quo still further by acting
in antisocial ways—seeking more control over their own la-
bor, refusing unwanted marriages, and generally pursuing
their own interests. They thereby challenged the powerful
who saw themselves as representing greater community in-
terests. These women were seen to be acting, in short, like
“bad women.” They were just the sort of women—as be-
came increasingly evident as violations increased—who
might also selfishly conceal taboo violations and endanger
the community as women in the past never would have.
Clearly, heightened vigilance was required. In a broader
sense, “bad women,” or, more accurately, the idea of bad
women, personified the decadence and individualism seen
to typify rapidly encroaching foreign ways. Younger women
in particular became prime targets for both organized and
individual attempts to reimpose a more disciplined cultural
order ascribed to the past (Akin 1996, 1999, n.d; cf. Keesing
1987,1989).°

Though for many Kwaio, these tensions eased over
time, dynamic processes within the taboo system had been
set into motion and continued to transform that system.
Very briefly, it is apparent that in the past the practice of
Kwaio menstrual taboos resembled the pattern found in
many other parts of Melanesia, where women move to
women'’s areas with the onset of menstruation. This prac-
tice was relatively straightforward, and errors were easily
avoided. But when divinations of illness began to charge
women with concealing violations, some of the women ac-
cused reported things that they formerly would have ig-
nored as nonviolations or as minor or borderline infractions
(see Akin n.d.). In confessing to ambiguous acts, women
lessened their own culpability. Moreover, many women
were being falsely accused, something very few had experi-
enced before, and this response better allowed them to
come to terms with that. When the sick people became well,
their recovery confirmed that the confessed, unreported,
formerly innocuous acts had indeed been what had angered
the ancestors, leading to further, voluntary reporting by
women of similar acts. Cumulatively, this generated taboos
that became more stringent and onerous, and what
emerged over time were taboos impossible to follow with-
out errors. This process continues today, and some things
considered safe not long ago are now in some places forbid-
den. Thus, it is not only taboo enforcement but also the ra-
boos themselves that are changing over time.

The case I will now consider dramatically displays the
unstable nature of women'’s taboos and their meanings to-
day, in a community fixated on them as a cause of serious ill-

Kwaio women’s taboos * American Ethnologist

ness and on their observance as the measure of a woman’s
character. I also show how taboo interpretation and en-
forcement can be a medium of intracommunity social con-
flicts, conflicts in which women can be victimized through
taboos, although they may sometimes turn taboos to their
advantage. Finally, the case illustrates in multiple ways how
expectations regarding how taboos will be enacted based on
straightforward gender divisions can be trampled in the
rush of real-life events.

Beti's case part 1: The making of a bad woman

Divination seeks to uncover the private malignity that is
infecting the social body.

—Turner 1975:16

Beti is a remarkably quick-witted woman, being, among
other things, an unrivaled master of sexual joking, a high art
in Kwaio demanding creative feats of subtle metaphor and
double-entendre.” It holds dangers too: Errors in one’s
choice of words or audience can ignite anger and compen-
sation demands. But Beti is obviously stimulated by the risk.
She has always been outspoken, and when she was younger
she was known for flaunting a self-righteous attitude toward
women who erred regarding taboos. For instance, one time
a woman attending a large feast being hosted by Beti’s fam-
ily accidentally menstruated in their house, and Beti humili-
ated her by formally announcing this to the crowd of guests
(for which cruelty she was later chastised by an elder kins-
man). That Beti today remains so lively and even raucous
seems remarkable when one knows of her tragic history.
Over the past two decades she has been trapped in a tangle
of taboo violations, accusations, and confessions that have
threatened to destroy her marriage, have weakened her ties
to her natal family, and have at times plunged her into deep-
est despair.

Her troubles began soon after she married in the late
1970s. While growing up, Beti had followed taboos responsi-
bly, only once causing destruction of a house through an er-
ror she dutifully reported. But she arrived in her new hus-
band’s hamlet to find herself in the midst of a mounting
community crisis. The wife of another man there—Beti’s
sister-in-law—was regularly committing taboo violations
and was not reporting most of them until they were exposed
by divination. In time Beti, too, was found to have violated
taboos and even to have polluted houses, but these inci-
dents were few and far enough between that they raised no
alarms, especially with attention focused on her sister-in-
law’s much worse situation. As time went by, the latter’s
problems intensified as house after house was destroyed
and the hamlet’s men suffered from recurrent serious ill-
nesses. The burden was heavy on this community, whose
ancestors routinely demand ten pigs to rectify transgres-
sions (typically all but one are piglets or young shoats). In
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the end, the sister-in-law’s errors became so incessant that
both she and her husband—bereft of sacrificial pigs and
shell money and weary of asking others to help in purifying
her violations—decided that she was no longer capable of
living with ancestors at all, so they moved to the coast to be-
come Christians. Desperate hamlet members had been en-
couraging the woman to leave, but they were devastated
when her husband departed with her.

At this juncture Beti’s life began to change radically.
Since marrying, she had been blamed for spoiling some ten
houses in the clearing of her husband’s family, but spread
across several years. Now, as if she were taking up where her
sister-in-law had left off, Beti became the focus of divina-
tions discovering her to be concealing more violations. She
would report one or two, but later divinations would dis-
cover that she was hiding others. This pattern continued for
months, and soon her reputation spread as a very bad
woman indeed. As she recalled it to me,

People began to say about me, “That woman there,
maybe this kind of thing was happening to her when she
was unmarried too, and now she has brought it here to
spoil our hamlet.” But when I still lived at home I had
done nothinglike that; I had a few errors, but only a few.

Her natal family, too, was puzzled by this new behavior,
which weighed on them financially as well because each
time a married woman breaks a taboo, her family should
contribute the largest purificatory pig:

When a violation was found, the next day I would walk
home and I would take away one of my family’s big pigs.
Other times I was so ashamed—because there seemed
no end to my having to ask them for pigs—that I would
go elsewhere to try to find them myself. I can’t tell you
how many pigs I bought on my own, I was so ashamed
from pestering my brothers for them. One time my hus-
band said, “We’ve been asking them for so many pigs,
this time we’ll just take care of it ourselves.” But the
ancestors wouldn’t allow that! After my husband had
sacrificed the pigs, the spirits told him, “Your wife’s
people have lots of pigs; we want some from their place
too.”

