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The papers wh ich  comprised t h i s  v o l u m e  w e r e  o r i g i n a l l y  p r e p a r e d
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PREFACE

In recent years there  has been increasing recogni t ion t h a t  heal th  i n  a l l
i t s  aspects i s  l i nked  i n t r i c a t e l y  w i th  " l i f e s t y l e , ”  t h a t  general r u b r i c  f o r  the
social ,  c u l t u r a l  and economic r e a l i t i e s  t h a t  bear o n  i nd i v i dua l  behavior and
wel l-being. B y  c o n t r a s t ,  men ta l  h e a l t h  research,  a n d  s u i c i d e  s t u d i e s  i n
par t i cu la r,  have recognized the importance o f  these broad soc ia l  inf luences f o r
at l e a s t  a  century.  Y e t  on ly  i n  t he  past  few years has t he  s tudy o f  su ic ide
gained h igh  p r i o r i t y  anong p u b l i c  hea l th  o f f i c i a l s  i n  t h e  Uni ted States,  and
remains l i t t l e  recognized i n  l e s s  developed countr ies.  However,  recen t  sharp
increases i n  youth su i c ide  i n  c e r t a i n  pa r t s  o f  t h e  P a c i f i c  have drawn pub l i c
a t tent ion t o  su i c i de  a s  a n  impor tant  s o c i e t a l  problem. T h i s  volume, t h e n ,
presents a  unique and t ime ly  l o o k  a t  su i c ide  i n  a l l  i t s  s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l
aspects, seen  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  ma jo r  changes a f f e c t i n g  P a c i f i c  s o c i e t i e s
today.

The papers  i n  t h i s  volume were  f i r s t  p r e p a r e d  f o r  a  conference o n
"Culture, Yo u t h  a n d  Su ic ide  i n  t h e  P a c i f i c "  h e l d  a t  t h e  East-West Center,
September 10-14, 1984. T h e  conference was organized t o  provide a  comparative,
regional assessment o f  s u i c i d é  i n  s e l e c t e d  P a c i f i c  I s l a n d  s o c i e t i e s  - -
pa r t i cu la r l y  i n  l i g h t  o f  recent  epidemic increases i n  pa r t s  o f  Micronesia and
Western Samoa. T h e s e  pape rs ,  d r a w n  f r o m  s u c h  d i v e r s e  perspec t i ves  a s
anthropology and sociology, psychiat ry  and medicine, and community development,
demonstrate t h e  n e e d  f o r  camplementary m u l t i - d i sc ip l i na ry  approaches t o
problems as complex as su ic ide.

The P a c i f i c  i s  a  c u l t u r a l l y  d i ve rse  r eg ion  o f  s n a i l ,  r a p i d l y  changing
societ ies,  and  these papers r e f l e c t  t h a t  d i v e r s i t y.  I n  par ts  o f  t he  Pac i f i c ,
notably Western  Samoa a n d  same Micronesian a r e a s ,  s u i c i d e  r e c e n t l y  h a s
increased i n  an unusual, epidemic- l i k e  fashion,  a s  documented i n  t he  chapters
by Bowles a n d  Rubinste in.  S u i c i d e  h a s  even become t h e  p r imary  cause o f
mor ta l i t y  among same age groups. A m o n g  o ther  P a c i f i c  c u l t u r e s ,  such a s  t h e
Melanesian soc i e t i es  discussed by  A k i n  and Poole,  h i g h  su i c i de  r a t e s  appear
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morta l i t y  among some age groups. A m o n g  o ther  P a c i f i c  c u l t u r e s ,  such a s  t h e
Melanesian soc i e t i es  discussed by  A k i n  and Poole,  h i g h  su i c i de  r a t e s  appear
t r ad i t i ona l l y  endemic.

The ob jec t i ves  o f  t h e  conference were, f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  t o  assemble and
assess ava i l ab le  in format ion on  su ic ide  i n  t h e  P a c i f i c ;  second ly,  t o  d iscuss
the s o c i a l  meanings and c u l t u r a l  pa t te rns  o f  P a c i f i c  su i c i de ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n
the context  o f  soc ia l  change; and t h i r d l y,  t o  explore prevention s t ra teg ies  f o r



reducing t h e  burden o f  su i c i de .  T h e  main o r i e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  papers i n  t h i s
volume i s  towards research ra the r  than  prevent ion, w i t h  t h e  notab le  exception
of O l i v e r ' s  Chapter. Y e t  these three object ives c l e a r l y  b u i l d  upon each o ther.
The papers inc luded here present convincing evidence t h a t  e f f e c t i v e  prevent ion
e f f o r t s  must be grounded i n  an understanding o f  the  soc ia l  and c u l t u r a l  context
of su ic ide w i t h i n  pa r t i cu la r  communities.

The Chapters are  organized i n  th ree  sect ions according t o  c u l t u r a l  area:
Western Samoa (Polynesia) ,  Micronesia and Melanesia. T h e  in t roductory  chapter
by White presents a  ra t iona le  f o r  research on suic ide as a  c u l t u r a l  phenomenon.
Following t h i s ,  t h r e e  chapters by  Bowles, t h e  Mapphersons and O l i ve r  dea l  w i th
Western Samoa. T h e  next  sec t ion  includes th ree  chapters focusing on d i f f e r e n t
parts o f  Micronesia. R u b i n s t e i n  g ives  an  overview o f  t h e  reg ion  as  a  whole
whi le Hezel and P o l l o i  d e a l  w i t h  Truk  and Palau, respec t i ve l y.  Because  both
Micronesia and Western Samoa have undergone epidemic increases o f  adolescent
suicide (wh ich  now appear t o  be  aba t i ng ) ,  t h e  re igons  present some f r u i t f u l
points o f  comparison t h a t  were g iven a t t e n t i o n  a t  t h e  conference. T h e  l a s t
four chapters  a r e  o n  Melanesian s u i c i d e .  G e g e o  and Watson-Gegeo, a n d  A k i n
describe neighboring soc ie t ies  on the i s l and  o f  Malai ta,  Solomon Is lands;  wh i le
Pataki-Schweizer presents an overview f o r  Papua New Guinea, and Pool discusses
a remote Highlands soc ie t y  i n  t h a t  country.  T h i s  l a s t  s e t  contrasts w i t h  t he
other t w o  i n  t h a t  t h e  authors  d e a l  w i t h  t r a d i t i o n a l  pa t te rns  o f  su i c i de  i n
Melanesian soc ie t ies  which have experienced l i t t l e  o f  t h e  r a p i d  and extensive
social  changes o f  Western Samoa and Micronesia. H e z e l  w r i t es  a  f i n a l  chapter
summarizing conference discussions on  the  p r a c t i c a l  issues o f  problems i n  the
co l lec t ion  o f  data on suic ide and approaches t o  prevention.

We would l i k e  t o  acknowledge t he  h e l p  and support  o f  several  people and
organizations. T h e  East-West Center  I n s t i t u t e  o f  Cu l tu re  and Communication
generously funded and hosted t h e  Conference on  Cul ture ,  Youth  and Suic ide i n
the P a c i f i c .  T h e  Na t iona l  I n s t i t u t e  o f  Mental  Hea l th  (Center  f o r  M i n o r i t y
Group Mental Heal th  Programs) i s  support ing a  three-year  s tudy  o f  adolescent
suicide i n  Truk, being conducted by the ed i to rs  o f  t h i s  conference repor t .  T h e

Group Mental Heal th  Programs) i s  support ing a  three-year  s tudy  o f  adolescent
suicide i n  Truk, being conducted by the ed i to rs  o f  t h i s  conference repor t .  T h e
Micronesian Seminar i n  Truk i s  prov id ing  inva luab le  f i e l d  research assistance
in  t h i s  s tudy.

Meg W h i t e ,  C h e r y l  H idano  a n d  Andrew H a r r i s o n  a s s i s t e d  a b l y  w i t h
organization o f  t h e  East-West Center conference. A l a n  Howard, Leonard Mason,
B r i t t  R o b i l l a r d ,  Te r e s a  Sappier  a n d  C r a i g  Severance con t r i bu ted  impor tan t
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perspectives t o  conference discussions. D a n i e l  Lord,  Psychologist  a t  the  D r.
Torres Hospi ta l  i n  Saipan, a l so  made a  presentat ion a t  the conference which was
not wr i t ten  up f o r  i nc lus ion  wi th  t h i s  repor t .  W e  would also l i k e  t o  thank the
Hawaii Geographic Society f o r  permission t o  use t h e i r  maps; Joanne Harper f o r
ed i t o r i a l  assistance; and Carolyn Isono and Louise Ish ibash i  f o r  t h e i r  pa t i en t
help wi th  manuscript typ ing.

Donald H. Rubinstein
Geoffrey M. White
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Chapter 1

SUICIDE AND CUL1URE: ISLAND VIEWS

Geoffrey M. White

Introduction
This volume spans a  range o f  perspectives on the problem o f  suicide and

related mental health issues i n  the Paci f ic  Islands. T h e  approaches included
here range from basic research t o  the work o f  the c l in ic ian treat ing suicidal
patients o r  t h e  community ac t i v is t  organizing prevention programs. However,
a l l  o f  these various approaches draw from a  perspective which emphasizes the
significance o f  loca l  meanings, t h e  ways people themselves perceive and deal
with problems such a s  suicide.  I t  i s  t h i s  perspective which i s  outl ined
briefly i n  th is  chapter.

I  hope t o  suggest a  view o f  suicide as a  social event which i s  shaped i n
complex ways by culture,  t h a t  i s ,  b y  shared bel iefs  and practices which give
meaning t o  social  l i f e .  A s  many o f  t h e  chapters i n  t h i s  volume make c lear,
suicide cross-culturally can on ly  b e  understood through t h e  lenses o f  t h e
cultures where i t  occurs. However,  I  would l i k e  t o  turn  t h i s  l i n k  between
suicide and culture around and point out that  suicide may provide an important
vantage point from which t o  understand cultural  worlds o f  emotion and social
experience (seer f o r  example, Black 1985). I n  other words, research on suicide
may go beyond the explanation o f  a  pattern o f  mortality t o  a  concern with the
cultural f abr ic  o f  socia l  l i f e  and same o f  the most c r i t i c a l  points a t  which
that fabr ic  may be torn  by conf l ic t  and change. I f  so, suicide research may
produce insights which w i l l  a lso prove useful i n  understanding other soc ia l
problems such as alcohol abuser violence or mental disorder.

Increases i n  su ic ide  a r e  on ly  one  p a r t  o f  a  broad change which i s
occurring i n  pat terns o f  morta l i ty  and  morbidity i n  t h e  P a c i f i c  a n d  t h e
developing world generally.  A s  small Pac i f ic  societ ies a re  swept up i n  the
currents of  modernization and development, changes i n  l i f es ty le  associated with

developing world generally.  A s  small Pac i f ic  societ ies a re  swept up i n  the
currents of  modernization and development, changes i n  l i f es ty le  associated with
education, urbanization and wage labor a r e  having systematic e f fects  on  the
health and well-being of  Paci f ic  Islanders. T h e  specter o f  infectious disease
as t h e  most  s e r i o u s  t h r e a t  t o  h e a l t h  i s  r a p i d l y  b e i n g  replaced b y
l i festy le-related disorders such a s  diabetes,  hypertension, malnutr i t ion,



alcoholism and death o r  i n j u r y  r esu l t i ng  from v io lence.  A s  i s  we l l -recognized
i n  behavioral medicine, e f f e c t i v e  responses t o  these types o f  problems must be
appropriate t o  the  s o c i a l  context  i n  which they occur.  T h u s ,  attempts t o  deal
with many o f  t h e  maladies o f  s o c i a l  change should beg in  w i t h i n  t he  f rame o f
reference o r  c u l t u r e  o f  t h e  people a f fec ted.  O t h e r w i s e  they  run  t h e  r i s k  o f
being i n e f f e c t i v e  because t h e y  a r e  disconnected f rom t h e  meanings and values
which people use t o  organize t h e i r  l i v e s  and respond t o  problems stemming from
cul ture contact  and rap id  change.

By t a k i n g  a  c ross -cu l t u ra l ,  comparat ive perspect ive,  t h i s  volume shows
that  su ic ide  i n  d i f f e r e n t  soc ie t i es  i s  n o t  a  u n i t a r y  phenomenon which can be
understood as a  simple a c t  o f  a  person k i l l i n g  him o r  he rse l f .  S i n c e  the t ime
of Durkheim, s u i c i d e  h a s  b e e n  w i d e l y  v i ewed  a s  a  symptom o f  s o c i e t a l
d isrupt ion,  o f  "anomie."  I t  has thus  taken i t s  p lace  alongside an  a r r a y  o f
social  ind ica to rs  as an index o f  soc ia l  d i s in teg ra t ion  or  personal malaise on a
societal  sca le .  T h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  f u l l  o f  s tud ies  which have
compared su ic ide ra tes  o f  d i f f e r e n t  nat ions o r  s o c i a l  groups, a s  i f  t h i s  was a
more o r  l e s s  s t ra ight forward  way o f  t ak i ng  a  soc ie t y ' s  pulse.  I  t h i n k  we may
learn more from the c ross -cu l tu ra l  perspective by stepping back and asking j u s t
what i s  being compared i n  such studies.

One t h i n g  which can sa fe ly  be sa id  about su ic ide  i n  a l l  soc ie t ies  i s  t h a t
i t  i s  a n  even t  wh ich  does n o t  pass  unnot iced.  S u i c i d e  i n e v i t a b l y  evokes
attempts a t  explanat ion which spec i f y  i t s  meanings i n  terms o f  l o c a l  b e l i e f s
and values. I t  i s  i n  t h i s  making sense o f  su ic ide ,  what Bohannan (1960) r e f e r s
to a s  " f o l k  exp lana t i on , "  t h a t  we  may s e e  c u l t u r a l  assumptions a t  work ,
cu l tu ra l  assumptions which f unc t i on  wide ly  i n  t he  soc i e t y  b u t  a r e  f requent ly
" i n v i s i b l e . "

Among the types o f  c u l t u r a l  understanding which f i g u r e  impor tant ly  i n  f o l k
theories o f  su i c ide  a re  concepts o f  emotion and s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t .  D e s p i t e  the
considerable amount o f  soc ia l  and psychological research which has been done i n
the P a c i f i c ,  w e  have o n l y  j u s t  begun t o  come t o  understand t h e  c u l t u r a l l y
d i s t i n c t  ways i n  which P a c i f i c  I s l ande rs  themselves perce ive,  t a l k  about  and
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the P a c i f i c ,  Pacific, we have o n l y  j u s t  begun t o  come t o  understand t h e  c u l t u r a l l y
d i s t i n c t  ways i n  which P a c i f i c  I s l ande rs  themselves perce ive,  t a l k  about  and
experience emot ion (Wh i te  a n d  K i r k p a t r i c k  1985) .  I n  t h e  absence o f  such
understanding, t h e r e  i s  always t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  m is in te rp re t ing  su i c i de  b y
applying Western psychologica l  concepts.  F o r  example, t h e  Western-trained
c l i n i c i an  might  be expected t o  l o o k  f o r ,  and  poss ib ly  f i n d ,  depression among
suic idal  c l i e n t s  (Whi te  and Marse l la  1982).  S u i c i d e ,  t h e n ,  i s  an  important

2



example o f  the  need f o r  c u l t u r a l  t r ans la t i on  t o  precede attempts a t  explanation
or treatment.

Research on  su ic ide  i n  Truk be ing  c a r r i e d  o u t  b y  Rubinstein (1983, t h i s
volume) a n d  Hezel (1984,  t h i s  volume) p rov ides  examples o f  t h e  way i n  which
attempts t o  understand s u i c i d e  h a v e  produced i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  c u l t u r a l
patterning o f  emot ion and i n t e r a c t i o n  i n  t h e  Trukese f a m i l y.  A l t h o u g h  t h e
chapters b y  Rubinste in  and Bezel g i v e  a  more d e t a i l e d  account o f  t h e i r  own
research, I  would l i k e  t o  draw same general p a r a l l e l s  and contrasts between the
Trukese m a t e r i a l  a n d  t h e  c a s e  o f  Samoan s u i c i d e ,  a s  d iscussed b y  t h e
Macphersons as we l l  as Bowles and O l i ve r.

Trukese Abimmtgai and .5.111Losin lux
The ep idan io logy  o f  s u i c i d e  i n  M ic rones ia  c l e a r l y  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e

importance o f  s o c i a l  con tex t  i n  t he  recent  r i s e  o f  su i c ide  ra tes  there .  T h e
data compiled by Rubinstein and presented i n  h i s  chapter show t h a t  t h i s  r i s e  i s
a male adolescent phenomenon. T h e s e  f i nd ings  immediately r a i s e  t h e  quest ion:
What i s  i t  about t h e  s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  o f  young men between the  ages o f  15 and
25 which makes t h i s  populat ion so  much a t  r i s k  i n  su ic ide? And, secondar i ly :
What has changed dur ing  t h e  course o f  a  generation which has produced such a
rapid increase?

The f i r s t  o c c a s i o n  o n  wh ich  researchers a n d  Micronesians gathered t o
discuss quest ions such a s  these was a  conference convened i n  Truk i n  1981 b y
Francis Hez el under t h e  auspices o f  t h e  Micronesian Seminar. T h i s  meeting was
attended by  Trukese educators, youth  workers, church leaders and researchers.
Their d iscussions focused l a rge l y  o n  t h e  problem o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  by  ask ing
what, f r o m  t h e  Trukese p o i n t  o f  v i ew,  was happening i n  t h e  events preceding
many o f  the  suic ides (Hez el 1981). I n  the process o f  searching f o r  pat terns i n
the cases complied by Rubinstein, t h i s  group produced an important breakthrough
in  understanding t he  s o c i a l  dynamics o f  Trukese su ic ide .  T h e  manner i n  which
th i s  new understanding was reached i s  a lso worth not ing.

As t h o s e  p r e s e n t  s o u g h t  t o  s p e c i f y  t h e  s o r t s  o f  i n c i d e n t s  w h i c h
nrcli-.4r144-4-cs cli4r.4A.Idn 4 4 -  hdur,cmc. crirrn=rmrd- 4-h=4- r I n n f l 4 c +  cirrinnev fn imi .h7 morni-Nore i c
t h i s  new understanding was reached i s  a lso worth not ing.

As t h o s e  p r e s e n t  s o u g h t  t o  s p e c i f y  t h e  s o r t s  o f  i n c i d e n t s  w h i c h
prec ip i ta te  su ic ide ,  i t  became apparent t h a t  c o n f l i c t  among fami l y  members i s
the major  con tex t  f o r  Trukese s u i c i d e .  A s  pa r t i c i pan ts  began t o  speculate
about fee l ings  and motives common t o  many o f  the  suic ides,  d iscussion turned t o
the s o r t s  o f  emotions aroused i n  fam i l y  quar re ls  which might lead  t o  su ic ide.
Anger seemed an  impor tant  element, a s  i t  i s  i n  t h e  U.S.  a n d  o ther  European
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cultures. B a s e d  o n  h i s  knowledge o f  a n  impor tant  d i s t i n c t i o n  i n  t h e  F a i s
language (Western Carolines) between two d i s t i n c t  types o f  anger (song/ a  more
general te rm f o r  a c t i v e  anger d i r ec ted  toward others,  and  s i q r  a  more inward
fee l ing  wh ich  s i g n a l s  a n  appeal  t o  o t h e r s ) ,  Rub ins te in  asked t h e  Trukese
par t ic ipants i f  t hey  cou ld  c l a r i f y  t he  s p e c i f i c  emotions impl icated i n  Trukese
suicide. A  Trukese p a r t i c i p a n t  responded t y  i n t r o d u c i n g  a  Trukese t e r m :
AWWIMUMMID.

Although _dzwunladun i s  no t  an emotion term per  se ,  i t  describes a  pat te rn
of s o c i a l  behavior which s t rong ly  impl ica tes  c e r t a i n  emotions. T h e  Trukese a t
the conference saw t h a t  i t  was important t o  draw a  d i s t i n c t i o n  between "anger"
(ssonq) i n  genera l  a n d  t h e  k i n d  o f  anger,  f r u s t r a t i o n  o r  resentment f e l t
towards h i g h e r  s t a t u s  f a m i l y  members. W i t h o u t  t h i s  more s p e c i f i c  s o c i a l
context, de f ined  i n  terms o f  Trukese understandings o f  c o n f l i c t  i n  the  f am i l y '
i t  was a t  bes t  mis leading t o  t a l k  about anger (espec ia l l y  about  vengeful  o r
v ind ic t i ve  anger) a s  a  motive i n  Trukese su ic ide .  B y  examining ca re fu l l y  t h e
meanings o f  "unundunf  i t  has been poss ib le  t o  i d e n t i f y  much more prec ise ly
the so r t s  o f  soc ia l  and emotional experience which f i g u r e  i n  fami ly  c o n f l i c t  i n
general and youth su ic ide i n  pa r t i cu la r.

Without a t t emp t ing  t o  c a p t u r e  a l l  t h e  s u b t l e t i e s  o f  t h e  n o t i o n  o f
_dzwunuffiwUnf l e t  me quote b r i e f l y  f rom a  recent paper by Bezel (1984),  who gives
a more adequate account i n  h i s  chapter f o r  t h i s  volune. B e z e l  w r i t es  t h a t :

&muumuu  . . . i s  a  s t ra tegy o f  withdrawal o r  self-abasement used
to  show those one must bo th  l o v e  and obey t h a t  one i s  h u r t  b y
them. T h e  a c t  o f  Andiummun i s  in tended n o t  p r i n c i p a l l y  t o
i n f l i c t  revenge--although i t  wou ld  b e  n a i v e  t o  ma in ta in  t h a t
there i s  no th ing  o f  t h i s  i n  t h e  a c t - -bu t  t o  dramat ize o n e ' s
anger, f r u s t r a t i o n  a n d  sor row i n  t h e  hope t h a t  t h e  p resen t
unhappy s i t u a t i o n  w i l l  soon be remedied. (1984: 1 4 ) .

Zawmpundunr t hen ,  i nvo l ves  an e n t i r e  c lus te r  o f  understandings about c o n f l i c t ,
emotion and c o n f l i c t  r eso lu t i on ,  p r i m a r i l y  i n  fami l i es .  Because Trukese share
these understandings a s  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  c u l t u r e ,  t h e  k i n d s  o f  behav ior  a n d
emotions which are  recognized as AmwmpumKun make up a  k ind  o f  c u l t u r a l  coder a
m=s7 ^ f  evNn i rm art 4 t".= 4-4 ~ I  4 i n  n  v v r l w r o ~  4 n  z u  t.wmg 7 n h ^ 1 1 . 1 .  4 . ~  1K1 ^Co"Mánk - P. , = , 1  4  n v n  ^ ”

these understandings a s  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  c u l t u r e ,  t h e  k i n d s  o f  behav ior  a n d
emotions which are  recognized as amelawassin make up a  k ind  o f  c u l t u r a l  code, a
way o f  communicating i n  appropriate ways about troublesome fee l ings  and events.
Anyone who wished t o  communicate w i th  Trukese about su ic ide  would need t o  have
both understanding and empathy f o r  t h i s  c u l t u r a l  code.

The concept o f  _Qammummaan i s ,  o f  courser  o n l y  a  p iece  o f  t h e  s u i c i d e
puzzle. F o r  example, i t  doesn ' t  t e l l  us  about the  sources o f  f am i l y  c o n f l i c t
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or why t h i s  c o n f l i c t  p r i m a r i l y  invo lves young men ra ther  than young women. I t
only informs us about c u l t u r a l l y  appropriate ways o f  deal ing w i th  c o n f l i c t  when
i t  a r ises .  I t  a lso  doesn ' t  t e l l  us why ord inary  amilunumman, which ends i n  the
offended person be ing drawn back i n t o  t h e  f a m i l y  group,  sometimes leads  t o
suicide.

However, m o r e  t h a n  a n y  o t h e r  s i n g l e  i n s i g h t ,  t h e  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f
aumunummun a t  t h e  1 9 8 1  T r u k  c o n f e r e n c e  s e r v e d  t o  f o c u s  subsequent
in terpretat ions o f  s u i c i d e .  T h e  concept  c r y s t a l l i z e s  a  number o f  Trukese
understandings about  f e e l i n g s  and behaviors associated w i t h  f a m i l y  c o n f l i c t .
I t  represents a n  e n t i r e  scenar io  o r  sequence o f  events  wh ich  f o l l o w  f r o m
c o n f l i c t  between a  young person and a  parent o r  o lde r  s i b l i n g .  I n  the t y p i c a l
scenario a  c h i l d  experiences some combination o f  sadness and resentment a t
having been u n j u s t l y  wronged, b u t  r a t h e r  t h a n  expressing t h a t  resentment
d i rec t l y  (which would be contrary  t o  Trukese values o f  respect due o lder  fami ly
members), the  c h i l d  withdraws from fu r the r  i n te rac t i on .  T h i s  scenario may then
prec ip i ta te  a  f u r t he r  sequence i n  which the  offended person i s  approached by a
family member who  a t tempts  t o  soothe h i m  o r  h e r  a n d  r e p a i r  t h e  damaged
re la t ion .  T h e  e n t i r e  anmuniummun sequence funct ions  as a  c u l t u r a l l y  recognized
mode o f  c o n f l i c t  r e s o l u t i o n ,  a s  a  way f o r  young people t o  make an  appeal t o
parents o r  e lde r  k i n  wi thout  v i o l a t i n g  norms o f  respect .  T h u s ,  t h e  attempt t o
understand t h e  s o c i a l  dynamics o f  s u i c i d e  has l e d  t o  a  process o f  c u l t u r a l
t rans la t ion  concerned broadly  w i t h  Trukese ways o f  dea l i ng  w i t h  problemat ic
emotions and soc ia l  c o n f l i c t  i n  general.

I  ra i se  t h i s  pa r t i cu la r  example because o f  p a r a l l e l s  w i th  c u l t u r a l  f ac to rs
i n  s u i c i d e  i n  Western Samoa. T h e  occurrence o f  a  q u i t e  s i m i l a r  epidemic
increase o f  su ic ide i n  Western Samoa i n  the mid t o  l a t e  1970s, peaking i n  1981,
i s  documented i n  the chapters by Bowles and the Mapphersons. A t  about the same
time t h a t  the  Truk conference was convening, a  Suic ide Study Group was formed
to look  i n t o  the Samoan suic ides (see Ol iver  chapter ) .  T h e y  found t ha t ,  as  i n
Micronesia, t h e  increase i n  su ic ides occurred p r imar i l y  among young men. T h e
data presented graphica l ly  b y  Bowles show t h a t  w e l l  over h a l f  o f  a l l  suic ides

n o r i n e l  n f  i n r r o A o  w o r o  rnmmif t f tor i  h u  v n r i n n  mon  f r n m  l q  f t n  2 4  v o a r g
Micronesia, t h e  increase i n  su ic ides occurred p r imar i l y  among young men. T h e
data presented graphica l ly  b y  Bowles show t h a t  w e l l  over h a l f  o f  a l l  su ic ides
during the  per iod  o f  increase were committed by young men from 15 t o  24 years
old. T h i s  d i s t i n c t  soc ia l  pa t te rn ing  o f  su i c ide  i n  Western Samoa ra ises  some
of t h e  same quest ions about t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  young men which we have asked
about Micronesians.

At t h i s  p o i n t ,  t h e  p a r a l l e l  becomes even more i n t r i g u i n g .  T h e  d a t a
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compiled by t he  Suic ide Study Group show t h a t  i i . e • i n  40 percent  o f  a l l  cases,
the apparent  t r i g g e r i n g  e v e n t  was  a  sco ld i ng  b y  t h e  v i c t i m ' s  p a r e n t s . . . "
(Oliver 1984: 5 9 ) .  S o ,  i n  Western Samoa, a s  i n  Truk, i t  i s  f requent ly  c o n f l i c t
between parents and ch i ld ren which precedes adolescent su ic ide .  I n  h i s  recent
book at tack ing Margaret Mead, Derek Freeman lends f u r t h e r  support  t o  the  v iew
that  parent- c h i l d  c o n f l i c t  i s  a  major context  f o r  you th fu l  Samoan su ic ide .  H e
reports 22 cases (16 male, 6  female) o f  su ic ide  i n  Western Samoa f rom 1925 t o
1967. "Fou r teen  o f  these twenty-two persons (64 percent) had committed suic ide
in  a  s t a t e  o f  anger a t  having been scolded o r  punished b y  a  parent  o r  some
other e l d e r "  (Freeman 1983 :  2 2 0 ) .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  Freeman p o i n t s  o u t  t h e
ant iqu i ty  o f  t h i s  pa t te rn ,  observed by someone who l i v e d  i n  Samoa between 1839
and 1879 and  commented t h a t  Samoan su i c ide  i s  "most ly  caused b y  anger w i t h
fami l y. "  ( i b i d . )

Thus, w h i l e  Western Samoa s u i c i d e s  have  increased i n  number, p robab ly
re f lec t ing  t h e  pressures o f  change, t h e y  appear t o  f o l l o w  establ ished s o c i a l
patterns deeply  r o o t e d  i n  Samoan c u l t u r e .  T o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  many o f  t h e
suicides t a k e  o n  a  s i m i l a r  form,  we  might  expect  t h a t  c e r t a i n  bas ic ,  shared
understandings abou t  s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t  a r e  a t  work.  H e r e  Derek Freeman and
others, i nc lud ing  the  Mapphersons i n  t h e i r  chapter,  o f f e r  an  important c lue  by
noting t h a t  many o f  t he  episodes o f  you th fu l  su ic ide  f o l l o w  a  pat tern  re fer red
to w i t h  t he  Samoan term musu. A c c o r d i n g  t o  Freeman, most o f  t h e  14 cases o f
suicide i n  h i s  sample which resu l t ed  f rom parenta l  punishment had "been musu
toward a  pa ren t  d u r i n g  t h e  emot ion c r i s i s  t h a t  immediately preceded t h e i r
suicides" (1983: 221) .  H e  describes several  cases which i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  po in t .

Like the  no t ion  o f  "sunmEmun, musu represents a  c u l t u r a l l y  def ined way o f
feel ing a n d  a c t i n g  i n  response t o  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  someone i n  a u t h o r i t y ,
especial ly pa ren t s ,  t o w a r d  whom one owes l o v e  and  respec t  and  shou ld  n o t
express anger.  I t s  pr imary  meaning pe r ta i ns  t o  j u s t  t h a t  con tex t  which i s
implicated i n  the  su ic ide  data:  r e l a t i o n s  between parents and ch i ld ren.  I n  a
recent paper o n  Samoan emotions, Eleanor Gerber has  described the  meaning o f
mal l  as fo l lows :

recent paper o n  Samoan emotions, Eleanor Gerber has  described the  meaning o f
musu as fo l lows :

According t o  Samoan va lues ,  i t  i s  v e r y  b a d  t o  express anger
towards pa ren ts ,  a n d  t h e  performance o f  work  and  se rv i ce  f o r
one's k i n  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  a  p r i m a r y  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  l o v e .
Nevertheless, a  ce r ta in  amount o f  resistance i s  shown t o  the more
onerous demands o f  a u t h o r i t y.  O n e  p o s s i b l e  l a b e l  f o r  t h i s
resistance i s  t h e  t e r m  musu ,  w h i c h  expresses a  p e r s o n ' s



reluctance t o  do  what  i s  requ i red  o f  h i m  o r  h e r  (Gerber 1985:
192).

Although i t  i s  always r i s k y  t o  draw p a r a l l e l s  between such  d i s t i n c t l y
d i f fe ren t  t y p e s  o f  s o c i e t y  a s  T r u k  a n d  Samoa, b o t h  musu a n d  ,WumnuMwun
represent ways o f  deal ing w i th  anger o r  resentment i n  parental  r e l a t i o n s  which
require l o v e  and respect .  L i k e  amwunumwun, t h e  n o t i o n  o f  musu spec i f i es  a
cu l t u ra l l y  a p p r o p r i a t e  w a y  f o r  c h i l d r e n  t o  demonstrate d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n
v i s -a -v i s  paren ts .  I t  i s  a  s te reo typ i c  f o r m  o f  wi thdrawal  wh ich  s i g n a l s
displeasure w i th  somecTe i n  a  pos i t i on  o f  au tho r i t y.  S h a r e d  knowledge o f  musu
and i t s  soc ia l -emotional implications provides Sanoans wi th  a  standard " s c r i p t "
fo r  communicating about and, poss ib l y,  reso lv ing  c o n f l i c t .  G e r b e r  (1985: 240)
gives exanples o f  t h e  way i n  which labe l i ng  a  c h i l d  mu l l  may lead  a  parent t o
lessen denands o r  c r i t i c i s n ,  thus  keeping the l eve l  o f  c o n f l i c t  l c w.  A c c o r d i n g
to  Freeman, Samoans. themselves recognize t h a t  su ic ide i s  a po ten t ia l  outcome o f
extreme musu, which i s  another reason t h a t  the  a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  ser ious musu may
evoke attempts a t  minimizing or  reso lv ing  the c o n f l i c t :

A pe rson  i n  t h i s  sbate . . .may become v i o l e n t  o r  even  commit
suicide; there fore ,  when an ind iv idua l  does became ser iously  musu
he i s  usua l l y  l e f t  t o  h i s  own devices u n t i l  h i s  dangerous mood
has passed (Freeman 1983: 219) .

Freeman's Character izat ion o f  t h e  usual  responses t o  ser ious musu, which
i s  a ff i rmed by the  Macphersons, indicates t h a t  the cu l tu re  appears t o  formulate
a known sequence o f  events t y p i c a l l y  leading t o  a minimization or  reso lu t ion  o f
the problem. A s  i n  t he  case o f  " m a m m y  t h e  Shared " s c r i p t "  provides t h e
actors w i th  away o f  communicating and possibly o f  reso lv ing the c o n f l i c t .  T h e
existence o f  such  c u l t u r a l  codes would seem t o  have c l e a r  imp l i ca t i ons  f o r
attempts a t  prevent ion:  t h e y  would be most e f f e c t i v e  i f  ca r r i ed  ou t  by those
who have a  thorough understanding o f  t h e  c u l t u r e  i n  quest ion; t h o s e  who a r e
able t o  perceive the subt le  cues which s igna l  soc ia l -psychological d i s t ress  and
ant ic ipate the possible outcomes o f  c o n f l i c t  s i t ua t i ons .

Of course,  j u s t  understanding Samoan ways o f  responding t o  c o n f l i c t  i n
parent- c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s  does n o t  reveal  t h e  sources o f  t h a t  c o n f l i c t ,  n o r  does
ant ic ipate the possible outcames o f  c o n f l i c t  s i t ua t i ons .

Of courser j u s t  understanding Samoan ways o f  responding t o  c o n f l i c t  i n
parent- c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s  does n o t  reveal  t h e  sources o f  t h a t  c o n f l i c t ,  n o r  does
i t  i n d i c a t e  why t h e r e  would be a  r a p i d  increase i n  adolescent su i c ide .  T h e
Mapphersons de ta i l  many o f  the  s t ruc tu ra l  sources o f  con f l i c t?  Showing how musu
i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  demands o f  an  au tho r i t y  s t r u c t u r e  which extends throughout
t rad i t i ona l  Samoan soc ie ty  (see a lso Freeman 1983). A l o n g  these l i n e s ,  Dennis
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Oliver ( t h i s  volume) n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  f o u r  v i l l a g e s  w i t h  t h e  h ighes t  r a t e  o f
suicide a lso had a much higher r a t i o  o f  ch ie f s ,  mata i ,  t o  u n t i t l e d  persons than
the nat ional  average.

The Trukese and Samoan su ic ides  descr ibed i n  t h i s  volume i l l u s t r a t e  t h e
ro le o f  cu l t u re  i n  def in ing  what su ic ide i s  a l l  about. I n  both cases, epidemic
increases i n  s u i c i d e  have  been s i t u a t e d  i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  segment o f  t h e
population ( young  m a l e s ) ,  a n d  h a v e  i n v o l v e d  p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s
(parent-ch i ld )  and  s p e c i f i c  c u l t u r a l  rou t ines  f o r  communicating about c o n f l i c t
i n  those re la t ionsh ips .  B o w l e s  o f f e r s  t he  revea l ing  i n s i g h t  t h a t ,  i n  Western
countries, t hese  s o c i a l l y  pat terned aspects o f  su i c i de  tend  t o  be associated
wi th  _attempted s u i c i d e ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  w i t h  completed s u i c i d e s .  T h u s ,  w e
frequently t h i n k  o f  attempted suic ides as  a  p lea  f o r  he lp  i n  response t o  acute
emotional upset ,  aimed a t  communicating w i th  s i g n i f i c a n t  o the rs .  When su ic ide
i s  seen i n  t h i s  way,  t h e  scope o f  e f f o r t s  a t  exp lanat ion  and  prevent ion
broadens ou t  from the  i nd i v i dua l  t o  inc lude se ts  o f  s i g n i f i c a n t  re la t i onsh ips .
I t  i s  espec ia l ly  obvious i n  P a c i f i c  s o c i e t i e s  t h a t  su ic ide  i s  a  soc ia l  ac t i on
which usua l l y  i nvo l ves  n o t  j u s t  a  s i n g l e  i nd i v i dua l ,  b u t  an e n t i r e  fam i l y  o r
community. T h e  Micronesian and Samoan da ta  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  i t  i s  t h e  f a m i l y
group, and spec i f i ca l l y  t h e  parent- c h i l d  r e l a t i on ,  t h a t  i s  the context  f o r  many
of t h e  recen t  su i c i des  i n  those p laces.  I n  o rder  t o  underscore t h i s  p o i n t
about the  c o l l e c t i v e  nature o f  su ic ide ,  I  t u r n  b r i e f l y  t o  the  Melanesian cases
described i n  t h i s  volume i n  l i g h t  o f  t y p i c a l  p a t t e r n s  descr ibed i n  o t h e r
published works on suic ide i n  Melanesian soc ie t ies .

Women. Power S u i c i d e  in  Melanesia
In t u r n i n g  t o  Melanesia, i t  i s  necessary f i r s t  t o  no te  t h e  tremendous

cu l tu ra l  d i v e r s i t y  o f  a  reg ion  which almost d e f i e s  genera l i za t ion .  J u s t  t h e
four soc ie t i es  represented i n  t h i s  volume, t w o  i n  Papua N i  Guinea and two i n
the Solamon I s l ands ,  w i l l  bear  t h i s  o u t .  S o ,  w i t h o u t  a t tempt ing t o  t y p i f y
"Melanesian s u i c i d e , "  I  would  l i k e  t o  comment b r i e f l y  o n  a  number o f  themes
that  emerge i n  s tud ies  o f  s u i c i d e  i n  Melanesia and  t h a t  con t ras t  w i t h  t h e

_1 p r e  I  -  •  • •

"Melanesian s u i c i d e , "  I  would  l i k e  t o  comment b r i e f l y  o n  a  number o f  themes
that  emerge i n  s tud ies  o f  s u i c i d e  i n  Melanesia and  t h a t  con t ras t  w i t h  t h e
Samoan and Trukese mater ia l .

Just a s  t h e  Trukese a n d  Samoan s u i c i d e s  a r e  s o c i a l l y  pa t te rned,  w i t h
adolescent males the  group most a t  r i s k ,  severa l  Melanesian soc ie t ies  a lso show
a d i s t i n c t  soc ia l  pa t te rn ing  o f  su ic ide ,  w i t h  young women ( o f  marriageable age
or recen t l y  married) most f requent ly  at tempt ing su ic ide .  Among t he  soc ie t i es
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where t h i s  pattern has been documented are  the  Melpa (Strathern 1972), Kuma
(Reay 1959),  Mir ing (Healey 1979) and  Gainj (Johnson 1981) o f  the  New Guinea

Highlands, and the Kaliai  (Counts 1980) o f  New Britain.  ( B u t  note that  Poole's
chapter, which describes a  drauatic reversal o f  t h i s  pattern,  indicates t h e
range o f  diversi ty  i n  the  region.) I n  other Melanesian societies, where the
male/female r a t i o  o f  suicide i s  more balanced, there  i s  a  c lear  ideology o f
female suicide. Jorgensen (1983-84) notes t h a t  the Telefamin regard women as
more l ike ly  t o  commit suicide, although available rates show just  the opposite.
In t h e i r  chapter f o r  t h i s  volume Watson-Gegeo and  Gegeo f i n d  a  s i m i l a r
situation among the Solomons lwara'ae, a s  does David Akin f o r  the  Kwaio. I n
addition, the  Kwaio and Kwara'ae ideologies o f  female suicide are reflected i n
mythology where only females are depicted as suicide victims. [ I n t e r e s t i n g l y,
Counts (1980: 340) a l s o  f inds  a  ref lect ion o f  the  female suicide pattern i n
Kaliai legends.] However, Akin points out the important f ac t  that  Rwaio women
probably i n  fact  attempt suicide more often.

And, a s  i n  Micronesia and Samoa, we  a lso f i n d  a  c r i t i c a l  relat ionship
implicated i n  many o f  these Melanesian suicides. W h e r e  i t  i s  parent-chi ld
conflict which precedes the  typical  Samoan o r  Trukese suicide, i t  i s  marital
conflict which appears t o  precipitate many o f  t h e  Melanesian suicides. F o r
unmarried women, t h i s  f requent ly  involves  problems encountered p r i o r  t o
marriage; whereas, f o r  married women, the  conf l ict  i s  usually with the husband.

I t  i s ,  however, important t o  rea l i ze  t h a t  the  focus on t h i s  part icular
dyadic relationship (husband and wife) by  no means implies that  the confl ict  i s
confined t o  two people. I n  f a c t ,  j u s t  the  opposite i s  the case. I t  may be
that t h i s  re la t ionship  p l a y s  a  s ign i f i can t  r o l e  i n  Melanesian suic ides
precisely because marriage i n  those societies i s  as  much or  more a  re la t ion
between k i n  groups a s  between two persons. T h u s ,  any act ion which severely
disrupts or  terminates tha t  relationship i s  inevitably o f  concern t o  relat ives
of both husband and wife.  F o r  t h i s  reason, the  Melanesian cases tend t o  have
social repercussions which reverberate widely throughout the society.

In his discussion of female suicide i n  New Guinea, Healey (1979) makes the
ro in t  t h a t  t h e  c l a s s i c  Euroopan t h e o r i e s  o f  s u i c i d p  t e n d  t o  s p e  t h e  a c t  a s
social repercussions which reverberate widely throughout the society.

In his discussion of female suicide i n  New Guinea, Healey (1979) makes the
point t h a t  the  c lassic  European theories o f  suicide tend t o  see the  a c t  as
f inal ,  focusing primarily on antecedents o r  motives rather than consequences.
Along t h i s  same l i n e r  I  would argue t h a t  a n  understanding o f  t h e  soc ia l
consequences o f  suicide may also be essential t o  understanding motives. T h e
person who attempts suicide may do  s o  o n  t h e  basis o f  knowledge about haw
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others w i l l  respond. I n  other words, t h e  c u l t u r a l  " s c r i p t "  f o r  su ic ide  extends
beyond t h e  s u i c i d e  i t s e l f  t o  t h o s e  consequences o r  responses w h i c h  a r e
prescribed or  expected i n  the cu l tu re .

A major theme i n  women's su i c i de  descr ibed i n  t h e  New Guinea soc ie t i es
c i ted above a n d  i n  seve ra l  prominent cases descr ibed b y  Dav id  A k i n  ( t h i s
volume) i s  the  use o f  su ic ide  t o  achieve revenge ( a  type o f  su ic ide  f requent ly
termed "Samsonic" s u i c i d e ,  s e e  J e f f r e y s  1952; P a n o f f  1977).  I n  t h e  t y p i c a l
scenario f o r  one o f  these su ic ides,  a  woman i s  wronged i n  some way, perhaps by
her husband, and f i n d s  n o  recourse through support  f rom other  r e l a t i v e s .  I f ,
for  whatever reason, a  woman sees h e r s e l f  t o  have few opt ions ava i l ab le  f o r
chastising o r  punish ing h e r  o f f e n d e r,  s u i c i d e  may b e  a  v e h i c l e  f o r  ga in i ng
revenge. T o  the extent  t h a t  t h i s  i s  so,  t h e  Melanesian pat tern  d i f f e r s  sharply
from the  t y p i c a l  Ttukese scenar io.  Whereas anger d i r ec ted  a t  an offender and
the desi re f o r  r e t r i b u t i o n  may be key elements i n  the Melanesian cases, Trukese
spec i f i ca l l y  deny any v indict iveness toward parents i n  youth su ic ide.

Underneath t h e  genera l iza t ion  t h a t  revenge i s  a  common motive f o r  female
suicide i n  Melanesia, t he re  are a  wide range o f  s p e c i f i c  c u l t u r a l  mechanisms by
which a  su i c i de  may i n  f a c t  harm t h e  ta rge ted  o f fender.  M o s t  o f  these a r e
based on the  assumption t h a t  su ic ide  i s  n o t  an i nd i v i dua l  a c t ,  b u t  i n  f a c t  i s
the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  o t h e r s  who may have angered o r  i n t e n s e l y  shamed t h e
suicide v i c t i m .  I n  other  words, Melanesian explanations o f  su ic ide  f requent ly
assign c u l p a b i l i t y  t o  those seen as p rec ip i t a t i ng  the  a c t .  I n d e e d ,  no t ions  o f
cu lpab i l i t y  i n  su ic ide  may go  so  f a r  as  t o  b l u r  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between su ic ide
and homicide. S i m i l a r  t o  homicide i n  many Melanesian soc ie t ies ,  a  su ic ide  i s
symptomatic o f  a  breakdown i n  r e l a t i o n s  between a n c e s t r a l  s p i r i t s  a n d
descendents, i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  an  e n t i r e  group may be  vu lnerable  t o  misfortune
u n t i l  proper r e l a t i ons  w i th  the  ancestors are restored.  A  suic ide represents a
co l lec t i ve  l o s s  f o r  r e l a t i v e s  o f  t h e  deceased and  may p l a c e  upon them a n
obl igat ion t o  r i g h t  t h e  imbalance,  e i t h e r  b y  seek ing  v i o l e n t  revenge o r
demanding compensation payment f rom those blamed f o r  t h e  death. T r a d i t i o n a l l y
in  many s o c i e t i e s ,  a  s u i c i d e  v i c t i m ' s  descent g roup  would b e  j u s t i f i e d  i n

_
demanding compensation payment f rom those blamed f o r  t h e  death. T r a d i t i o n a l l y
in  many s o c i e t i e s ,  a  s u i c i d e  v i c t i m ' s  descent g roup  would b e  j u s t i f i e d  i n
demanding compensation payment f rom the culpable par ty  (who might i n  t u r n  have
to c a l l  i n  debts from h i s  own descent group). I n  some par ts  o f  Melanesia, laws
have been enacted which create l ega l  penal t ies  f o r  t h e  i n s t i g a t i o n  o f  su ic ide.
For example, Counts (1980: 347-48) m e n t i o n s  an a n t i -su ic ide b i l l  passed by a
local  counci l  i n  Vanuatu which establ ished a f i n e  t o  be assessed against anyone
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who attempted su ic ide as we l l  as  against  anyone who gave t h a t  person reason t o
attempt su ic ide.

Once a  person i s  deemed culpable f o r  a  su ic ide ,  t h e r e  a r e  a  v a r i e t y  o f
sanctions wh ich  may come i n t o  p l a y.  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  l e g a l  p e n a l t i e s  and
compensation payment, r i d i c u l e ,  goss ip  and supernatural r e t r i b u t i o n  ( e i t h e r  by
the s p i r i t  o f  t h e  deceased o r  o t h e r,  ances t ra l  s p i r i t s  o f  he r  descent group)
may a l l  e x e r t  pressure against  t h e  responsib le p a r t y.  T h i s  l a t t e r  sanct ion,
the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  superna tu ra l  r e t r i b u t i o n ,  m a y  b e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  onerous
because i t  may a f f e c t  a n  e n t i r e  descent group. A k i n ' s  d iscuss ion o f  Kwaio
be l ie fs  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  manner i n  which Melanesian su ic idé  may be a  matter o f
grave co l l ec t i ve  concern, w i t h  po ten t i a l l y  ser ious consequences f o r  many people
in  t he  soc ie t y.  I t  i s  no wonder t h a t  i n  such a  soc iety  one f i n d s  t r a d i t i o n a l
means f o r  mobi l iz ing e n t i r e  communities i n  suic ide prevention.

The existence o f  some o r  a l l  o f  t h i s  a r ray  o f  sanct ions i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r
Melanesian cu l tu re  sets up cer ta in  known expectations about the  consequences o f
suicide. W h e r e  i t  i s  shared knowledge t h a t  these sanct ions may b e  app l ied
against anyone who causes a  s u i c i d e ,  t h e  a c t  o f  k i l l i n g  onese l f  becomes a
cu l tu ra l l y  c o n s t i t u t e d  mode o f  managing c o n f l i c t .  F o r  a  woman w i thou t  t h e
support o f  he r  own f a m i l y,  who might  otherwise n o t  be a b l e  t o  take a  man t o
court o r  demand compensation payment, s u i c i d e  may  b e  t h e  o n l y  w a y  o f
accomplishing ce r ta in  soc ia l  ends, a  l a s t - resor t  source o f  power.

Summary
Many w r i t e r s  have commented on t h i s  female pat tern o f  su ic ide  i n  Melanesia

and noted i t s  importance as a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  gender ideo log ies  and the pos i t i on
of women i n  male-dominated s o c i a l  s t ruc tu res .  S e e n  i n  t h i s  way, we may f i n d
some o f  t h e  s o c i a l  reasons f o r  t h e  d i s t i n c t  d i f f e rences  between Melanesian
suicides and suic ide i n  Western Samoa and Truk. However,  i f  we s tep back a  b i t
fu r ther,  i t  i s  possible t o  see ce r t a i n  general pa t te rns  a t  work throughout the
Paci f ic .

F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  i n  each o f  t hese  reg ions,  t h e r e  a r e  reasonably coherent
plenlAnAtinns n f  R n i r i d &  hngpei i n  f t r A d i t i n n A l  n i H - , r n c  n f  f t h n t  i A  i n
Paci f ic .

F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  i n  each o f  t hese  reg ions,  t h e r e  a r e  reasonably coherent
explanations o f  su i c i de  based i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  pa t te rns  o f  c u l t u r e ,  t h a t  i s  i n
basic understandings about emotion, c o n f l i c t  and c o n f l i c t  r eso lu t i on .  Whereas
rates o f  s u i c i d e  may change a b r u p t l y  under  t h e  pressures a n d  s t r a i n s  o f
modernization, t h e  s o c i a l  e v e n t s  a n d  emot ions w h i c h  p r e c i p i t a t e  s u i c i d e
frequently f o l l o w  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  " s c r i p t "  wh ich  s p e c i f i e s  l i k e l y  causes and
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consequences o f  suic ide .  T t u k e s e  azwunmalun, Samoan mul l ,  a n d  Melanesian
notions o f  power, cu lpabi l i ty  and compensation a l l  i l l u s t r a t e  various ways i n
which c u l t u r a l  concepts shape suic ide  a s  a  meaningful soc ia l  ac t ion .  I n
different ways, a l l  o f  these c u l t u r a l  conceptions a r e  concerned w i t h  t h e
dilemmas o f  anger and other intense emotions f e l t  by  persons i n  low status
positions who have l imited avenues fo r  expressing those emotions and promoting
moral claims.

I  have t r i e d  i n  t h i s  b r i e f  introduction t o  outl ine same o f  t h e  ways i n
which suicidé i n  Pacif ic societies i s  thoroughly shaped by tradit ional  cultural
understandings and social practices. M y  purpose i n  doing so has been t o  look
at the relat ion of suicide and culture from two sides. O n  the one hand, I  have
argued that  there are important social and cultural  insights t o  be gained fram
an attempt t o  understand suicide from Pac i f i c  perspectives. S e c o n d l y,  a n d
perhaps more relevant t o  the practical  objectives o f  t h i s  volume, I  have t r i ed
to show t h a t  a  concern with cul tural  meaning i s  not separate from medical o r
public health concerns with suicide prevention. O t h e r  than the quick gains to
be made from shor t  term measures (such a s  res t r ic t ing  t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f
paraquat i n  Western Samoa), neither research nor prevention measures are l i ke ly
to make much headway without an understanding of  local  conceptions which shape
suicide attempts and responses t o  them. I t  i s  doubtful whether anyone who
lacked a  detai led knowledge o f  cu l tura l  interpretations o f  suicide would be
able t o  deal ef fect ively  with the complexities o f  e i ther  suicide counseling or
prevention.
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Chapter 2

SUICIDE AND ATI1EMPrED SUICIDE IN CONTEMP0R~STERN SAMOA

John R. Bowles

This chapter  presents  a  d iscuss ion  o f  s u i c i d e  i n  contemporary Western
Samoa. I t  i s  based on informat ion s e t  f o r t h  i n  a  ser ies  o f  tab les  and graphs.
The account was prepared a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  East-West Center conference and
re l i es  o n  an understanding gained f rom pa r t i c i pan ts  d iscussion o f  these da ta
and fram the chapters by the  Macphersons and Ol iver.

The Data
The in fo rmat ion  presented was gathered dur ing  my appointment i n  Western

Samoa w i t h  t h e  Heal th  Department over  t h e  i n t e r v a l  August, 1981 t o  January,
19841. T h e  survey was n o t  made on  the  bas is  o f  a  w e l l -planned o r  separately
funded research  p r o j e c t ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a s  a  p a r t - t i m e  endeavor p a r t l y  i n
conjunction w i t h  t h e  l o c l l y  formed Suic ide Study Group (see t h e  chapter b y
Oliver) f o r  which I  was t he  Heal th Department representat ive.  T h e  mot ivat ion
fo r  data c o l l e c t i o n  was der ived from a  sense o f  alarm and urgency f e l t  by same
people i n  Western Samoa a t  t h a t  t ime s ince we were los ing  young people a t  the
rate o f  about one p e r  week i n  a  smal l  populat ion o f  about 160,000. A n d  f o r
each death t h e r e  was another who surv ived an  event o f  de l i be ra te  s e l f -harm.
Thus i n  the  years 1981 t o  1983 t he re  were a t  l eas t  106 su i c i da l  deaths and 108
who survived t h a t  which could be described as attempted suic ide,  parasuicide o r
del iberate s e l f -harm.

The t e r n s  "parasuic ide"  o r  " de l i be ra te  s e l f -ham"  can be i n te rp re ted  as
conveying meaning somewhere along the  continuum o f  f a i l e d  suic ide t o  s e l f -harm
of considerable p o t e n t i a l  l e t h a l i t y  b u t  w i t h  same doubts about  t h e  absolute
intent  o f  death by the  person a t  the  t ime o f  t he  event. T h i s  l a t t e r  group are
sometimes regarded  a s  p r e s e n t i n g  a  despera te  f o r m  o f  communication t o
s ign i f i cant  o the rs ,  t h e  " c r y  f o r  h e l p , "  o r  statement o f  desperation, r e a c t i v e

sometimes regarded  a s  p r e s e n t i n g  a  despera te  f o r m  o f  communication t o
s ign i f i cant  o the rs ,  t h e  " c r y  f o r  h e l p , "  o r  statement o f  desperat ion, r e a c t i v e
depression and f a i l u r e  t o  otherwise cope w i th  the  personal circumstances o f  the
time. O b v i o u s  and suspic ious cases o f  acc ident  were excluded from t h e  da ta
set. A  f u r t h e r  group judged by  t h e  non-medical community t o  be t r i v i a l  and
thus no t  presented t o  the hosp i ta l  were not  ava i lab le  t o  me.
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The death f igures were collected, cross checked and onnbined from three
interrelated t u t  non-congruent sources: n a m e l y,  Justice Department Coroners'
records, Pol ice  records and Health Department records; t h e  l a t t e r  being case
notes from the National Hospital o f  Western Samoa (N.H.W.S.) p lus  reports frcm
District  Hospita ls  s i tua ted  o n  both  Upolu and  Sava i i .  C n l y  t h e  Heal th
Department records gave access to  those cases of  non- fa ta l  outcome. Cases from
the National Hospital were able t o  be sampled fo r  more pertinent personal and
circumstantial d e t a i l s  gained t y  examination o f  c a s e  notes  a n d  personal
interviews. F i g u r e  1  shags the  questionnaire used t o  col lect  basic data f o r
cases presented t o  the hospital .  T h e  back o f  t h i s  sheet was used t o  record
whatever o ther  per t inent  d a t a  could b e  obtained f o r  ava i lab le  cases. I n
general, informat ion was gleaned f rom whatever source was ava i l ab le  and
expedient.

Discrepancies between the three principal sources mentioned above were due
to time delays for  processing coroners' cases, defects i n  onnmunication between
the three systems, delays i n  gett ing death cer t i f icates  signed, l a t e  reports
fram rural  sources and a variety of  other lesser causes. A  consequence of  t h i s
non-congruence o f  data  sources was t h a t  no one source was comprehensive and
each alone accounted same figure less than the actual. T h e  data presented here
are a  careful  summation t u t  a re  a t  best minimal f igures since i t  i s  possible
other cases may have missed each of  the recording systems. T h e  possibil i ty o f
over-recording was a l s o  considered, g i v e n  t h a t  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  repor ts  may
identify a  case with di f ferent  names. S i m i l a r l y  age and address data are  not
always precisely re l i ab le ,  bu t  the date o f  the  event or  admission t o  hospital
and whatever other co- la tera l  data were considered t o  eliminate these elements
of uncertainty.

Thus i n  summary: ( 1 )  Data collected prospectively from 1981 t o  1983 are
presented with reasonable confidence. ( 2 )  Retrospective data for  1976 t o  1981
were gathered from three sources and cross-checked t o  the  l i m i t  o f  avai lable
data r e l i a b i l i t y.  ( 3 )  Figures fo r  1956 t o  1976 were taken from coroners' case
records only.

data r e l i a b i l i t y.  ( 3 )  Figures fo r  1956 t o  1976 were taken from coroners' case
records only.

Finding4
The i n i t i a l  accumulated d a t a  f i r s t  presented  w i t h i n  Western Samoa

essentially oonfiuned the view o f  popular apinion tha t  suicide was increasing
rapidly among young males, w i t h  paraquat poisoning t h e  most usual  method.



Suicide, a l though present i n  previous t imes,  was a t  a  low ra te r  and there  had
been a n  apparent d ramat ic  esca la t i on  s i n c e  t h e  m i d  1970 's .  Y o u n g  people
accounted f o r  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n t  m a j o r i t y  o f  cases, w i t h  males represented more
frequently than females, and su ic ide and attempted su ic ide among people beyond
age 40 remained a comparative r a r i t y.  Pa raqua t  poisoning accounted f o r  much o f
the apparent increase,  and ,  a s  discussed below, o v e r  t h e  n e x t  two  years t h e
decline i n  t o t a l  cases was essent ia l ly  due t o  the decl ine o f  paraquat cases.

The r a p i d  increase i n  t h e  numbers o f  su i c i de  i n  Western Samoa over  t h e
past decade i s  depicted i n  Figure 2  which p l o t s  t he  ac tua l  numbers o f  su ic ide
as w e l l  as  t he  increase i n  populat ion f o r  t he  per iod  1956 t o  1983. I t  can be
seen from t h i s  diagram t h a t  the  r a t e  o f  su ic ide  remained more or  l e s s  constant
u n t i l  1976 when t h e r e  was a  marked jump i n  s u i c i d e s ,  i n c r e a s i n g  r a p i d l y
thereaf ter,  reaching a  peak i n  1981.

Analysis o f  t h e  a g e  a n d  s e x  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  t h e  s u i c i d e s  d u r i n g  t h e
in terva l  f o r  which we have the  most complete data (1981-1983) r evea l s  a  c lea r
concentration i n  t h e  younger age groups. T a b l e  1  g i v e s  t h e  average y e a r l y
rates ( pe r  100,000) d u r i n g  t h i s  t ime per iod  f o r  both  males and females i n  the
15-24 and 25-34 age ranges, showing the  male ra te  t o  be two t o  three t imes t h a t
of t h e  female r a t e  i n  these categor ies.  T h e  su i c ide  r a t e  f o r  males i n  t h e
25-34 age group reached 167/100,000 du r ing  t h e  peak year.  T h e  1981 su i c i de
rates f o r  s p e c i f i c  age  groups, broken down i n t o  .10-year cohorts a r e  g iven i n
Figure 3  (males) a n d  F igure  4  ( females) .  T h e s e  diagrams show c l e a r l y  t h e
concentration o f  su ic ides  i n  t he  younger ages (espec ia l l y  25-34 f o r  males and
15-24 f o r  females) .  I n  o rder  t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  con t ras t  o f  t h i s  pa t te rn  o f
youthful  su i c i de  w i t h  t h a t  found i n  most European count r ies ,  F igures  3  and 4
also show t h e  age-spec i f i c  r a t e s  f o r  f o u r  Western count r ies ,  i l l u s t r a t i n g  t he
typ ica l  pa t te rn  o f  su ic ide  ra tes  increasing wi th  age.

The p r i n c i p a l  d a t a  f o r  1981-1983 showing t h e  t o t a l s  f o r  s u i c i d e  (106
deaths) and  attempted su ic ide  (108 surv ivors)  b y  year  and sex appear i n  Table
2. T h e  corresponding p ropor t ions  o f  t h e  popu la t ions  f o r  t h e  r e l eva n t  age
groups appear i n  Table 3 .  F r o m  these f i gu res  an  index was ca lcu lated f o r  each
group. H e n c e ,  f o r  t h e  20-24 a g e  g roup  t h e r e  were 3 4  deaths i n  3  yea rs ,
2. T h e  corresponding p ropor t ions  o f  t h e  popu la t ions  f o r  t h e  r e l eva n t  age
groups appear i n  Table 3 .  F r o m  these f i gu res  an  index was ca lcu lated f o r  each
group. H e n c e ,  f o r  t h e  20-24 a g e  g roup  t h e r e  were 3 4  deaths i n  3  yea rs ,
accounting f o r  32.1 percent o f  the  t o t a l  o f  106. T h e  populat ion proport ion f o r
t h i s  group i s  9 .6  percent  and the  corresponding index f i g u r e  (32.1 /9 .6)  comes
to  3 . 3 4 ,  w h i c h  means t h i s  g roup  has  a  s u i c i d é  dea th  r a t e  3 . 3 4  t i m e s  t h e
national norm.  T h e s e  a r e  o f  cou rse  s imp l y  r a t e  d a t a  i n  another  g u i s e ,
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normalized aga ins t  l o c a l  f i g u r e s .  T h e  n a t i o n a l  average r a t e  f o r  t h e  whole
population averaged over these 3  years  was 22.6 per  100,000 (see Table 1) and
the r a t e  f o r  a l l  20-24 year  o lds  was 75.7 (22 .6  x  3 .34) .  T h e  index data show
those age groups s i g n i f i c a n t l y  above t h e  norm index value o f  1 . 0 .  ( T h e  index
adjusts t h e  su ic ide  r a t e  f o r  t h e  greater  numbers i n  the  younger age groups i n
the youth weighted populat ion pyramid.)

The d a t a  d isp layed i n  Tab le  2  a l s o  a l l o w  u s  t o  compare t h e  r a t e s  f o r
completed s u i c i d e s  w i t h  t h o s e  f o r  s u i c i d e  a t tempts  ( i n s o f a r  a s  d a t a  f o r
attempts were ava i lab le  t o  us ) .  F i g u r e  5  shows a  c lose p a r a l l e l  i n  the  ra tes
fo r  su ic ide  deaths and those f o r  su i c ide  attempts across a l l  age groups. T h e
s i m i l a r i t y  i n  these p r o f i l e s  suggests a  high degree o f  s i m i l a r i t y  i n  the soc ia l
context f o r  b o t h  s u i c i d e  attempts and  su i c i de  deaths.  T h i s  f i n d i n g  d i f f e r s
s ign i f i can t l y  f r o m  t h e  p a t t e r n  i n  many European coun t r i es  where at tempted
suicides have a  d i s t i n c t l y  d i f f e r e n t  s o c i a l  and  psychological  p r o f i l e  t h a n
completed suic ides.

In con t ras t  w i t h  da ta  f rom many developed count r ies ,  t h e  Western Samoan
suicides a r e  more c lose ly  a l igned w i th  what has been described as parasuicide
(attempted suicide) and has shown a dramatic increase i n  incidence i n  the 1970s
(Kreitman:1977). P a r a s u i c i d e ,  a s  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  completed s u i c i d e ,  i s
characterized by  d i s t i n c t i v e  demographic, s o c i a l -psychological and s i t u a t i o n a l
features. P a r a s u i c i d e s  occu r  predominantly among young persons ( t eens  and
20Ss) w i t h  no  h i s t o r y  o f  mental i l l n e s s ,  more o f t en  female than male, and o f
lower socio-economic s t r a t a .  T h e s e  attempts a re  t y p i c a l l y  a  response t o  acute
emotional upset, apparent ly impulsive as d i s t i n c t  from being w e l l  planned, w i t h
the p s y c h i a t r i c  d iagnos is  more l i k e l y  t o  b e  judged  a s  s i t u a t i o n a l  s t r e s s ,
reactive depression, substance (a l coho l )  abuse and  pe rsona l i t y  d i so rde r  ( o r
some combination o f  these)  r a t h e r  t h a n  major a f f e c t i v e  d isorder  (endogenous
depression) o r  psychosis. T h e  su ic ide  at tempt i s  f requent ly  recounted by the
person as  a  f l i g h t  o r  escape f rom an intense and i n t o l e rab le  s i t u a t i o n ,  w i t h
death no t  always the w e l l -formulated goal.  T h e r e  i s  an element o f  ambivalence,
r i sk - tak ing,  a  surrender t o  fa ta l i sm and chance i n  many such cases. T h e y  o f ten

death no t  always the w e l l -formulated goal.  T h e r e  i s  an element o f  ambivalence,
r i sk - tak ing,  a  surrender t o  fa ta l i sm and chance i n  many such cases. T h e y  o f ten
involve a  communication component apparent ly  d i r e c t e d  a t  s i g n i f i c a n t  o t h e r s ;
with a n  operant q u a l i t y  which pu t s  pressure o n  t h i s  complementary person o r
group t o  respond i n  some way.

These a t t r i bu tes  and others are measures o f  d i f fe rence between parasuicide
and completed su ic ide  w i t h  a  f a t a l  outcome. T h e  degree o f  s i m i l a r i t y  between
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the populat ion o f  Samoan cases under considerat ion and the  t y p i c a l  fea tures  o f
parasuicidé ( w i t h  c e r t a i n  except ions,  s u c h  a s  t h e  male/female reversa l )  i s
c l i n i c a l l y  impressive.  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e  resemblance o f  t h i s  p r o f i l e  t o  t h e
typ ica l  pa t t e rn  o f  Trukese su ic ides  repor ted  by  Hezel and Rubinstein i n  t h i s
volume i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  f e a t u r e s  o f  pa rasu ic idé  may m e r i t  comparative,
cross-cul tural  s tudy.

Another f e a t u r e  o f  parasuic ide wh ich  co inc ides w i t h  t h e  Western Samoan
data i s  t h e  method o f  su i c i de ,  w i t h  s e l f -poisoning t h e  predominant mode. A
major f a c t o r  i n  t h e  epidemic increase o f  Western Samoan s u i c i d e s  was t h e
dramatic i nc rease  i n  dea th  f r o m  paraquat  i n g e s t i o n .  F i g u r e  6  shows t h e
proportion o f  s u i c i d e  deaths which resu l t ed  f ram paraquat poisoning f o r  t h e
period o f  r a p i d  increase f rom 1973 t o  1983. A s  can be seen from the  diagram,
nearly fou r - f i f t h s  o f  the  deaths from su ic ide i n  the peak year o f  1981 resu l ted
from paraquat. T h e  numeric bas is  f o r  t h i s  graph f o r  t h e  years 1981 -  1983 i s
given i n  Tables 4 ,  5  and 6  which Show t h e  chosen method f o r  both  deaths and
survivors, a c r o s s  t h e  v a r i o u s  a g e  groups.  N o t e  t h a t  o t h e r  po isons  were
generally no t  f a t a l  and t h a t  hanging and gunshot i n j u r y  were almost exc lus ive ly
a male choice, both  w i th  s i g n i f i c a n t  l e t h a l i t y .

Paraquat was  f i r s t  i n t r o d u c e d  i n  Western Samoa i n  1972 b y  a  p r i v a t e
company a n d  became progress ive ly  more a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h e  genera l  popu la t ion .
Detai ls o n  paraquat impor ta t ion,  s a l e s  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  and paraquat poisoning
cases and t he  subset  which had a  f a t a l  outcome a re  shown graph ica l ly  f o r  t h e
in terva l  1972-1983 i n  Figure 7.2  P a r a l l e l s  o f  r i s e  and f a l l  ( w i t h  about a  one
year l a g  t ime )  i n v i t e  explanat ions f o r  t h e  apparent assoc ia t ion .  D a t a  i s
avai lable o n  t h e  Government impor ta t i on  o f  paraquat  d a t i n g  f rom 1974. T h e
1972-1973 amounts are  no longer ava i lab le  on record but  are  sa id  t o  be smal l  by
camparison w i t h  t h a t  wh ich  was t o  f o l l o w  (persona l  communication, company
manager). I m p o r t a t i o n  and sales increased t o  the maxima Shown i n  1980 ( impor t )
and 1982 ( sa les  t o  the pub l ic )  r espec t i ve l y.  T h e  dec l ine i n  import a f t e r  1980
was essent ia l l y  due t o  a  problem o f  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  funds f o r  overseas payment
rather than a  de l iberate  decision t o  reduce a v a i l a b i l i t y.  A n o t h e r  f ac to r  which
added t o  the  po ten t ia l  f o r  paraquat poisoning among the  populat ion a t  r i s k  was
was essent ia l l y  due t o  a  problem o f  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  funds f o r  overseas payment
rather than a  de l iberate  decision t o  reduce a v a i l a b i l i t y.  A n o t h e r  f ac to r  which
added t o  the  po ten t ia l  f o r  paraquat poisoning among the  populat ion a t  r i s k  was
the widespread p rac t i ce  o f  decanting t h e  concentrate i n t o  empty beer  b o t t l e s
which i n  many instances were not  locked i n  a safe storage container.
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Summary
In th is  Chapter I  have br ie f ly  summarized data on suicide i n  contemporary

Western Samoa which, w i t h  addi t ional  information n o t  included here ,  w e r e
presented a t  the  East-West Center conference. T h e  picture which emerges i s
that o f  a  rapid increase i n  suicide by paraquat poisoning among young people,
especially young males, f o r  the period 1973 t o  1981, wi th some abatement a f te r
that date .  G i v e n  t h e  problems i n  obtaining adequate data  o n  suicide and
attempted suicide, i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  o r  impossible t o  t rack  the  incidence o f
suicide a f t e r  1 9 8 3  when t h e  e f f o r t s  o f  t h e  S u i c i d e  S tudy  Group t o
systematically col lect  data ceased.