To make matters worse, Beti began to fear that she was
losing her mind. Most distressing was that she could not re-
member the errors she was divined to have committed:

Sometimes, I would just take a tobacco pipe down to the
menstrual area, and then I'd come back up with it, and
I'was so messed up that I didn’t know whatI'd done.. . .
And sometimes I would be menstruating in the men-
strual area, and I would just walk up into the clearing,
but even though I had done that, in my mind it was as if
I hadn’t done it. To me there was no problem! My
thoughts were just full of holes . . . When my husband
would get sick, and they would say to me, “You've done

such-and-such a thing,” and I would try hard to remem-
ber: “Oh, did I do that?Ijust don’t know.” And then they
would find somethingelse | had done, and Iwould think,
“Oh, well, that was a very bad thing.” And I just spent all
of my time crying—that was all I ever thought about
doing. I was all mixed up.

Sometimes, after divination had uncovered some for-
bidden act, and after much interrogation and cajoling, she
could, with great concentration, recover vague memories of
it® Even though Beti usually could not remember, she
would still confess, convinced that her mind rather than the
divination was in error. “The diviner would discover what
I'd done, and when it was revealed, I would say, ‘Oh, that’s
true!” But even though I said ‘that’s true,” I would have an
uneasy feeling about it.”

The diviner in most of Beti’s cases was a man named
Dimirii (Jimmy Lee). He plays a key role in our case as it de-
velops, so let me briefly introduce him. Beyond his divina-
tory skills, Dimirii has a reputation as a sort of taboo con-
sultant—people often turn to him for advice and creative
solutions regarding problems of religious interpretation,
particularly how to apply taboos in unusual situations. He is
popular among men and women alike and notable for the
intensity with which he tends to his friendships. This can be
a problem for him because always hanging over diviners is
the danger that they will make personal enemies of indi-
viduals whom they reveal to be responsible for community
problems. Kwaio do not generally blame the messenger, but
they do anger if they feel they are being unfairly blamed for
something, as sometimes occurs when women are accused
of concealment. Dimirii is like many diviners in his ambiva-
lence about probing such cases. Another seasoned diviner I
know always stops when his leaves reveal that some woman
is hiding a violation, his hesitation due to a family tragedy he
witnessed in the 1950s: Divination had found a violation
concealed by his aunt to be causing a relative’s grave illness.
The aunt denied the charge and promptly hanged herself.
Subsequent augury revealed that she had been unjustly
charged because of divinatory error.

One day Dimirii visited me and recounted a divination
he had just performed, about which he was visibly upset. He
had been asked to find out why a hamlet’s senior man was
ill. A woman named Gelesi had recently married into the
hamlet and had twice before been caught concealing viola-
tions, thereby necessitating the destruction of two houses;
S0, no one was surprised when she was discovered to be at
fault this time as well:

My divination found first that the illness was due to
some women hiding violations, and then that Gelesi was
withholding something. After a good deal of divining we
found that she had committed and concealed fully seven
errors. Then I said, “Hey, this is no good, let’s ask about
some other women.” As the diviner I was embarrassed.



We were just laying all the blame on this one woman,
and there are four and five other women who live in the
hamlet. Even if there are lots of violations being hidden,
there should be one for one woman, another for another
woman. Like that. But I'd divined seven for this one
woman alone, and as I found each one she would con-
fess to it. We tried divining errors to the other women,
but we didn’t turn up anything. So then Gelesi’s mother
asked, “Is that all of them?” So I tested her question with
a leaf, and, “Oh, something is still hidden!” And when
Gelesi heard me say that she just hit the roof. She said,
“When I was living with my own family, when they di-
vined they never found I was hiding anything! Inever hid
a single violation. And now that you people have paid
brideprice for me and brought me here, why are you
pinning all of these things on my name? You just keep
turning up myname.” And then she burst into tears. She
just sat there and cried. I stood up and I went up to the
men'’s house, and when I got up there I turned back
around to them and I said, “There are still more viola-
tions to find! Ask that woman about them and she’ll find
them for you!” And after that her mother sat her down
and questioned her, and by the time they were done she
had confessed to six more violations.

Dimirii was unhappy because the woman appeared angry
with him for merely revealing the truth. Why should she
blame him when her confessions had confirmed his divina-
tion? And yet he clearly found the experience unsettling. To
make matters worse, the woman was banished permanently
from the hamlet by the sick and now angry senior man, and,
with her husband, she returned to her distant natal home,
despite appeals by Dimirii and others that the couple be al-
lowed to merely establish a separate clearing nearby. As in
the case of Beti’s sister-in-law, people were crushed when
the husband, a well-liked man with a dazzling intellect, left
with his wife, and many wished her to stay also.

Returning to Beti’s case, as her social situation and
mental state worsened with each new series of errors,
Dimirii too grew troubled. In more normal times they had
been good friends, and his wife was one of Beti’s closest
companions. Dimirii liked Beti’s spirited personality, once
telling her that “though you’re a rebellious person, I empa-
thize with you since I'm pretty rebellious myself.” He also
contributed many pigs toward fixing her errors, errors he
himself had divined, even though she was only a distant
relative and he was under no obligation to help her.

Eventually, in the early 1990s, Beti followed her sister-
in-law’s example in seeking refuge from the unrelenting an-
cestors in a coastal mission village. Dimirii remembered
what transpired:

Before, Beti might have one violation, but then over the
next month or more, nothing. But now, two or three
errors would occur in a single month, every month. I
myself contributed ten pigs to repair the damage. And

Kwaio women's taboos = American Ethnologist

then it got so bad that she decided to go down to a
Christian village to stay with her cousin. But her hus-
band [a priest] would go down and meet her secretly. He
would wait for her in the jungle, and through these trysts
she became pregnant with a son. But then her husband
started to get sick, and we had to sacrifice pigs for him
to recover, and I said, “He’s sick from meeting her down
there. A woman living in a Christian village wears cloth-
ing while she is menstruating, and to the toilet, and she
just menstruates in her house, and then she comes to-
gether with her husband. He said he was going to put
Beti aside, but he didn’t and she got pregnant, and now
because of that the ancestors have made him sick.” . ..
We divined that . . . and we gave pigs to fix thingsup . . .
and he got better. And then Beti came back up to the
mountains.