A hypothesis which emerges f rom t h i s  s e t  o f  d a t a  i s  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e
emergent psydhosocial factors present i n  contemporary Western Samoa which have
differential ly a f fected  younger people t o  increase t h e i r  r i s k  o f  del iberate
self-harm. T h e  resemblance between t h e  ra tes  o f  suicide deaths and suicide
attempts across age groups suggests t h a t  these deaths by suicide among young
people have social  and psychological features often characteristic o f  suicide
attempts a s  a  patterned means o f  responding t o  c o n f l i c t  s i tuat ions.  T h e
vehicle chosen, amplif ied by i t s  growing notoriety,  has an inherent l e t h a l i t y
not present i n  t h e  var ious medications used t o  "overdose" i n  developed
countries. P a r a q u a t  poisoning, accounting f o r  t h e  l a r g e  majority o f  cases
during the years of  increase, could be an especially signif icant factor.
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Table 1

Population I Deaths I Rate

Total Population I 156349 I
3

I 22.6

Total Males I 81027
3

31.3

Males 15-24 I 18787 10_
3

I 71.0

Males 25-34 I 8380
3

75.6

Total Females I 75322
3

13.3

Females 15-24 I 19570
3

35.8

Females 25-34 8155 5.
3

20.4

Suicide Rates:
1981-1983 Average per 100,000
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Table 2

Year:

Age Group:

DEATns

81 82 83

0-14

81 82 83

15-19

81 82 83

20-24

81 82 83

25-29

81 82 83

30-34

81 82 83

35-39

8 1 8 2 8 3

40-44

81 82 83

45+

81 82 83

Unknown

81 82 83

Tota l
3-Year
l a t a l

Males: 1 0  0 5 9  5 7 9  5 8 2  3 6 0  0 3 2  2 0 1  0 3 1  1 0 1 2 33 25 18 I 7 6  I

Females: 2 0  0 3 4  1 9 3  1 1 2  0 0 1  1 0 0  1 1 0  0 0 0  0 0 0 0 16 10 4 I 3 0  I

To ta l : 3 0  0 813  6 16 12 6 9 4  3 6 1  1 3 2  3 1 1  0 3 1  1 0 1 2 49 35 22 106 I

3 Year
Tota l 3 27 34 16 8 8 2 5 3 106

% o f  Deaths 2.8 25.5 32.1 15.1 7.5 7.5 1.9 4.7 2.8 99.9

Index =
% Deaths

0.06 1.90 3.34 2.44 1.70 1.92 0.50 0.34 N.A. 1

-Year
I D I a l

% Populat ion

AITEMPTS
I3
I

Males: 1 4 0 1 1 6 6 3 1 6 5 8 1 6 3 7 1 5 2 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 2 2 0 1 0 0 0 1 3 0 1 9 1 9 l 1 6 8 1

Females: 1 2 1 0 1 3 8 7 1 9 4 4 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0  0 1 0  0 0 1 1 5 1 4 1 1 1 1  4 0 1

To ta l :  I  6  1  1  I  9  14 10 115 9 1 2  I  7  3  7  I  5  3  0  I  0  1  0  I  1  0  0  I  2  2  0  I  0  0 0 145 33 30 I I  108  I

3 Year
To ta l  I  8  1 3 3  1 3 6  1 7  I  8  I  1  I  1  I  4  I  0 108

% o f
Attempts I  7 . 4  I  3 0 . 6  I  3 3 . 3  I  1 5 . 7  I  7 . 4  I  0 . 9  I  0 . 9  I  3 . 7  I  0 I 9 9 . 9

Index =
% Attempts

0.17 I  2 . 2 8  I  3 . 4 7  I  2 . 5 3  I  1 . 8 2  I  0 . 2 3  I  0 . 2 3  I  0 . 2 7  I  N . A . 1% Pop i1a t icz I

Suicide and Attempted Suic ide by Age Group and Sex:
1981-1983
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Age Group: I 0-14 15-19 I 20-24 I

Table 3

Population by  Age Group and Sex:
(1981 Census)

25-29 I  3 0 - 3 4  I  3 5 - 3 9  I  4 0 - 4 4 I 45+ I Unknown I To ta l

Males: 36524 I 10919 I 7868 4968 I 3412 3043 2986 I 10813 I 4 9 4 81027

Fanales: 32715 I 9977 I 7132 I 4705 I 3450 I 3122 3014 I 10811 I 3 9 6  I 75322

Total: 69239 I 20896 I 15000 I 9673 I 6862 I 6165 I 6000 I 21624 I 8 9 0  I 156349

% o f
Population I 44.4 I 13.4 9.6 I 5.2 I 4.4 3.9 I 3.8 I 13.8 I 0 . 5

CUmulative
44.4 I 57.8 I 67.4 I 73.6 I 78.0 I 81.9 I 85.7 99.5 I 100 .0



Table 4

1981 Su ic ide  & Attempted Su ic ide  by  Age Group & Method

Age Groups
uzzaus

Sex I  0 - 1 4  1 5 - 1 9  I  2 0 - 2 4  I  2 5 - 2 9  I  3 0 - 3 4  I  3 5 - 3 9  I  4 0 - 4 4  I  4 5 +  I  T o t a l s

Paraquat 1

F 1

4

2

5 I  6  I  5  I  3

9 i i

2 26
(40)

14

Hanging 1

Gunshot 1 i  4

O t h e r P o i s o n i F i  1  i  1  i  I  i  I  i  i  I  2

Other Method i  M

Tota ls M 1  5  1 7  i  8  i  6  I 3  l 0  3  I 3 3
(3) I  ( 8 )  I  ( 1 6 )  I  ( 9 )  I  ( 6 )  I  ( 3 )  i  ( 1 )  I  ( 3 )  I  ( 4 9 )

F I  2  1 3  I  9  I i  l o  l 0  i  1  l 0  1 6

ATTEMPTS
Sex I  0 - 1 4  I  1 5 - 1 9  I  2 0 - 2 4  I  2 5 - 2 9  I  3 0 - 3 4  I  3 5 - 3 9  I  4 0 - 4 4  I  4 5 +  I  T o t a l s

Paraguat I M I  4  I 3  I  4  1 6  I 3  I  I i  I  2  1 2 3
(34)

F I  1  2  1 7  I l  I  I  I  I l l

Hanging M I  I l  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  1

Gunshot M i  1  I  I  I l  I  I  I  I  2
F i  I  1  I  I  I  I  I  I  1

O t h e r P o i s o n l M i  I i  1 2  I  I i  I  I  I  I  4
(7)

I F I  1  I i  I i  I  I  I  I  I  I  3

Tota ls M I  4  1 6  1 6  1 6  1 5  I  I i  I  2  1 3 0
(6) I  ( 9 )  I  ( 1 5 )  I  ( 7 )  I  ( 5 )  I  I  ( 1 )  I  ( 2 )  I  ( 4 5 )

F I  2  1 3  I  9  I l  l 0  I  I D  l 0  1 5
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j)FATHS

Sex I 0-14 I 1 5 - 1 9 I 2 0 - 2 4 I 25-29 I 30-34 35-39 I 40-44 I 45+
Age

I Unknown I To ta ls

Paraquat M I
F I

6
3

1 5
3

I
1 2

I
I

I i
I

I i
I

I i
I

I i  1 5
I 8

Hanging I M I 12 1 2 I I I i I I I 1 5

Gunshot I M I I i 1 2 1 2

O t h e r M e t h o d l F l I i I I i I I I I 1 2

Totals M

F

0
0

0

1 9
I ( 1 3 )
1 4

1 9
I ( 1 2 )
I 3

1 2
I
1 2

(4)
l O
I
I i

(1)
2

I
l O

(2)
I l
I

0
(1)

i i
I
l O

(1)
I i  1 2 5
I ( 2 )  I

0 1 0
(35)

ATI1111:IS

Sex I 0-14 I 1 5 - 1 9 I 2 0 - 2 4 I 25-29 I 30-34 I 35-39 I 40-44 I 45+
Age

I Unknown I To ta l s

Paraguat M I
F 1

4
1 6

I 2
I i

1 3 I i
I l

I
I

I
I

I i
I

I I l l
I 1 9

Hanging I M I I 1 2 I I I I I I 1 2

O t h e r P o i s o n l  M I
F

I l
2 1 3 I I

1
I I

1
I

I 1 3
I I  5

Other Method I  M 1 I i I I I . I I I I I  3

Totals M

F

0
(1)

1

1 6
I ( 1 4 )
I S

1 5
I ( 9 )
1 4

1 3
I
l O

(3)
1 2
I
I i

(3)
I l
I
l O

(1)
I
I
I

1 2
I
l O

(2)
I 1 1 9
I
I 1 1 4

(33)

Table 5

1983 Su ic ide  & Attempted Suic ide by  Age Group & Method

Age Groups

•••11



Table 6

1983 Suic ide  & Attempted Suic idé by  Age Group & Method

DEATHS
Age

Sex I  0 - 1 4  1 5 - 1 9  2 0 - 2 4  I  2 5 - 2 9  3 0 - 3 4  I  3 5 - 3 9  I  4 0 - 4 4  4 5 4 -  I  Unknown I  T o t a l s

Paraquat M I  3  1 4  1 2  I  I i  I  I i  I l l
(14)

F I  1  I  I  I i  1  I  I  I  I  3

Hanging M l  2  I l
F I  I  I i

1 1 I S

Gunshot M I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I i  I  I i

Other Method I  M 1 I  I  I  I  I  I 1
Tota ls M 0  1 5  I S  1 3  l O  1 2  l O  I i  1 2  1 8

0 I  ( 6 )  I  ( 6 )  I  ( 3 )  I  ( 1 )  I  ( 3 )  I  0  I  ( 1 )  I  ( 2 )  I  ( 2 2 )
F 1  0  1  I i  1 0  I i  I i  l O  1 0  l O  1 4

InVTIPIRS
. 1  I  I  I  1  A g e

1 Sex I  0 - 1 4  1  1 5 - 1 9  I  2 0 - 2 4  I  2 5 - 2 9  I  3 0 - 3 4  I  3 5 - 3 9  I  4 0 - 4 4  I  4 5 4 -  I  Unknown I  T o t a l s  1

Paraquat I  M  1  1  2  1  4  1  5

F I  1  3  1  3

1 1  1 2  1
1 1  ( 1 8 )  1

I 1  1  6

Hanging &
Gunshot

Cther Poison 1 M  1  1  1  1  3  1  2  1  1  I  I  I  1  6  I
I I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  ( 1 1 )  1
1 F  1  1  4  1  1  1  1  1  I  I  I  I S  I

O t h e r M e t h o d l M l  I  1  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  1  1

Tota ls  I M I 1  1  3  1  8  1  7  1  0  1  0  1  0  1  0  1  0  1  1 9
(1) I  ( 1 0 )  I  ( 1 2 )  I  ( 7 )  I  ( 0 )  I  ( 0 )  I  ( 0 )  I  ( 0 )  I  ( 0 )  I  ( 3 0 )  I

10  1  7  1 4  I  0  I  I  I  I  I  11

n  0



Figure

Quest ionnai re  Used f o r  Data  C o l l e c t i o n  a t  N a t i o n a l  H o s p i t a l

GOVERNMENT OF WESTERN S.C!,10A
Health Department
Psych ia t r ic  Department

SELF INFLICTED INJURY AND/OR SUICIDE (Attempted, completed o r  suspected).
Revised r e po r t  form.  T i c k  boxes as requ i red .  W r i t e  f u r t h e r  d e t a i l s  o v e r l e a f  —

NAME* S e x  M  F  f l  A g e  ( o r  d . o . b   )
ADDRESS:  U p o l u  T i  S a v a i i  1  O t h e r  n

Date o f  I nc iden t   D a t e  o f  Admission H . R . N o
Day o f  the  week o f  i nc iden t  —M f i  T n  W E  T h l  P I  S a l  S u l

Condition on a r r i v a l  a t  hosp i t a l .  A l i v e  r - 1  Dead f i  W a r d  l o c a t i o n
Outcome A l i v e  r i  D e a d  77  N o t  admi t ted f i

Method o f  i n j u r y  P a r a q u a t  l  O t h e r  Poison E  Gun Shot E  Hang ing  l  O t h e r  E

I f  Poison W h e r e  was i t  obtained?
What was the  container? A p p l i c a t o r
Who was responsible f o r  safe storage?
Where was i t  s tored?

Approximately how much consumed  w a s  i t  d i l u t e r
Was the  i n c i d e n t  considered acc identa l  f l  D e l i b e r a t e  f i
Was f i r s t  a i d  administered before a r r i v a l ?  N o  L I  Ye s  l  S p e c i f y
Did the  person vomit? N o  E  Ye s  l  Spontaneously I  Fo rced  f i

Other oersonal d e t a i l s :
Married T i  S i n g l e  n  Separated o r  Divorced l  Number o f  ch i l d ren
Who d o e s  t he  person normal ly  l i v e  w i th?
Employment
Does t h i s  person have a  t i t l e ?  N o  f i  Y e s  ___11-7
For women: P regnan t  N o  I  Ye s  I  P o s s i b l e  f i 7 n k n o w n  f i
Has the re  been a  previous attempt? N o  l  Ye s (  I  D e t a i l s
Known prev ious medical i l l n e s s
Known previous p s y c h i a t r i c  i l l n e s s
Had the  person been d r i n k i n g  alcohol? N o  f i  Y, e s  f i
Eaucational l e v e l
Has t h i s  person l i v e d  away from Western Samoa? r , o 1 7  Ye s  7 1  . . .  •
Is  t he re  a  previous po l i ce  record? N o  n  Y e n  E

Circumstances:

Record overload any re levan t  d e t a i l s  about t h e  i n c i d e n t .  We r e  t h e r e  known
Is  the re  a  previous po l i ce  record? N o  n  Y e n  E
g • l a  ;

Circumstances:

Record over).ead any re levan t  d e t a i l s  about t h e  i n c i d e n t .  We r e  t h e r e  known
p r e c i p i t a t i n g  fac tors?  H a s  the re  been recen t  c r  cl Ironic c o n f l i c t  w i t h  o t h e r
people? Was  t he  person 's  behaviour abnormal i n  th,• preceding hours o r  days?
Did the  person warn anyone about t he  impending i nc iden t ,  was a  " su i c i de  no te "
wr i t t en .  R e c o r d  i f /when  possib le t h e  person 's  own account o f  the  i n c i d e n t .

Name o f  the  in formant   R e l a t i o n  t o  p a t i e n t
Who e l se  cou ld  g i ve  in format ion?

COO 9Cr i a T c s s



Figure 2

Population and Suicide Rates:
1961-1983
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Figure 3

Male Suicide Rates by Age Group:
Camparison w i th  Four Other Countr ies

(W.H.O. S t a t i s t i c s  1980)
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F i g u r e  4

F e m a l e  S u i c i d e  R a t e s  b y  A g e  G r o u p :
C c m p a r i s o n  w i t h  F o u r  O t h e r  C o u n t r i e s

( W. H . O .  S t a t i s t i c s  1 9 8 0 )
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Figure 5

Suicide and Attempted Suicide Rates by Age Group
SUICIDE RATE (per 100,000)
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Figure 6

Suicide Rates and Proportion of  Paraguat Deaths:
1973-1983
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Figure 7

Paraquat Imports, Sales, Poisonings and Deaths:
1973-1983
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chapter 3

SUICIDE IN  WESTERN SAMOA:
A SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Cluny Macpherson and La'avasa Macpherson

Suicide i n  ssinima in  Perspective
Suicide i s  n o t  a  new phenoffienon i n  Samoan society.  G e o r g e  P r a t t ,  a

missionary and lexicographer who l ived i n  Samoa between 1839 and 1879, recorded
a term for  suicide, toa '  j ,  i n  the f i r s t  ed i t ion  of h is  dictionary of  the Samoan
language ( P r a t t  1862).1 I n  a  l e t t e r  t o  another missionary, George Brown, he
explained tha t  suicide i s  "mostly caused by anger within the family" (Freeman
1983: 220,  346) .  Margaret  Mead reported the phenomenon af ter  her 1926 studies
but was inclined to  the opinion that  the incidence was low and that  suicide was
neither the resul t  of  humiliation, nor popular among adolescents f o r  whom l i f e
was largely  f r e e  o f  t h e  stresses which might g ive  r i s e  t o  suicide. L o w e l l
Holmes, i n  a re -study of  Manula, reported cases o f  suicide i n  that  area i n  1957
(Holmes 1957) .  D e r e k  Freeman contends t h a t  the  myth which developed a s  a
result o f  t h e  dissemination o f  Margaret Mead's account o f  Samoa d iver ted
attention from such contradictory evidence as suicide. T h i s  i n  turn led to  an
underestimate o f  the  r e a l  extent o f  suicide i n  anthropological writings which
Freeman attempted t o  correct by detai l ing 22 cases which occurred since 1925
for which he has information.

The fact  that  other missionaries, anthropologists and administrators l ived
in and studied Samoa during the same period and did not report suicide should
not pass without note. Missionaries l i k e  George Turner (1861; 1884),  and J.  B.
Stair (1897),  provided careful, detai led accounts o f  much of  Samoan l i f e  i n  the
belief that  they were recording a changing aboriginal culture for  posterity.
They took great  care t o  record deta i ls  o f  customs f o r  which they had l i t t l e
sympathy and there i s  no good reason to  believe that ,  had suicide been known to
them, they would have overlooked i t  i n  the i r  accounts. Lexicographers such as

1 4  O s "  es% •  4  I _ _ _ .

sympathy and there i s  no good reason to  believe that ,  had suicide been known to
them, they would have overlooked i t  i n  the i r  accounts. Lexicographers such as
Neffgen (1918 )  c o l l e c t e d  vocabulary b u t  recorded n o  t e r m  f o r  s u i c i d e .
Anthropologists such as Bradd Shore (1982) have provided conscientious accounts
of contemporary Samoan society which were informed by theoretical perspectives
closer t o  those o f  Freeman than those o f  Mead. I n  none o f  these accounts was
suicide the subject o f  extensive discussion which one might have expected had
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i t  been an institutionalized response demanded by Samoan society for  part icular
acts and/or by  speci f ic  persons. I n  short,  suicide has existed but does not
seem t o  have been a n  inst i tut ional ized response. S u i c i d e ,  wh i l e  apparently
always present i n  Samoa, has been characterized by a  level  which has fluctuated
in ways, and for  reasons, which cannot be established. What  can be established
is tha t  the ra te  has recently increased dramatically and i t  i s  th is  increase,
and not suicide i t s e l f ,  which demands our attention. T h e  problem which we now
address i s  n o t  a  new problem b u t  a n  o l d  problem o f  new dimensions and
exhibiting new characteristics.

Early warning o f  the growing importance o f  suicide appeared i n  an a r t i c le
in the F i j i  yldipal )101rna1 i n  1974 on paraquat poisoning i n  Samoa. I n  1982
the government newspaper W a l l  published a  report  based on a  pol ice survey
which suggested a  high ra te  o f  suicide i n  Western Samoa. I n  1982 Fel ise Vaia,
a Samoan journal is t ,  published an a r t i c l e  i n  Pac i f ic  Islands Monthly on the
growing r a t e  i n  Samoa and l a t e r  i n  t h e  same year  Dennis Ol iver  published
another a r t i c l e  on  the  same subject. O n e  o f  t h e  most interest ing a r t i c l es
appeared i n  Islands Business i n  May 1983 and contained material on both the
problem a n d  t h e  intervent ion which h a d  been attempted i n  Western Samoa
(Keith-Reid 1983).  I n  the intervening period studies o f  the r a t e  o f  suicide
elsewhere i n  the Paci f ic  had suggested that ,  whi le suicide occurred throughout
the region, rapid increases i n  rate were peculiar t o  Western Samoa and parts o f
Micronesia. A s  a  resul t ,  attent ion has been focussed on these two areas which
appear t o  have a  very high, and rapidly increasing, adolescent suicide ra te .
But the ra te ,  o r  more correctly the  incidence, o f  suicide i n  Western Samoa i s
i tse l f  a  case f o r  s tudy.  I n  view o f  t h e  importance o f  t h i s  issue i t  i s
addressed here before problems of  explanation.

Mae Rate Aa Prob lem
Several aspects o f  the  r a t e ,  speci f ica l ly  t h e  estimation o f  the  r a t e  o f

suicide over time, and the relationships between published, o f f i c i a l  and "true"
rates of  suicide seem problematical.
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suicide over time, and the relationships between published, o f f i c i a l  and "true"
rates o f  suicide seem problematical.

The f i r s t  problem stems from the re lat ively  recent inclusion of suicide as
a cause o f  death i n  the published figures. U n t i l  1967 a  category for  suicide
was not included as a  category i n  the tables containing causes o f  death. I t  i s
therefore d i f f i c u l t  t o  establish with any precision, trends i n  the incidence of
suicide over t ime  against which t o  consider the  recent increase. A  further



problem with the available longitudinal data stens from periodic reorganization
of the international code used to  classify causes of  death.

A second problem stems from the  accuracy with which causes o f  death a re
classified and i s  reflected i n  the published figures. These  problems have been
overcame t o  same extent by the more detailed analysis of  the source data which
is available f o r  t h e  Western Samoan case. T h i s  has produced a  more accurate
indication fram national o f f i c i a l  d a t a .  T h i s  evidence i s  contained i n  data
collected by Dr.  John Bowles, a  psychiatrist, who, a t  the request o f  the Health
Department, examined inquest recordé dat ing back t o  1956 t o  establ ish t h e
incidence o f  suicide, and Dennis Oliver who examined Coroner's reports as part
of the Suicide Study Group. T h e i r  evidence, s e t  out elsewhere i n  th is  volume,
suggests t h a t ,  contrary t o  t h e  pat tern suggested by t h e  o f f i c i a l  d a t a ,  t h e
incidence was low unt i l  around 1976 when i t  began to  climb suddenly.

The o f f i c i a l  d a t a  a r e  s e t  o u t  i n  Table 1 ,  fol lowed by  data  from t h e
Bowles' ana lys is  i n  Table  2 .  T a b l e  1  suggests a  decline,  r a t h e r  than a n
increase, i n  t h e  r a t e  o f  su ic ide  a n d  would suggest t h a t  t h e  problem i s
samething o f  a n  i l l u s i o n .  T h e  p i c t u r e  which emerges f rom World Heal th
Organization data i s  s imi lar  and appears t o  have been derived fram the  same
source data.

In contrast,  t h e  mater ia l  shown i n  Table  2 ,  based o n  o f f i c i a l  d a t a ,
reflects the rate  more accurately and suggests a  much higher incidence than the
published o f f i c i a l  d a t a .  Discrepancies o f  t h i s  order must be o f  concern t o
statisticians and indeed anyone who i s  interested i n  understanding the problem.
For t h e  purposes o f  t h i s  paper we  have assumed t h a t  pr iv i leged access t o
of f ic ia l  data w i l l  have resulted i n  a more accurate indication of the incidence
than published data. T h i s  impression i s  confimled by Samoans themselves who
w i l l  agree that  there has always been suicide i n  Samoa but tha t  i t  has became
more frequent i n  recent t imes.  I t  may b e  however t h a t  t h e  impression o f
increase i s  a product of  the extensive publicity given t o  the phenomenon during
the intervention act iv i ty  i n  Samoa, and o f  the  continuing coverage o f  suicide
in the newspapers.
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the intervention act iv i ty  i n  Samoa, and o f  the  continuing coverage o f  suicide
in the newspapers.

There a r e  however deaths which are  not  the  subject o f  inquests and f o r
which causes are reported by medically untrained persons and which are not the
subject o f  questioning and cul tura l  factors  which we contend may l e a d  t o  a
significant underreporting o f  su ic ide  f r o m  deaths which f a l l  i n t o  t h i s
category. I t  i s  almost cer ta in  therefore tha t  even the  f igures derived from



inquest r e p o r t s  unders ta te  t h e  t r u e  r a t e  f o r  reasons  connected w i t h  t h e
co l lec t ion  o f  s t a t i s t i c s  a n d  t h e  c u l t u r e  w i t h i n  which t h e y  a r e  c o l l e c t e d .
Since bo th  o f  t hese  mat te rs  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  understanding t h e  e x t e n t  o f
adolescent su ic ide they are examined b r i e f l y  below.

I t  i s  w ide ly  known t h a t  t he  accuracy o f  hea l th  s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  any g iven
year i n  Samoa v a r i e s .  T h e  h e a l t h  s t a t i s t i c s ,  wh ich  i nc lude  s t a t i s t i c s  f o r
causes f o r  death, c a r r y  a t  the bottom o f  every t ab le  the warning " f i gu res  r e f e r
to reported cases o n l y. "  G i v e n  the amount o f  i l l n e s s  which i s  no t  presented a t
hospitals and i s  n o t  there fore  recorded i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  est imate t h e  t r u e
extent o f  a n y  i l l n e s s .  T h e  accuracy o f  s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  causes o f  death i s
s im i la r l y  problemat ica l  because o f  t h e  l a r g e  number o f  deaths f o r  which t h e
cause i s  n o t  known o r  i s  i l l - d e f i n e d .  T h i s  f i g u r e  r uns  a t  between 25 and 35%
of a l l  cases o v e r  t i m e .  T h i s  d e r i v e s  f r o m  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  autops ies  a n d
coroner's inquests a re  no t  mandatory and whi le  deaths must be reported there i s
no l e g a l  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  es tab l i sh  cause o f  death b y  inques t .  T h e  causes o f
deaths w h i c h  o c c u r  i n  h o s p i t a l s ,  o r  w h e r e  p a t i e n t s  a r e  u n d e r  m e d i c a l
supervision, a r e  probably accurate ly  establ ished b u t  those deaths which occur
i n  v i l l ages  are  no t  necessari ly establ ished wi th  the  same degree o f  accuracy.2

Suicides wh ich  occu r  i n  t h e  v i l l a g e ,  i n  t h e  bush,  o r  a t  sea  may n o t
necessarily b e  repo r ted  a s  s u i c i d e .  I t  i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  a  number o f  deaths
resul t ing f r o m  t h e  i n g e s t i o n  o f  paraquat  and o t h e r  herb ic ides  a r e  i n  f a c t
reported, n o t  as su ic ide ,  b u t  as deaths resu l t i ng  from poisoning. Same deaths
which r e s u l t  f r o m  hanging, gunshot  wounds, a n d  jumping f rom t r ees  and  over
water fa l ls  i n  t h e  bush may w e l l  be repor ted as acc identa l  deaths. I t  may be
ins t ruc t i ve  t o  consider t rends i n  these f igures  t o  establ ish the  possib le upper
l i m i t s  o f  s u i c i d e  r a t e s  i n  Western Samoa. T h e s e  f i g u r e s  a r e  inc luded  a s
Appendix 1 ,  f o r  t h i s  purpose.

There are a lso c u l t u r a l  reasons why such cases might no t  be reported. T h e
appearance o f  f am i l y  and v i l l a g e  s o l i d a r i t y  and u n i t y  i s  zealously guarded and
considerable e f f o r t s  a r e  made t o  reso l ve  c o n f l i c t s  b e f o r e  t h e y  become t h e
subject o f  p u b l i c  d iscussion.  W h e r e  su i c i de  i s  t h e  outcome o f  a  f am i l y  o r
appearance o r  rami l y  ana v i l l a g e  s o l i a a r i t y  ana u n i t y  i s  zealously guaraea ana
considerable e f f o r t s  a r e  made t o  reso l ve  c o n f l i c t s  b e f o r e  t h e y  become t h e
subject o f  p ú b l i c  d iscussion.  W h e r e  su i c i de  i s  t h e  outcome o f  a  f am i l y  o r
in ter - fami l y  d i spu te  i n  which t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n f l i c t  r e s o l u t i o n  processes have
fa i l ed  those invo lved  may seek t o  conta in  t h a t  f a c t .  F a i l u r e  t o  do so  might
lead t o  t h e  f a m i l y  and/or  v i l l a g e  becoming t h e  sub jec t  o f  goss ip  and j o k i n g
about t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  b o t h  o f  wh ich  a r e  sources o f  shame a n d
embarrassment and are  t o  be avoided. I n  such cases a  su ic ide can be concealed



because t he  respons ib i l i t y  f o r  repor t ing  deaths, and t h e i r  causes where known,
f a l l s  t o  the  v i l l a g e  pulenuiu,  o r  mayor. I t  i s  possib le t h a t  people wi thhold
the f a c t  o f  su i c i de  f rom the  pu lenu iu  o r  t h a t  t h e  pulenusu, i n  concert  w i t h
others, wi thholds the  f a c t  from the r e g i s t r a r.

There i s  another p o s s i b i l i t y ,  wh ich  would have a  s i m i l a r  e f f e c t  on  the
rate w h i c h  s tems  f r o m  c u l t u r a l  d e v i c e s  f o r  understanding t h e  o the rw ise
inexpl icable.  T h i s  invo lves  supernatural  agencies which a r e  he ld  t o  have a
s ign i f i can t  i n f l uence  o n  the  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  human communities. T h e  a c t i v i t i e s
of supernatura l  agencies a r e  d iscussed r e g u l a r l y  i n  conversat ion  and  a r e
invoked t o  e x p l a i n  s e t s  o f  events  which a r e  otherwise i nexp l i cab le .  S a m e
accidents and resu l tan t  deaths are explained i n  terms o f  the  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  a i t i l
( s p i r i t s ) ,  which l u r e d  people i n t o  the  bush u n t i l  t hey  were l o s t ;  which lu red
people t o  t he  edge o f  w a t e r f a l l s  and then pushed them; which caused people t o
lose t h e i r  f o o t i n g  and  f a l l  f r o m  t r e e s  and  s o  o n .  S u c h  explanat ions a r e
canvassed ser iously  i n  cases i n  which an event i s  considered unusual o r  ou t  o f
character. W h e r e  a  person had concealed t h e i r  shame o r  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  and
subsequently took  t h e i r  l i f e  i n  a  p r i va te  s i t u a t i o n  i t  i s  h igh ly  un l i ke l y  t h a t
the a c t i v i t i e s  o f  the  a i t u  would be considered i n  the search f o r  an explanation
(Goodman 1971) .  S i n c e  supernatura l  agency serves a s  a n  accepted r e s i d u a l
explanation i t  i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  o ther  explanat ions would no t  be sought. I t  i s
conceivable t h a t  s u i c i d e  wou ld  n o t  b e  considered and t h a t  death  would  b e
reported as accidental  ra ther  than s e l f  i n f l i c t e d .  I f  t h i s  i s  the case, and i t
seems p laus ib le ,  i t  would have t he  e f f e c t  o f  d e f l a t i n g  t h e  " t r u e "  r a t e .  T h e
explanation was suggested b y  a  person who c la imed t o  know o f  t h i s  t ype  o f
incident.  I f  any o f  t h i s  i s  t r u e ,  and there  i s  good reason t o  suppose t h a t  i t
may be i n  some cases, t h e  reported rates which have become the basis o f  concern
and the ensuing debate are probably under-estimates o f  the  ac tua l  ra te .

Another f a c t o r  which complicates attempts t o  ca lcu la te  t he  ex ten t  o f  t h e
phenomenon i s  t h a t  unsuccessful s u i c i d e s  a r e  n o t  a lways recorded a s  such.
While knowledge o f  the  incidence o f  unsuccessful attempts may add s i g n i f i c a n t l y
to  our understanding o f  the  phenomenon i t  seems f o r  the  moment t h a t  t h i s  fac to r

While knowledge o f  the  incidence o f  unsuccessful attempts may add s i g n i f i c a n t l y
to  our understanding o f  the  phenomenon i t  seems f o r  the  moment t h a t  t h i s  fac to r
cannot be estimated.

Sane liwpotheses
While su ic ide  i s  c l e a r l y  a  personal mat ter,  and  wh i le  s p e c i f i c  cases can

only be understood w i t h i n  s p e c i f i c  contexts ,  v a r i a t i o n s  i n  the  r a t e  o f  su ic ide
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may be usefully understood within cultural  and structural contexts. T h e r e  i s
nothing or ig ina l  i n  t h i s  argument which derives from the  work o f  t h e  French
sociologist Emi le  Durkheim who discovered connections between pat terns o f
social structure and rates of  suicide (Durkheim 1951). TWo hypotheses, both of
which were suggested by case data collected i n  the f i r s t  phase of  t h i s  project,
are examined i n  t h i s  paper. E a c h  attempts t o  re la te  these personal events t o
the cultural and structural contexts within which they occur. I n  each case the
emphasis di f fers:  i n  one the importance of  cultural  factors i s  examined; i n  the
other the  importance o f  structures and changes i n  these structures. T h e  f i r s t
hypothesis i s  tha t  i n  a  society as  r ig id ly  structured and as authoritarian as
Samoa, same a l t r u i s t i c  suicides a re  t o  be expected. A l t r u i s t i c  suicides are
committed by individuals discovered, o r  threatened with discovery, i n  violation
of certain moral norms, o r  legal  proscriptions. I n  these cases the individual
may be led,  out  o f  shame and concern for  the consequences of  t h e i r  conduct for
their k i n  group, t o  commit suicide. I n  same cases the decisions may be taken
when a n  indiv idual  bel ieves t h a t  he/she w i l l  become t h e  ob ject  o f  pub l ic
ridicule or contempt as a  result  of  the discovery. A s  Samoans say, s i l l  I  o t i

.29 l e  m4: 'death i s  better than shame.' Evidence suggests that  th is  type of
a l t ru ist ic  suicide has occurred i n  Samoa over t ime and accounts fo r  what might
be ca l led  t h e  residual  r a t e .  However  t h e  recent increase appears t o  have
emerged i n  somewhat different circumstances and cannot be explained as a  simple
increase i n  the ra te  of  a l t ru is t i c  suicides.

The second hypothesis i s  t h a t  changes i n  t h e  demographic, s o c i a l  and
economic structures i n  contemporary Western Samoa have l imi ted  opportunities
for upward mobi l i ty  i n  Western Samoa which h a s  generated a  measure o f
frustration among youth. I n  gerontocratic societies, such as  Western Samoa,
youth are not ent i t led to  challenge the existing distribution of power and th is
may heighten a  sense o f  d is i l lusion with t h e i r  society and the i r  place i n  i t .
Where d is i l lus ion  leads t o  decl ining commitment t o  a  soc ie ty 's  norms and
institutions the  incidence o f  anomic suicide would be expected t o  increase.
T h i s  h v r o t h e s i s .  snoops tpd  117 t h e  c o i n c i d e n c e  o f  a  s e r i e s  o f  s t r n c h n r a l  c h a n c e s
Where d is i l lus ion  leads t o  decl ining commitment t o  a  soc ie ty 's  norms and
institutions the  incidence o f  anomic suicide would be expected t o  increase.
This hypothesis, suggested by the coincidence of  a  series of  structural changes
and an increase i n  the  r a t e  o f  youth suicide i n  Western Samoa, i s  examined
below.3

Altruist ic Suicide
The n a t u r e  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wh ich  t y p i c a l l y  develops between
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indiv iduals and  t h e i r  k i n  group o r  t a i g a  i s  c e n t r a l  t o  an  understanding o f
suicidé i n  Western Samoa. Samoan c u l t u r e  def ines t h e  k i n  group as 9. .1 A l a  .e
tau i l e  suatA Bla f a n u a :  a l l  those who are bound t o  the t i t l e  and the land by
reference t o  which a  k i n  group ( ' a i g a )  i s  de f ined.  T h e  d e f i n i t i o n  i s  a p t
because t h e  bond between t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  and h ip /her  k i n  group i s  an immensely
powerful one and i s  forged ea r l y  i n  l i f e .  T h e  power and prest ige which a  k i n
group enjqys a t  a  given t ime i s  the  product o f  past  and present leadership and
d i rec t ion  o f  i t s  ch ie fs  and ora tors  ( a l i ' i  and tu la fa le )  i n  economic, p o l i t i c a l
and s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s .  T h e  maintenance o f  i t s  p r e s t i g e  depends o n  t h e i r
a b i l i t y  t o  mobi l ize t he  group 's  resources when econamic, p o l i t i c a l  and soc ia l
events d i c t a t e .  T h i s  depends i n  t u r n  o n  members developing a  sense o f
commitment and ob l iga t ion  t o  t h e i r  k i n  group.

The k i n  group se ts  o u t  t o  "persuade" ch i l d ren  dur ing  t h e i r  soc i a l i za t i on
that  a  p a r t i c u l a r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  appropr ia te .  T h e  group,  however, h a s  a
powerful s e t  o f  sanc t i ons  a v a i l a b l e  i n  t h i s  process:  i t  c a n  v e r y  c l e a r l y
i l l u s t r a t e  t he  nature and extent  o f  peop le 's  dependence on  t h e i r  ' a i g a  o r  k i n
group. T h e  i n d i v i d u a l  d e r i v e s  f r am t h e  k i n  group r i g h t s  t o  a  house s i t e ,
agr icu l tu ra l  l a n d ,  a n d  p r a c t i c a l  ass is tance  f r o m  k i n  i n  a  w ide  range  o f
econamic tasks.  T h u s  wh i le  below we w i l l  t a l k  about " teaching" and " learn ing"
i t  must be seen i n  the context  o f  marked dependence on the pa r t  o f  t he  learner.

Samoan c h i l d r e n  a r e  t augh t  t h a t  t h e i r  personal  i d e n t i t y  and  s t a t u s  i s
int imately connected w i t h  t h a t  o f  t h e i r  k i n  group o r  t a i g a .  T h e  c u l t u r a l
va l idat ions o f  the  re la t ionsh ip  are drawn from the pre-Chr is t ian Samoan cu l tu re
and f rom Ch r i s t i an  s c r i p t u r e .  T h e  dependence o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  o n  t h e  k i n
group i s  a l so  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  proverbs and s c r i p t u r e  invo lved t o  i l l u s t r a t e
the re la t i onsh ip .4  T h e y  a r e  taught  t h a t  members o f  powerful  and un i t ed  k i n
groups a r e  e n t i t l e d  r e s p e c t ,  a n d  e n j c y  p r e s t i g e  w i t h i n  t h e  v i l l a g e .
Conversely, members o f  weak o r  d i s u n i t e d  k i n  groups en joy  l e s s  respect  and
prest ige w i t h i n  t h e  v i l l a g e .  T h e  d e s i r a b i l i t y  o f  a  u n i t e d  k i n  g roup  i s
s im i la r l y  re f l ec ted  i n  proverbs and sc r ip tu re  invoked t o  j u s t i f y  the  precedence
of i t s  needs over those o f  i t s  members.5
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s imi la r l y  re f l ec ted  i n  proverbs and sc r ip tu re  invoked t o  j u s t i f y  the  precedence
of i t s  needs over those o f  i t s  mémbers.5

Children a r e  taught  t h a t  t h e i r  conduct can enhance o r  de t r ac t  from t h e i r
Taiga's p res t i ge  and  power, a n d  t h e r e  i s  s t rong  pressure o n  i n d i v i d u a l s  t o
consider t h e  consequences o f  t h e i r  conduct f o r  t h e i r  k i n  group.  T h e y  a r e
taught t h a t  they can enhance t h e i r  k i n  group's prest ige and pawer by ac t ing  i n
ways which r e f l e c t  w e l l  on the  t a i g a  and i t s  leaders.  T h i s  t y p i c a l l y  invo lves
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accepting the precedence o f  the  k i n  group's needs over one's  own, p lac ing  one's
resources a t  t h e  g r o u p ' s  d i s p o s a l  a t  d i f f e r e n t  t i m e s ,  a n d  accept ing  t h e
author i ty  (pu le)  and  d i r ec t i on  o f  t he  group's  leaders.  T h e  person who submits
to these  cond i t i ons  con t r ibu tes  t o  t h e  enhancement o r  maintenance o f  t h e i r
group's p r e s t i g e  a n d  i s  e n t i t l e d  i n  r e t u r n  t o  a  sense  o f  p r i d e  a n d
sat is fac t ion .  A s  a  k i n  group's p res t ige  i s  enhanced through a  person's ac ts ,
so too  i s  the person's prest ige by associat ion wi th  the  group.