But Beti brought her taboo violations back with her. Her
husband’s sickness turned out to have been the start of a
chronic illness for which explanations were continually
sought and found in Beti’s errors and concealments. Before
long ten more houses had been torn down because of her
errors, ratcheting up the strain on their marriage. Finally,
when Beti’s husband had built a new house to replace the
tenth one destroyed, he made a public curse:

This house, if it has to be demolished due to another
taboo violation, well, whoever violates that taboo will
have to find men to come here to build a replacement
house. If she doesn’t, then she defecates on food and
serves it to me. She defecates on the roof of my new
house and she lives in it with me. She defecates on the
heads of any pigs that she feeds here.

His curse boiled down to this: If Beti spoiled another
house and did not see to replacing it herself, their marriage
would be over. Such conditional curses in Kwaio are perfor-
mative speech acts and serious business. Ancestors hear
them and become enraged if the posited actions (or inac-
tions) are carried through, reacting as if the defiling acts
linked to them had also really been performed (e.g., as if Beti
had served her husband food she had defiled).

Soon after, however, a divination session discovered
Beti hiding three more violations and the new house had to
be abandoned. Beti did not try to find anyone to replace it.
In an effort to save the situation, our diviner Dimirii built her
a separate miniature house, of a certain type sometimes
made for incontinent women to sleep in so their errors will
be less destructive (Figure 6; see also Figure 3). Nonetheless,
Beti’s husband, angry and pressured by his family, ordered
her to return to her kin—he was through with their mar-
riage. Her natal family also wanted her to come home, fear-
ful that if she stayed and her husband’s curse about the
house was ignored, dire consequences would follow. “Those
people treating you like that; come back home to us,” urged
her older brother. Beti, as frustrated as her husband, had
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Figure 6. Makeshift shelters built for a woman blamed for polluting several houses. Both have been consecutively abandoned after further violations.

made curses of her own, against building a new house and
feeding her husband’s pigs. But in truth Beti still wanted to
stay with him and their children:

I had always thought, “We’ve stayed together this long,
I've given my hand to this person until death, and we
have remained devoted to each other. We’'ve married,
raised our children, and grown old together, and I don’t
want to leave him. I still want him . . . and he still wants
me.” I thought this and I didn’t want to split up.

Intermission: Meet two ancestors

Before continuing, I must introduce two characters who are
about to enter our story—two pillars of the community: a
woman named Lastgasp and her nephew, Hog-Nine. Both
are ancestral spirits, widely propitiated, enormously power-
ful and highly volatile. For reasons that will become clear,
we must begin with Lastgasp’s mother Subuni, a peaceful
woman who some twelve generations ago lived in Kwaio
with her husband and her father, an infamous killer named
Lone-Taro. For a slight that need not concern us here (a
mild curse), Lone-Taro secretly murdered Subuni’s hus-
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band (some say he killed her brother) and concealed the
corpse. But Subuni discovered her father’s misdeed and left
Kwaio in anger and grief, taking with her the knowledge of
Lone-Taro’s powerful fighting magics. Subuni’s wanderings
eventually carried her to northern Malaita, where a man
from ’Anaaraba (near the Lau Lagoon) happened on her
clearing a garden plot for herself. He took Subuni home,
talked his brothers out of eating her, and married her. To-
gether they had eight daughters, four of whom would even-
tually go mad. One of the sane daughters was Lastgasp.

It came to pass that the "Anaaraba people began feud-
ing with a rival group, and although their men tried time and
again to strike at the enemy, they could not penetrate their
defenses and returned home crestfallen. After one such
foray, a contemptuous Lastgasp mocked them and sug-
gested that even they, the '’Anaaraba women, could do bet-
ter. Furious at her insolence, the men sarcastically proposed
that the women go give it a try, whereupon Lastgasp gath-
ered her seven sisters, and they set out for hostile territory.
They arrived to find the enemy men gathered and, led by
Lastgasp, the eight sisters proceeded to seduce them. After-
ward, the women used their grandfather Lone-Taro’s fight-
ing magic to put the men into a deep sleep. Then, with ribald



humor, the sisters gleefully dispatched their short-lived lov-
ers one by one, bashing their heads in with clubs. They re-
turned home victoriously brandishing the enemy heads, to
the great shame of their men. Years later, Lastgasp returned
south to Kwaio, and, though she never married, she remains
a powerful ancestress who receives pigs from collateral de-
scendents. They fear her quick temper when women’s or
other taboos are violated and the brutal punishments she
sometimes metes out for slights. Lastgasp was the ancestor
who, as recounted in this article’s opening epigraph, killed
her priest Siosi. She is also known for selecting women to
become especially taboo for her, sometimes granting them
both destructive and productive powers. Until recent years,
she employed some women as mediums to communicate
her wishes and other valuable knowledge.

Our second ancestral spirit is Hog-Nine, Lastgasp’s
nephew born to one of her sisters in north Malaita. Even as a
boy Hog-Nine displayed an obstinate character that set him
apart. A turning point in his young life came when, one day,
he saw a fruit pigeon high in a tree and, too young to draw a
bow himself, he teamed up with his blind grandfather and
guided his grandpa to loosen the arrow and bring down the
bird. The old man then performed magic on the boy with the
pigeon’s feathers so that Hog-Nine would grow up to be a
fierce warrior, and before long young Hog-Nine was killing
anyone who entered his favorite bird-hunting territory. This
earned him the enmity of his neighbors, who posted a large
blood bounty of shell money and pigs to be paid to anyone
who avenged their dead by dispatching Hog-Nine or one of
his relatives. Terrified that he would soon be slain, Hog-
Nine devised a plan: In a bamboo tube he concocted a red
liquid from milkwood sap and other plants, and at night he
crept up to a slumbering kinswoman and poured the liquid
onto her pandanus sleeping mat. At first daylight, he
pointed to the red liquid with mock dismay: “Look everyone!
She has menstruated in the house! We've got to kill her!” He
bludgeoned her then and there, and afterward (because one
of his relatives had indeed been killed as specified by the
blood bounty) he proceeded to claim the bounty himself.
Hog-Nine later repeated this trick many times with his fake
blood mixture, or he implicated women by defecating by
their beds as they slept. At first his people had been pleased
to have such a powerful warrior in their camp. But now, as
he began to kill off his own, they feared for their lives. Fi-
nally, Hog-Nine went so far as to murder and eat his father’s
brothers (his classificatory fathers), at which point his fa-
ther, himself a peaceful man, sadly banished Hog-Nine for-
ever. A despondent Hog-Nine built a raft and rode it south
along Malaita’s eastern coast to Kwaio, where the wanderer
was found by two sisters. He soon married one of them and
settled with their family near the homeland of his grand-
mother Subuni.®

Here the story of Subuni, Lastgasp, and Hog-Nine has
structurally come full circle: The peaceful woman Subuni
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flees north from Kwaio after her ultraviolent father murders
her husband (or her brother, his son), and she is found wan-
dering northern Malaita by a local man, whom she marries.
Subuni bears Lastgasp, a somewhat androgynous spinster
who takes on the masculine role of a warrior. In the next
generation, Lastgasp’s sister bears Hog-Nine, the quintes-
sential violent male, who, after he serially murders neigh-
bors and his uncles, is banished by his peaceful father and
travels south until he reaches (and the story returns to)
Kwaio. There he is found wandering by a local woman,
whom he marries. The stories and their inversions are obvi-
ously of a piece, but today they are not told as a single tale.
Kwaio mention only the genealogical link between Lastgasp
and Hog-Nine (and many are now only dimly aware or even
unaware of that link).