Children a re  shown t h a t  they can as eas i l y  de t rac t  f rom t h e i r  k i n  group's
prestige and power b y  ac t i ng  i n  ways which r e f l e c t  bad ly  on  the Laiga and i t s
leadership. A  person who ac ts  w i thou t  concern f o r  t he  consequences f o r  t h e i r
group's s ta tus  w i t h i n  the  v i l l a g e  i s  ob l iged t o  f e e l  ashamed (ma. masiasi) and
g u i l t y  f o r  having brought t he  f a m i l y  i n t o  d isrepute.  T h e  term f o r  such ac ts ,
f a ' a t o ' i l a l o  J  l a i g d ,  means, l i t e r a l l y ,  t o  'cause t h e  f a m i l y  t o  s i n k  down',
and the  more co l l oqu ia l  term, t o s o  j  l ab  o ' a i s z a ,  means, l i t e r a l l y ,  t o  ' p u l l
down the fami l y '  and leaves no doubt about agency.

Children a r e  shown t h a t  ac ts  which d e t r a c t  f rom t h e  group 's  s ta tus  a l s o
re f l ec t  o n  innocent members because o f  t he  way i n  which Samoans expla in  causes
of d e v i a n t  b e h a v i o r. 6  S a m o a n  c u l t u r e  depends h e a v i l y  o n  n o t i o n s  o f
externalized cont ro l  o f  i nd i v idua ls '  conduct and tends t o  expla in much deviance
in  terms o f  inadequate teaching and/or superv is ion o f  t he  dev iant .  T h u s ,  when
deviance i s  discovered a t t e n t i o n  i s  focussed o n  both  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  and t h e
group t o  which h e  o r  s h e  belongs.  I n  t h e  process,  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  may b e
apportioned among c h i e f s ,  whose weakness a n d  l a c k  o f  c o n t r o l  p e r m i t t e d  a
s i tua t ion  t o  develop; parents,  whose weakness and inadequate teaching produced
a person apparently unable t o  d is t ingu ish  between r i g h t  and wrong; and s ib l i ngs
whose l a c k  o f  concern meant t h a t  they  were l e f t  unsupervised i n  circumstances
in  which opportuni t ies f o r  deviance were present. T h e r e  i s  a c l ea r  imp l i ca t ion
that  a  l a c k  o f  s u i t a b l e  r o l e  models w i t h i n  a  person 's  k i n  group has a l s o
contributed t o  the  s i t u a t i o n  which again r e f l e c t s  o n  one's innocent r e l a t i v e s .
The i n d i v i d u a l  i s  shown t h a t  wh i l e  none o f  these t h i ngs  i s  necessar i ly  t r u e
they w i l l  nevertheless be the basis  o f  explanations ar r i ved  a t  by others.  T h u s
contr icutea t o  tne  s i t u a t i o n  wnicn again r e r i e c t s  on  one i n n o c e n t  r e l a t i v e s .
The i n d i v i d u a l  i s  shown t h a t  w h i l e  none o f  these t h i ngs  i s  necessar i ly  t r u e
they w i l l  nevertheless be the basis o f  explanations ar r i ved  a t  by others.  T h u s
a person's a c t  may w e l l  rebound on  many innocent r e l a t i v e s  inc lud ing  those t o
whom one has  t h e  s t rongest  a f f e c t i v e  bonds, a n d  t h e  most s t r ong l y  developed
sense o f  r espons ib i l i t y.

Worse s t i l l ,  t h e  appearance o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  t r a i t  i n  one member o f  a
group, may g i v e  r i s e  t o  t h e  susp ic ion  t h a t  i t  i s  present i n  o thers .7  T h i s



suspicion leads t o  considerat ion o f  t h e  group 's  pas t  conduct f o r  evidence o f
t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y,  and  i n  t h e  process t h e  group 's  pas t  misconduct becomes t h e
subject o f  protracted pub l ic  discussion.

Children are reminded t h a t  a l l  acts o f  any s ign i f icance w i l l  be remembered
long a f t e r  the  ac t  i t s e l f .  A s  the proverb suggests, _e so ld  " a l a i ,  _Lae lu lu  l e
fo to,  ' t h e  s t ingray  escapes bu t  leaves behind i t s  barb . '  B o t h  the  good and the
bad which one does i s  remembered w i th in  the k i n  group and v i l l a g e  and becomes a
source o f  con t inu ing  p r i d e  o r  shame t o  t h e i r  descendents. A g a i n ,  a s  t h e
proverb suggests, 1J112111AliclUdIA/da-ba.P511Alelahl, ' s tones  may be reduced t o
sand b u t  words never  d e c a y ' .  T h e s e  "messages" a r e  broadcast r e g u l a r l y  i n
re l ig ious a n d  s e c u l a r  c o n t e x t s ,  a n d  become a  c e n t r a l  f e a t u r e  o f  t h e
d isc ip l i n ing  o f  ch i ld ren  and young people.8

While t h i s  process i s  persuasive, i t  does n o t  i n  and o f  i t s e l f ,  ensure
unquestioning compliance t o  moral norms. A s  Shore notes,

No boundary i s ,  however/  i n t e n d e d  t o  p r o v i d e  a n  a b s o l u t e  l i m i t  o n
behavior. A l l  boundaries are assumed t o  include opportuni t ies f o r  t es t i ng
and occas ional  t respass ing .  " G e t t i n g  away" f r o m  t i m e  t o  t i m e  w i t h
o f f i c i a l l y  p rosc r i bed  behavior i s  a  mat te r  o f  personal  p r i d e  f o r  many
Samoans, a n d  t h e y  admi t  t h i s  i n  i n t i m a t e  conversat ion. S u c h  p r i d e  i n
overstepping o f f i c i a l  and soc ia l  l i m i t s  on personal behavior provides l i f e
with a  v i t a l i t y  t h a t  Samoans cherish, and i s  i n  no sense inconsis tent  w i th
a professed reverence f o r  t h e  v e r y  laws and regu la t ions  t h a t  a r e  being
tested. O n l y  a  respected law i s  worth making a  g rea t  e f f o r t  t o  t e s t . . . .
For Samoans, respec t ing  laws means f i n d i n g  ways worthy o f  t e s t i n g  them
and, when t h e y  asse r t  themselves i n  t h e i r  f u l l  a u t h o r i t y,  when one has
pushed t o o  f a r ,  i t  means demonstrating pub l i c  deference t o  them. . . .  F o r
boundaries t o  be  d i g n i f i e d  t h e y  must b e  asser ted s t rong ly  f rom t ime  t o
time. (1982:119)

Samoans do v i o l a t e  norms and commit offenses against  law.  T h e  commission
of an  offense may c a l l  f o r t h  var ious responses i n  the  i nd i v i dua l  ranging from
determined at tempts t o  conceal  t h e  o f f ense ,  th rough  admission, t o  s u i c i d e .
Their responses w i l l  b e  in f luenced  b y  seve ra l  t h i n g s ;  t h e  seriousness w i t h
which the offense i s  regarded; t he  p robab i l i t y  o f  i t s  discovery; and the l i k e l y
consequences f o r  the  fami l y  o f  i t s  pub l i c  disclosure.

The seriousness o f  t h e  offense i s  r e l a t i v e l y  e a s i l y  estab l ished because
which the offense i s  regarded; t he  p robab i l i t y  o f  i t s  discovery;  and the l i k e l y
consequences f o r  the  fami ly  o f  i t s  pub l i c  d isclosure.

The seriousness o f  t h e  offense i s  r e l a t i v e l y  e a s i l y  estab l ished because
much l a w  i s  dispensed i n  p u b l i c  con tex ts .  M a n y  mat te rs  a r e  discussed and
disposed o f  w i t h i n  t h e  f a m i l y.  M a t t e r s  which cannot be resolved w i t h i n  t he
fami ly,  e i t h e r  because they involved another fami l y  o r  a re  offenses against the
v i l l age ,  a r e  discussed w i t h i n  the  v i l l a g e  counc i l  ( fono)  wh ich  i s  i n  e f f e c t  a
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public forum. T h e  fono i s  empowered t o  make extensive public enquiries and to
levy heavy f i n e s  o n  offenders, b u t  because i t s  author i ty  r e s t s  o n  moral
coercion, i t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  go t o  considerable length t o  establish cul tura l ly
appropriate connections between offenses and punishments. C e r t a i n  significant
events may prompt v i l l a g e  ministers t o  preach on the  theological status o f
particular offenses i n  church which i s  probably the  most public o f  a l l  fora .
Matters which cannot be resolved i n  the v i l lage  are t r i e d  i n  government courts
which are  again frequently open t o  a l l .  N a t i o n a l  p r i n t  media and radio also
regularly provide coverage and edi tor ia l  comment on moral and criminal matters.
I t  i s  not  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  most offenders t o  establish the seriousness o f  t h e i r
offense.

The probability o f  discovery o f  the  offense i s  not so easily established.
Although there may be no reason to  believe that  an offense was witnessed, there
are cu l tura l  factors  which may lead  an offender t o  believe t h a t  the  offense
w i l l  emerge. F i r s t l y ,  the  be l ie f  i n  the omnipresence o f  the Christian God may
lead an offender t o  believe that  although there may have been no human witness
the offense i s  known t o  God which i s  potentially more serious. I n  the context
of these discussions a passage from Luke 8,17,  i s  frequently invoked:

Ai l e a i  x a  l i b  a a l i a ;  l e j  fLgi m e a  n a t i a g  l e
Ea'ail04 12 g  l a d  fa laa l id .  ' F o r  nothing i s  secret that  shal l  not be
made manifest; ne i ther  anything h i d ,  t h a t  s h a l l  n o t  be  knawn and come
abroad.'

Secondly, t h e  be l i e f  t h a t  there are  supernatural agencies, o r  ' a i t u ,  who
may have witnessed t h e  a c t  and may eventually r e v e a l  t h e  a c t  t o  others,
possibly through i l lness,  may give the offender cause for  anxiety. I n  our work
on Samoan indigenous medical b e l i e f  and practice we found tha t  much attention
is pa id  t o  the  pa t ien t 's  re la t ives '  conduct where an  i l l n e s s  i s  thought t o
involve supernatural agency. I t  i s  hoped tha t  the cause o f  the  supernatural
agency's anger may b e  discovered i n  a  r e l a t i v e ' s  conduct i f  i t  cannot b e
identified i n  the patient 's.

Thirdly, any anxiety which i s  produced by these be l ie fs  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be
agency -a anger may o e  cliscoverea i n  a  r e l a t i v e  -s conauct i r  i t  cannot o e
identified i n  the patient 's.

Thirdly, any anxiety which i s  produced by these be l ie fs  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be
made more acute by a  be l ie f  t h a t  one's offense may cause others t o  suffer i n
the fo rm o f  i l l n e s s  v i s i t e d  o n  one 's  re la t ions  and i n  par t icu la r  o n e ' s
children. O n  t h i s  po in t  t r a d i t i o n  and scripture a r e  shown t o  "agree" i n
discussions of  ' a i t u  who punished offenders by v is i t ing  the i r  close re lat ives,
mixed with references t o  passages from Ezekiel 18,2:
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lAin4 151114 s2 v i n e  ffilatáb m a g i a g i a  n i f o  f a n a u .  " T h e
fathers have eaten t h e  sou r  grapes b u t  t h e  ch i l d rens '  t e e t h  a r e  s e t  on
edge."

Fourthly, proverbs which suggest t h a t  offenses w i l l  be  revealed i n  due
course abound and a r e  o f t e n  connected w i t h  inc iden ts  i n  which the  at tempt t o
conceal t he  offense made i t  the  more ser ious.  Among the  most popular o f  these
i s  t h e  proverb  which p u l l s  together  b i b l i c a l  and t r a d i t i o n a l  wisdom i n  t h e
saying .a l e j z e  I n e d l i b  j .  12.1£2 11 l e  l a ,  ' n o t h i n g  can be  hidden under t h e
sun'. I t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  those most committed t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  and Chr is t ian
be l ie f  systems wou ld  b e  most  l i k e l y  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e i r  o f fenses  w i l l
inevi tably become known and might be most prone t o  acute anxiety o r  g u i l t .

The consequences o f  any g iven  offense i s  t h e o r e t i c a l l y  t h e  same f o r  any
kin group. T h e  same terms a r e  used b y  a l l  t o  r e f e r  t o  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  which
members' conduct  r e f l e c t s  b a d l y  o n  t h e i r  ' a l g a .  T h e i r  k i n  group may be t a ' u
2alea ( re fe r red  t o  by  others  as  s t u p i d ) ;  t a ' u  12gad ( re fe r red  t o  by others as
bad) a n d  s o  o n .  I n  f a c t ,  however, i n  a  h i g h l y  s t r a t i f i e d  v i l l a g e  soc ie t y
cer ta in f a m i l i e s '  r epu ta t i ons  w i l l  s u f f e r  more f r om such a n  accusat ion than
others. T h o s e  who have been expected t o ,  o r  have claimed a  r i g h t  t o ,  s e t
standards o f  conduct w i l l  su f fe r  more than those who have not .  T h e  fami l i es  o f
prominent t i t l e h o l d e r s ,  p a s t o r s ,  mayo rs  ( p u l e n u ' u ) ,  t e a c h e r s  a n d  p o l i c e
personnel w i l l  be more ser ious ly  damaged by t h e i r  members' misconduct.

The k i n  group su f fe rs  i n  several  ways. F i r s t l y ,  t h e  "prosecut ion" o f  any
offense w i l l  invo lve disclosure o f  the  f ac t s  and g ive r i s e  t o  pub l ic  conjecture
about the  past  conduct o f  members o f  t he  fam i l y  concerned. T h e  " f a c t s "  become
incorporated i n  a  " f i l e "  o n  t h e  f a m i l y  which i s  r e -opened p e r i o d i c a l l y  i n
s imi lar  circumstances and become a  permanent source o f  shame. S e c o n d l y,  t h e
status o f  a  Halai .  o r  c h i e f  who accepts r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  conduct  o f
individual members o f  t h e  k i n  group may b e  lowered where t h e  o f fense  i s  a
serious one.  T h i s  i n  t u r n  a f f e c t s  a l l  whose s t a t u s  i s  connected w i t h  t h a t
t i t l e  and i t s  ho lder.  T h i r d l y ,  where a  f i n e  i s  l ev i ed  on the offender,  a l l  o r
part o f  i t  may have t o  b e  p a i d  b y  innocent  members o f  t h e  k i n  group and,
depending o n  t h e  ser iousness o f  t h e  o f f ense ,  t h i s  may cause cons iderable

part o f  i t  may have t o  be  p a i d  b y  innocent  members o f  t h e  k i n  group and,
depending o n  t h e  ser iousness o f  t h e  o f f ense ,  t h i s  may cause cons iderable
economic hardship.

Again these consequences must be most ser ious f o r  those o f  h ighest  s ta tus
wi th in  t h e  v i l l a g e ,  f o r ,  a s  Samoans p o i n t  o u t ,  i t  i s  t h e  prosecut ion  o f
offenses by such people which demonstrates t o  others the importance o f  the  norm
or l a w  concerned. I n  t h e  case o f  banishment, wh ich  i s  l e s s  common now, t h e
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ent i re  f am i l y  was requ i red  t o  leave i t s  l and  and houses which f o r  many people
represented a  devastat ing l o s s .  F o r  members o f  such f am i l i e s  t he  expectat ion
of t he  discovery o f  t he  offense,  and knowledge o f  i t s  consequences f o r  the  k i n
group might  be  expected t o  produce fee l i ngs  o f  acute anx ie t y.  I n  some cases
such ind i v idua ls  s imply prepare themselves f o r  t h e  s o c i a l  and phys ica l  o rdea l
that  t h e y  w i l l  f a c e  a t  t h e  hands o f  t h e  f a m i l y  and v i l l a g e .  I n  o thers  t h e
ind iv idual  may t r y  t o  spare t h e  f a m i l y  t h e  p ro t rac ted  p u b l i c  prosecut ion by
taking t h e i r  l i v e s .  W h e r e  they  do so  i n  such circumstances t h e i r  a c t  may be
regarded sympathet ica l ly  b y  o t h e r s  who a r e  spared t h e  consequences o f  t h e
publ ic t r i a l .  B u t  su i c i de  i s  n o t  promoted as an "appropr iate reso lu t ion"  o f
the s i t u a t i o n  i n  ways which might lead  an offender t o  regard i t  as ob l iga to ry.
The term f o r  su ic ide  i n  Samoa i s  pu le  in J o l d  or  taupule in l e  o la  which means
to  ' c o n t r o l  the  r i g h t  t o  l i f e . '  T h e  scr ip tures  s p e c i f i c a l l y  accord t h i s  r i g h t ,
to create and t o  take l i f e ,  t o  God. A s  a  consequence Samoan cu l tu re  i s  unable
to promote a n y  f o r m  o f  conduct  which usurps such r i g h t s .  T h i s  does n o t ,
however, p reven t  i t  f r om promoting o t h e r  va lues  and b e l i e f s  which may make
suicide seem c u r i o u s l y  app rop r i a t e  t o  o n e  w h o  f i n d s  o n e s e l f  i n  c e r t a i n
s i tuat ions.

I t  i s  no coincidence t h a t  su ic ide  i s  f requent ly  associated w i th  the  shame
which Samoan s o c i e t y  ho lds  t o  b e  appropr ia te  where a  person 's  conduct has
caused serious and l a s t i n g  damage t o  t h e i r  k i n  group. D i s c o v e r y,  o r  t h r e a t  o f
discovery, o f  o f fenses  aga ins t  sexua l  m o r a l i t y  a r e  prominent a s  causes and
include cases o f  l o s t  prenuptual  v i r g i n i t y ,  a d u l t e r y  i n  prominent f a m i l i e s ,
incest, e lopement o f  t h e  v i l l a g e  v i r g i n  ( t a u p o u ) ,  a n d  a n  ' i n a p p r o p r i a t e
marriage' cont racted wi thout  consent. C a s e  1 ,  i n  Appendix 2 ,  i s  an example o f
the s o r t s  o f  circumstances which seem t o  t y p i f y  t h i s  category.  S t i l l  o thers
resu l t  from unrequited love,  te rm ina t ion  o f  l ove  a f f a i r s  by  one p a r t y,  and the
revelat ion o f  love  a f f a i r s  by t h i r d  par t ies  f i g u r e  prominently as causes. C a s e
2, i n  Appendix 2 ,  i s  an  example o f  t h e  s o r t s  o f  circumstances which seem t o
t yp i f y  t h i s  category.  D i s c o v e r y,  o r  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  d iscovery o f  d ishonesty,
t he f t  and  cr imes aga ins t  p roper ty  a l s o  emerged a s  causes i n  cases which we
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t y p i f y  t h i s  category.  D i s c o v e r y,  o r  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  d iscovery o f  d ishonesty,
t he f t  and  cr imes aga ins t  p roper ty  a l s o  emerged a s  causes i n  cases which we
recorded. C a s e  3 ,  i n  Appendix 2 ,  i s  an  example o f  t h e  s o r t  o f  circumstances
which seem t o  t y p i f y  t h i s  category. I n  these cases the  people involved bel ieve
that  they have became, o r  w i l l  become, ob jec ts  o f  r i d i c u l e  and take t h e i r  l i v e s
before t h e  " f a c t s "  become p u b l i c .  I n  each case t h i s  may b e  compounded b y
concern a t  t h e  consequences o f  t h e i r  a c t s  f o r  t h e i r  k i n  g roup  a n d  i t s
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dfrir

reputation w i th in  the v i l l a g e .
A l t r u i s t i c  s u i c i d e ,  f r e q u e n t l y  assoc ia ted  w i t h  shame, appears  t o  b e

d is t r ibu ted over a  range o f  age groups and has probably always been a  fea tu re
of Samoan s o c i e t y.  I n  those cases which we documented those invo lved  were
people who were apparent ly  committed t o  Samoan c u l t u r e  and showed no  marked
bias t o  a pa r t i cu la r  sex. T h e  t rend t o  su ic ide by growing numbers o f  p r imar i l y
adolescent males cannot be r e a d i l y  explained w i t h i n  t h i s  framework. T h i s  new
phenomenon seems t o  be associated w i t h  another powerfu l  emotion, r age ,  which
has been i d e n t i f i e d  by  Gerber (1985),  Shore (1982), and Freeman (1983). I n  the
next sect ion we s e t  out  some o f  the  fac to rs  which might c o l l e c t i v e l y  cont r ibute
to a greater degree o f  f r u s t r a t i o n  on the p a r t  o f  adolescent males, and reasons
why t h i s  might surface i n  a form which might lead t o  su ic ide.

_Youth Suicide: An anemic form?
Changes i n  a soc ie ty ' s  soc ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and economic s t ructures in f luence

indiv iduals '  percept ions o f  t h e i r  l i f e  chances and o f  themselves. I n  ce r ta in
circumstances t h e  changes l e a d  t o  increased optimism about  l i f e  chances and
more p o s i t i v e  percept ion o f  s e l f .  C o n v e r s e l y,  changes may lead  t o  increased
pessimism about l i f e  chances and a  l e s s  p o s i t i v e  percept ion o f  s e l f .  W h i l e
se l f  percept ion and percept ion o f  l i f e  chances may va ry  independently o f  one
another t h e r e  i s  f requent ly  a  connection between the  two. Where  the s i t u a t i o n
i s  produced and perpetuated b y  agencies and s t ruc tu res  over  which they  have
l i t t l e  o r  no  con t ro l  t hey  experience a  sense o f  powerlessness. O u r  t hes i s  i s
that  increases i n  t h e  r a t e  o f  s u i c i d e  repor ted  i n  Western Samoa t a k e  p lace
against a  background o f  change which has l i m i t e d  oppor tun i t ies  ava i l ab l e  t o
Samoan adolescents. O p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  upward m o b i l i t y  i n  Samoan soc ie t y  a r e
l im i ted  by fac to rs  s e t  out  below, and opportuni t ies f o r  migrat ion are s i m i l a r l y
l imi ted.  I n  circumstances whe re  a  g a p  opens  between expec ta t ions  a n d
opportuni t ies, a  bu i l dup  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n  may l e a d  t o  dec l i n ing  commitment t o
norms and st ructures which appear unable t o  meet t h e i r  asp i ra t ions and which i s
t yp i ca l l y  associated wi th  anomic su ic ide.

norms and st ructures which appear unable t o  meet t h e i r  asp i ra t ions and which i s
t yp i ca l l y  associated wi th  anomic su ic ide.

Demographic Factors
Population Dens i ty.  P o p u l a t i o n  growth may p lace  increased pressure o n

resources where i t  occurs i n  a  stagnant  economy (Western Samoan Government
1982:2) a n d  i s  associated w i t h  decreases i n  a v a i l a b l e  p e r  c a p i t a  resource

48



It

levels.  I n c r e a s e d  popula t ion  dens i t y  leads  t o  a  reduc t ion  i n  t h e  ava i l ab le
land resource when a l l  o t h e r  t h i n g s  a r e  equa l .  T h i s  may b e  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n
understanding t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  you th  i n  Western Samoa f o r  reasons s e t  o u t
below.

There has been a  smal l  increase i n  populat ion densi ty i n  Western Samoa: i n
the per iod from 1971 t o  1981 populat ion densi ty rose by only 1 .3  persons/square
kilometer f r om 52.7 t o  54 persons/square k i lometer.  B u t  t h e  na t iona l  f i g u r e
masks s i g n i f i c a n t  r e g i o n a l  v a r i a t i o n s :  between 1971 a n d  1976  u r b a n  a r e a
population densi t ies increased from 501 t o  531 persons/square k i lometer,  and i n
the Northwest Upolu  f r o m  141 t o  146 persons/square k i lometer  (6% a n d  3.5%
respect ively) .

But Western Samoa has  susta ined h igher  r a t e s  o f  increase i n  popula t ion
density i n  the  pas t :  between 1961 and 1966 dens i ty  increased by 14.8% over t he
whole count ry,  and  17.4% and 17.0% i n  Apia  and Northwest Upolu respec t ive ly,
apparently w i t h o u t  increases i n  t h e  r a t e  o f  s u i c i d e .  T h i s  argument i s  n o t
without problems f o r  an increase i n  one o r  more areas, w i t h  consequent pressure
on resources, i s  t y p i c a l l y  o f f s e t  by  a  dec l ine i n  dens i ty  i n  o ther  areas and
easier access t o  resources. I f  dens i ty  does con t r ibu te  t o  the  ra te ,  increases
i n  some areas and decreases i n  others might be expected t o  o f f s e t  one another.

Population densi ty  in f luences t h e  l i f e  chances o f  youth who are  p r imar i l y
dependent o n  v i l l a g e  ag r i cu l t u re  by  p lac ing  const ra in ts  on  ava i lab le  land  and
other resources. S l o w  growth i n  the  wage/salary sector  o f  t he  Western Samoan
economy i n  the  recent  past  has meant t h a t  more school leavers have been unable
to f i n d  j o b s  i n  t h a t  sec to r  a n d  have had t o  remain o n  t h e  l a n d .  I n  some
v i l lages  around Apia,  and i n  Northwest Upolu, t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n  would appear t o
have de te r io ra ted  a s  pressure o n  t h e  a r a b l e  l a n d  resource has  increased i n
those areas. A  reduct ion i n  the volume o f  emigrat ion i n  the per iod since 1978
may have  increased t h e  d e n s i t y  a n d  accentuated a n y  e f f e c t  r e s u l t i n g  f r o m
pressure on avai lab le  resources. I n  v i l l ages  elsewhere i n  Upolu and on Sava l ' i
the s i t u a t i o n  o f  y o u t h  s o l e l y  dependent o n  a g r i c u l t u r e  may i n  f a c t  have
improved a s  people  have l e f t  t h e  reg ions .  T h i s  improvement may have been

the s i t u a t i o n  o f  y o u t h  s o l e l y  dependent o n  a g r i c u l t u r e  may i n  f a c t  have
improved a s  people  have l e f t  t h e  reg ions .  T h i s  improvenent may have been
temporary: t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  s i n c e  1976 ,  c o u p l e d  w i t h  t h e
reduction i n  oppor tun i t ies  f o r  emigrat ion,  may l ead  t o  increasing pressure on
resources i n  these areas. C a s e  4 ,  i n  Appendix 2 ,  shows how resource shortage
may l e a d  t o  su ic ide .  I n  v i l l a g e s  where t h e r e  i s  pressure on  resources, and
par t i cu la r l y  l a n d ,  t h e  oppo r t un i t i e s  t o  improve income th rough  i nc reas ing
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production has therefore been l im i ted .  T h i s  s i t ua t i on  i s  made worse because as
land becomes more scarce land disputes tend t o  increase and secur i t y  o f  tenure
becomes a  problem. T h i s  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  acknowledged b y  t h e  Western Samoan
Government which po in ted  t o  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  f a c i n g  a l l  who seek t o  improve
the i r  l i f e s t y l e  i n  p l an ta t i on  a g r i c u l t u r e :  " t h e  consumer goods t o  which t h e
farmer aspires are not  w i t h i n  reach without a  quantum leap  i n  income, something
which he r a r e l y  sees as  poss ib le  i n  a g r i c u l t u r e . . . . A major cons t ra in t  i s  thus
that  v i l l a g e  agr i cu l tu re  as  pract iced now i s  no t  economically compet i t ive w i th
the wage sec to r. "  (1982:32)

Population dens i ty  a lone does n o t  t e l l  u s  a  l o t  about t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f
youth i n  Western Samoa. Coup led  wi th  another demographic i nd i ca to r,  dependency
ra t io ,  i t  may cont r ibute  more t o  the p ic tu re .

Dependency Ratio. A  fu r the r  impression o f  the  s i t u a t i o n  o f  Western Samoan
youth may b e  gained by consider ing t h e i r  r o l e  i n  economic a c t i v i t y  over t ime.
The dependency r a t i o ,  which re la tes  t h e  product ive and non-productive sectors
of a  popula t ion,  i s  a  u s e f u l  i n d e x  f o r  t h i s  purpose. O b s e r v a t i o n  o f  t h e
dependency r a t i o  over t ime  can g i ve  an i nd i ca t i on  o f  t he  s h i f t s  i n  the load on
economically product ive members o f  a  soc ie ty.

Growth i n  the  dependency r a t i o  i n  a  stagnant economy t y p i c a l l y  leads t o  a
decline i n  the  l i v i n g  standards o f  t he  economically product ive populat ion. I n
the a b s e n c e  o f  e c o n o m i c  g r o w t h  a n d / o r  i n c r e a s e d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r
out-migrat ion, t h i s  group may w e l l  became d i s i l l us ioned .  T h i s  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t
in  Western Samoa because youth p lay  a  very  s i g n i f i c a n t  p a r t  i n  the  product ion
of food and assets, t y p i c a l l y  tak ing  the  heaviest  and most monotonous par ts  i n
both p lan ta t i on  ag r i cu l tu re  and c a p i t a l  p ro jec t s .  A s  the  aumaga, t h e  body o f
un t i t l ed ,  t h e y  a re  a t  t he  "bottom end" o f  t h e  one way cha in  o f  cemmand.9 I n
the fo l low ing  sect ion we consider some features o f  Samoan dependency r a t i o s  and
the i r  possible s ign i f icance f o r  youth su ic ide.

As shown i n  Tab le  3 ,  t h e  na t iona l  dependency r a t i o  has ac tua l l y  decl ined
in  t h e  10  y e a r s  between 1971 and  1981 which  means t h a t ,  o n  t h e  sur face a t
least ,  t h e  s i t ua t i on  o f  the  economically ac t i ve  seems t o  have improved over the

in  t h e  10  y e a r s  between 1971 and  1981 wh ich  means t h a t ,  o n  t h e  sur face a t
least ,  t h e  s i t ua t i on  o f  t he  economically ac t i ve  seems t o  have improved over the
period. B u t  Western Samoa s t i l l  has one o f  t h e  h ighest  dependency r a t i o s  i n
the South P a c i f i c  beh ind  o n l y  t h e  Cook I s l ands  and Niue. B u t  economically
act ive Samoans f a c e  more  d i f f i c u l t i e s  because  m o s t  w o r k  i s  i n  v i l l a g e
agr icu l ture w i t h  unstable  r e t u rns  o n  e f f o r t ,  whereas Cook I s l a n d  and Niuean
economies have extensive wage sec to rs .  B u t  na t i ona l  f i g u r e s  mask t h e  v e r y
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considerable range o f  regional variations as Table 4  shows. A n d  these figures
alone are  also misleading because they mask signif icant variat ions within the
regions.

The dependency r a t i o s ,  ca lculated i n  t h i s  way, a r e  o f  l i m i t e d  value
because responsibility fo r  production does not f a l l  equally on a l l  i n  the 15-59
year age group. I n  v i l l age  society production f a l l s  more heavily on younger
people and on young unt i t led men i n  part icular.  A  dependency ra t io  calculated
on a  smaller population base gives a  more accurate impression o f  the burden on
the youth, which f o r  t h e  purposes o f  t h i s  paper, may b e  more s igni f icant .
Table 5 gives the dependency rat ios broken down by age group as well  as region.

What one regards a s  t h e  best  indicat ion o f  t h e  " rea l"  dependency r a t i o
w i l l  determine which s e t  o f  f igures i s  used but i f  one accepts tha t  most food
production and heavy work f a l l s  t o  those between 15-39  years  o f  age  t h e
dependency rat ios,  whi le  varying regionally, w i l l  be very much higher than the
of f ic ia l  f i g u r e .  T h e  l o t  o f  those i n  t h e  Apia Urban Area supporting 2 . 3
persons would seem easier than the l o t  o f  those i n  rural  v i l lages i n  the rest
of Upolu where each person supports 3.1 persons.10

Several points fol low from t h i s  analysis. Samoa has experienced a  high
birth r a t e  f o r  same t ime but  the  r a t e  o f  population growth was a r t i f i c i a l l y
depressed b y  t h e  h i g h  r a t e  o f  emigration i n  t h e  1960's  and 7 0 ' s .  T h e
imposition o f  l i m i t s  o n  o u t -migration t o  American Samoa, New Zealand and
Australia has almost certa inly  l e d  t o  an increased population growth r a t e  i n
Western Samoa. I n  many v i l lages already high dependency ra t ios ,  produced by
substantial out-migration i n  the 60's  and 70's,  w i l l  be forced higher s t i l l  as
the economically inactive component grows faster than the productive one.

Villages which experience high levels o f  out-migration may have gained i n
terms of  the potential resources available to  them through migrants who sett led
overseas. B u t  i t  i s  not c lear  tha t  these gains are of fset  against the e f f o r t
required of  the unt i t led who remain. I n  fac t  increases i n  potential resources
available through migration seem t o  be simply regarded as net increases and do
not lead to  significant reductions i n  e f fo r t  required of  those who remain. I f
required of  the unt i t led who remain. I n  fac t  increases i n  potential resources
available through migration seem t o  be simply regarded as net increases and do
not lead to  significant reductions i n  e f fo r t  required of  those who remain. I f
this i s  the  case, increases i n  the dependency r a t i o  may signal more work f o r
those who remain as  the  numbers o f  persons wham they must work t o  maintain
increases. T h i s  situation has been made worse by the instabi l i ty  o f  prices for
a l l  commodities except t a r o  (Western Samoan Government 1982:102) and  by t h e
increased cost o f  imported goods.



In v i l l a g e s  i n  which h igh  o u t -migrat ion dur ing  t h e  1970's  produced h igh
dependency r a t i o s ,  d i s i l l u s i o n  w i th  t he  increased e f f o r t  requi red o f  those who
remain may be more acute because they  compare t h e i r  l i f e s t y l e  and l i f e  chances
with t h a t  o f  t h e i r  peers who migrated. T h e y  might be expected t o  experience a
rather stronger sense o f  r e l a t i v e  depr ivat ion than those i n  v i l l ages  from which
fewer people migrated when oppor tun i t ies  ex is ted.11 W h e r e  dependency r a t i o s
and pressure on land resources a re  h igh o r  growing, young peoples' d i s i l l u s i o n
with t h e i r  l i f e s t y l e  and l i f e  opportuni t ies might be expected t o  be more acute
than those i n  v i l l ages  where these are  lower. I f  d i s i l l u s i o n  i s  connected wi th
the propensity t o  su ic ide and i f  t he  dependency r a t i o  inf luences t h i s  sense o f
deprivation, t h e  r a t e  o f  s u i c i d e  would  b e  expected t o  v a r y  b y  r e g i o n  and
v i l l age ,  as  suggested by data co l lec ted  by Bowles and Ol iver.

However, as  Graves and Graves (1976) have shown i n  the Cook Is lands,  i t  i s
not t he  ac tua l  demographic f a c t s  which a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  b u t  t he  percept ion o f
those f ac t s .  I t  i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  the p u b l i c i t y  given t o  the populat ion growth i n
the media and i n  b i r t h  con t ro l  programs over t h e  past  few years has heightened
the impression o f  growth ra the r  than  t he  ac tua l  r a t e .  T h e  r a t e  o f  growth may
appear mos t  s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  t h o s e  young l i t e r a t e  Samoans who,  i n  growing
numbers, seek jobs which do no t  appear t o  ex i s t  and who, co inc iden ta l l y,  show a
tendency t o  suic ide.

While t he  demographic phenomena lead  t o  an eros ion o f  economic prospects
for  many you th ,  t h e  same group i s  exposed through fo rma l  educat ion and t h e
media t o  v is ions  o f  l i f e s t y l e s  i n  which economic prosper i ty  i s  associated wi th
high degrees o f  personal freedom. W e  t u r n  now t o  a  b r i e f  examination o f  t h e
influences o f  education and the media i n  shaping aspi rat ions o f  youth.

.Social Factors
Education. E d u c a t i o n  has been st ressed i n  successive development p lans

and has received s i gn i f i can t  shares o f  both the  domestic product and a i d  income
over a  long per iod o f  t ime.  T h e  emphasis on education has seen increases i n  a
number o f  i n d i c e s ,  shown i n  Tab le  6 .  T h e  most s i g n i f i c a n t  f e a t u r e s  o f  t h e
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over a  long per iod o f  t ime.  T h e  emphasis on education has seen increases i n  a
number o f  i n d i c e s ,  shown i n  Tab le  6 .  T h e  most s i g n i f i c a n t  f e a t u r e s  o f  t h e
f igures i n  Table 6  l i e  i n  the increases i n  those rece iv ing  secondary education
of 205%, and t e r t i a r y  education o f  325%. These  people are increasingly  exposed
to a l te rnat ives  t o  Samoan soc iety  and l i f e s t y l e ,  through education. T h e y  a l s o
develop h i gh  expectat ions o f  wage employment, a n d  o f  a  l i f e s t y l e  which wage
employment makes poss ib le ,  which a r e  u n l i k e l y  t o  be rea l i zed  i n  t he  stagnant
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Samoan economy (Western Samoan Census 1976, v o l  2 :103) .
Recent reduc t i ons  i n  oppor tun i t i es  f o r  advanced s t u d i e s  overseas, a n d

par t i cu la r l y  i n  New Zealand, a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  budgetary const ra in ts  i n  Samoa and
immigration regu la t ions  i n  New Zealand, have i n t e n s i f i e d  compet i t ion f o r  those
places, a n d  produced disappointment among those who migh t  have expected t o
study overseas. F u r t h e r m o r e  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  i s  u n l i k e l y  t o  improve. B u t  t h e
numbers a t  these l eve l s  o f  education are smal l  w i t h i n  the t o t a l  populat ion. I f
the impact o f  education on young peoples' expecta t ions  i s  l i m i t e d ,  t h e  impact
of o ther  f ac to r s  i s  not  so constrained.

The Media. Va r i o u s  development p lans  have attempted t o  improve Western
Samoa's communication i n f ras t ruc tu re .  Government i n i t i a t i v e s  have resu l ted  i n
dramatic g row th  i n  t h e  number o f  r a d i o s  i n  Samoan homes. B e c a u s e  t h e
governnent re ta ined cont ro l  o f  program content,  these i n i t i a t i v e s  have not  been
a major source o f  a l t e rna t i ve  v i s ions  o f  l i f e .  B u t ,  t h e  unforeseen consequence
was t h a t  t h e  same r a d i o s  r e c e i v e  programs f r o m  American Samoa i n  which a
"pseudo-American" l i f e s t y l e  i s  presented as normal.

Control o f  t h e  p r i n t  media i s  l a r g e l y  i n  p r i v a t e  hands and has seen an
increase i n  b o t h  t h e  numbers o f  newspapers ( f r o m  3  t o  6 )  a n d  i n  t h e i r
c i r cu la t i on  f r o m  15 ,000  t o  3 2 , 0 0 0  between 1 9 7 1  a n d  1 9 7 9  ( l a t e s t  d a t a
avai lable) .  Newspapers r e g u l a r l y  con ta in  mate r ia l  o n  a l t e r n a t i v e  l i f e s t y l e s
and Samoana, a  Samoan language newspaper publ ished weekly f o r  Samoans i n  New
Zealand a n d  Western Samoa, r e g u l a r l y  c o n t a i n s  t e l l i n g  comparisons o f  t h e
l i f e s t y l e s  outside Samoa. S i t u a t i o n s  vacant columns contain advertisements f o r
comparable pos i t i ons  i n  New Zealand and Western Samoa which h i g h l i g h t  sa l a r y
d i f f e r e n t i a l s  very g raph ica l l y.

The growth i n  numbers o f  t e l e v i s i o n  s e t s  i n  Western Samoa r e f l e c t s  t h e
a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  t e l e v i s i o n  transmission from PagoPago i n  American Samoa. M o r e
and more Samoans are able t o  watch a  world peopled by the  s ta rs  o f  "Days o f  Our
Lives,"  a n d  "Fa l con  C r e s t "  i n te rspe rsed  w i t h  advert isements p o r t r a y i n g  a n
af f luen t ,  l i b e r a t e d  l i f e s t y l e  suppl ied by KRON4 San Francisco.

Tho nr r ico fh  i n  f h o  m i l m h o r c  n f  f i v o d  A n d  m n h i l o  n i n o m A c  A n d  i n  Al- i -OndAnr.0Q
Lives,"  a n d  "Fa l con  C r e s t "  i n te rspe rsed  w i t h  adver t isanents  p o r t r a y i n g  a n
af f luen t ,  l i b e r a t e d  l i f e s t y l e  suppl ied by KRICN4 San Francisco.

The growth i n  t he  numbers o f  f i x e d  and mobile cinemas and i n  attendances
i s  harder t o  cha r t  accurate ly  b u t  t hey  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  because f i l m  con ta ins
some o f  t h e  most  e x p l i c i t  and  v i s u a l l y  persuasive a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  l i f e  i n
Samoa. T h e  i m a g e s  i n  f i l m s  o f f e r  a l t e r n a t i v e  v i s i o n s  o f  s p e c i f i c
relat ionships,  some o f  which e x p l i c i t l y  chal lenge Samoan conceptions o f  those
relat ionships.
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The i m p a c t  o f  t h e  g r o w t h  o f  med ia  b o r n  a l t e r n a t i v e s  i s  e a s y  t o
underestimate and d i f f i c u l t  t o  es tab l i sh ,  b u t  a s  a  source o f  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n
with l i f e  i n  Samoan s o c i e t y  and  a  source o f  cha l lenge i t  deserves c l o s e r
scrut iny.  A  s i t u a t i o n  emerges i n  which t h e  a s p i r a t i o n  o f  young Samoans a r e
being ra i sed  as  t h e i r  oppor tun i t ies  a r e  eroded. T h i s  generates considerable
pressure on soc ia l  s t ruc tures  f o r  changes which w i l l  lead t o  improved economic
prospects and increased personal freedom. T h e  prospects f o r  b o t h  increased
upward mob i l i t y  and personal freedom seem l i m i t e d  by a  ser ies  o f  f ac to rs  which
have become more s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  recent t imes and t o  which we now tu rn .

Social M o b i l i t y :  t h e  blockages. S e v e r a l  rou tes  have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been
avai lable t o  youth who aspired t o  power i n  Samoa: becoming a  c h i e f ;  a  pastor ;  a
wage earner/entrepreneur; o r  emigrat ing. T h e s e  remain but ,  f o r  reasons s e t  out
below, a r e  l e s s  ava i l ab le  and, where before those who aspi red t o  power cou ld
reasonably expect t o  a t t a i n  i t ,  i t  i s  now increasingly c lea r  t o  many t h a t  these
avenues a r e  blocked.  I n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  sec t i on  t h e  va r ious  avenues and t h e
blockages w i t h i n  them are s e t  out .

In Samoa the re  a re  some 14,000 Inátai. o r  c h i e f s  who are  normally selected
by members o f  the  extended k i n  group which they head. a t a i s  con t ro l  access t o
both house s i t e s  and a g r i c u l t u r a l  l and  vested i n  t h e i r  matai  t i t l e  and der ive
considerable power f r o m  t h i s  f a c t .  T h o s e  who r e q u i r e  access t o  l a n d  f o r
subsistence must accept  t h e  m a t a i ' s  power o v e r  t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  and  indeed
the i r  income. T h e  attainment o f  matai  t i t l e s  i s  compet i t ive and open t o  a l l
who demonstrate competence i n  c e r t a i n  prescr ibed a c t i v i t i e s .  A  r e l a t i v e l y
small number o f  Samoans have the  resources necessary t o  l i v e  wi thout  access t o
land and some 96.8% o f  t h e  populat ion l i v e ,  according t o  the census, "under a
matai ."  A  a u d i t ' s  power i s  l i m i t e d  b y  t h e  necess i ty  o f  r e t a i n i n g  t h e  k i n
group's support  and t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e i r  removal b y  t h e  k i n  group where
the i r  performance i s  considered unsat is factory.

Shortly a f t e r  independence, a  l a rge  number o f  new t i t l e s  were created i n
an attempt t o  a l t e r  t he  balance o f  power w i t h i n  d i s t r i c t s  s ince only matais are
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Shortly a f t e r  independence, a  l a rge  number o f  new t i t l e s  were created i n
an attempt t o  a l t e r  t he  balance o f  power w i t h i n  d i s t r i c t s  s ince only matais are
enfranchised. ( M e l e i s e a  and Schoeffe l  1983:100) T h e  prospect o f  access t o
power seemed f o r  the  young t o  expand very rap id ly  bu t  government moved t o  l i m i t
the c rea t i on  o f  new t i t l e s  and closed o f f  t h i s  avenue. T h e  number o f  t i t l e s
avai lable i s  now more o r  l e s s  f i x e d  and wh i le  more than one person may ho ld  a
given t i t l e  a t  the same t ime, holders have vested i n te res t  i n  discouraging t h i s
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trend.12 T h u s ,  y o u n g  men h a v e  u n l i m i t e d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  demonstrate
competence, b u t  more l i m i t e d  oppor tun i t ies  f o r  access t o  power. T h e s e  a r e
fur ther  l i m i t e d  by the  s tead i l y  increasing l i f e  expectancy o f  incumbents which
means t h a t  f o r  many young people  t h e  p e r i o d  d u r i n g  wh ich  t h e y  w i l l  se rve
(tautua) t h e  mata i  i s  inc reas ing  and t h a t  du r i ng  which t h e y  can  expect  t o
exercise power i s  decreasing.

Pastors a l so  enjoy power and a  p r i v i l eged  l i f e s t y l e  and der i ve  au tho r i t y
from t h e i r  r e l i g i o u s  o f f i c e .  T h e y  t o o  c a n  b e  removed f o r  unsa t i s fac to ry
performance and can  be  con t ro l l ed  i n  c e r t a i n  sub t l e  ways b y  t h e  v i l l a g e  i n
which t hey  work. T h i s  group i s  smal l  and wh i l e  en t r y  i s  t echn i ca l l y  open t o
a l l ,  i n  f a c t  t h e  prospects  o f  e n t r y  t o  t h e o l o g i c a l  c o l l e g e ,  a n d  t o  t h e
l i f e s t y l e  beyond' i s  l i m i t e d  by a  s tab le  demand; t h e  s t e a d i l y  increasing l i f e
expectancy o f  incumbents; and the absence o f  a  compulsory ret i rement  age.

For those committed t o  mob i l i t y  w i t h i n  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  sector  avenues a re
closing o f f  a t  a  t ime  when there  i s  pressure f o r  t h e i r  opening up. T h e s e  a re
not, however, t h e  on ly  avenues f o r  s o c i a l  mob i l i t y  and i t  i s  t o  the others t h a t
we now tu rn .

Wage employment and entreprenuer ia l  a c t i v i t y  have always been avenues t o
power w i t h i n  the v i l l a g e  f o r  t he  young. O p p o r t u n i t i e s  have ex is ted  f o r  people
to leave, en te r  the  wage economy f o r  a  per iod,  r e t u r n  and invest  t h e i r  stake i n
entrepreneurial ventures. T h e  prefer red dest inat ions f o r  accumulating c a p i t a l
were the  United States and New Zealand, b u t  a  per iod o f  employment i n  Apia was
considered b e t t e r  t h a n  noth ing and many looked t o  wage employment i n  Western
Samoa a s  a n  oppor tun i t y  t o  accumulate some money a n d  e n j o y  a  measure o f
independence. T h e  Western Samoan economy has grown slowly and new jobs are  not
being created i n  s u f f i c i e n t  numbers t o  absorb school leavers.  N o r ,  because o f
the i r  s c a r c i t y,  a re  they being vacated by incumbents who might have gone t o  New
Zealand a f t e r  a  p e r i o d  o f  employment i n  A p i a .  T h o s e  who m igh t  i n  o t h e r
circumstances have been "cooled ou t "  b y  a  per iod  o f  wage employment no longer
have as ready access t o  t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y.  Fur thermore the over-supply o f  labor
has r es u l t ed  i n  a  depressed wage s t ruc tu re  s o  t h a t  even those who do  secure
circumstances nave peen -coolea ou t -  Joy a  per iod  o r  wage employment no longer
have as ready access t o  t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y.  Fur thermore the over-supply o f  labor
has r e s u l t e d  i n  a  depressed wage s t r uc tu re  s o  t h a t  even those who do  secure
employment may f i n d  t h a t  the gap between income and expectations i s  cont inua l ly
widening. T h e  o t h e r  avenues t o  t h e  c a p i t a l  needed t o  en te r  ent repreneur ia l
a c t i v i t i e s  are  loans but  the agencies empowered t o  make loans tend, f o r  reasons
connected w i t h  t h e  c o s t  o f  admin is t ra t ion ,  t o  make these t o  l a r g e r  ventures
(Macphersons 1981) .  T h e  o n l y  o t h e r  a l t e r n a t i v e  i s  borrowing th rough t h e



v i l l age  development scheme b u t  these a r e  cooperat ive ventures,  a r e  t y p i c a l l y
contro l led by those whose au thor i t y  i s  recognized by the  government, and o f f e r
l i t t l e  opportunity f o r  mob i l i t y  f o r  u n t i t l e d  adolescents.

Migration. T h e  h igh  r a tes  o f  o u t -migrat ion over a  long per iod  may have
led t o  an expectat ion t h a t  many Samoans would leave Samoa f o r  vary ing periods
at  some t ime i n  t h e i r  l i f e .  I t  has become, i n  e f f ec t ,  p a r t  o f  the  Samoan l i f e
cycle. E v e n  those who expected t o  spend most o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  i n  Samoa, o f t e n
l e f t  t o  pu t  together f i n a n c i a l  and  o r  s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  c a p i t a l  which could s e t
them up. T h e  high ra tes  o f  movement between Samoa and New Zealand and American
Samoa wh ich  occur red th rough t h e  1960 ' s  and  1970 's  were  evidence o f  t h i s
expectation. O v e r  a  per iod  o f  201 years  t h i s  t r end  became establ ished as  a
r i t e  o f  passage (Bedford 1982).  T h e  r a p i d  dec l ine  i n  t h e  oppor tun i t ies  f o r
t h i s  movement occurred as the economies o f  New Zealand slowed, and the American
Samoans moved t o  l i m i t  i l l e g a l  movements f rom Western Samoa t o  American Samoa
and the  U.S.A. F o r  those who came t o  consider t h a t  a  per iod outs ide o f  Samoa
was a  reasonable expectat ion t h i s  dec l i ne  was a  b low.  T h e  f a c t  t h a t  many
believe t h a t  i t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  b e  permanent may have a n  impact  o n  na t i ona l
morale. I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  the dec l ine  coincides w i t h  t he  increase i n  the
rate o f  s u i c i d e  among those  who under normal circumstances migh t  have been
offered opportuni t ies t o  l i v e  and work outside o f  Western Samoa.

These f a c t o r s  alone d o  n o t  cons t i t u t e  a  sa t i s f ac to r y  explanat ion.  M o s t
Pac i f i c  nat ions experience various combinations o f  these demographic and soc ia l
phenomena. T h e r e  i s  no  suggestion i n  the  l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  these l ead  t o  h igh
rates o f  su ic ide elsewhere i n  the P a c i f i c  and spec i f i ca l l y  i n  American Samoa o r
Tonga, w i t h  which na t iona l  comparisons seem most appropr iate.  I t  i s  usefu l  t o
look beyond these  f a c t o r s  f o r  t h o s e  t h i n g s  wh ich  seem p e c u l i a r  t o  Samoan
society and might exp la in  the unusually h igh ra te  which Samoa exh ib i t s .

The S i tua t ion  .Q Yo u t h  inn Pompan Society.  Western  Samoa i s  a  gerontocracy
and power i s  f o r m a l l y  concentrated i n  t h e  hands o f  i t s  c h i e f s  (ma iLU a n d
c ler ics  ( f a i f e ' a u ) .  B o t h  groups c l a i m  t o  exerc ise l e g i t i m a t e  a u t h o r i t y  and
each group tends t o  suppor t  t h e  o t h e r  i n ,  w h a t  might  seem t o  ou ts iders ,  a
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c le r ics  ( f a i f e l a u ) .  B o t h  groups c l a i m  t o  exerc ise l e g i t i m a t e  a u t h o r i t y  and
each group tends t o  suppor t  t h e  o t h e r  i n ,  w h a t  might  seem t o  ou ts iders ,  a
powerful and conservative a l l i ance .  T h e  a l l i ance ' s  power, der ived from secular
and re l i g ious  t r a d i t i o n s ,  i s  no t  widely challenged.

Samoan c u l t u r e  prescr ibes  f o r  adolescents a  p e r i o d  i n  which t h e y  a r e
expected t o  serve ( t a u t u a ) ,  n o t  chal lenge,  t h o s e  who h o l d  power ove r  them.
Adolescents a r e  t o l d  t h a t  serv ice  i s  t he  path t o  power: Q  J a l a  i l e  'Jule o l e
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tautua. S i n c e  t h i s  i s  a lmost  i n v a r i a b l y  t r u e  f o r  those  who p resen t l y  h o l d
power over  adolescents, t h e y  f requent ly  have some d i f f i c u l t y  i n  understanding
challenges t o  t h a t  b e l i e f .

Their responses t o  chal lenges t o  t h e i r  a u t h o r i t y  a s  C h i e f s  ( r a d i a l ) ,
pastors ( f a i f e ' a u ) ,  and parents (raltami) a r e  usual ly  severe and pun i t i ve .  Some
adolescents may experience a  degree o f  f r u s t r a t i o n  over t h e  oppor tun i t ies  f o r
mob i l i t y,  which may be made more acute by the l i m i t e d  opportuni t ies which t h e i r
cul ture provides t o  challenge the  e x i s t i n g  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  power, a s  Case 5 i n
Appendix 2 suggests.

Culture a l lows  youth  t o  r a i s e  sources o f  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  t h e  f a m i l y
provided t h a t  appropriate deference i s  shown t o  the person wi th  whom the matter
i s  ra ised .  A  young person must make i t  c l e a r  t h a t  he o r  she i s  g ra te fu l  f o r
the oppor tun i t y  t o  r a i s e  a  mat ter  wh ich  i t  i s  n o t  t h e i r  r i g h t  t o  do .  B y
impl icat ion he o r  she accepts t h a t  any outcome i s  f i n a l  s i n c e  the  opportuni ty
to r a i s e  t h e  mat ter  i s  a  p r i v i l e g e  accorded them and n o t  a  matter  o f  r i g h t .
The semantic and l i n g u i s t i c  s t ruc tu re  o f  such enquir ies r e f l e c t s  t h e  asymmetry
of t he  re la t i onsh ip  and excludes any r e a l  chal lenge. B u t  f a i l u r e  t o  resolve a
matter t h i s  way does no t  exhaust the p o s s i b i l i t i e s .

A person who wishes t o  express cont inuing d i ssa t i s fac t i on  wi th  an outcome
may become m a w  i n  which s t a t e  he o r  she becomes s u l l e n  and withdrawn; says
very l i t t l e  t o  those around them; does no  more than  what they  a r e  t o l d ;  and
shows l i t t l e  i n te res t  i n  soc ia l  l i f e .  I n  most cases one who i s  musu w i l l  t r e a t
a pa r t i cu l a r  person wi th  spec ia l  d i s i n t e res t  t o  underscore the  supposed source
of t h e i r  d i s c o n t e n t .  T h e  Samoan concern  w i t h  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a n d  t h e i r
maintenance leads those around the person concerned t o  at tend t o  the  source o f
the discontent.  Where  the matter i s  so lub le  gent le  pressure i s  appl ied t o  both
par t ies t o  move toward a  compromise. W h e r e  an a d u l t  makes concessions care i s
taken t o  ensure t h a t  t h i s  i s  por t rayed as  generosi ty  and n o t  r e t r e a t .  I f  a
"reasonable" compromise i s  negotiated, b u t  i s  no t  accepted by the young person,
the sympathy f o r  h i m  o r  h e r  i s  l i k e l y  t o  wane q u i c k l y  and  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be
replaced w i t h  accusat ions o f  ch i l d i shness  e l L a  , I ~ r  a n d  immatur i t y  One

-

the sympathy f o r  h i m  o r  h e r  i s  l i k e l y  t o  wane q u i c k l y  and  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be
replaced w i t h  accusat ions o f  Ch i ld ishness  ( f i  a pepe) ,  a n d  immatur i t y  O a
mafaufau). T h e  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  t h a t  wha t  mediators cons ider  a  "reasonable"
compromise may n o t  meet  t h e  expec ta t ions  o f  t h e  young person.  I n  t h i s
s i tua t ion  t h e  young person  h a s  t h r e e  o p t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e i r  c h o i c e  w i l l  b e
determined, a t  l eas t  t o  same extent ,  b y  t h e i r  sense o f  i n j u s t i c e .
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Where t h e  matter  i nvo lved  i s  n o t  a  source o f  major annoyance t h e  person
may s imp ly  accept  t h e  suggest ion t h a t  he  o r  she  f o r g e t  t h e  mat te r  a n d  b e
pat ient  i n  the  knowledge t h a t  h is /her  t u r n  w i l l  come. S u c h  advice i s  powerful
because i t  i s  drawn again from secular  and r e l i g i o u s  t r a d i t i o n s  which tend t o
coincide. I n  such cases t h e  a t t e n t i o n  which has been pa id  t o  one's s i t u a t i o n
may a lone persuade a  person t h a t  he o r  she i s  considered important  t o  t h e i r
family and may prove therapeut ic.

Where a  mat ter  i s  o f  more s ign i f i cance  a  young person may demonstrate
his/her i n t e n s i t y  o f  f e e l i n g  b y  running away t o  another v i l l a g e .  T h i s  i s  a
symbolic r e j e c t i o n  o f  t h e  leg i t imacy  o f  t h e  au tho r i t y  o f  those i n  power. I t
provides a n  oppor tun i ty  f o r  b o t h  p a r t i e s  t o  c o o l  and  t h e  young person may
eventually decide t o  accept  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  and r e t u r n  t o  apologize. I f  t h e
more sen io r  p a r t y  admits r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t h e y  may eventua l ly  v i s i t  t h e  o t h e r
v i l l age ,  ostens ib ly  on an unrelated mission, and make some peace. Runn ing  away
does not  necessari ly so lve problems because the  s i t u a t i o n  t o  which one f l e e s  i s
l i k e l y  t o  b e  v e r y  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  f r o m  which one h a s  f l e d .  W h i l e  young
chi ldren migh t  expect  t o  f i n d  a  more indu lgent  grandparent, a  youth who i s
supposed t o  be mature can n o t  expect t o  f i n d  v e r y  much sympathy i f  t he  matter
re f lec ts  a  lack  o f  matur i ty  ( l e  zalautau) o n  h i s  o r  her  p a r t .  Fur thermore,  t h e
s i tua t ion  t o  which one r e t u r n s  may n o t  have changed and i f  t h e  source o f
d issa t is fac t ion  i s  s t ruc tu ra l  i t  can be expected t o  emerge again.

I f  a  person f ee l s  t h a t  a  matter i s  o f  major importance and experiences an
intense sense o f  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  and i n j u s t i c e ,  h e  o r  she may be moved t o  an
intense r a g e  which b o t h  Gerber (1985) a n d  Shore (1982) h i g h l i g h t  i n  t h e i r
accounts o f  Samoan emotion. T h e  rage i s  s a i d  t o  ' l e a p  up '  i n s i d e  t h e  person
and t a k e  c o n t r o l .  I n  t h a t  s t a t e  peop le  t y p i c a l l y  l a s h  o u t ,  u s u a l l y  a t
inanimate objects w i th  f i s t s ,  kn i ves ,  paddles and so on. T h e y  are  watched and
eventually the  rage i s  expected t o  subside. B u t  people w i l l  say t h a t  o f ten i n
a rage,  a  s i t u a t i o n  can be seen v e r y  c l e a r l y.  A  number o f  cases o f  su ic ide
which we documented occurred dur ing o r  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  a  d isp lay  o f  rage. W h i l e
one can on l y  speculate a t  the  connection between t he  rage and t he  su ic ide  i t

1 •  1  •

which we documented occurred dur ing o r  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  a  d isp lay  o f  rage. W h i l e
one can on l y  speculate a t  the  connection between t he  rage and t he  su ic ide  i t
seems poss ib le  t h a t  a  sense o f  despai r  about so lv ing  a  problem i s  involved i n
some way.  I t  does seem t h a t  t h e  p u b l i c  consumption o f  herb ic ides  and t h e
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  prot racted death i n  a  pub l i c  context  might be intended t o  br ing
publ ic  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e i r  gr ievance and c rea te  a  sense o f  remorse i n  those
whose act ions gave r i s e  t o  the grievance.
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Summary
The c u l t u r e  wh ich  s t resses  t h e  subservience o f

c o l l e c t i v i t y  i s  embedded i n  sc r i p t u re  and t r a d i t i o n .
which Durkheim found was connected w i t h  h i g h  degrees

the i n d i v i d u a l  t o  t h e
This c u l t u r a l  con tex t ,
of a l t r u i s t i c  su i c i de ,

seems u n l i k e l y  t o  change r a p i d l y.  T h u s  one would expect  t h a t  t h i s  t ype  o f
suicide w i l l  occur  i n  Samoa f o r  a s  l o n g  a s  secu lar  and r e l i g i o u s  t r a d i t i o n s
continue t o  exer t  the  same types o f  pressure i n  Samoan soc ie ty.  B u t  adolescent
suicide i s  a  d i f f e r e n t  problem.

The young u n t i t l e d  person i s  o f f e r e d  progressively  more educat ion, a n d
vis ions o f  a l t e r n a t i v e  l i f e s t y l e s .  Samoan soc ie t y,  dominated by  o lde r  people
and t r ad i t i ons ,  i s  unable and unwi l l i ng  t o  accept some o f  these expectations o r
to move t o  make these a t t a i nab le .  I n  t h e  even t  t h e y  become a l iena ted  f rom
central  values b u t  a re  fo rced  t o  continue t o  l i v e  by them, t h e  young u n t i t l e d
people, sensing t h e i r  powerlessness t o  produce changer become d i ssa t i s f i ed  w i t h
society and seek oppor tun i t ies  t o  leave.  I n  the  past ,  some found i t  possib le
to demonstrate commitment t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  va lues and persuade t h e i r  f a m i l i e s
that  they  were t h e  s o r t s  o f  people whose migra t ion  should be sponsored: t h e y
were committed t o  Samoan custom and would cont r ibute  t o  the fami ly  and v i l l a g e .
These opportuni t ies are  no longer r e a d i l y  ava i lab le  which increases t h e i r  sense
of f r u s t r a t i o n .  T h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n  would n o t  be a s  ser ious  a s  i t  i s  i f  t h e r e
were oppor tun i t ies  f o r  a t t a i n i n g  a t  l e a s t  some o f  t h e i r  asp i ra t i ons  w i t h i n
Samoan s o c i e t y.  B u t ,  con f r on ted  w i t h  a n  apparen t l y  immovable t r a d i t i o n
ref lected i n  counci ls  dominated by those committed t o  the  t r a d i t i o n ,  a t t a i n i n g
those asp i ra t ions  seems increas ing ly  u n l i k e l y.  U n d e r  these circumstances t h e
things which have masked a  growing a l i e n a t i o n  o n  t h e  p a r t  o f  t h i s  group o f
young Samoans are removed and we see more c l ea r l y  a  d i sa f fec t i on  which has been
growing f o r  some t ime.

This b locked oppor tun i t y  model i s  o n l y  one  o f  a  number wh ich  can  b e
introduced t o  exp la in  t h e  inc idence o f  you th  s u i c i d e  i n  Samoa. I t  i s  most
useful i n  explaining a  general d iqa f fec t ion  and a  marked increase which happens
to coincide w i th  p a r t i c u l a r  s t r u c t u r a l  t rends i n  Western Samoa and the c los ing
introduced t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  inc idence  o t  youth  s u i c i d e  i n  Samoa. I t  i s  most
useful i n  explaining a  general d i sa f fec t i on  and a  marked increase which happens
to coincide w i th  p a r t i c u l a r  s t r u c t u r a l  t rends i n  Western Samoa and the c los ing
o f f  o f  oppor tun i t ies  f o r  emigrat ion.  I t  i s  however i n s t r u c t i v e  and provides a
backdrop against which pa r t i cu la r  cases may use fu l l y  be seen.

The prospects f o r  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  power w i t h i n  Samoa seem remote, and
the prospect  o f  increased emigrat ion,  wh ich  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  s t a t e  o f  t h e
in ternat ional  economy, seems equa l l y  remote. I f  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  con tex t  i s



s ign i f i can t  i n  producing a  general pessimism among Western Samoan adolescents,
one would p r e d i c t  a n  increase i n  t he  r a t e  a s  growing numbers o f  adolescents
encounter blockages i n  the  opportuni ty  s t ruc tu re  f o r  which no so lu t ions  appear
imminent. T h e  combination o f  s t r u c t u r a l  and c u l t u r a l  f ac to r s  ou t l ined  i n  t h i s
paper would seem t o  po in t  t o  a  cont inuing and h igh r a t e  o f  adolescent su ic ide.
However, w h i l e  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  f a c t o r s  may p r o v e  somewhat i n t r a c t a b l e  f o r
reasons connected w i th  economic l inkages between Samoa and the  g loba l  economy,
cu l tu ra l  f ac to rs  can be a l te red  where people choose t o  take decisions. P e o p l e
are most  l i k e l y  t o  t a k e  t h o s e  dec i s i ons  when t h e y  a r e  a b l e  t o  e s t a b l i s h
linkages between cause and e f f e c t  and i t  i s  hoped t h a t  t h i s  paper w i l l  go some
way t o  making some o f  those connections.
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NOTES

1. T b a ' i  a lso meant t o  do something r e l u c t a n t l y,  aga ins t  one's w i l l ,  meanings
which t h e  word r e t a i n s  t o  t h e  p resent .  W e  a r e  n o t  l i n g u i s t s  b u t  t h e
connection between t h e  a c t  o f  s u i c i d e  and  a  sense o f  d u t y  does seem
interest ing p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  v i e w  o f  t h e  connect ion between a l t r u i s t i c
suicide and h igh ly  d i sc ip l i ned  soc ie t ies  such as Samoa.

2. T h e  World Health Organization caut ions against  ca l cu la t i on  o f  ra tes  where
fewer than  1000 deaths a re  recorded i n  a  g iven year ;  where more than 25%
of deaths a r e  coded as  having i l l - d e f i n e d  causes; and  where s i g n i f i c a n t
numbers o f  deaths are reported by witnesses wi thout  the  bene f i t  o f  medical
advice o r  quest ioning. A l l  t h ree  o f  these condi t ions coincide i n  Western
Samoa.

3. F u r t h e r  evidence f o r  t h i s  hypothesis comes f r o m  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  American
Samoa, which has a  s im i l a r  cu l t u re  but  has been subject  t o  a d i f f e r e n t  s e t
of s t r u c t u r a l  changes has  apparent ly  had  a  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  l o w e r  r a t e  o f
suicide. (Freeman 1983:346)

4. T h e  p roverb ,  l i d  g a s  e i l e  v a o  J .  l a g á t a  Q  TUpuivao, ITupu i vao ' s  man
perished i n  the  f o r e s t , '  i s  used t o  emphasize the  l o s s  o f  a  person who i n
a f i t  o f  anger leaves home and severs re la t ionsh ips  w i t h  h i s  k i n  group.
This g loss i s  from Schultz (1965:106).

5. T h e  proverb e. m a n t l  e.1/19k, 'where no pigeon c a l l  i s  heard, '  l i k e n s
the k i n  g r o u p  i n  wh i ch  n o  s t r i f e  i s  f o u n d  t o  t h e  p e r f e c t  peace.
Conversely t h e  proverb,  f a ' a s e l u  gaugau, ' a  comb w i t h  broken t e e t h ' ,
l ikens the  fam i l y  which i s  always quar re l l i ng  t o  the  broken comb which i s
both u g l y  and useless. B o t h  o f  these proverbs can be  found i n  Schul tz
(1965:83).

6. S h o r e  (1982:175-176) prov ides  an extended account o f  t he  reasoning behind
t h i s  and i s  recommended t o  those seeking a n  accurate and comprehensive
account o f  Samoan models o f  deviance.

7. S a m e  o f  t h e  proverbs used i n  t h e  con tex t  o f  such discussions c a r r y  t h e
_

account o f  Samoan models o f  deviance.
7. S a m e  o f  t h e  proverbs used i n  t h e  con tex t  o f  such discussions c a r r y  t h e

impl icat ion t h a t  such t r a i t s  a r e  gene t i ca l l y  t ransmi t ted .  P e r h a p s  t h e
clearest statement i s  found i n  the proverb, I t  so la  l e  moasope i l e  measope,
which means, l i t e r a l l y ,  ' t h e  crested hen resembles t he  crested hen ' :  t h a t
one's character is t ics  w i l l  be found i n  one's parents.

8. Samoan  paren ts ,  p o i n t i n g  t o  de fec ts  i n  t h e i r  Ch i l d ren ' s  behav ior,  a s k
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chi ldren t o  consider what other people w i l l  t h i n k  o f  t h e i r  parents and/or
family i f  t hey  were t o  see them behaving i n  t h i s  way. I n  f a c t  a  cen t ra l
concern i n  shaping ch i l d rens '  behav io r  i s  g e t t i n g  a  c h i l d  t o  see  t h e
consequences o f  h is /her  behavior f o r  those around him/her.

9. S p a c e  does n o t  permi t  e laborat ion  o f  t h i s  argument b u t  Lockwood's (1970)
studies o f  Samoan v i l l a g e  economies prov ide a  comprehensive account and
analysis o f  the  d i v i s i o n  and disposal o f  labor  i n  v i l l a g e  agr icu l tu res .

10. T h i s  i s  based on the  assumption t h a t  a  person who marr ies by  age 20 has
chi ldren who are able t o  contr ibute t o  h i s  work load by age 40 and i s  ab le
to reduce t h e i r  phys ica l  con t r i bu t i on  i n  ag r i cu l t u re ;  and  t h a t  those i n
rura l  d i s t r i c t s  must d e r i v e  t h e i r  income f rom v i l l a g e  ag r i cu l t u re  wh i l e
those i n  t he  urban area w i l l  der ive  a t  l e a s t  p a r t  o f  t h e i r s  i n  the  l e s s
physical ly demanding and more s tab le  wage sector.

11. T h i s  i s  n o t  t o  suggest t h a t  a l l  who remain i n  Samoa experience acu te
d issat is fac t ion  and/or w ish t o  leave.  M a n y  i n  f a c t  regard t h e i r  l i f e  as
sat is fy ing and have no wish t o  leave.

12. T h i s  stems from the b e l i e f  t h a t  beyond a ce r ta in  po in t  s p l i t t i n g  o f  t i t l e s
weakens t h e i r  s ta tus and au thor i t y  and increases p robab i l i t y  o f  dissension
wi th in  t h e  f a m i l y  o v e r  succession and rank ing  (Meleisea and Schoeffe l
1983:105).
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APPENDIX 1

The f i g u r e s  i n  Tab les  7  a n d  8  c o n t a i n  causes o f  dea th  where these  m igh t
conceivably conta in cases o f  su ic idé  which have been reported as death by other
causes. T h e  value o f  these tab les  l i e s  no t  i n  the actua l  numbers involved but
in  the t rends and the extent  t o  which these coincide w i th  the  t rends i n  su ic ide
incidence. T h e r e  are  o f  course other  categor ies i n  which su ic ide deaths might
appear and  i t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  c l e a r  f r o m  t h e  f i g u r e s  t h a t  t h e  problem i s
ei ther new, o r  t h a t  i t s  dimensions are immediately evident.
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APPENDIX 2

Case 1,
A pastor's daughter who had became pregnant by one man shortly before she

was due t o  marry another, apparently bel ieved t h a t  her  pregnancy would be
discovered and i s  believed t o  have decided t o  take  her  l i f e  t o  avoid t h e
disclosure of  the fact .

Case 2,
A bay who had been t o l d  by h i s  g i r l f r i end  tha t  she wished t o  terminate

their relationship, returned t o  h i s  hame and borrowed a  r i f l e  w i t h  which he
then shot the sleeping g i r l  before announcing h is  g r ie f  and turning the r i f l e
on himself.

Case 1.
A policeman who had been responsible f o r  col lect ion o f  f ines  had stolen

some money and had been suspended pending an enquiry. N o  one i n  the v i l l age
was aware of  the f a c t  u n t i l ,  an  the day a f t e r  he was supposed to  have appeared
in court, he  pretended t o  leave the v i l l age  but returned, borrowed a  f r iend's
r i f l e  and went inland to  a  plantation where he shot himself.