This elision is all the more curious because the ongoing
behaviors of Lastgasp and Hog-Nine in Kwaio today con-
tinue to invert one another (though in some ways the true
structural opposites are Subuni and Hog-Nine). Lastgasp
possesses female descendants and sometimes gives them
what Kwaio see as “masculine” powers, just as she once did
her sisters. So too, Hog-Nine sometimes victimizes and
“frames” innocent women descended from him, as he did
his kinswomen when he was alive. More specifically, when
Hog-Nine the ancestral spirit is angry with descendants, he
sometimes punishes them by possessing a woman of the
family and causing her to involuntarily urinate or menstru-
ate in violation of taboos, sometimes leaving her unaware of
having committed the act. This punishment is a severe one
because, as I have shown, such violations will cost a com-
munity in pigs, houses, gardens, and its good health.

Hog-nine has another distinguishing feature. When
Kwaio women marry out to another group they commonly
stop raising pigs for and break close relations with most or
sometimes all of their own ancestors. But Hog-Nine often
refuses to be left behind and pursues out-marrying women
to insist that they continue their relationship with him. The
women’s children will usually inherit this relationship, and
in this way Hog-Nine has in recent decades spread widely,
to the degree that today he is perhaps the most pervasive
and powerful ancestor in central Malaita. His proliferation
has occurred in tandem with the escalation in women’s ta-
boo violations. One can infer that the wide spread of Hog-
Nine’s ancestral influence, in the context of his past and
present proclivity for victimizing innocent women with ta-
boo violations, reflects some level of awareness of what
nearly all Kwaio men and women will deny if asked: that
women today are often accused of and pressured into con-
fessing to acts that they have not committed.

Donald Tuzin’s The Cassowary’s Revenge (1997) is quite
instructive here. Tuzin explores a “swan maiden” myth told
among the Ilahita Arapesh of Papua New Guinea, in which a
man deceives a woman by concealing the cassowary skin
with which she can magically transform herself into the



American Ethnologist = Volume 30 Number3 August 2003

bird. Because of his theft, the woman is forced to remain hu-
man, and she becomes his wife. But after years of marriage
she discovers his trickery and kills him. Ilahita say this is
their most important myth, and Tuzin analyzes it as an “in-
criminating charter” that embodies men’s guilt and sense of
“moral vulnerability” concerning the deceptions and
abuses of their local men’s cult, which until recently domi-
nated and in some cases terrorized Ilahita society
(1997:90-91, passim; cf. Gewertz 1988; Meigs 1984:45). Ila-
hita now look on this story’s portrayal of male injustice and
ultimate female discovery and retribution as having antici-
pated the 1980s collapse of (or “killing of”) the Ilahita men’s
cult in the wake of a forceful evangelical Christian move-
ment dominated by women.

Reading Tuzin’s account on my last return from Kwaio,
I'was struck by parallels with ways I had been thinking about
Hog-Nine and his myth. Like the rampant menstrual viola-
tions in Kwaio today, the Ilahita men’s cult was relatively
new there (imported in the previous century), and Tuzin ar-
gues that the swan maiden myth rose to prominence in tan-
dem with the cult’s ascension. In the same way, the mi-
sogynic Hog-Nine has spread through Kwaio with the rise of
women’s violations. In both societies, moreover, these new
forces—the men'’s cult and the quotidian violations—have
been central to a shift in the character of relations between
men and women from relatively benign to more antagonis-
tic, and in both places this shift has generated deep moral
contradictions. Finally, Hog-Nine and his myth, by laying
bare what are normally veiled injustices within the Kwaio
taboo system, resemble the Ilahita myth in containing a sce-
nario, a formula, through which women can turn the tables
and openly challenge men.

The Ilahita myth appears to have retained its essential
form over time, but people’s perceptions of its primary
meanings have changed tremendously with the shifting cir-
cumstances of their lives (Tuzin 1997:98-99). Similarly, in
Kwaio the myths of Lastgasp and Hog-Nine have now taken
on new, urgent meanings, although these are moving to the
fore through a process less conscious and less willful than
those Tuzin describes in Ilahita. In Kwaio, furthermore, this
is occurring through quite different mechanisms. The Ila-
hita mythical characters are located primarily in a distant
past, but the Kwaio stories, like most Kwaio myths, are
about ancestors who continue to interact with living people
on a daily basis in the here and now. In Kwaio today, it is not
the myths that have moved to center stage but their main
characters. Perhaps this is one reason Kwaio are not given to
pondering or discussing the meaning of stories about the
mortal pasts of Hog-Nine or Lastgasp, or the messages the
stories may carry for Kwaio now. To do so would be in one
sense pointless because people’s ongoing connections with
the myths’ characters are so immediate and direct. They
need only ask Hog-Nine and Lastgasp themselves what the
two are thinking, and they can observe the spirits’ actions as
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they extend from the myths into contemporary life. Kwaio
seem, at least on a conscious level, to submerge the mythi-
cal bonds joining Lastgasp and Hog-Nine, and the ethereal
ties of distant myth become secondary when the two spirits
come together and assert themselves as active, purposeful
beings in the present, opposed as elegantly as in any mythi-
cal structure.