Case A.
Population density causes pressure on resources such as  stones suitable

for house-building and may lead indirectly t o  suicide, a s  t h i s  case shows. I n
a v i l lage where people started dismantling stone wal l  p ig  enclosures t o  make a
house foundation, a  pig escaped and ruined a nearby plantation. T h e  owner made
various public threats against the  owners o f  the  p ig  and eventually shot the
pig. When his  family refused to  support him i n  a dispute with the pig 's  owners
he hung himself.

Case

Case5.•
Two brothers worked very hard t o  extend and improve t h e i r  plantation.

They hoped that  the i r  father,  a  matair might permit them t o  retain sane of  the
proceeds of  the sale of  the i r  crop. When he showed no sign of  allowing then t o
keep sane of  t h e i r  income they approached him direct ly  and explained a plan i n
which they would have retained a  small proportion o f  the  incame. H e  refused



out r ight  and t he  o l d e r  b ro ther  re tu rned  t o  t h e  p l an ta t i on  and drank paraquat
and d ied .  T h e  younger b ro ther  aga in  approached t h e  f a t h e r  and asked him t o
reconsider t h e  p l a n .  T h e  f a t h e r  a g a i n  re fused  and  t h e  younger s o n  a l s o
returned t o  the p lan ta t ion  and drank paraquat from which he l a t e r  d ied.
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Table 1

Suicide in, Western Samoa
(by sex for  selected years)

Males Females T o t a l

1967

1968

1971

1976

1980

1981

1982

4

15

10

5

2

1

1

3 7

6 2 1

1 1 1

0 5

0 2

1

0
source: Western Zaacsin Stat is t ica l  Abstracts
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Table 2

Year limber
1970 6

1971 9

1972 10

1973 10

1974 11

1975 11

1976 25

1977 31

1978 28

1979 37

1980 38

1981 49

1982 35

Source: Bowles J . ,

Incidence of  Suicide from Inquest Records

(in Keith-Reid 1983)
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Table 3

Dependency Ratio for  Western Samoa, 1971 1981

1971 1911
Population <15 73840 69239

Population >55 8981 11571

Dependent to ta l 82821 80810

Active to ta l 63806 75539

Population tota l 146627 156349

Dependents/100 active 129.8 106.9

Apia Urban Area 86

Northwest Upolu 126

Rest of Upolu 125

Savaili 122

Rest of  U l u 125

Savaiti 122

Source: Western Samod Stat is t ica l  14, t r a c t

Table 4

Dependency Ratios by Region (1976)

<15 yrs  + >60 yrs/100 (15-59 yrs)

Source: kl Census  9 t  Population (1976)



Table 5

Region Apia Urban N W  Upolu R Upolu Sava i ' i

Economically
Productive
Age Groups

15-19 506.7 6 2 6 . 0 781.8 827.8

15-24 379.8 4 5 6 . 9 537.0 564.0

15-29 307.9 3 7 3 . 0 429.0 436.4

15-34 270.0 3 2 2 . 2 365.6 361.2

15-39 228.4 2 8 2 . 6 316.8 309.0

15-44 222.4 2 5 6 . 1 281.0 275.9

Source: lei Census o f  Population L1976) y o l  1.

People I n : 1971 1221
Primary i n s t i t u t i o n s 29443 32206

Intermediate 6244 8707

Secondary 3514 10731

Ter t ia ry 152 497

Tota l  ( a l l  i n a t i f t u t i o n R I R(19(11 S1644

Ter t ia ry 152 497

Total  ( a l l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ) 39201 51644

Total  populat ion 146635 156349

TI/T2*100 27.0 32.9

Recalculated Dependency Ratios f o r  Age Groups (1976)

Table 6

Selected Educational S t a t i s t i c s  f o r  Western Samoa

Source: ~ e r n  Zama S t a t i s t i c a l  Abstracts
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Table 7

Deaths from Accidental Causes and Other External Causes

All  Accidental Causes O t h e r  External Causes

Year m a l e s  f e m a l e s  t o t a l  m a l e s  f e m a l e s  t o t a l

1967 1 9  4  2 3  - -  _ _  _ _

1968 4  5  9

1971 9  2  1 1  3  0  3

1976 2  1  3  1 4  4  1 8

Source: W e l t =  ~ D ,  Stat is t ica l  Abstracts

Table 8

Deaths from Poisoning and Injury Poisoning

Poisoning I n j u r y  .Ind Poisoning

Year m a l e  f e m a l e  t o t a l  m a l e  f e m a l e  t o t a l

1980 6  3  9  3  2  5

1981 1 5  1 2  2 7  8  1  9

1982 1 6  6  2 2  5  1  6

Source: WeatuniSsingan Stat ist ica l  Abstracts

Source: BlIttelfl.aM5251n Stat ist ical  Abstracts



Chapter 4

REDUCIM SUICIDE IN WESTERN SAMOA

Dennis Oliver

Introduction
I  f i r s t  learned o f  the  suicide problem i n  Western Samoa when I  attended

Aggie Grey's birthday party i n  Apia i n  1978. M y  wife and I  happened to  share a
table with another New Zealand couple and during the course o f  conversation I
mentioned that  David didn' t  appear t o  be i n  a party mood. Whereupon he to ld  me
that as Magistrate and Coroner there were parts o f  h is  job that  made him sad.
There had been three suicides committed by young people over the previous three
weeks and he had f e l t  the sorrow o f  the parents. A s  we talked he shared with
me his concern. H e  had written a  report o f  the recent increase i n  suicides and
had sent i t  "upstairs" but  i t  had met zero response. M y  job was t o  establish
the work o f  the YMCA i n  Western Samoa and I  was too busy t o  become involved i n
tackling such a  d i f f i c u l t  problem as suicide but I  tucked the information into
the back o f  my mind. O v e r  the  next twelve months I  kept i n  touch with David
while suicides continued t o  increase. T h e r e  was r a r e l y  any mention o f  t h e
cases i n  the newspapers. T h e n  David finished h is  term o f  contract i n  Samoa as
Coroner and Barry, another New Zealander, took h is  place. M y  interest i n  the
suicide problem had been passed on t o  Barry and he contacted me t o  share the
new information. H e  sent messages t o  superiors and wrote t o  Professor H.B.M.
Murphy o f  McGil l  University,  Montreal, who confirmed t h a t  "The international
statistics o f  suicides during the 1970s do not show any other country to  have a
suicide r a t e  i n  males 15  -  24 which i s  as high as  the  Western Samoan one."

Getting Started
Three years had elapsed since I  had f i r s t  learned o f  the  problem and I

decided t h a t  as no one e lse seemed t o  be taking responsibility t o  tackle the
problem, I  was now i n  a  position t o  give i t  a  go. T h e  work o f  the  YMCA had
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decided t h a t  as no one e lse seemed t o  be taking responsibility t o  tackle the
problem, I  was now i n  a  position t o  give i t  a  go. T h e  work o f  the  YMCA had
developed t o  the point where a  s t a f f  o f  30 Samoans were working i n  35 vi l lages
with about 6,000 people on community development projects. I n  a l l  cases the
village people defined t h e  problem they  wished t o  t a c k l e  and i t  was o u r
organizational ro le  to  help them develop the management s k i l l s  to  set  goals,
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design strategies and  implement programs. W e  ins is ted  o n  two YMCA value
positions before any v i l lage was permitted to  form a  YMCA club. F i r s t l y  there
would be no "Father Christmas" handouts (although occasionally we offered small
subsidies t o  buy garden tools);  and, secondly, within each club a l l  people were
to be regarded as equals. M e n  were equal with women, the  o ld  were equal with
the young, and the t i t l e d  were equal t o  the unti t led.

Because our clubs were plying out $14 f o r  a  case o f  taro compared t o  the
government's payout o f  $ 7  we had more request á from vi l lages than we could
handle. A h i g h  level  o f  t rust  had developed between the vil lages and the YMCA.
In addit ion t o  t h e  v i l l a g e  clubs we operated a  catpéntry school, a  motor
mechanic school, a  small engine mobile school, and courses for  young unemployed
school leavers i n  Apia and Samoans preparing t o  migrate t o  New Zealand. I
mention these things, n o t  as some sor t  o f  sidel ine information t o  the suicide
story, b u t  because the  methods o f  work and the value positions on which they
were based were the foundations on which the suicide program was bu i l t .

In May 1981, I  introduced the suicide problem onto the agenda o f  the YMCA
Board o f  Directors which recommended tha t  a  special group be set  up including
the Health Department, t h e  Justice Department, t h e  Fellowship o f  Churches and
the YMCA. T h e  Suicide Study Group had i t s  f i r s t  meeting i n  Aggie Grey's
conference roam i n  June 1981 (see Appendix A for  the minutes o f  the inaugural
meeting). I t  was agreed that  the group would be autonomous but would keep i t s
constituent groups informed. T h e  group wished to  avoid becoming trapped within
the restrictions of  one or another government department.

The f i r s t  problem t o  be tackled was the  s ta te  o f  the  o f f i c i a l  records.
The Coroner's court had scratchy records prior t o  1976; the  police records were
incomplete and were sharply a t  variance with others; and the Health Department
had v i r tual ly  no records a t  a l l .  S o  we decided to  focus on the Coroner's court
records and to  dig and persevere unt i l  we had accurate information back t o  1970
and preferably ea r l i e r.  Through the overtures o f  the Chief Justice, who was a
member o f  the Study Group, a  senior probation off icer was seconded to  assist me
in her spare time t o  search the records and get  them i n t o  working order. I t
and preferably ea r l i e r.  Through the overtures o f  the Chief Justice, who was a
member o f  the Study Group, a  senior probation off icer was seconded to  assist me
in her spare time t o  search the recordé and get  them i n t o  working order. I t
took almost ten months t o  complete t h i s  job. O n  one occasion when I  insisted
that we go back t o  1960 I  was shown an o ld  store room with about three cubic
metres o f  o l d  ro t t ing  recordé dumped against a  w a l l .  W e  had two prisoners
seconded t o  the work and every rot t ing f i l e  was read through and the suicide
cases s e t  t o  one s ide.  T h a t  job took one month and the only thing we learned



was that  there were from four t o  s ix  suicide cases each year from 1960 t o  1970.

The Bare Facts
By Apr i l  1982 we had studied 237 suicide cases from 1970 t o  1981 and had

gleaned from them suff icient data on which t o  begin action.
In summary the basic facts which were revealed are as follows. T h e  number

of suicides per year had increased from 6  t o  11 from 1970 t o  1975. T h e y  had
then jumped to  23 i n  1976 and continued to  r ise t o  a high of  42 i n  1981. ( T h i s
was l a t e r  corrected t o  49 when the Health Department records were organized.)
Since 1975 young men aged 15 t o  24 had comprised 50% o f  a l l  suicides. I n  1980
the suicide ra te  f o r  young men i n  th is  age cohort was 94.8 per 100,000. F r o m
1976 onwards the weedicide paraquat was the major vehicle for  suicide, reaching
a high o f  83% o f  a l l  cases i n  1981. T h e  precipitating event i n  ha l f  o f  the
cases was a  scolding or  rebuke; and i n  55% o f  the cases the  tr iggering agent
was one o f  the parents o f  the vict im. O f  the 360 v i l lages i n  Samoa, 261 bad
not had a  single suicide since 1966, and 19 accounted for  ha l f  of  the t o t a l  o f
suicides since t h a t  date.  T h e s e  part icular ly  highly suicide prone v i l lages
were scattered widely o n  both islands o f  Western Samoa. ( A l t h o u g h  fur ther
examination o f  geographic d is t r ibut ion  a t  t h e  East-West Center conference
indicated t h a t  there  may b e  more clustering i n  t h e  Apia environs than was
i n i t i a l l y  realized.)

I  l a t e r  added my own f inding t h a t  the  r a t i o  o f  matai t o  commoners was
particularly high (1:1.6)  i n  the four hottest suicide vi l lages compared t o  the
national average (1:12 i n  1981 and 1:24 i n  1961). T h e  rest  of  the Study Group
wouldn't own t h i s  b i t  o f  information so I  tacked i t  on a t  the end o f  public
forums and accepted the responsibility t o  take any cr i t ic ism i t  generated. I
actually d i d  calculations f o r  t h e  100 v i l lages t h a t  had experienced suicides
looking for  positive correlation between suicide ra te  and the ra t io  of  matai t o
commoners and while there was a  high correlation there were some vil lages with
a high suicide ra te  and a  low mata! :  commoner rat ion.  I n  one o f  the vil lages
with a  high suicide ra te  and a high matai t o  commoner r a t i o  (about 1:8) I  asked

a high suicide ra te  and a  low mata! :  commoner rat ion.  I n  one o f  the vil lages
with a  high suicide ra te  and a high matai t o  commoner r a t i o  (about 1:8) I  asked
some o f  the  people what the reputation was l i k e  o f  t h e i r  matai and one person
replied tha t  most o f  them were trying t o  "imitate H i t l e r, "  and that  there was
continual f r i c t ion  and confl ict  between the top matal.

However, I  d i d n ' t  publicly pursue t h i s  l i n e ,  a s  I  considered i t  might
develop in to  an unproductive distraction from the main problem. I t  was pretty
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obvious t h a t  even i f  t he  in format ion was given a  smal l  focus by me i t  would be
seized upon b y  some powerholders and used t o  d i s c r e d i t  t h e  remainder o f  t h e
work we were doing. T h e  Study Group ce r t a i n l y  d i d n ' t  have t he  power t o  make
changes i n  the matai t o  commoner r a t i o  so I  l e t  the issue fade away.

The National Awareness cagegjgn
pp t o  t h i s  p o i n t  on l y  a  handful  o f  people knew t h a t  a  spec ia l  group had

been s e t  up t o  study the  su ic ide  problem and few knew t h a t  the su ic ide r a t e  i n
Samoa was by wor ld standards exceedingly h igh.  I t  became obvious t o  us t h a t  we
had t o  place the  f ac t s  before the people because (a)  o n l y  the  people could cure
the problem, and (b)  t h e  people wouldn' t  take ac t ion  u n t i l  they knew they had a
problem. W e  had been gather ing  op in ions  about  how t o  go  about  s e t t i n g  t h e
facts be fo re  t h e  people and had learned f rom overseas sources t h a t  i n  some
instances p u b l i c i t y  about  su i c ide  produced a  " f asc ina t i on  e f f e c t , "  increas ing
the su i c i de  r a t e .  T h e r e  were a l so  some l o c a l  au tho r i t i e s  who had learned o f
our i n t e n t i o n s  and were angry t h a t  we were p lanning t o  p u b l i c l y  expose t h e
"shameful" f ac t s  t o  the world.  Avo idance behavior i s  a  charac te r i s t i c  t r a i t  i n
Samoa. I t  i s  fo r tuna te  t h a t  we were no t  con t ro l led  by a  government department
or we would have been si lenced a t  t h i s  po in t .

The i n f o r m a t i o n  f r o m  overseas a b o u t  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  dangers  o f  t h e
"fascinat ion e f f e c t "  was faced by  the  group and we agreed t h a t  even i f  i n  the
short term suic ides increased, f o r  a  long term so lu t i on  we had no opt ion  but  t o
place t h e  f a c t s  be fo re  t h e  people.  W e  de l i be ra te l y  w i thhe ld  two  pieces o f
information f r o m  t h e  p u b l i c  because o f  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  dangers t h e y  h e l d  i n
t r igger ing  an increase i n  suic ides.

F i r s t l y,  i n  s p i t e  o f  pe rs i s t en t  quest ion ing we re fused t o  s t a t e  what a
le tha l  dose o f  paraquat was. O u r  reasoning was t h a t  i f  people knew how much a
le tha l  dose was f o r  t h e  normal hea l t hy  person, i t  cou ld  e x c i t e  i n  some t h e
gambling i n s t i n c t .  S a m e  might t r y  a  l i t t l e  l e s s  than t he  l e t h a l  dose t o  see
what response i t  might induce from parents and t o  t e s t  t he  questions "Does God
love met yes  o r  no? D o  my parents l ove  met yes  o r  no?" Raymond F i r t h  (1967)
gambling i n s t i n c t .  s o m e  mignt t r y  a  l i t t i e  l e s s  tnan t ne  l e t n a l  aose t o  see
what response i t  might induce from parents and t o  t e s t  t he  questions "Does God
love me, yes  o r  no? D o  my parents l o v e  me, yes  o r  no?" Raymond F i r t h  (1967)
wri tes o f  the  gambling urge i n  su ic ide cases i n  Tikopia.

Secondly, we de l ibera te ly  wi thheld informat ion about the  extremely pa in fu l
effects o f  tak ing  paraquat as there  was the  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  i t  might exc i te  i n
some t h e i r  s a d i s t i c  i n s t i n c t s .  I f  punishment o f  parents o r  o ther  powerholders
was p a r t  o f  t h e  mo t i ve  f o r  commit t ing s u i c i d e ,  t h e n  t h e  more p a i n f u l  t h e



suffer ing the more e f f ec t i ve  the punishment.
Perhaps the  most important decis ion the Study Group made was t o  refuse t o

offer  explanations o f  the  causes o f  the  s i g n i f i c a n t  r a t e  o f  suic ides i n  Western
Samoa. F o r  one t h i n g  most o f  t h e  a c t i v e  members o f  t h e  Study Group were
European expatr iates on  term contracts and i t  would have been presumptuous f o r
us t o  have g iven  explanat ions f o r  Samoan behavior.  S e c o n d l y,  t h e  p o t e n t i a l
causes were complex and there was no t  a s u f f i c i e n t l y  l a r g e  enough populat ion o f
cases w i t h  d e t a i l e d  evidence o n  which t o  develop comparisons and con t ras ts .
Same o f  t h e  impress ion i s t i c  d a t a  were i n t e r e s t i n g  ( such  a s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t
several t imes i n  t h e  coroner 's  cou r t  parents had s ta ted  t h a t  t h e i r  son was a
qu ie t  l ad  who never answered back) b u t  the re  was i n s u f f i c i e n t  hard  evidence on
which t o  base working hypotheses.

But more impor tan t l y,  and  t h i s  i s  r e a l l y  t h e  c r u c i a l  i ssue,  .we bel ieved
that  o n l y  t h e  r e o p l e  inn t h e  v i l l a g e s  c o u l d  s o l v e  t h e  probleM _and i t  3iaa
therefore t h e i r  r i g h t  _and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  _to d i g  f o r  causes and remedies. I t
was t h e i r  young people who were l o s i n g  t h e i r  l i v e s ;  i t  was t h e i r  community
members who were t r i g g e r i n g  t h e  events ;  i t  was t h e i r  c o n f l i c t s  a n d  tensions
that  w e r e  produc ing t h e  dramas; a n d  o n l y  t h e y  h a d  access t o  t h e  b a s i c
understandings t h a t  could lead t o  remedial ac t ion.

Put another way, i f  we had appeared masterful  w i t h  theor ies  o f  causation,
then the  nex t  l o g i c a l  s tep  would be f o r  us  t o  recommend a so lu t ion .  B u t  apar t
from such lawfu l  measures as ge t t i ng  government t o  r e s t r i c t  paraquat, we r e a l l y
had n o  power over  t h e  peop le 's  l i v e s .  T h e i r  tens ions and c o n f l i c t s ,  t h e i r
loves and hates were s t r i c t l y  o f  t h e i r  own making and i t  was on l y  b y  t h e i r
thinking-the- th ing-through t h a t  any heal ing could be worked.

The ob jec t i ve  o f  t h e  Suic ide Study Group from the  ou tse t  had always been
"to reduce t h e  inc idence  o f  s u i c i d e  i n  Samoa." T h e r e  were n o  secondary
objectives and there fo re  no  confusion w i t h  h ie rarch ies  o f  goa ls .  T h a t  being
the ob ject ive  a l l  s t ra teg ies  moved towards i t  w i th  purpose and v igo r.

With o u r  d a t a  a s  ready  a s  i t  would ever  b e ,  and  w i t h  o u r  methods and
values f i r m l y  s o r t e d  o u t  we now planned the  Nat ional  Awareness Campaign. W e
the ob ject ive  a l l  s t ra teg ies moved towards i t  w i th  purpose and v igor.

With o u r  d a t a  a s  ready  a s  i t  would ever  b e ,  and  w i t h  o u r  methods and
values f i r m l y  s o r t e d  o u t  we now planned the  Nat ional  Awareness Campaign. W e
had t o  a v o i d  a  " o n e -b ig -Shot" approach o r ,  a t  t h e  o t h e r  ex t reme,  a
"dr ibb l ing-on-forever" campaign.

With maximum use o f  t h e  r a d i o  and newspapers we d i v ided  t h e  da ta  i n t o
three major categories and spread the campaign over th ree  weeks (see Appendix B
for a  summary o f  major campaign events).  A s  i t  was covered i n  both Samoan and
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English languages we had spokespersons for  both languages. T h e  campaign opened
with a  national radio address by the Rev. M i l a  Sapolu from the Fellowship o f
Churches. F r o m  May 1 2 t h  t o  2 4 t h  t h e r e  were f i v e  r a d i o  programs, e i g h t
newspaper ar t ic les  with a  t o t a l  o f  182 column inches, and two pdblic meetings.
We prepared draf ts  o f  a l l  scripts and press handouts, always careful  no t  t o
appear t o  place t h e  blame on  any group. M a n y  church ministers took up the
message f rom t h e i r  p u l p i t s  a n d  severa l  groups t o o k  o u r  d a t a —sheets f o r
discussion between the i r  own members.

We then sat  back t o  review the effects and to  plan our next move. Members
of the Study Group almost avoided each other f o r  three weeks while we listened
with some apprehension for  news o f  what was happening i n  the vi l lages.  Would
the pundits from overseas be proven r ight  and were we i n  fact  triggering a  rash
of suicides?

Immediate Effects.alliAttelmath
Prior t o  t h e  National  Awareness Campaign, Samoa had been experiencing

suicides a t  the  following rates (see  chapter by  Bowles f o r  complete suicide
statist ics):

First four months 1 9 8 1 :  14 suicides
Second four months 1981:  19 suicides
Third four months 1 9 8 1 :  16 suicides
Fourth four months 1982:  14 suicides

And now we were into the second four months of  1982, May, June, July and
August. I n  May prior t o  the campaign two suicides had been committed. O n e
other case hung on l i f e ' s  edge, and then slipped away. A n d  we waited through
July and by the end of  August we were able to  record the following:

Second four months 1982 :  6  suicides
My contract with the YMCA of  Western Samoa concluded a t  the end of  July,

1982 but I  l e f t  the Suicide Study Group in  the good hands o f ,  among others,
Sister Patr ic ia  Stowers as coordinator and John Bowles as main resource person.
The YMCA was beginning plans to  appoint an adult  education off icer  t o  travel

. . . . .  • , • • • • • • • • • • - • •

Sister Patr ic ia  Stowers as coordinator and John Bowles as main resource person.
The YMCA was beginning plans to  appoint an adult  education off icer t o  travel
around the vil lages t o  stimulate people to  ta lk  about the i r  suicide history and
about changes they could make i n  the future. Some of  the "hottest" vi l lages
did not inv i te  the YMCA adult  education off icer but  near neighbors did and some
of the " f a i r l y  hot" vi l lages did.  T h e  instructions t o  the adult  education
officer were:

I n



-  Focus on facts, don' t  l e t  feelings distort  the rea l i t ies  of  the past.

-  D o n ' t  l e t  some groups blame others.

-  D o n ' t  l e t  them get away with s i m p l i s t i c  avoidance excuses (such  as
"This i s  God's way o f  controlling the population growth," "This i s  the
Western influences on our Samoan culture").

The main items on the agenda must be t o  get the people t o  ta lk  through
"What can we do t o  stop suicides i n  the future?".

I  kept i n  touch through correspondence and returned i n  October 1983 for  an
evaluation o f  the work o f  the YMCA. I  learned tha t  the f i n a l  f o u r  months o f
1982 had seen the occurrence o f  15 suicides. I t  appeared tha t  the e f fec t  o f
the campaign had worn o f f .  A  second campaign was planned by the Study Group
for May, 1983, since the suicide rate  had dropped from the high periods i n  1981
but had not returned t o  the low period of  the 1982 campaign. However' by  May
the YMCA adult  education off icer  had visi ted several vi l lages and had about 20
more invitations to  follow through.

And the  suicide r a t e  started t o  reduce again. T h e  figures f o r  1983 f o r
the three four-month time blocks were:

First four months 1 9 8 3 :  10 suicides
Second four months 1983:  9  suicides
Third four months 1 9 8 3 :  3  suicides

I  d o n ' t  have data  f o r  1984.  M y  only  r e l i a b l e  contacts have been refused
information from the Health Department records. T h e y  think the suicide rate  i s
down to  the level  o f  maybe ten or eleven a  year, but  without systematic efforts
to uncover the data, one can ' t  be sure.

Summary
I  want now t o  o f fe r  my opinion on the dynamics o f  why the  suicide r a t e

appears to have been effectively reduced by the work of  the Suicide Study Group
and the YMCA adult education of f icer.

The r o l e  o f  t h e  Study Group was t o  inform the people t h a t  they had a
n r n h l o m _  o d n r o r o  1 - h m  n f  r h o  f o r 4 - o  ^ f
and the YMCA adult education of f icer.

4414 n r n h l o m _  r . r o o l - o  47.meminm few-  f h o m  4.-r1

The r o l e  o f  t h e  Study Group was t o  inform the people t h a t  they had a
problem, educate them of  the facts o f  the problem, create a  vacuum for them to
move on the problem, and f a c i l i t a t e  And encourage the i r  action on the problem.
I  th ink  these a re  the key words i f  you wish t o  help people change. I n f o r m ,
educate, create  a  vacuum, f a c i l i t a t e  and encourage. T h e  strategy i n  refusing
to o f fer  explanations o f  causes created a  vacuum for  the people t o  move into.
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Without t h a t  they would have been spectators a t  t h e i r  own eulogy. W h a t  we d i d
with the Awareness Campaign was t o  create d isequi l ibr ium,  which produced energy
for  movement, a n d  t h e n  l o c a t e  t h e  power a n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  remed ia l
act ion wi th  the  people.

There were a  couple o f  s i g n i f i c a n t  p o i n t s  du r ing  t h e  Awareness Campaign
when new power was generated. T h e  f i r s t  was when the  Suic ide Study Group go t
i t s  a c t  together  and went p u b l i c .  E a c h  o f  t h e  par tners  had a  complimentary
role.  T h e  Churches had  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  r o o t s  i n  every  v i l l a g e .  T h e  Heal th
Department and Just ice  Department brought the  o f f i c i a l  exper t i se  and weight o f
the government. A n d  t h e  YMCA was t h e  b r i dge  between t h e  va r ious  churches,
between t he  government and the  people, p rov id ing  t h e  "cement" w i t h  s u f f i c i e n t
c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  s t i c k  i t  t o g e t h e r.  T h e  g r o u p  represented a n  independent
p o l i t i c a l  power t h a t  would have been d i f f i c u l t  t o  snu f f  out .

The second new power source was c rea ted  when t h e  YMCA a d u l t  educat ion
o f f i ce r  s t i m u l a t e d  discussions w i t h  t h e  v i l l a g e  c h i e f s ,  t h e  women, a n d  t h e
young adu l t s .  Somet imes he  had t o  c a r r y  messages f rom one t o  t he  o the r,  a s
t r a d i t i o n a l l y  the  communication would be d i rec ted from the top  down.

And h e r e ' s  t h e  p o i n t :  n o t h i n g  happens i n  human a f f a i r s  w i t h o u t  t h e
creation 91 new Dower 9£ the  red i s t r i bu t i on  9,r, o ld  Dower. B e f o r e  the new power
was generated,  t h e  o l d  power b l o c k  h a d  made s m a l l  incrementa l  s h i f t s  t o
accommodate t he  change i n  t he  r a t e  o f  su i c ide  and so maintain the  s ta tus  quo.
And look  how st rong the  s ta tus  quo was. A f t e r  f o u r  months (when the number o f
suicides dropped t o  an amazingly l o w  s i x ) ,  t h e  s ta tus  quo recovered from the
shock o f  exposure and came r i g h t  o u t  a s  s t rong  as  ever  and so  t h e  number o f
suicides returned t o  i t s  previous l e v e l .

Let 's  have another l o o k  a t  t h e  work o f  t h e  a d u l t  education o f f i c e r .  I
regard the  a c t  o f  su i c ide  as a  c r y  from the  powerless t o  the powerful .  I t  i s
the st rongest  poss ib le  language asking t o  renegot iate t he  con t rac t .  A n d  t h a t
was t h e  r o l e  t h e  a d u l t  education o f f i c e r  p layed ,  t h a t  o f  t h e  br idge,  message
carr ier  and advocate. H e  ensured t h a t  each o f  the  par t i es  spoke t h e i r  piece i n
a way t h a t  moved towards a  new a n d  more acceptable c o n t r a c t  between t h e

carr ier  and advocate. H e  ensured t h a t  each o f  the  par t i es  spoke t h e i r  piece i n
a way t h a t  moved towards a  new and  more acceptable c o n t r a c t  between t h e
powerless and t h e  powerfu l .  M o s t  o f t e n  t he  powerless cou ld  n o t  speak i n  t he
presence o f  t h e  powerfu l ,  s o  t h a t  b r idge  had t o  be b u i l t .  ( I n c i d e n t a l l y ,  I
believe t h a t  renegot iat ing the  cont rac t  between the  powerless and the  powerful
i s  t he  key issue i n  a l l  change and development. I t  i s  no t  roads, and bridges
and GNP t h a t  s t a r t  l a s t i n g  development; i t s  t h e  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  power. A n d
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i t  i s  no t  the powerful who w i l l  i n i t i a t e  the negot iat ions.)
Most modern management theor ies  emphasize the  effect iveness o f  i nc lud ing

a l l  sec to rs  o f  t h e  work f o r c e  i n  t h e  p lann ing,  problem so l v i ng ,  a n d  a c t i o n
process. M o s t  modern educat ion  t h e o r i e s  emphasize t h e  c e n t r a l i t y  o f  t h e
learner a s  t h e  main actor  i n  t he  learn ing  process. I n  f a c t ,  i n  some c i r c l e s ,
the word "teacher" i s  suspect. I n  my recent  book about development s t ra teg ies
(1983) t h r e e  o f  t h e  values l i s t e d  i n  a  chapter t i t l e d  "Values o f  Development"
have d i r ec t  relevance t o  the su ic ide-so lu t ion  process:

We bel ieve t h a t  the community people know t h e i r  problems and the
solut ions t h a t  w i l l  work, b e t t e r  than others know them. (77)

We be l ieve t h a t  the  main ac tors  t h a t  make t h e  p lan  and work the
act ion should be the people w i th  problem. (78)

We be l i eve  t h a t  t h e  energy p u t  i n t o  ac t i ons  w i l l  be  about t h e
same st rength as  t he  involvement o f  t h e  community i n  t he  making
of the  plan.  (79)

This i s  no t  t o  overlook the  f a c t  t h a t  a  st imulus was needed f i r s t  t o  help
them face up t o  the f a c t  t h a t  they had a  problem. T h e r e  i s  a  dynamic r o l e  f o r
the help ing agent i n  enabling and encouraging the  people t o  make changes. B u t
the bottom l i n e  o f  the  cont ract  between the "he lper"  and the "helped" i s :

I  cannot learn f o r  you
You can only l ea rn  f o r  yourse l f

I  cannot grow f o r  you
You can only grow f o r  yourse l f

I  cannot develop f o r  you
You can only develop yourse l f

I  cannot g ive power t o  you
You can only take power f o r  yourse l f

And i t  i s  o n l y  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h a t  con t rac t  t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  can be
f r u i t f u l .

mno i t  i s  o n i y  o n  rne  b a s i s  o r  r n a t  con t rac t  m a t  t n e  r e i a t i o n s n i p  can be
f r u i t f u l .
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APPENDIX A

Bilxál2r2E r t z m u l w, k l u m w  DE /I alku)SIILLED
_9221ZUZIYUMITLIUMJ2E SUICIDE IN SAMOA.

I s m  IN A G M ' S  CONFERENCE H a l
15211fil 22M j u  0 8 1 .

PRESENT F r .  Lou is  Beauchman (Fel lowship o f  Churches),
Eteuati Salesa (Fel lowship o f  Churches),
Latu Amani (Fel lowship o f  Churches),
Dr. Ke i th  Ridings (Health Department),
Dr. Vlopapa Annandale (Health Department),
Andy Forsgren ( M a ) ,
Dennis Ol iver  (YMCA)

APOLOGIES w e r e  received f rom Mr.  R . J . B .  S t .  John  (Ch ie f  J u s t i c e ) ,  and  S r .
Pat r ic ia  Stowers n5M(70 who were both i n  Savai i .
Keith R id ings  repo r ted  t h a t  a  p s y c h i a t r i s t  would  beg in  work i n
Samoa i n  August.

BACKGROUND A  l e t t e r  o f  i n v i t a t i o n  had previously  been sen t  f rom the  YMCA t o
the Chairman o f  the  Fel lowship o f  Churches, t h e  Di rector  General o f
Health, and the Chief  Jus t ice ,  i d e n t i f y i n g  the incidence o f  su ic ide
par t i cu la r  among young male Samoans as being s u f f i c i e n t l y  se r i ous
to  warrant  community ac t i ons .  T h e  l e t t e r  quoted ex t r ac t s  o f  a
communication from Professor Murphy o f  McGi l l  Un ivers i ty,  Montreal,
who i s  conducting s tud ies  o f  su i c i de  i n  f i f t y  c o u n t r i e s ,  a n d  i n
which t h e  f i g u r e  f o r  young male Samoans i s  t h e  h ighest  r a t e  per
100,000 o f  populat ion.
Several papers f rom P ro f .  Murphy had been photo copied and were
d is t r ibu ted t o  those present .  A  general d iscussion took p lace on
the "unknowns" o f  the  issue.  Why  i s  the incidence o f  su ic ide among
young male Samoans SD high? Hew many years has t h i s  been so? Were
there t r a d i t i o n a l  ways t o  re lease  aggression t h a t  a r e  now n o t
available? H o w  can t h e  t r e n d  be reversed? W h a t  a re  t he  f i gu res
for  Samoans res ident  i n  New Zealand, Hawai i ,  and Pago? F o l l o w i n g
the gene ra l  d i scuss ion ,  t h e  g r o u p  worked th rough  a  s e r i e s  o f
questions prepared by Dennis O l i ve r.

Ql. D o w  the problem warrant at tent ion?
There was unanimous agreement t h a t  the problem warranted a t ten t ion .

Q2. W h a t  s o r t  DI  people should „bt inms2.1.med J.,n .the study group?
The g roup  f e l t  t h a t  t h e  representa t ion  i n v i t e d  t o  t h e  meet ing
covered t h e  spectrum o f  sources  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  p o t e n t i a l

Q2. W h a t  s o r t  9,t. people should he laysamed .in s t u d y  group?
The g roup  f e l t  t h a t  t h e  representa t ion  i n v i t e d  t o  t h e  meet ing
covered t h e  spectrum o f  sources  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  p o t e n t i a l
action. T h e r e  may be a  need t o  consul t  s t a t i s t i c s  department, b u t
there was no t  a  need t o  include them i n  the regular  group. H e a l t h ,
Justice, r e l i g i o n ,  and youth, seemed t o  be elements o f  the  problem.

Q3. W h a t  type sle s t ruc ture  «would serve the  group best?
The g r o u p  considered,  t h a t  t h e  s e c t i o n s  i n v o l v e d  a t  p r e s e n t
(including J u s t i c e ) ,  h a d  app rop r ia te  r o l e s  a n d  f u n c t i o n s ,  a s
fol lows:



Health P s y c h i a t r i c  guidance o n  data c o l l e c t i o n  quest ions (what
do we look f o r ? ) .
Psychiatr ic diagnoses (what does t h i s  mean?).
Relating su ic ide w i t h i n  the whole area o f  mental heal th .
Incidence o f  attempted suicides (how are some saved?).

Just ice L e g a l  r e c o r d s  ( c o r o n e r ' s  r e p o r t s ,  l e t t e r s  b e f o r e
suic ide) .
Tracking the incidence (how f a r  back d i d  t h i s  s t a r t ? ) .

Church D a t a  c o l l e c t i o n  f r o m  t h e  f i e l d  ( i n t e r v i e w i n g ,  close
fr iends about the p rec ip i t a t i ng  events).
Trad i t iona l  ways (what  evidence i s  there  t h a t  there  were
other ways t o  release aggression i n  the " o l d  days") .
Haw can the community he lp  reverse the  t rend.

YMCA C o o r d i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  g r o u p ' s  w o r k  ( c a l l i n g  meet ings,
keeping records) .
Information c o l l e c t o r s  f r o m  P r o f .  Murphy, New Zealand,
and other overseas sources.

What d e s i r e d  outcome s2f _the study?
I t  was considered t h a t  t he  des i red outcome would be t o  reduce the
incidence o f  su i c ide  i n  Samoa. T h e  f i r s t  phase was t o  develop an
understanding o f  the  causes o f  the  problem.
The second phase would be t o  design and implement remedial act ions.

JIINIZEIIIQQa.thCISZQUP report?
Each representat ive sub-group would keep i t s  superiors/const i tuency
informed, a n d  i n  t h i s  respec t  t h e  network o f  t h e  Fe l lowship  o f
Churches was p a r t i c u l a r l y  important  as i t s  po ten t i a l  in f luence was
present i n  every v i l l a g e  i n  Samoa, and was he ld  i n  high respect.
In  due t ime ,  t h e  Heal th  Department planned t o  c rea te  a  Nat iona l
Committee o n  Mental  Disorders t o  which t h i s  group would make a
major con t r i bu t i on .  T h e  Nat iona l  Committee would r e p o r t  through
the Min is ter  t o  Parliament. I t  was however recognized t h a t  reports
were no t  as important as " l i v e s  saved," and on ly  became meaningful
as they contr ibuted t o  a reversal  o f  the  present t rend.

Eladt l j a g  l i ke ly  tenure p l  _the group?
The group f e l t  t h a t  the course o f  ac t ion  would take many years, and
that  the d r a f t  goal schedule be:

July 1981 D e s i g n  and  opera te  t h e  d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n
process

July 1981 D e s i g n  and  opera te  t h e  d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n
process

August 1981 -  March 1982 A s s i m i l a t i o n  o f  data

Apr i l  1982 I n i t i a l  diagnoses

May -  Ju ly  1982 D e s i g n  a n d  t e s t  r e m e d i a l  a c t i o n
al ternat ives
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July 1982 Operate remedial act ions

These ac t ions  would overlap and data c o l l e c t i o n  and analys is  would
be continuous

Q7. W h a t  are t he  f i r s t  s teps  IQ take?
Each group had various areas t o  study (as  suggested under Question
3) ,  and were urged t o  i n i t i a t e  ac t ion ,  s o  t h a t  a  second meeting o f
the group could be ca l l ed  i n  f i v e  o r  s i x  weeks t ime.



APPENDIX B

Objective: t o  present  t h e  f a c t s  o f  su i c ide  and attempted su ic ide  i n  Western
Samoa (w i t hou t  emphasis o n  attempting t o  exp la in  reasons, causes,
or motives) s o  t h a t  the problem i s  recognized and "owned," i n  order
that  problem/resolut ion can be worked on.

Date (May) Media/Meeting Content Leaders/Speakers

Wed 1 2 t h radio national address

Fellowship o f
Churches Vice
Chairman

Thurs 13th newspapers

press conference wi th

Committee &
reporters

prepared statement: t h e  rap id
increase; t h e  groups a t  r i s k
a comparison wi th o ther
countries

Thurs 13th radio news views; Q.52endlQu malo

Sun 16th radio repeats o f  above

Tues 18th newspapers

press conference: paraquat as Agr. Department
medical p r a c t i -
t ioner.
Attorney Gen. O f .

a major veh ic le ,  i t s  use,
misuse, l e g i s l a t i o n ;  death by
peraquat

Wed 19th meeting publ ic  meeting And ,panel

Rev. Sapolu
Nofca Papa l i i
Faauu Mamea
Dr. Bowles
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Rev. Sapolu
Nofca Papa l i i
D L .  D O W . I . C b

SUICIDE WESTERN WICAL national Awareness f•amiljal

Thurs 20th r a d i o 5 = 2 1  discussion

Rev. Sapolu
Nofoa Papa l i i
Faauu Mamea
Dr. Bowles

Mon 24th I  newspapers

press conference: p r e c i p i t a -
t ing  events; some v i l l ages
hotter than others I  Faauu Mamea



Chapter 5

SUICIDE IN MICRCNESIA

Donald H. Rubinstein

Introduction
This chapter presents a  general  p ic tu re  o f  su ic ide  i n  Micronesia, a

geographic area t h a t  includes t h e  Republic o f  Belau i n  t h e  west; t h e  f o u r
states of  Yap, Truk, Ponape and Kosrae that now make up the Federated States of
Micronesia; and t o  the  east  t h e  Republic o f  the  Marshall Islands (see Map).
These s i x  island areas have been par t  o f  the  Trust Terr i tory  o f  the  Pac i f ic
islands, along with Saipan and the northern Mariana Islands, since the end of
World War I I .  A s  a  Trust Terr i tory  under American administration, a l l  these
areas have  experienced roughly t h e  sane  postwar course o f  development.
Especially s ince 1960, Micronesia has received rapidly increasing amounts o f
financial support form the U.S.,  and these funds have provided the Micronesian
states with education systems, heal th services, and government bureaucracies,
that are organized quite similarly from one place to  another. A n  economy based
upon wage employment and  cash has grown rapidly s ince 1960 throughout t h e
different areas o f  Micronesia, and has replaced perhaps 50% o f  the tradit ional
economy based upon subsistence act iv i t ies  and exchange ( n i t  van Waesberghe and
Litjens 1981).

The population has also grown rapidly.  F o r  the  f i r s t  h a l f  of  t h i s  century
the Micronesian population was stationary o r  perhaps declining. T h e n  o n
after the  war population growth took o f f ,  and a t  a  growth ra te  o f  3% per year
i t  has more than doubled since then. S o  today's population, t o t a l l i n g  about
120,000, i s  unusually young, wi th a  median age o f  16.5 (U.S. Dept. o f  Commerce
1983).

Notwithstanding t h i s  shared course o f  rapid change and similar development
over t h e  past  25  years,  these s i x  areas a r e  cu l tura l ly  d i s t i n c t  from each

Notwithstanding t h i s  shared course o f  rapid change and similar development
over t h e  past  25  years/  these s i x  areas a r e  cu l tura l ly  d i s t i n c t  from each
other, and they a l l  speak different languages. F r o m  one part  o f  Micronesia t o
another, t h e r e  a r e  s ign i f icant  d i f ferences i n  t h e  s o c i a l  organization o f
families and t h e  pattern o f  personal re lat ions,  and  many o f  these cul tura l
differences are  relevant t o  the question o f  suicide. F o r  the  purpose o f  t h i s
overview o f  suicide i n  Micronesia t h i s  chapter w i l l  gloss rather l i g h t l y  over



the reg iona l  d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  b u t  i t  shou ld  b e  no ted  t h a t  t h i s  i s  an  area  o f
considerable c u l t u r a l  d i f ferences and geographic s i ze ,  a l though a  ra ther  smal l
population. T h e  chapters i n  t h i s  volume b y  Hez el o n  Truk ,  and  by  P o l l o i  o n
Palau, should put  i n t o  bet ter  perspect ive the extent  o f  c u l t u r a l  d i f ferences i n
suicide w i t h i n  Micronesia.

The suic ides under discussion here number s l i g h t l y  over 400 cases t h a t  have
occurred i n  t h i s  area (excluding Saipan and the northern Marianas) s i n c e  1960.
In o rder  t o  i d e n t i f y  and  c o l l e c t  in fo rmat ion  on  these cases, w e  s t a r t e d  by
cu l l i ng  a l l  t h e  o f f i c i a l  s t a t i s t i c s  and records f o r  da ta  on  su ic ides.  T h e s e
included a l l  t he  death c e r t i f i c a t e s ,  p o l i c e  repor ts ,  h o s p i t a l  records, miss ion
records, a n d  s i m i l a r  a v a i l a b l e  mate r ia l .  N e a r l y  a l l  these o f f i c i a l l y  n o t e d
cases have been fo l l owed  up  by  in te rv iews  w i t h  r e l a t i v e s  o r  acquaintances o f
the su ic ide  v i c t i m ,  and  we have made a  po in t  o f  asking i f  o ther  su ic ides  were
known f ram t h a t  v i l l a g e  o r  i s l a n d .  S i n c e  1979 case da ta  were gathered both
systematically o n  several  occasions o f  t r a v e l  through Micronesia by  F r .  Hez el
or mysel f ,  and have been gathered in formal ly  on  a  near ly  continuous basis.  I n
the p a s t  t h r e e  years  we have p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  severa l  Micronesian community
workshops a n d  d iscuss ion  groups o n  s u i c i d e ,  a n d  t h i s  widening network o f
involved people have cont r ibu ted  t o  t h e  survey e f f o r t s .  H e n c e  t h e  numerical
data i n  t h i s  chapter i s  presented w i t h  a  good degree o f  confidence i n  t h e i r
r e l i a b i l i t y .

Suicide Rates
Since 1960, t h e  male su ic ide  r a t e  f o r  t h e  o v e r a l l  Micronesian populat ion

has increased s i x f o l d ,  f rom a  ra te  o f  8  i n  1960-1963f t o  a  recent r a t e  o f  48 i n
1980-1983 (see Figure 1 ) .  T h e  female ra te  has a lso increased i n  the l a s t  h a l f
of t h i s  t ime per iod,  b u t  has remained very low i n  comparison t o  the male ra te .
Male suic ides outnumber female suic ides by about 12 t o  1 .  ( T h e  data i n  Figure
1 a r e  aggregated b y  f o u r - y e a r  i n t e r v a l s  t o  snoo th  o u t  t h e  yea r - t o - yea r
f luc tuat ions  o f  smal l  numbers.) Among males, t h e  increase i n  su ic ide ra tes  was
most r a p i d  from the  mid-1960s t o  t he  l a t e  1970s. D u r i n g  the  years 1964-1967,

a L e  c o d 9 L C 9 a u e u  u y  L u u L - y t a l .  I n u e L v a i b  L u  umuukwu ( .Auu  u u e  y e a L - L m - y v a l .

f luc tuat ions  o f  smal l  numbers.) Among males, t h e  increase i n  su ic ide ra tes  was
most r a p i d  from the  mid-1960s t o  t he  l a t e  1970s. D u r i n g  the  years 1964-1967r
the ma le  s u i c i d e  r a t e  was 1 0  p e r  100,000 annua l l y.  F o u r  yea rs  l a t e r  t h e
suicide r a t e  h a d  doubled t o  2 0 ,  a n d  i t  a g a i n  doubled t o  40  i n  t h e  n e x t
four-year i n t e r v a l  1972-1975. A l t h o u g h  t h e  o v e r a l l  ma le  s u i c i d e  r a t e  h a s
continued t o  i n c r e a s e  t h r o u g h  1 9 8 3 ,  t h e  r a t e  o f  i n c r e a s e  h a s  s l o w e d
s ign i f i can t l y.  F i g u r e  2  shows age-spec i f i c  r a t e s ,  based on  a l l  t h e  su ic ides
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fram 1960 through 1983. T h e  h ighest  ra tes  are  among the males aged 15-24r o r
roughly f ram the age o f  sexual matur i ty  t o  the  age o f  marriage. A b o v e  the age
of 24,  t h e  male su ic ide ra te  f a l l s  o f f  as age increases except f o r  a  small  r i s e
in  t h e  s u i c i d e  r a t e  among t h e  e l d e r l y  males. T h e  female age-spec i f i c  r a t e s
fo l low roughly a  s i m i l a r  pa t te rn ,  a l though a t  only 10% o f  t he  male ra te .  F o r
males ove ra l l  i n  Micronesia, t h e  median age o f  su ic ide  i s  21.

Given t h a t  su ic ides  increased most r a p i d l y  i n  t h e  t e n  years t ime between
the m i& l960s  and t h e  m id -1970s, and  given t h a t  t h e  ages o f  h ighest  r i s k  f o r
suicide a r e  w i t h i n  t he  t en  year  per iod  fram 15 t o  24 years,  these  two graphs
l i k e l y  represent t he  same underly ing phenomenon. T h e y  suggest t h a t  t he  r i s i n g
curve o f  Micronesian su ic ides  i s  a t t r i b u t a b l e  i n  a  l a r g e  p a r t  t o  t h e  cohor t
e f fec t  o f  t h e  f i r s t  postwar generat ion passing through t h e  c r i t i c a l  per iod  o f
high r i s k ,  f r o m  m i d -teens t o  m i d -twenties. F i g u r e  3  po r t r ays  an  i d e a l i z e d
model o f  t h i s  cohort e f f e c t ,  assuming a  durat ion  o f  20 years  per b i r t h  cohort .
That i s ,  t h e  o lde r  generat ion o f  parents i n  Micronesia who came o f  age before
the war began having chi ldren around 1950, and t h e i r  ch i ld-bear ing years las ted
u n t i l  abou t  1970. T h i s  20-year cohor t  i s  shown b y  t h e  c ross -hatched ba r  i n
Figure 3 .  T h e  f i r s t  c h i l d r e n  o f  t h i s  cohor t ,  b o r n  about  1950, wou ld  have
entered t h e i r  per iod  o f  h igh  su ic ide  r i s k  15 years  l a t e r ,  about  1965. I n d e e d
t h i s  i s  when s u i c i d e  r a t e s  began t o  increase most r a p i d l y  i n  Micronesia.
Following t h i s  i dea l i zed  model, t h e  cohor t  e f f e c t  should  cont inue u n t i l  t h e
l a s t  ch i ldren o f  t h i s  cohort,  born about 1970, reach the age o f  about 24, which
i s  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e i r  t en -yea r  r i s k  p e r i o d .  I f  t h e  s u i c i d e  phenomenon i n
Micronesia i s  l a r g e l y  a  s i n g l e  generat ion  phenomenon, i t  shou ld  f o l l o w  a
30-year curve,  r i s i n g  qu ick ly  a f t e r  1965, l e v e l i n g  o f f  around 1980, and then
f a l l i n g  rap id ly  a f t e r  1985 o r  so.

The ac tua l  r a t e  o f  increase f o r  Micronesian su ic ides  under 30 i s  shown i n
Figure 4 .  T h e s e  su ic ides under age 30 represent 75% o f  the  t o t a l  cases (shown
in  Figure 1 ,  above). F o r  males under 30 ,  t h e  ac tua l  curve c losely f o l l ows  the
form o f  t h e  i d e a l i z e d  cohor t - e f f e c t  curve t  d u r i n g  t h e  f i r s t  1 5  y e a r s  o f  a
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i n  Figure 1 ,  above). F o r  males under 30 ,  t h e  ac tua l  curve c losely f o l l ows  the
form o f  t h e  i d e a l i z e d  cohor t - e f f e c t  curve t  d u r i n g  t h e  f i r s t  1 5  y e a r s  o f  a
30-year cyc le .  I f  t he re  i s  a  s t rong generation-cohort e f f e c t  in f luenc ing  t h e
Micronesian su ic ide  ra tes ,  a s  the re  appears t o  be, t hen  i n  the  next  ten  years
the ac tua l  r a t e s  should begin t o  f a l l ,  espec ia l l y  f o r  those under 30 i n  age.
Later i n  t h i s  chapter and  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  one b y  Hezel ,  t h e  d iscussion o f
changes i n  f a m i l y  a n d  a u t h o r i t y  r e l a t i o n s  and t h e  t ypes  o f  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t
commonly l e a d  t o  su i c ide  should suggest c l e a r l y  why t h e  Micronesian su ic ides



may b e  largely a  one-generation phenomenon (see also Bezel 1984,  Rubinstein
1983).

When these same s t a t i s t i c a l  da ta  a r e  broken down by ethnic  area wi th in
Micronesia, r a t h e r  t h a n  presented f o r  t h e  o v e r a l l  population, some c l e a r
differences i n  rates and patterns o f  suicides a r e  evident from one cu l tura l
group to  another i n  Micronesia. F i g u r e  5 shows the increase i n  suicides rates
within the s ix  di f ferent  areas. P a l a u  i s  unusual i n  having had a high suicide
rate i n  the early 1960s. F r o m  the beginning t o  the end of  t h i s  24-year period
il lustrated in  Figure 5 ,  Palau has had l i t t l e  overall  increase i n  suicide rate.
Sane o f  these odd f luctuations a r e  simply a n  e f f e c t  o f  t h e  small  numbers
involved, especially with a  small population l i k e  Kosrae which has had only s i x
suicides during th is  time period. B u t  the rapid increase i n  suicide rates from
the mid-1960s t o  the mid-1970s i s  characteristic broadly across Yap, Truk,  the
Marshall Islands, and Ponape. D u r i n g  the past four years (1979-1983), suicide
rates have fa l l en  i n  the Marshalls and Ponape, although they continue t o  r ise
in Yap? Truk,  and Palau. T h e  curves f o r  these rates o f  increase are  part ly
reflections o f  the underlying age distributions of  suicides. T h i s  may explain
in part why rates i n  Yap, Truk and Palau have continued to  increase i n  the past
four y e a r s  w h i l e  r a t e s  i n  t h e  Marshalls and  Ponape have already turned
downward.

In m p a r i n g  age-specific ra tes  (see  Figure 6 ) ,  i t  i s  evident t h a t  Yap,
Palau, and Truk have higher ra tes  i n  the age range over 2 5 ,  than do Ponape,
Marshall Islands and Kosrae. T h i s  indicates t h a t  Yap, Palau, and Truk have
either an older median age o f  suicide than the other three areas, o r  they have
a wider age distr ibut ion among the  suicides. E i t h e r  condition would prolong
the sor t  o f  generation-cohort e f fect  proposed above. T h e s e  points are offered
mainly t o  show that  within the general pattern or trend of  suicide rates across
Micronesia, the re  a re  signif icant regional variations that  are  dist inct ive o f
the separate Micronesian cultures. However,  these regional variations remain
largely unexplained.

Throughout Micronesia, t h e  highest rates a re  among the 15 t o  24 year-cad
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largely unexplained.
Throughout Micronesia, t h e  highest ra tes  a re  among the 15 t o  24 year-cad

males (see Figure 7 ) .  D u r i n g  the past ten years the rates fo r  t h i s  age group
have reached extraordinarily high levels,  and suicide has come to  be recognized
within Micronesia a s  a  major youth problem, w i t h  some alarming implications
about adolescent develcpment and changes i n  family re lat ions.  I n  most o f
Micronesia the suicide ra te  for  young men i s  100 or  more per 100,000 annually,



and i n  Truk t h e  r a t e  has reached 200 per  100,000. T h i s  means t h a t  one o u t  o f
every 5 0  young Trukese males d i e  b y  s u i c i d e  between t h e i r  1 5 t h  a n d  2 5 t h
birthdays. B y  cont ras t ,  t h e  su ic ide  r a t e  f o r  American males age 15 t o  24 i s
about 2 0  p e r  100 ,000 ,  a n d  t h i s  r a t e  w h i c h  i s  o n l y  14% o f  t h e  o v e r a l l
Micronesian young male ra te ,  i s  considered now a s  a  youth su ic ide  epidemic by
U.S. p u b l i c  health o f f i c i a l s  (Rosenberg £t, .512. 1984; Mercy e t l  1984).

II,111mIal Patterns I n  Suicide Character is t ics
In add i t ion  t o  being male, and t y p i c a l l y  aged 15 t o  24, Micronesian su ic ide

v ic t ims share  a  number o f  o t h e r  persona l  a n d  s i t u a t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .
F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  l e t  us consider t h e  degree o f  urbanizat ion o r  westernizat ion o f
the youths who a re  t ak i ng  t h e i r  l i v e s .  A l t h o u g h  we have no d i r e c t  measure o f
th i s ,  some i n d i r e c t  measures are  suggestive, such as where the  people l i v e d  i n
re la t ion  t o  t h e  develqped town centers ,  a n d  t h e i r  l e v e l  o f  edUcational and
occupational attainment.

Across Micronesia, t h e  h ighest  su i c i de  ra tes  geographical ly do  n o t  appear
anong the  town-dwellers, b u t  among the  people i n  the  pen- u r b a n  areas somewhat
removed f r om  t h e  t own  centers .  I n  Pa lau  f o r  example, t h e  commercial and
government center  i s  Kororr, a n  urbanized P a c i f i c  p o r t  town w i th  a  populat ion
density o f  over  2,000 people per  square m i l e .  T h e  su i c i de  r a t e  i n  Koror i s
lower t h a n  o n  t h e  l a r g e ,  r u r a l  i s l a n d  o f  Babeldaob t o  t h e  n o r t h ,  w i t h  a
population dens i ty  o f  25  peop le  pe r  square m i l e .  I n  Yap, t h e  su i c i de  r a t e
among t h e  40% o r  s o  o f  t h e  popu la t ion  who l i v e  w i t h i n  20 minutes wa lk ing
distance t o  the  s t a t e  c a p i t a l  o f  Colonia, i s  l ess  than t he  su ic ide  r a t e  among
the per iphera l  v i l l a g e s  towardb t h e  nor thern and southern ends o f  t he  i s land .
The same p a t t e r n  ho lds  i n  Ponape, where  l owe r  s u i c i d e  r a t e s  o c c u r  i n  t h e
developed and urbanized por t -town cap i ta l  o f  Kólonia and nearby Sokéhs, than  i n
the r u r a l  mun i c i pa l i t i es  i n  t h e  southern h a l f  o f  t h e  i s l a n d .  I n  Truk,  t h e
suicide r a t e  i n  the  s t a t e  center i s l a n d  o f  Mben i s  l ess  than on the more r u r a l
lagoon i s lands  o f  Fefanf  Wa n ,  a n d  To loasf  t h a t  a r e  f i v e  t o  t e n  m i l es  f rom
Mben.
suicide r a t e  i n  the  s t a t e  center i s l a n d  o f  Moen i s  l ess  than on the more r u r a l
lagoon i s l ands  o f  Fefanf  Uman, a n d  To loas,  t h a t  a r e  f i v e  t o  t e n  m i l es  f rom
Mben.

This geograph ic  p a t t e r n  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  n o  s i m p l e  l i n e a r
re la t ionship between urbanizat ion or  modernization and increasing su ic ide rates
in  Micronesia.  T h e  developed Micronesian p o r t -towns and  urban iz ing  s t a t e
capi ta ls  have intermediate ra tes  o f  su ic ide ,  w h i l e  t he  h igher  r a t e s  appear i n
the more r u r a l  v i l l a g e s  t h a t  l i e  a  few mi les  d istance f rom the  urban o r  town
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centers. G e o g r a p h i c a l l y,  t h e  l o d e s t  s u i c i d e  r a t e s  a r e  found among t h e  most
remote populat ions,  l i v i n g  o n  t h e  s m a l l  o u t e r  i s l a n d s  t h a t  a r e  served on l y
occasionally by  government sh ip .  S o  on a  rough scale o f  modernization measured
by distance from todn,  t h e  most modernized areas a re  no t  where highest su ic ide
rates occur, b u t  ra the r,  t h e  highest ra tes  appear i n  the intermediate areas.

Educational and occupational s t a t u s  a r e  a l so  rough measures o f  degree o f
modernization. I n  l e v e l  o f  ed icat ion,  s l i g h t l y  over  h a l f  t he  su ic ides were t y
people who had f i n i shed  elementary o r  j u n i o r  h igh  school.  A b o u t  a  quarter had
never f i n i s h e d  elementary,  and  somewhat l e s s  than  a  f i f t h  h a d  gradlated from
high school.  L e s s  than 3% had gradiated fram col lege.  T h i s  puts them roughly
on par w i th  o r  perhaps s l i g h t l y  below the average educational attainment l e v e l s
i n  Micronesia. M u c h  the  same pa t te rn  appears i n  l e v e l  o f  employment. A  t h i r d
of t h e  people who cammitted su ic ide  were n o t  invo lved i n  wage employment, b u t
supported themselves through subsistence a c t i v i t i e s .  T h e  remaining two- th i rds
were ra ther  equal ly  d i v ided  among students and var ious s k i l l e d  o r  semi- s k i l l e d
trades. Te n  percent o f  the  ind i v idua ls  held o f f i c e  o r  c l e r i c a l  jobs .  Compared
wi th  t h e  Micronesian populat ion as  a  whole, t h e n ,  t h e  su ic ide  v i c t ims  are no t
very d is t inguishable  on measures o f  modernization. T h e y  a re  ce r ta in l y  n o t  the
ones who have moved f a r t h e s t  todards a n  urban o r  western l i f e s t y l e ,  y e t  they
are a lso  n o t  the  people who have remained c losest  t o  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  Micronesian
l i f e s t y l e .  T h e  e f f e c t  o f  postwar changes a n d  modernizat ion o n  inc reas ing
suicide r a t e s  i n  Micronesia needs t o  be  understood i n  t h e  con tex t  o f  recen t
sh i f t s  i n  f a m i l y  r e l a t i o n s  a n d  a u t h o r i t y  p a t t e r n s .  T h i s  t o p i c  w i l l  b e
considered l a t e r  i n  t h i s  chapter.  F i r s t ,  l e t  us  consider  more c lose l y  t h e
character is t ics o f  the  suic ides.

The t y p i c a l  s u i c i d e  v i c t i m  i s  a  young man, n o t  y e t  married, who l i v e s  a t
home w i t h  h i s  parents, and  i s  s t i l l  i n  school o r  i s  doing some s o r t  o f  manual
semi- s k i l l e d  work .  T h e  s u i c i d e  a lmost  a lways  occurs  n e a r  o r  i n s i d e  t h e
person's house/ u s u a l l y  a t  n i g h t .  I n  perhaps h a l f  t h e  cases t h e  person had
been d r i nk i ng  e a r l i e r ,  a n d  o f ten  had a  h i s t o r y  o f  moderately heavy d r i nk ing .
In many cases t h e  a lcoho l  was probably used t o  f a c i l i t a t e  a  course o f  ac t i on
person's house, u s u a l l y  a t  n i g h t .  I n  perhaps h a l f  t h e  cases t h e  person had
been d r i nk i ng  e a r l i e r ,  a n d  o f ten  had a  h i s t o r y  o f  moderately heavy d r i nk ing .
In many cases t h e  a lcoho l  was probably used t o  f a c i l i t a t e  a  course o f  ac t i on
that  had already been p a r t l y  decided upon. F o r  exanple, a  young man returned
to h i s  home i s l a n d  o n  pa ro le ,  a f t e r  spending s e v e r a l  months i n  j a i l  f o r
attacking and maiming someone e l s e  i n  a  machete f i g h t .  O n e  o f  h i s  pa ro le
condit ions was t h a t  he n o t  d r i n k .  S o o n  a f t e r  h i s  re tu rn ,  h e  and h i s  parents
came t o  an  angry impasse when t h e y  re fused  t o  approve o f  t h e  g i r l f r i e n d  he
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wanted to  marry. T h e  young man confided t o  several friends that  the next time
he got  drunk would be on the day he died. S e v e r a l  days l a t e r  he brewed up a
supply o f  fenuented yeast, g o t  drunk, and hanged himself. Y e t  only a  very
small number o f  cases, perhaps between 5% and 10%, show any signs of  alcoholism
or dependency, o r  any other symptoms o f  depression, personality disorder o r
other psychiatric i l lness.  P a l a u  i s  the only area where t h i s  statement would
need t o  b e  qual i f ied ,  because a  s igni f icant ly  h igher  prevalence o f  mental
illness occurs auong t h e  Palauan suicides ( s e e  Chapter b y  P o l l o i  i n  t h i s
volume).

The method o f  suicide i n  Micronesia i s  overwhelmingly by hanging. T h i s
accounts f o r  85% o f  t h e  cases, w i t h  guns and poison ranking a  very distant
second and t h i r d .  O f t e n  people hang themselves by sl ipping the  noose over
their head and simply leaning forward from a  standing position, o r  even while
kneeling or s i t t ing .  T h i s  method of  suicide i s  cultural ly patterned to a high
degree.

The types o f  s i tuat ions t h a t  l e a d  t o  suicide i n  Micronesia a lso  fo l low
several characterist ic  patterns. T h e  predaminant pat tern  i s  t h a t  a  young
suicide victim i s  scolded by a  parent or  older brother or  s is ter,  o r  perhaps i s
refused some minor request made t o  t h e  parents, and  then t h e  young person
withdraws i n  anger a n d  hangs himself .  O f t e n  t h e  s p e c i f i c  inc ident  t h a t
triggers the  anger and subsequent suicide seems very minor. I t  i s  common t o
hear accounts that  a  young man hanged himself a f ter  he asked his parents for  $5
and they refused, o r  tha t  a  boy committed suicide af ter  h i s  father scolded him
for n o t  helping w i t h  f a m i l y  chores. T h e  suicides seem t o t a l l y  o u t  o f
proportion with the t r i v i a l i t y  o f  the incident. Y e t  the emotional reaction to
these incidents needs t o  be understood within the context o f  relat ions between
the adblescent and the parent. A  seemingly t r i v i a l  incident may take on major
symbolic importance t o  the person. T h i s  point i s  well  i l lus t ra ted  by the case
of one young man who hanged himself, bu t  survived and l a te r  ta lked a t  length
about his  suicide attempt. I ' l l  c a l l  th is  young man Peter.

Peter was 18  years o ld .  and l i v e d  a t  home with h i s  parents. i n  a  small
of one young man who hanged himself, bu t  survived and l a te r  ta lked a t  length
about his  suicide attempt. I ' l l  c a l l  th is  young ramn Peter.

Peter was 18  years o ld ,  and l i v e d  a t  home with h i s  parents, i n  a  small
rural v i l l age  several miles from the town center. H e  was an unusually bright
student, who placed near the  top o f  the  state  when he took the entrance tes t
for high school. However, he had been suspended from 9th grade a  year ear l ie r,
mainly on account o f  h is  frequent absences. P e t e r ' s  father was disabled with a
back in jury  and could not walk. T h e r e  was one older brother, who was already



, MON.. .4" . .m.wwwwmanrawa

married a n d  l i v e d  w i t h  h i s  w i f e ' s  f a m i l y .  S o ,  n e a r l y  a l l  o f  t h e
respons ib i l i t i es  f o r  mainta in ing t he  f a m i l y ' s  gardens and preparing food  f e l l
upon Peter.  A s  he sees i t ,  t h i s  was t he  reason why h i s  school attendance was
so poor t h a t  he was suspended, a l though a t  t h e  mission school Peter attended,
he a lso  had a  repu ta t ion  as  an  u n r u l y,  r e s t l e s s ,  and  occasional ly r ebe l l i ous
young student.

After q u i t t i n g  school, Peter  r e c a l l s  t ha t  h i s  re la t ions  grew WCTSC w i th  h i s
parents, and  espec ia l ly  w i t h  h i s  f a the r.  H e  f e l t  very keenly a  sense o f  l o s t
opportunity t h a t  school had represented. B u t  most ly,  h e  f e l t  overburdened by
family ob l i ga t i ons  and he f e l t  t h a t  h i s  i n v a l i d  fa the r  was t oo  demanding, and
did n o t  recognize and appreciate t h e  work  Peter  was do ing  f o r  t h e  f a m i l y.
During those months he  began ask ing  h i s  f a t h e r  f o r  t h i n g s .  H i s  w i sh - l i s t
included many o f  t h e  accoutrements o f  American adolescence, i t e m s  such as  a
cassette r e c o r d e r,  a  g u i t a r ,  a  p a i r  o f  workboots ,  a  p o l a r o i d  camera,
sunglasses, and  a  new p a i r  o f  Lev is .  T h e s e  were a l l  t u rned  down, one a f t e r
another. I n  Pe te r ' s  mind, money was no t  a t  issue here, because h i s  fa ther  had
jus t  received $5,000 from the government, a s  pa r t  o f  the  Micronesian War Claims
that  belatedly were se t t l ed  around 1975.

Around t h a t  t ime,  t h e r e  was a  Catho l ic  youth group t h a t  had formed i n  the
v i l l age  and  Pe te r  h a d  taken a n  a c t i v e  r o l e .  W h e n  t h e  group c o l l e c t e d  $1
donations f ram eadh member, Pe te r  decided t o  donate $5 ,  and  went t o  ask h i s
father one morning f o r  t h e  money. H i s  f a t h e r  aga in  refused, a n d  t h e  two o f
than exchanged angry words, Pe te r  complaining t h a t  h i s  f a the r  never gave him
anything he wanted and h i s  f a the r  sco ld ing  him f o r  always wanting t o  run o f f
wi th  h i s  f r i ends  and no t  spending enough t ime help ing the  f am i l y.  W i t h  t h a t ,
Peter went o f f  angr i l y  and spent the  day away from h i s  house.

By evening, h i s  anger had cooled somewhat and he returned home. When h i s
mother saw him, she mentioned t h a t  h i s  o lder  bro ther  had stopped by dur ing the
day. P e t e r  asked why, and she t o l d  him t h a t  t he  o lder  brother  needed $10, and
the i r  f a t h e r  had  given i t  t o  h im when he  asked f o r  i t .  W i t h  t h a t ,  a s  Peter
recounted, h e  rea l i zed  t h a t  t h e  measure o f  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  love  f o r  him was l e s s
J .  r L e J .  a b N e u  w n y r  w a u  W 1 V  L U L U  I L L I U  L u a L  L L I W  O I L A W L  U L U L U V L  i l e C L I C U  9 1 . 1 1 f  G U I U

t he i r  f a t h e r  had  given i t  t o  h im when he  asked f o r  i t .  W i t h  t h a t ,  a s  Peter
recounted, h e  rea l i zed  t h a t  t h e  measure o f  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  love  f o r  him was l e s s
than the  $5 he had been refused. H e  t o l d  h i s  mother t h a t  he was being t rea ted
as i f  he was worthless, and t h a t  i f  she never saw him again i t  would be because
he had hanged h imsel f .  S h e  began t o  c r y,  and t o l d  him, i n e f f e c t u a l / y,  n o t  t o
t a l k  i n  such a  bad way t o  her.  P e t e r  p icked up a  rope from ins ide  the  house,
wound i t  qu ick ly  around h i s  arm, threw a  sheet over h i s  shoulder t o  conceal the
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rope, and ran o f f  down the path.
He stopped a  few hundred yards away, and t i e d  a  noose t o  a  low branch of  a

tree. B y  t h i s  t ime he was crying uncontrollably. F o r  a  minute o r  two he
hesitated, standing i n  f ront  o f  the  noose, thinking about a l l  o f  h i s  friends
and h is  church youth group. H e  t r i e d  to  stop crying but could not. A n d  then
he s a i d  t o  himself, "Soy what?" and thrust  h i s  head i n  the  noose and swung
forward to hang himself.

The rope broker a n d  t h e  next  moment Peter  found himself lay ing  on  t h e
ground, a  b i t  dazed, s t i l l  crying, and suddenly frightened that  some mysterious
power had snapped the rope and thrown him on the ground t o  f o i l  t h e  suicide.
Peter picked himself up and thought about t ry ing a  second t ime, t u t  then, i n
his words, " I  thought about my mother crying when I  l e f t  the house, and I  loved
her f o r  t h a t ,  s o  I  decided t o  j u s t  go back home." When  Peter reached h i s
house, h i s  mother had already to ld  his father that  Peter had angrily dashed o f f
to hang himself. T h e  father was quietly apologetic when he spoke l a t e r  with
Peter.

The succession of  events i n  th is  case conveys some o f  the poignancy of  the
private feelings o f  rejection,  helplessness, and hurt anger t h a t  precede many
of t h e  seemingly t r i v i a l  inc idents  t h a t  l e a d  t o  s u i c i d e  anong young
Micronesians. H a d  Peter grabbed a  stronger rope as he ran out  o f  the  house,
the story  would have ended quite d i f ferent ly.  Y e t  i t  i s  l i ke ly  t h a t ,  had he
died, t h e  o n l y  explanation t o  b e  t o l d  t h e n  would b e  t h e  b r i e f  p u b l i c
interpretation that  Peter hanged himself a f ter  being refused $5 by h is  father.