Beti's case part 2: A revelation put to the test

Now, desperate to save her marriage, remain with her chil-
dren, and regain her sanity, Beti turned to an old friend,
Babala, a woman of about fifty who has been married to one
of Beti’s relatives for some twenty-five years. She is excep-
tionally bright and widely respected. Most important here is
that Babala has for the past decade been a medium for
ancestress Lastgasp. She is what Kwaio call a taboo woman
(noni e abu), meaning that one or more ancestral spirits
have selected her to be specially sacred for them (in Babala’s
case there are four spirits, including Hog-Nine). This means
the woman must follow extra taboos, raise pigs for the spir-
its, and in some cases tend shrines of sacred plants for them
in the upper margins of family clearings. When an ancestor
today taps a woman to become taboo she is likely to resist,
sometimes for years, only to relent after suffering successive
illnesses divined to the spirit pressuring her. A few women
have even been killed by ancestors for their protracted re-
fusal. Women resist because the status generally grants
them no special powers and yet imposes on them new oner-
ous behavioral restrictions, including some that can stifle their
socializing with other women. A taboo woman cannot enter
menstrual huts of other women or eat from their menstrual
gardens, nor can other menstruating women enter her hut.

It was not always so. Two generations ago many taboo
women had considerable powers, especially those who
were taboo for Lastgasp. Babala’s three “grandmothers”
were particularly renowned for wielding Lastgasp’s power
on behalf of their descent group, and many men feared
them for their knowledge of her and Lone-Taro’s fighting
magics and sorceries. One of these grandmothers had her
own sacred house, much like a men’s house, at the upper
end of the family clearing. When the nephew of another was
insulted over a pig theft, that grandmother struck down the
offending man with Lastgasp’s power, and he soon sickened
and died.!° But when these women passed away, so did their
extraordinary powers, and in recent years most of Last-
gasp’s women have differed little from women tabooed by
other spirits.

In the 1980s, the spirits of Babala’s grandmothers con-
vinced her to begin tending a plot of sacred plants for the
ancestress, plants that bestow on a hamlet stability and pro-
tection from wild spirits and sorcery (see Akin 1996).
Babala’s grandmothers, in their day, drew on these same
plants to strengthen their group for warfare. “We women,



these are like our shrines,” Babala explained to me. “Men
sacrifice pigs in the shrines; well, tending these sacred
plants, this is our thing.” As spirits sometimes will with a fa-
vorite descendant, Lastgasp began pressuring Babala to be-
come even more taboo, to take on more powers (and with
them more dangers) as had her grandmothers. Babala was
afraid and for years she refused, but in the early 1990s, she
fell into a paralyzing depression, unable to socialize or work
properly. When I left Kwaio in 1992, I feared [ would not see
her alive again. However, after two years of intensive family
support, some seventy pigs sacrificed, and numerous sui-
cide watches, divinations finally discovered all of the many
causes of her illness, including that she was under spiritual
attack by Lastgasp’s four insane sisters. Babala now agreed
to comply with Lastgasp’s wishes and become taboo for her,
though she steadfastly refused to take on the spirit’s most
dangerous powers, especially the fighting magics.

Babala emerged from her long illness with a new role,
revived from her grandmothers, as Lastgasp’s most direct
medium of communication with the world of the living—
questions are put to her, upon which she slips into trance
and speaks Lastgasp’s answers (via her grandmothers’ spir-
its as intermediaries). Soon people began to visit Babala
from elsewhere to pose questions to the ancestress, and by
the mid-1990s she was gaining influence. She discovered
men’s ritual errors, exposed several women concealing ta-
boo violations, and more than once, she influenced the tim-
ing of rituals and feasts, normally a prerogative of the most
senior men. Now and then, especially if someone is ill,
Babala will blurt out hidden information from the ances-
tress—unprompted by any questions—more than once cre-
ating uncomfortable situations: “When my teenagers go to
visit someone who is sick, they’ll say to me, ‘Oh, mom, if you
don’t come along that will be all right—you might get pos-
sessed.” ” Despite her overall success as a medium, some
men and even more women question whether Babala is re-
ally being possessed by Lastgasp or perhaps, instead, by
some foreign spirit impersonating the ancestress (a buruy,
see Akin 1996). But, no one questions Babala’s sincerity.

Beti now looked for answers from Babala, who recalled
her plea:

She said to me, “I've come to you because you say things
[in trance] and they turn out to be true, and I want you
to find out what has been happening to me. I'm afraid
even to be in the house, because all I can think about is
thatI' might urinate, or something might make me men-
struate. When I sleep in the menstrual hut, nothing hap-
pens to me, and I'm not afraid, but when I come back to
the family house to sleep there I'm afraid again. I think:
Might something happen to me? Maybe an ancestor is
causing this. I want you to find out.” And so I went into
trance, and I told out what it was, “Oh my, that ances-
tor’s pig! They just ate it there at your husband’s place.
It was long ago. . . .”
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What Babala revealed in her trance stunned the community:
The spirit said that Beti’s many violations had been caused
by one of her ancestors, who was angry. Indeed, it was Last-
gasp’s own nephew, Hog-Nine. Hog-Nine was upset be-
cause, before Beti married, a relative and coresident of her
future husband had stolen one of Hog-Nine’s sacred fo’ota
pigs and had treated it like any old pig, butchering and eat-
ing it in the family clearing. Now Hog-Nine wanted to
know—what did his descendant Beti think she was doing
living with these thieves who had desecrated his sacred pig?
In his anger, Hog-Nine had not only caused her incessant
violations, but he had also possessed her and made her for-
get committing them. Beti was thus blameless for failing to
report them.

The implications of Babala’s revelation were dramatic.
If it was to be believed, culpability had fallen suddenly away
from Beti—by now, the quintessential bad woman—and set-
tled squarely on her husband’s family, the very people who
had so vilified her. This spirited defense turned the situation
on its head so that now Beti was said to have been victimized
by their errors, by their careless theft and handling of a sa-
cred pig. Instigating this situation was of course firmly in
character for Hog-Nine, who, while mortal, had punished
innocent women for his own misdeeds, and, as a spirit, has
continued causing guiltless women to violate taboos, often
due to his anger at actions of men. But for him to act to the
degree he had and for as long as he did in this case was un-
precedented.

Beti, ecstatic at this sudden exoneration, hurried back
to her hamlet, confident, as she now tells it, that residents
would initiate an investigation so the situation could be re-
paired and put behind them. After all, a pig theft, particu-
larly one that took place so long ago, would be easy enough
to put right. But Beti’s husband’s family saw things differ-
ently, and, in retrospect, it was perhaps naive of Beti to ex-
pect that they would embrace her moral coup and place
themselves in her debt for having caused her so much grief.
Moreover, the hamlet’s previous “bad woman,” Beti’s sister-
in-law, had also been a descendant of Hog-Nine, and
Babala’s revelation might easily be extended to explain her
tragic case as well. In any case, a meeting was held to talk
through the matter. The men of Beti's husband’s group
would not admit to having stolen any pig of Hog-Nine’s, and
in truth they may well not have known if a pig stolen so long
before had belonged to the ancestor. But people were none-
theless intrigued with the idea that such a theft might ex-
plain Beti’s bizarre behavior. Most upset by the turn of
events were the group’s women, and one of them broke up
the meeting by angrily pronouncing a deadly curse against
anyone attempting to divine the truth of the alleged pig
theft, thereby blocking the most obvious path to resolu-
tion.!! This brought the investigation to a screeching halt,
and everyone reluctantly agreed that Beti now must return
to her family, that the marriage was now finished.
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But this conclusion was premature. As Beti prepared to
return home, Dimirii, our diviner and taboo consultant,
came forward with an ingenious alternate solution to settle
the issue and perhaps save the marriage. His plan was that
Beti would live away from her husband’s hamlet for six
months, or perhaps a year. If during that time away her vio-
lation problems did not recur, then people in the hamlet
would know that Babala’s revelation was true, that the prob-
lems had been not with Beti but were, rather, a symptom of
Hog-Nine’s anger at Beti living with her husband’s people.
Beti’s husband agreed to the plan, which people quickly la-
beled Beti’s “trial” or “court.” Initially, Dimirii proposed that
she return to her own family for the test, but strain had been
growing between Beti and her kin as she persisted in ignor-
ing their requests that she leave the marriage. Now her older
brother, weary of the bad treatment she had received, and
also of losing so many pigs to repair her violations, told Beti
that if she came back home he would forbid her ever return-
ing to her husband. This she rejected, and so it was decided
that she would spend the experimental period living with
Dimirii and his wife. This test was in essence a novel, alter-
native form of divining whether or not Babala’s pig theft ex-
planation was true, a test impossible for anyone to block
with a curse. As many saw it, this would also be a test of
Babala’s still uncertain status as a medium.

Dimirii and his wife optimistically welcomed Beti to
their hamlet with the gift of a young pig to raise. In the
months that followed, though Beti did break a few taboos,
she was now conscious of the errors and reported them all,
and she committed no more errors than normal for a
woman. After six months, Dimirii visited Beti’s husband and
asked if she could nowreturn to him. The husband declined,
saying he had still not found the cause of his continuing ill-
ness and he wanted that settled first. A year passed, and
Dimirii confronted him again with his wife’s continued pro-
priety: “Maybe you don’t want her any more. Maybe you
just want to let her go back to her family.” Beti’s husband in-
sisted he still wanted her but that he was still seeking the
reason for his bad health. Meanwhile, as time passed and
Beti had no further problems, more and more people began
to accept that Hog-Nine was behind it all.

Over the next year, however, Beti's husband’s health
worsened, and he was taken to a hospital in the capital of
Honiara. When he returned to Kwaio he stayed—barely able
to walk—near a coastal Adventist mission hospital to await
recovery. Beti, who had remained in limbo, joined him
there, at first intermittently, and then full-time. Both had
high hopes that their marriage would come together again.
Beti and most of the community believed she had now been
vindicated, and her husband too now acknowledged the
truth of Babala’s revelation, that they must indeed have
spoiled one of Hog-Nine’s pigs:

That’s who made her lose her sense. That's who made
her break all of those taboos. If I was up and about, if I
could walk, I would try to fix it up. I would take pigs and
shell money, a taro plant and a coconut up there to give
to [the priest who sacrifices to Hog-Nine for Beti’s peo-
ple] to perform a sacrifice to that ancestor. But I can’t
walk right now.

When I left Kwaio, things were finally looking up for
Beti. The last time I saw her, she told me triumphantly, “I
took them all to court, and Iwon.”

Cooling down the spirits

Beti’s case brings forward several themes that rarely enter
into studies of menstrual taboos. Here I highlight two: the
degree to which Kwaio women’s taboos cannot be under-
stood in terms of straightforward gender divisions or an-
tagonisms, and how this and recognition of the creative and
dynamic nature of the taboo system can help us understand
the direction in which that system is now moving.

Apparent throughout the case is the ambivalence that
both men and women feel concerning women'’s taboo viola-
tions. And little wonder, given the deleterious effects such
violations have on their lives. Earlier I described how viola-
tions are seen to leave women indebted to men because of
the toll they take on men’s wealth, labor, and health. This is
true both in individual cases and for women generally, but
the indebtedness and social disruption generated by taboo
violations defy any easy understanding based simply on di-
visions between men and women. First of all, a woman’s
violations can leave her indebted not just to men but also to
other women: those who have invested labor in raising the
men’s pigs that have to be sacrificed and who may contrib-
ute pigs from their own herd toward repairing the viola-
tions; those who lose and must help replace polluted gar-
dens and (to a lesser extent) polluted houses; and those who
suffer emotionally from these losses and when men of their
hamlet become ill (women seldom sicken due to other
women’s errors). Second, men’s taboo violations—either
accidental errors in performing rituals, or, as we saw in our
case, intentional acts such as thefts or curses that go awry
and anger ancestors—can also cause serious community
problems. These, especially negative repercussions from in-
tentional acts, can leave men indebted to other men and, in-
deed, indebted to women who suffer the consequences. The
larger point here is that taboo violations, and the troubles
and tensions they bring, are not simply “a problem of
women” but a ubiquitous “problem of people” (Strathern
1981:170).

And, yet, as taboo violations began to escalate in the
1940s, the burdens of this problem began shifting more
heavily onto women, and over time a qualitative change oc-
curred in the nature of the indebtedness, individual culpa-
bility, and inequality that communities had to come to



terms with. The frequency of women’s errors, and the level
and breadth of antisociality implied by widespread charges
of concealment, were unprecedented, as was the social debt
left in their wake.

In Kwaio today few men appear to consciously apply ta-
boos as a regular weapon of domination. Nonetheless, one
can usefully take a Foucauldian perspective here and assess
the modern system of women’s taboos—particularly the in-
debtedness that violations impose on women—as a means
of disciplinary control that has replaced the violence that
men once monopolized. As such, it is potentially more effi-
cient, effective, and inclusive than violence ever was. That is,
in the past those men inclined to employ violence against a
woman had to assert that she was deserving of it in some
way, and against many women this was difficult or impossi-
ble to argue. So, for example, if a man assaulted his wife
without reason, her kin would quickly come to her aid, likely
demanding that compensation be paid. By contrast, today
nearly every woman—from the most marginal to the most
senior and respected—voluntarily reports taboo violations
on afairly regular basis. Women’s indebtedness has become
ubiquitous.

Approaching the system of women’s taboos as a mecha-
nism of power and dominance (and hopefully it is clear by
now that much more is at work here) provides insights into
the system’s workings. To fully understand such mecha-
nisms, however, one must comprehend not only how they
succeed but also how they come to fail. Once set in motion,
they can develop a dynamic and momentum of their own
that generate unforeseen consequences that in the end
transcend and seriously undermine the interests of those
who initiated them. And this can occur independently of
any concerted resistance by the subjugated persons. In the
Kwaio case, as we have seen, the costs of taboo violations to-
day can quickly escalate to where they swallow up any con-
spicuous benefits of control that might accrue to men or to
senior women. When wives, daughters, or sisters are found to
violate taboos frequently, both the men and women in-
volved pay a heavy price. And the costs are, of course, not
only economic—reckoned in terms of pigs, shell money,
houses, gardens, and labor—but also social: the declining
quality of people’s lives, the pall of suspicion that can hang
over troubled hamlets, broken marriages and families. On a
larger scale, the Kwaio mountain community as a whole is
undermined. The greatest threat to that community today,
as most people see it, is the steady loss of members to
coastal Christian communities. When I first visited Kwaio in
1979 there was near parity between Christians and non-
Christians, but today the latter are greatly outnumbered.
Many who have descended to the coast and the churches
have done so in a desperate flight from incessant taboo vio-
lations and angry ancestors.

It is important to stress here that most women find life
in the mountains rewarding, and, all else being equal, would
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not opt to leave their homes to move to large Christian vil-
lages. They well know that upon their arrival they will en-
counter multiple schemes of inequality in the villages that
are more encompassing and, many find, more oppressive
than any found in the mountains. Within these various hier-
archies they will occupy bottom tiers as women, cash-poor,
newcomers, and heathens-of-late. Moreover, I must reiter-
ate that for most mountain women today, regular taboo vio-
lations and their repair are fairly routinized, a far cry from
the dreadful situation in which Beti was trapped. Most do
not want to leave. Nonetheless, a significant number of
women, burdened by unremitting violations and accusa-
tions, have seen little choice but to flee, and—I think this is
instructive—most often their husbands have gone with
them. In some areas the taboo system as it currently stands
has grown untenable, and it threatens to self-destruct.

Most Kwaio are baffled as to how things arrived at this
state of affairs, the troubles being unintended consequences
wrought through mostly unrecognized mechanisms. Asking
why so many women violate taboos sometimes elicits half-
hearted pronouncements (from both men and women)
about how decadent women are today, or vague indict-
ments of malignant foreign forces or resentful ancestors;
one fellow even dryly suggested that today’s women drink
too much water. These explanations scarcely seem adequate
to the scale of the problem, even to those who proffer them.

But Kwaio are hardly people to sit on their hands and
fret, and by now it should not surprise readers to learn they
have been working away at the problem through religious
experimentation, with some success. In Beti’s case we saw
two innovative solutions to religious predicaments: Babala’s
tranced revelation and Dimirii’s subsequent novel plan for a
controlled test of that revelation. These two creative acts
have reached beyond Beti’s case: When Beti passed
Dimirii’s test and her errors were reclassified from causative
to symptomatic of community problems, other women took
notice. And, when I last left Kwaio two other women who
had been suffering chronic violations had just relocated to
test whether their problems, like Beti’s, were due to the acts
of the men they lived with. Both were descendants of Hog-
Nine, and in both cases a hidden theft of one of his fo’ota
pigs was suspected. Unlike Beti, however, these women
were unmarried, and it was their brothers who were sus-
pected of having been the thieves (thereby unknowingly
desecrating their own ancestor). As had Beti’s husband, the
brothers encouraged the experiment. These cases illustrate
the eagerness of both women and men to find ways out of
crippling cycles of accusation and confession that demoral-
ize and damage their communities.

A more widespread and important innovation has been
diffusing through Kwaio at a gradual but accelerating rate
since at least the 1970s: a category of new magics known
generically as gwari. Gwari literally means “cold,” express-
ing what these magics do: They “cool down” ancestral spirits
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so those users can violate their taboos with lesser or no re-
percussions. The magics make the spirits temporarily com-
placent in ways that bring drugging to mind. Not all gwari
are new, and each important ancestor has his or her own
personal gwari that has long been used by descendants in
rituals to mitigate errors and more generally to keep volatile
spirits under control. The gwari varieties spreading now,
however, are not part of local ancestral traditions but are be-
ing purchased and otherwise acquired specifically to damp-
en modern ancestral worries about women'’s taboo viola-
tions.”? When 1 first arrived in Kwaio in 1979, and as I
observed into the 1980s, many people in central-eastern
Kwaio where I lived were wary of overusing these magics. As
afriend explained:

If you just use gwari once to mollify your ancestors, and
that is the only time, then it is all right. Though you are
hiding from them they really know what you are doing.
And yet they will still protect you. But suppose you do it
all the time . . . eventually your ancestors will get angry
and say, “Hey you! What are you doing playing with me
with that stuff all the time? You can get your gwari to
protect you, because I'm leaving you!”

In the early 1980s, only people in southern Kwaio heavily
used the newer gwari varieties, and my neighbors pointed a
disparaging finger south at this decadent and shabby treat-
ment of ancestors. The same man continued: “I want my an-
cestors to be powerful. Why would I want to cool them
down? That’s what we say. I want my ancestors to be strong
so they can protect me, so why should I perform gwari to
make them weak and senile? That’s not for me.” Kwaio be-
lieve generally that obtaining true power requires personal
sacrifice, and facile gwari use to avoid having to rigorously
observe taboos can weaken not only one’s ancestors but
also oneself (see Akin 1996).

But many Kwaio have been changing their minds. The
pressures of persistent women'’s violations and their great
costs have led to increased importation and experimenta-
tion with gwari, with different types varying in what they will
allow one to get away with (to date, few allow all women'’s
violations to be fully ignored). New varieties are emerging
that people claim will mute only ancestral anger at women’s
violations and, otherwise, will not affect the spirits. Many
who once condemned gwari use now possess their own,
some secretly, some openly and enthusiastically. Todayj, it is
no longer only antisocial “bad women” who are concealing
women’s taboo violations from the spirits; now it is entire
communities.

Although in some areas, the problem of women’s viola-
tions is being greatly diminished through gwari use, many
families still steadfastly refuse to employ the magics, with
women among the most ardent opponents. Some groups
have tried different varieties only to be called up short by
one particular ancestor: Hog-Nine. He forbids many of his
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central and northern Kwaio descendants to use any of the
new magics and, in the late 1980s, he went so far as to kill
one of his own senior priests for daring to try. Nevertheless,
although many men and women continue to disparage the
use of the magics, each time I return to Kwaio I am startled
by how many more people have embraced them. It is quite
possible that by next time I visit, the Pandora’s box of
chronic women’s taboo violations, opened nearly sixty years
ago, will have been firmly closed.
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1. Monographs about Melanesian taboos surrounding bodily
substances include Hogbin 1996 and Meigs 1984 (see also Strathern
1972:ch. 7). Several excellent studies have emerged from Huli,
where Glasse once reported that “the wife’s failure to observe men-
strual taboos is the commonest source of marital discord”
(1968:73). Clark 1993 and Clark and Hughes 1995 examine Huli
extensions of pollution concepts to gold mining and sexually trans-
mitted diseases. Wardlow 2000:ch. 5 explores changing Huli ideas
about female pollution and provides illuminating case studies.
Frankel 1986:ch. 7 looks at female pollution as an explanation of
illnesses in both older and recent Huli contexts, with case sum-
maries. Elsewhere, Goodale (1995:153-154, and personal commu-
nication 2000) has described menstrual ritual introduced to Kau-
long in the 1960s, and Stewart and Strathern 2002 notes the
historical arrival of a female spirit cult in Pangia that includes ri-
tualization of menstruation and menstrual huts.

2. This is one reason early missionaries and other Europeans,
focused as they were on taboos themselves, sometimes saw Malai-
tan religions as wholly amoral. Another class of social rules prohibit
behaviors all Kwaio do denounce as inherently wrong, such as cer-
tain sexual improprieties or stealing from kin. Interestingly, ances-
tral spirits are uninterested in these rules per se, except when vio-
lations spark conflicts among their descendants.

3. Many women have special menstrual machetes, cooking pots,
and, increasingly, and to men’s dismay, clothing carried up from
the coast on jungle trails that skirt hamlets and gardens. Interest-
ingly, secular shell money may be kept in menstrual huts (where
thieves dare not go).



4. Pollution involving men’s bodily wastes, a concern in some
New Guinea societies (e.g., Hogbin 1996; Meigs 1978), is a bit of a
red herring in Kwaio. The relevant taboos apply to very limited
contexts and are of little concern. They are easy to follow, and
violations are quite rare.

5. Accurate statistics are unobtainable because a great many vio-
lations, especially reported ones, are private hamlet matters
(though few are actively concealed). Thus, true violation rates ex-
ceed the high frequency that is apparent. As discussed later, some
areas no longer suffer high rates.

6. In this way the violation scenario can express the tragic Kwaio
“importation scenario” that I have examined elsewhere, in which
foreign entities—here in-marrying women—bring about the ruin
of importers and their kin. The parallel extends further: Women'’s
violations, like the importation scenario itself, are favorite topics
of kastom political meetings (Akin 1996, n.d.). Changes in marriage
are also important—I cannot elaborate here, but discovered vio-
lations by married women both express and generate affinal ten-
sions, and their increase is intertwined with a multifaceted weak-
ening of institutions that once integrated intermarrying groups.
Wives now find it more difficult to gain an “insider” status in their
husbands’ families.

7. Knowledge of this case comes from extensive interviews with
principals and others, and participant-observation since 1979. Ba-
sic facts of the case are public knowledge locally, but I have omitted
some sensitive aspects. None of the omitted material weakens the
argument made here.

8. Parallels between such “recovered memories” of guilt and
those of persons falsely confessing satanic child abuse in Western
societies are striking and include people being charged with abus-
ing family members and convinced by interrogators that their vic-
tims can recover only if they confess; accusers and interrogators
who are family or friends; and confessions being subsequently
elaborated to divulge still more heinous antisocial acts. In both
Western and Kwaio cultures some people appear more vulnerable
to this trap (see, e.g., Wright 1994).

9. Hog-Nine’s brief marriage to the woman ended when he had
sex with her and killed her, having puttied a piece of sharp flint
to the end of his penis. Her family explained his error to him and
gave him the dead woman’s sister to marry. With her he had eight
sons, four of whom died acting as only crazy men would, mirroring
Lastgasp and her seven sisters—four of whom were crazy.

10. Note that such women are not “more male” in the sense of
being exempt from observing women'’s taboos or taking part in
men’s shrine or men’s-house rituals (cf. Poole 1981). Other
women’s female substances, however, become more dangerous to
them, and like Lastgasp in her day, they wield kinds of agency—in-
cluding fighting magics and divinations—normally controlled by
men. Also like Lastgasp, these women are remembered for episodes
of flouting men’s authority.

11. To my knowledge, whether Beti’s sister-in-law might have
been similarly victimized was not discussed until later. It is now
widely believed that it was her husband who actually stole the pig;
the woman who cursed against further divination was his sister.
Pig stealing is great sport in Kwaio and men in Beti’s hamlet had
certainly taken their share over the years. Rules govern theft of
fo’ota pigs: Ideally, a purloined pig is stashed in the jungle alive
and the thief awaits news of its status, especially whether it is a
fo’ota belonging to one of his own ancestors. If so, the beast is
either turned loose or delivered to a priest of the spirit to be sac-
rificed and eaten in a suitable manner. Even if thieves mishandle
a fo’ota, ancestors normally do not punish its owners if they raise
a replacement. But spirits generally dislike their descendants so-
cializing closely with people who have wronged them, and Hog-
Nine is notoriously easy to offend.
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12. Another wave of gwari magics diffused through Kwaio be-
ginning in the early 1930s and they are now well established. They
allowed an easing of childbirth taboos, particularly by shortening
the duration of maternal seclusion. See Akin 1996 for a discussion
of parana magics Kwaio use to mitigate taboos while living abroad.
Much innovation in taboos occurs through a process that is not
explored here: the piecemeal expansion and contraction of cate-
gories of things and actions to which specific taboos do or do not
apply (see Akin 1993:ch. 7).
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