Many aspects o f  t h i s  scenario a r e  cul tura l ly  q u i t e  patterned: t h e  hur t
anger tawardS h i s  parents, t h e  feel ings o f  reject ion and unfair  treatment and
lack o f  recognition, t h e  impulsivity o f  t h e  a c t ,  a s  we l l  t h e  f a c t  o f  Peter
being young, male,  and  unmarried; t h a t  h i s  parents were rather  t rad i t iona l
elderly Micronesians; and  t h a t  t h e  f a n i l y  l i v e d  a  f a i r l y  r u r a l  l i f e s t y l e .
Perhaps 60% o f  t h e  Micronesian suicides f o l l o w  t h i s  pat tern .  I n  these
situations, t h e  primary fami ly  re lat ionship t h a t  has become problematic i s
hoi- toonn w r v i n r t  m o o n  n n A  1 -1 -scv i r  r I n r e i r y h e  T h i c  a rh -Truzw4-a  .1-1-1M- i f  u m ,  n r o
Perhaps 60% o f  t h e  Micronesian suicides f o l l o w  t h i s  pat tern .  I n  these
situations, t h e  primary f a u i l y  re lat ionship t h a t  has become problenatic i s
between young men a n d  t h e i r  parents.  T h i s  suggests t h a t  i f  w e  a r e  t o
understand how socia l  changes have brought about an  increase i n  Micronesian
suicides, i t  i s  important t o  focus attent ion on adolescent-parent relat ions.
At t h i s  po in t ,  i t  i s  useful  t o  s tep  back from t h e  suic ide case mater ia l
discussed above and look a t  adolescent-parent re lat ions i n  Micronesia f r a u  a
historical perspective.
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Adolescent-Parent Relations
Certainly t h e r e  a r e  important c u l t u r a l  di f ferences f rom one p l a c e  t o

another i n  Micronesia, a n d  t h e r e  i s  n o  s i n g l e  c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n  t h a t
characterizes family relations throughout the area. B u t  t o  a greater o r  lesser
degree, ma le  adolescence was marked t rad i t iona l ly  b y  a  pat tern  o f  s o c i a l
distance from the i r  primary family.  I n  parts o f  Micronesia, such as Truk, t h i s
social distance took the expl ic i t  form of  avoidance practices between young men
and t h e i r  s is te rs .  A t  sexual maturity a  young man would move o u t  o f  h i s
family's house and f o r  about ten  years, from the t ime o f  sexual maturity t o
marriage, h e  would l i v e  and sleep wi th  t h e  other young men i n  the  l ineage
meeting house, o r  perhaps i n  an adolescent clubhouse. A t  marriage he would
move in to  h i s  wi fe 's  household, and again take up a  close relationship with a
domestic f a m i l y.  T h e s e  s o r t s  o f  clubhouse o r  l ineage-house ins t i tu t ions
existed u n t i l  World War I I  i n  most parts  o f  Truk, t h e  Yap outer islands, and
Palau.

While female roles were located mostly within family-centered routines such
as chi ldcare,  house-cleaning, a n d  food  preparation, m a l e  r o l e s  were more
associated wi th  t h e  wider soc ia l  sphere o f  t h e  l ineage o r  c lan  o r  v i l l age .
Large onmnunal property such a s  meeting houses a n d  s a i l i n g  canoes were
constructed and maintained by the  men. T h e  heaviest agricultural  labor,  such
as clearing land or  digging out ta ro  swanpe, was done by communal male work
groups, under t h e  direct ion o f  the senior l ineage men. A s  young men reached
maturity, t h e i r  fani ly  routines, t h e i r  social ident i ty,  and i n  some places even
their physical residence becane very much bound up with these l ineage-based
social ac t i v i t i es  and social relat ions.  A s  the i r  social  distance from the i r
awn parents increased, they becane absorbed into a  system of  authority that  was
much more di f fuse,  where authority was embodied by the  senior leaders o f  the
lineage o r  v i l l a g e .  S o c i a l  cont ro l  was a l s o  r a t h e r  d i f f u s e  y e t  h ighly
redundant, f o r  a n  adolescent was n o t  s o  much under t h e  author i ty  o f  h i s
parents, as  under the authority o f  the whole community of  adults.

Yet t h e  stage o f  l i f e  from sexual maturity t o  marriage may have been
recunuanr, t o r  a n  aaolescenr was n o t  s u  moon Lnaer r n e  aurnorlry o r  r u s
parents, as  under the authority o f  the whole community of  adults.

Yet t h e  stage o f  l i f e  from sexual maturity t o  marriage may have been
uncomfortable f o r  young Micronesian men, e v e n  d u r i n g  a n  e a r l i e r ,  m o r e
traditional and more regulated era. F o r  exanple, one study of  Truk done i n  the
1940s onmnented on the  "social  and psychological insecurity" t h a t  young men
experienced during the  10 years or  so when they were social ly separated from
their f a m i l i e s  (Gladwin a n d  Sarason 1 9 5 3 ) .  H o w e v e r ,  a  young man 's



„i11,15Y"?'19

incorporation i n t o  t he  wider  c i r c l e  o f  l i neage  men and age-mates compensated
samewhat f o r  h i s  distance o r  ac tua l  detachnent from a  domestic household.

The s o c i a l  system o f  l i n e a g e  a n d  c l a n  o rgan i za t i on  i n  Micronesia i s
grounded i n  a n  economic system o f  sha red  subsistence a c t i v i t i e s ,  k i n s h i p
exchanger a n d  k i n -group c o n t r o l  o f  l a n d ,  l a b o r ,  a n d  l a r g e  valuables.  A s  a
western econcmy based on wage labor  and cash has recent ly  omne t o  replace much
of t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  subsistence and exchange econcmyr t h e r e  have been r e l a t e d
changes i n  the soc ia l  system. O n  the main is lands throughout Micronesia, l a r g e
scale l i n e a g e  l a b o r  i s  n o  l o n g e r  commonly p r a c t i c e d ,  o f  t h e  s o r t  t h a t
previously w e n t  towards  t u i l d i n g  a n d  ma in ta in ing  meet ing houses, s a i l i n g
canoes, o r  c l e a r i n g  l i neage  l a n d .  A t  t h e  c l a n  and  l i neage  l e v e l ,  k i n s h i p
cooperation and exchanges have attenuated. L i n e a g e  meeting houses where young
men s lep t  have a l l  t u t  disappeared.

For adolescent males, d i s i n v o l v e d  a s  t h e y  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  were f r c m  c lose
family r e l a t i o n s ,  t h e  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  a t  t h e  w ide r  v i l l a g e  l e v e l  o r  l i n e a g e
leve l  o f  t he  soc ia l  system has changed considerably t h e i r  own soc ia l  pos i t ion .
For one, t h e y  a r e  much more d i r e c t l y  dependent upon and responsible t o  t h e i r
parents than they were t r a d i t i o n a l l y.  Y e t  there does no t  seem t o  be a  c u l t u r a l
scr ip t  f o r  c loser  easy r e l a t i o n s  between young men and t h e i r  parents. I n  Truk
for  exanpler one o f t en  hears t he  complaint f rcm parents t h a t  the  young men o f
today d o n ' t  want t o  l i v e  w i t h  t h e i r  awn f a m i l i e s .  I n  t h i s  respect ,  i t  i s
l i k e l y  t h a t  today 's  young men a re  n o t  t o o  d i f f e r e n t  f rom e a r l i e r  generations,
although i n  e a r l i e r  t imes when l ineage houses were s t i l l  maintained, young men
had someplace else t o  l i v e .

With the disappearance o f  la rge,  p u b l i c ,  l ineage a c t i v i t i e s  such as f i sh i ng
expeditions, f e a s t  preparat ions,  a n d  s o  f o r t h ,  young men have a l s o  l o s t  a n
important s o c i a l  arena f o r  recogn i t ion .  I f  avenues t o  soc ia l  recogn i t ion  are
los t ,  t h e n  se l f -esteem may b e  d i s tu rbed  i n  impor tant  ways t h a t  r e l a t e  t o
suicide r i s k .  T h u s  t h e r e  i s  reason t o  be l i eve  t h a t  t h e  recen t  h i s t o r i c a l
changes i n  Micronesia have a l so  weakened the  s o c i a l  supports and opt ions f o r

suicide r i s k .  T h u s  t h e r e  i s  reason t o  be l i eve  t h a t  t h e  recen t  h i s t o r i c a l
changes i n  Micronesia have a l so  weakened the  s o c i a l  supports and opt ions f o r
male adolescent s e l f  -esteem.

These recent  h i s t o r i c a l  changes have narrowed considerably t h e  comfortable
distance t h a t  young Micronesian men t r a d i t i o n a l l y  c o u l d  mainta in  f rom t h e i r
parents. To d a y ,  postwar adolescents and t h e i r  pre-war parents r e l a t e  t o  each
other ac ross  a  generat iona l  l i n e  marked t y  enormous change i n  t h e  postwar
American per iod.  T h e s e  cross-generational r e l a t i o n s  are no t  easy, t o  judge t y



the frequency o f  parent -adolescent c o n f l i c t s  i n  t h e  scenar ios o f  Micronesian
suicides. H c w e v e r ,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  Micronesia 's  su i c i de  epidemic i s  an
outcome o f  t h i s  s p e c i f i c  i n t e r -generational c o n f l i c t ,  t h e n  t h e  h i g h  r a t e s
should be a  s i n g l e  generat ion e f f e c t ,  a s  proposed above. A s  today 's  postwar
generation passes ou t  o f  adolescence, s e t t l e s  i n t o  marriage, and begins ra i s ing
the i r  awn ch i l d ren ,  c a n  t h e y  expec t  eas ie r  and  c lose r  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e i r
chi ldren, t h e n  they  themselves experienced w i th  t h e i r  parents? I f  t h e  answer
i s  yes, t h e n  t h e  su i c i de  ra tes  should soon begin t o  curve downward. B u t  f rom
where we stand today, t h e  quest ion i s  s t i l l  very much open.

Suicide Inf luence
The l a s t  i ssue  t o  be discussed here i s  the  quest ion o f  su ic ide  suggestion

or in f luence .  H c w  does one su i c i de  in f luence another? T o  re tu rn  b r i e f l y  t o
the case o f  Pe te r,  t h e r e  i s  one o the r  f a c t  t h a t  may be  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  was
omitted from the  account above. When Peter was 10,  h i s  o lder  s i s t e r  committed
suicide by d r i nk ing  Clorox. I n  an e a r l i e r  i n te rv iew,  Peter  had t o l d  me about
her su i c i de ,  a n d  t h e  parents '  g r i e f  and anger a t  l o s i n g  t h e i r  on ly  daughter.
Yet i n  P e t e r ' s  recount ing o f  h i s  awn su ic ide  at tempt and t h e  thoughts go ing
through h i s  mind a t  the  t ime,  h e  made no mention o f  h i s  s i s t e r.  I  asked him
spec i f i ca l l y  abou t  t h i s  a t  t h e  end o f  h i s  l ong  account. H e  r e f l e c t e d  f o r  a
minute and then s a i d  no, t h a t  he does no t  r e c a l l  any conscious thought o f  h i s
s i s t e r ' s  s u i c i d e ,  d u r i n g  t h e  h e a t  o f  h i s  a m  anger  a n d  s u i c i d e  a t tempt .
Perhaps i n  Pe te r ' s  case, h i s  s i s t e r ' s  su ic ide  r e a l l y  d i d  have no conscious o r
unconscious i n f l u e n c e  o n  h i s  d e c i s i o n .  H o w e v e r ,  among t h e  Micronesian
suicides, i n  a t  l eas t  20% o f  t he  cases there  was a  previous su ic ide  o f  a  close
re la t i ve  o r  a  good f r i e n d .  T h e r e  a re  a  number o f  instances where two o r  even
three su ic ides  have occurred w i t h i n  t h e  same fami l y  o r  household. E v e n  more
common i s  a  c l us te r  o f  su i c ide  attempts w i t h i n  f a m i l i e s  where a  su ic ide  death
has occurred.

One p o s s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n  i s  t h a t  c e r t a i n  f a m i l i e s  a r e  u n u s u a l l y
su ic idooen ic .  d i e  t o  SOW. ex t reme  d i s t u r b a n c e  w i t h i n  f a m i l y  r e l a t i o n s _  Y e t
has occurred.

One p o s s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n  i s  t h a t  c e r t a i n  f a m i l i e s  a r e  u n u s u a l l y
suicidogenicr d u e  t o  some extreme disturbance w i t h i n  f a m i l y  r e l a t i o n s .  Y e t
that  explanation i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  support, because i n  the fam i l i es  w i th  mu l t i p le
suicides we have looked a t ,  w e  have n o t  found any severe f a m i l y  pathology.
They seem, a n  t h e  whole, t o  be  normally func t ion ing  fam i l i es .  A  more l i k e l y
explanation, j u d g i n g  f r o m  what  w e  kncw naw, i s  t h a t  t h e  m u l t i p l e  su ic ides
w i th in  f a m i l i e s  a r e  a  spec ia l  case o f  t h e  more general  phenomenon, t h a t  t h e
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suicides appear t o  cluster, a t  certain times and i n  certain places. Throughout
Micronesia there i s  widespread recognition o f  t h i s  pattern. F o r  example, one
medical o f f icer  interviewed recently about a  suicide that  had just occurred in
one o f  the vi l lages on his  island, sa id  that  the recent suicide "haunted" him,
because he knew tha t  others would follow. T h i s  was the f i f t h  suicide to  occur
in recent years i n  the small v i l lager  y e t  outside o f  tha t  v i l lage  there were
virtually no suicides on the island. A f t e r  the most recent suicide, the  island
magistrate, hoping t o  prevent further cases i n  the vi l lager spoke angrily a t  a
special publ ic  meeting, and scolded the  assembled adblts f o r  t h e  shame they
were bringing on thei r  vi l lage.

The influence o f  one suicide upon another may be very direct ,  a s  i n  some
cases where a  young man hanged himself on the  grave o f  h i s  f r iend,  short ly
after the  f i r s t  young man committed suicide, o r  i n  a  case where a  boy hanged
himself fram the same tree,  using the same rope, t h a t  a  fr iend of h is  had used
several days e a r l i e r.  L o c a l  notions about the  sor t  o f  simpathetic love and
close identi f icat ion tha t  exists between bond friends may provide some cultural
rationale for these paired suicides.

In other instances, one  dramatic suicide becomes a  cu l tu ra l  model f o r
successive suicides. F o r  example, cn one heavily populated island, no suicides
occurred a i r ing  the  12-year period 1955 through 1966. I n  1967 a  21-year o ld
man from a  well-knawn, important family hanged himself. T h e  story was that  he
had two gir l fr iends, he had an infant by each gir l f r iend,  and he could not make
up his mind between the two. H i s  suicide was given heightened drama by the two
women, who both wept and fa inted over h i s  grave. T h r e e  days l a t e r  another
suicide occurred on th is  island. T h e  second suicide was not a  close fr iend of
the f i r s t ,  t u t  the story was qui te  similar,  a lso a  case o f  a  lover 's dilemma.
In the  following 12-year period there were about 20 suicides on t h i s  island,
mostly young men whose suicide followed the lover 's  dilemma model. O n e  high
school student painted a  sign on the wal l  where he hanged himself. I t  read,
"Farewell t o  A and B ( h i s  two gir l f r iends) .  I t ' s  been nice being with both of
von 1" T n  t h i  s s n r t  n f  sArtnprirtz_ t h p  i r 4 -  r r f  s n  c r r n i  rps n  h i  ably 1  ni- 1  i Pr1
school student painted a  sign on the wal l  where he hanged himself. I t  read,
"Farewell t o  A and B ( h i s  two gir l f r iends) .  I t ' s  been nice being with both of
you!" I n  th is  sort o f  sequence, the  act  of  suicidé acquires a  highly localized
cultural meaning. I t  i s  seen as the course of  action one may take to  escape or
resolve a  part icular  k ind o f  problem. I n d i v i d u a l s  may then draw upon these
cultural meanings i n  choosing t h e i r  awn course o f  action, and i n  giving t h i s
course of  action some public legitimacy.

The influence o f  one suic ide  upon another may a lso  work through l o c a l
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be l ie f  systems about  cammunication f r o m  dead r e l a t i v e s  a n d  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f
contagious mag ic .  T h i s  i s  a  t o p i c  t h a t  h a s  been r a i s e d  f r equen t l y  b y
Micronesian mental  h e a l t h  counselors i n  i n te rv iews  and  workshops concerning
suicide. T h e r e  a re  s p e c i f i c  b e l i e f s  about hcw the  body o f  t he  su ic ide  v i c t i m
should be handled, and haw the  rope should be unloosened or  massaged, i n  order
to prevent  t h e  r i s k  o f  su i c i de  f rom spreading t o  o thers .  T h e r e  a r e  no t ions
that  t h e  s p i r i t s  o f  former  s u i c i d e  v i c t i m s  may beckon t o  p o t e n t i a l  v i c t ims ,
during dreans o r  s p i r i t  appearances. S o m e  people r e p o r t  dreaning about  o r
seeing a  canoe o r  p ickup t ruck  f i l l e d  w i t h  former su i c ide  v ic t ims ,  who pass by
and c a l l  ou t  t o  po ten t ia l  fo l lowers  (Alexander 1978). I f  the  former su ic ide  i s
one's r e l a t i v e ,  t h e  c a l l  t o  f o l l o w  i s  supposed t o  be espec ia l ly  d i f f i c u l t  t o
res is t .

Perhaps t h e s e  Micronesian b e l i e f s  i n  magical  a n d  supernatura l  e f f e c t s
should be  viewed a s  f o l k  metaphors f o r  a  process o f  psychological  i n f l uence
that  i s  n o t  w e l l - a r t i cu la ted  i n  western te rms  e i t h e r .  R e g a r d l e s s  o f  t h e
epistemological s t a t u s  g i v e n  t h e s e  b e l i e f s ,  i f  someone exper iences t h e i r
f r i e n d ' s  o r  r e l a t i v e ' s  su ic ide  f rom the  perspect ive o f  t h i s  b e l i e f  system, i t
w i l l  in f luence t h e i r  own sense o f  vu l ne rab i l i t y  and r i s k  f o r  su ic ide .

In Micronesia today/  t h e  epidemic frequency o f  su ic ide ,  i n  and o f  i t s e l f ,
probably has the  e f f e c t  o f  i n f luenc ing  f u r t h e r  su ic ides  simply because t he  ac t
has became s o  common.. I n  one oammunity t h a t  I  have surveyed f o r  s u i c i d e
attempts, t h e r e  were  abou t  100  a t t e n p t s  revea led  anong a  popu la t i on  t h a t
numbers about 1500 people above t he  age o f  t en .  T h i s  sane i s l a n d  has had 16
completed s u i c i d e s  s i n c e  1960.  I f  t h i s  i s  a  rep resen ta t i ve  sample a n d
cammunityr t hen  there  may be an approximate r a t i o  o f  s i x  o r  seven attempts f o r
each oanpleted su i c i de  i n  Micronesia. M a n y  o f  these at tempts were ser ious ,
nearly l e t h a l  ac t s ,  such  as  people who surv ived an attempted hanging because
the rope o r  branch broke, o r  t h e y  surv ived an attempted shooting o r  poisoning
because o f  emergency medical  i n t e r v e n t i o n .  O t h e r  a t tempts  were much l e s s
serious, such as someone who swallowed a  dozen a s p i r i n ,  n o t  w i t h  the  i n t e n t  t o
die. h u t  w i t h  t h e  i n t e n t .  a s  she l a t e r  explained. t o  make he rse l f  s i c k  and t o
because o f  emergency medical  i n t e r v e n t i o n .  O t h e r  a t tempts  were much l e s s
serious, such as someone who swallowed a  dozen a s p i r i n ,  n o t  w i t h  the  i n t e n t  t o
die, b u t  w i t h  t h e  i n t e n t ,  a s  she l a t e r  explained, t o  make herse l f  s i c k  and t o
make her parents f e e l  sor ry  f o r  her and g ive her what she had asked f o r .

The survey f i nd i ng  o f  100 su ic ide  attempters i n  a  populat ion o f  1500 adUlts
and teenagers may prove t o  be  a  considerable underestimate. W h e n  I  reviewed
t h i s  f i nd i ng  w i t h  a  young Micronesian p r i e s t ,  who had been t he  pastor on  t h i s
is land f o r  t h ree  years,  and  a lso  w i t h  t h e  l o c a l  mental hea l th  counselor, t h e y



thought the  f i gu re  much too low. T h e y  guessed the actual  f i g u r e  would be close
to h a l f  t h e  a d a l t  popu la t ion  hav ing  h a d  a t  l e a s t  one s i g n i f i c a n t  s u i c i d e
attempt. A t  e i t h e r  t h e  l e v e l  o f  my survey  coun t ,  o r  a t  t h e  much h igher
project ion by t h e  l o c a l  p r i e s t  and counselor, i t  i s  evident t h a t  su ic ide  ac ts
occur a t  a  frequency t h a t  makes them a  ra ther  an t i c ipa ted  occurrence i n  many
Micronesian oaumunities. A s  one Micronesian medic explained, " I t  used t o  be
that  su ic ide  was a  ra re  event, and when one occurred, we 'd  t a l k  and t a l k  about
i t .  Now  they occur every month, and we hardly take  no t i ce . "

As su ic ides  and su i c i de  a t tenp ts  have become s o  f requent ,  t h e y  a r e  seen
less as  unique unexpected events t h a t  r equ i re  spec ia l  explanat ion.  M o r e  and
more they appear as somewhat rout ine and commonplace acts.  T h e  idea o f  su ic ide
beoames more f a m i l i a r ,  m o r e  access ib le ,  a n d  more acceptab le  t o  p o t e n t i a l
actors.

Summary
This chapter has  presented f o u r  main po in ts  o f  d iscussion.  F i r s t ,  s i n c e

1960 t h e  s u i c i d e  r a t e  f o r  young Micronesian males h a s  been i nc reas ing  i n
epidemic fashion. D u r i n g  the  past  f o u r  years the  r a t e  has leveled,  suggesting
a one-generation cohort  e f f e c t  t h a t  should b r ing  a  decl ine i n  ra tes  dur ing the
next f e w  y e a r s ,  a s  t h i s  p resen t  adolescent  genera t ion  grows o u t  o f  t h e
high- r i s k  age per iod.  S e c o n d l y,  t h e  su ic ides a re  h igh ly  pat terned c u l t u r a l l y '
in  terms o f  t he  charac ter is t i cs  o f  t he  actors ,  t h e  method, and the s i tua t ions .
The predaninant re la t i onsh ip  involved i s  between adolescent and parent, and the
usual s i t u a t i o n  i s  an adblescent 's  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  parenta l  a u t h o r i t y,  suppor t ,
and recognit ion.

Th i rd ly,  t h e  r e c e n t  h i s t o r i c a l  changes i n  Micronesia have weakened t h e
social p o s i t i o n  o f  young men a t  t h e  l ineage  and v i l l a g e  l e v e l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l
system. T h e s e  changes have a lso narrowed the s o c i a l  d istance t h a t  adolescents
t r ad i t i ona l l y  maintained f rom t h e i r  parents.  T h i s  i s  f u r t h e r  reason why t h e
suicide ep idemic  may b e  l a r g e l y  a n  outcome o f  i n te rgenera t iona l  c o n f l i c t
spec i f ica l ly  between p re -war  pa ren ts  a n d  postwar adolescents.  F o u r t h  a n d

suicide ep idemic  may b e  l a r g e l y  a n  outcome o f  i n te rgenera t iona l  c o n f l i c t
spec i f i ca l ly  between p re -war  pa ren ts  a n d  postwar adolescents.  F o u r t h  a n d
f i n a l l y,  t h e r e  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  ways t h a t  one s u i c i d e  seems a b l e  t o  in f luence
others. S o m e  o f  t h e s e  a r e  q u i t e  d i r e c t ,  a s  t h rough  t h e  l i n k  between
bond- f r iends o r  among fam i l y  members. O t h e r  in f luences  a r e  more d i f f u s e ,  a s
when a  s i n g l e  su ic ide  becomes a  l o c a l l y  recognized model f o r  successive ac ts .
Or, t h e  p u b l i c  percept ion o f  s u i c i d e  a s  a  commonplace a c t  may encourage a
readier acceptance o f  su ic ide  by po ten t ia l  ac tors .
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Micronesian Suic ide Rate by Sex:
1960-1983
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Age Spec i f i c  Rates o f  Suic ide by Sex:
1960-1983
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Figure 3

Model o f  Postwar Generation Suic ide Trends
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Figure 4

Micronesian Suic ide Rates Under 30 Years o f  Age by Sex:
1960-1983
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Figure 5

Male Suicide Rates fo r  S ix  Different Areas:
1960-1983

80

MICRONESIAN SUICIDE BY
ETHNIC AREA (males only)

70-  Y a p  (N=34)
Palau (N=56)

 T r u k  (N=137)
 M a r s h a l l  (N=8)

60 - - - - -  Ponape (N=43)
Kosrae (N=6)

I I
/

I— /
w /
<  /  . 1 .
Ce -  \  /40 . . / .LLI
CI \  /  \  // . . -  N .....
3  \  /  I t i  ,

CO)
/ / 1 1 /

/ ..30 -  . 2 /
=

<  \  / \Z  /  f  ,
Z  \  1 /  1  I /
Z  /  0 . . .  I
<  \  1/  // 1

20 - \  /
41 . •••

-4•-•
•••

80

/- 70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
'60—'63 ' 6 4 — ' 6 7  ' 6 8 — ' 7 1  ' 7 2 — ' 7 5  ' 7 6 — ' 7 9  ' 8 0 — ' 8 3

YEAR OF SUICIDE, 1960-1983



Figure 6

Male Age S p e c i f i c  Su ic ide  Rates f o r  S i x  D i f f e r e n t  Areas
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Figure 7

Suicide Rates for  Males, Age 15-14:
1974-1983
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Chapter 6

TRUKESE SUICIDE

Francis X. Bezel ,  S . J .

Truk, a n  i s l a n d  group w i t h  a  popu la t ion  o f  40,000 a n d  s i t u a t e d  i n  t h e
geographical cen te r  o f  t h e  Tr u s t  Te r r i t o r y  o f  t h e  P a c i f i c  I s l ands ,  h a s  been
experiencing what may be  c a l l e d  an epidemic o f  su i c ide  s ince t h e  ea r l y  1970s
(Rubinstein 1981, 1982, 1983; Hezel, 1977).

Suicide i s  no new phenomenon i n  Trukese cu l tu re ,  t o  be sure.  A t  the  t u r n
of t h e  century Protestant  missionar ies recorded several  hangings, t w o  o f  them
by wives o f  t h e i r  own na t i ve  teachers who were thought t o  be "homesick," and
two others  by students a t  t he  mission boarding school (ABCFM Logan, 3  & 10 Mar
1899). T h e r e  w e r e  a  h a n d f u l  o f  s u i c i d e s  r e p o r t e d  d u r i n g  t h e  Japanese
administrat ion o f  t h e  is lands  between t h e  wor ld  wars, and even more dur ing the
American administ rat ion t h a t  fol lowed. D u r i n g  the 1960s there were 13 recorded
suicides i n  a l l .  A l l  o f  which suggests t h a t  su ic ide  i s  endemic t o  Truk, as  i t
i s  t o  the r e s t  o f  Micronesia.

In the  l a s t  decade o r  so ,  however, t h e  su ic ide  r a t e  has jumped enormously.
From 1971 through 1983 t h e r e  have been 129 recorded suic ides i n  Truk,  f o r  an
average o f  10  a  year.  T h i s  y i e l d s  a  r a t e  o f  about  30 p e r  100,000 - -  t h r e e
times t h e  wor ld  r a t e  est imated by O .  T h e  Truk su ic idé  r a t e  has r i sen  again
between 1979 and 1982 t o  an average o f  over 15 suic ides a  year.

These suic ides occur predominantly among young males between the  ages o f  15
and 30 .  N i n e t y - t h r e e  percent o f  t h e  v i c t ims  a re  males. A b o u t  70 percent  o f
the successful su ic ides f a l l  w i t h i n  the 15-30 age bracket, w i t h  a  median age o f
20 f o r  v i c t ims .  T h e  ra te  f o r  Trukese males o f  t h i s  age group i s  a Shocking 200
per 100,000, about t e n  t imes t he  su ic ide  r a t e  f o r  American youths o f  t he  same
age (Rubinstein 1983).

age (Rubinstein 1983).

Circumstances sú Death
The method o f  su ic ide  used i n  the overwhelming major i ty  o f  cases i s  hanging

but the re  a re  a  few cases o f  death by  poison o r  drug overdose, and  a  grading
number o f  suic ides by f i rearms o r  explosives i n  recent years.

Suicide i s  f requent ly  accompanied by heavy consumption o f  a l coho l :  about



hal f  o f  t h e  v i c t i m s  were d r i n k i n g  j u s t  be fo re  t h e i r  death.  Y e t ,  i t  can be
argued t h a t  t h e  v i c t i m  d r i nks  i n  order  t o  d i e  a t  l e a s t  a s  o f t e n  a s  he d i e s
because h e  d r i n k s .  H e a v y  a lcoho l  consumption i s  o f t e n  used b y  Trukese a s  a
means o f  expressing sentiments and performing act ions t h a t  they would otherwise
f i nd  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  do.  I  might add t h a t  increasingly  i n  the  l a s t  few years
marijuana use occurs before the su ic ide.

Suicides i n  T r u k  g e n e r a l l y  a r e  t r i g g e r e d  b y  a n  appa ren t l y  t r i v i a l
disagreement o r  qua r re l ,  a s  when a  young man i s  scolded o r  refused some minor
request b y  h i s  parents o r  o l de r  s i b l i n g .  O n e  16-year o l d  boy hanged h imsel f
when h i s  parents re fused t o  buy him a  new s h i r t  f o r  Christmas; another young
man o f  23 k i l l e d  himsel f  a f t e r  h i s  o lder  s i s t e r  would not  g ive  him the yeast he
demanded f o r  a  d r ink ing  pa r t y ;  a  17-year o l d  boy ac t i ve  i n  church groups l e f t
and hanged h imse l f  a f t e r  be ing  scolded b y  h i s  o l de r  b ro the r  f o r  s i ng ing  t o o
loudly i n  the house. M o s t  o f ten  the su ic ide  i s  p rec ip i ta ted  by c o n f l i c t  w i t h  a
parent o r  o l de r  r e l a t i v e ,  b u t  i n  a  few cases a  spouse has been the  cause o f  a
suicide, a s  when a  60-year o l d  man hanged h imsel f  a f t e r  complaining t h a t  h i s
wife was neglect ing t o  care f o r  him.

Trukese su ic ides  a r e  occasioned by  what i s  seen t o  be a  d i s rup t i on  i n  a
s ign i f i can t  i n te rpe rsona l  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  gene ra l l y  w i t h  a  f a m i l y  member w i t h
some a u t h o r i t y  o v e r  t h e  v i c t i m .  T h e y  a r e  never b rought  o n  b y  f a i l u r e  i n
business o r  school ,  sudden l o s s  o f  a  j o b  o r  s o c i a l  pos i t i on ,  o r  o ther  blows t o
one's sense o f  adhievement, a s  i s  commonly t h e  case i n  Western and some Asian
societ ies.  Fur the rmore ,  t h e r e  i s  almost none o f  t h e  c l i n i c a l  depression t h a t
so o f ten  precedes su ic ide  i n  Western countr ies and psychosis p lays a pa r t  i n  no
more than a  handful o f  su ic ides.

Is the  t y p i c a l  Trukese su ic ide  an impulsive gesture w i th  l i t t l e  regard f o r
social  r e a l i t y ,  o r  i s  i t  a  response t o  what might be ca l l ed ,  a t  l eas t  from the
v ic t im 's  perspect ive,  an  unhappy and perhaps even oppressive fami ly  s i tua t ion?
The t r i v i a l  nature o f  the  p rec ip i t a t i ng  inc iden t  - -  den ia l  o f  money or  food,  o r
a scold ing b y  a  parent  - -  a t  f i r s t  s i g h t  appeared so d isproport ionate t o  the
a c t  t h a t  f n l l o w e l d  i t  t h a t  s n i c i d p  sp lumpd a t t r i h n t a h l p  t i n  i m n u l s i v i t v .  B u t
The t r i v i a l  nature o f  the  p rec ip i t a t i ng  inc iden t  - -  den ia l  o f  money or  food,  o r
a sco ld ing b y  a  parent  - -  a t  f i r s t  s i g h t  appeared so d isproport ionate t o  the
act t h a t  fo l lowed i t  t h a t  su i c i de  seemed a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  i m p u l s i v i t y.  B u t
fur ther  research revealed t h a t  behind most o f  those s i n g l e  t r i v i a l  i nc iden ts
that  immediately preceded su ic ides l a y  a  t a l e  o f  longstanding f am i l y  tens ions
and c o n f l i c t s .

I t  appears t h a t  many o f  t h e  s u i c i d e  v i c t i m s  have, i n  f a c t ,  experienced
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stormy r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e i r  f a m i l y  f o r  months o r  even years .  O n e  young boy
hanged h imse l f  a f t e r  h i s  f a t h e r  ordered h im t o  do something t h a t  he d i d  n o t
want t o  do,  b u t  t he  f a t h e r  had provoked growing resentment i n  h i s  son through
his i n s u l t s  and beatings. A n  18-year o l d  g i r l  took an overdose o f  Darvon a f t e r
being scolded by her o lder  s i s t e r ,  b u t  she had also been h u r t  by the separat ion
of he r  parents and t h e  remarriage o f  he r  mother some months before.  A n o t h e r
v ic t im,  a n  18-year o l d  boy who wrote a  l e t t e r  j u s t  be fore  h i s  death s t a t i n g
that  he was t i r e d  o f  l i v i n g ,  had been unhappy f o r  some t ime a t  h i s  mother's new
spouse and the man's treatment o f  him and h i s  brothers.  I n  a l l  these cases the
f i n a l  r e b u f f  s imp ly  p rov ides  t h e  occas ion f o r  t h e  v i c t i m ' s  angry  ou tbu rs t
against a l l  the misunderstandings and reproofs d i rected a t  him.

This i s  no t  t o  deny, however, t h a t  an element o f  impu l s i v i t y  ex is ts  i n  a l l
suicides, and t h a t  i n  some t h i s  element looms qu i t e  la rge .  I m p u l s i v e  suic ides
do happen, espec ia l l y  i n  t h e  case o f  young people i n  t h e i r  e a r l y  o r  midd le
teens, b u t  they  a re  n o t  as f requent  as  a  qu ick  survey o f  t h e  case data  might
lead one t o  th ink .

Angry Suicides: 2ammajamun
There i s  a  s t rong  pa t te rn  t h a t  emerges i n  74 o u t  o f  96  cases o f  Trukese

suicides w i th  s u f f i c i e n t  d e t a i l  t o  form conclusions on the reason f o r  su ic ide .
This p a t t e r n  f o l l ows  these l i n e s :  t h e  v i c t i m ,  u s u a l l y  a  young man and o f t e n
intoxicated, hangs h imsel f  a f t e r  he i s  scolded, refused a request, or  otherwise
rebuffed by parents o r  an o lder  s i b l i n g .  T h e  motive t h a t  i s  almost un iversa l l y
a t t r ibu ted t o  t he  v i c t i m  by  fami l y  and f r i ends ,  a s  w e l l  as  by  those who have
survived su ic ide  attempts themselves, i s  anger ra the r  than  shame o r  any other
emotion. T h i s  pat tern  i s  so common and so recognizable by l oca l  people t h a t  i t
can be regarded as the f o l k  explanation o f  su ic ide.

The anger t h a t  i s  expressed through t h e  s u i c i d e  i s  what American mental
health personnel i n  Micronesia r i g h t l y  have termed " r e t r o f l e c t i v e  anger "  - -
anger turned inward by the v ic t ims  upon themselves. Where they may have erred,
however, w a s  i n  assumino t h a t  t h i s  was a  oa tho loo ica l  mode o f  exoression
health personnel i n  Micronesia r i g h t l y  have termed " r e t r o f l e c t i v e  anger "  - -
anger turned inward by the v ic t ims  upon themselves. Where they may have erred,
however, w a s  i n  assuming t h a t  t h i s  was a  pa tho log ica l  mode o f  expression
instead o f  a n  exigency o f  a  c u l t u r e  t h a t  p r o h i b i t s  t h e  v e n t i n g  o f  s t r o n g
negative fee l ings  towards parents and o lder  k i n .  I n  Truk, one does no t  d isp lay
such f ee l i ngs  towards one who i s  super ior  i n  terms o f  age and s o c i a l  s ta tus ,
pa r t i cu la r l y  towards one w i th  a  special  c la im t o  love and respect.

Cultural  r e s t r i c t i o n s  on the expression o f  anger a re  extremely important i n
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understanding Trukese s u i c i d e  and  i t s  mot ives.  F o r  a  young man t o  commit
suicide because o f  a  quarre l  w i t h  a  younger bro ther  i s  v i r t u a l l y  unheard o f  i n
Truk, because t h e  young man cou ld  dea l  w i t h  t he  problem much more d i r e c t l y  by
simply t h r a s h i n g  h i s  younger b r o t h e r  o r  v e r b a l l y  abus ing  h im .  M e n  would
normally deal  w i th  r eca l c i t r an t  wives i n  the same way, al though there are a  few
exceptional cases i n  which the  husband has reputedly k i l l e d  h imsel f  f o l l ow ing
an argument w i t h  a  w i fe .  A  common enough cause o f  su i c i de  i s  t he  re fusa l  o f
the v i c t i m ' s  parents t o  approve h i s  choice o f  a  marriage par tner ;  b u t  t h i s  i s
motivated by anger a t  h i s  parents ra ther  than the  thought o f  a  l i f e  apart  from
the young lady  i n  question. A ,  young man would never en te r t a i n  the  thought o f
suicide i f  h i s  marriage p lans  were f r u s t r a t e d  by t h e  g i r l ' s  f am i l y ;  he  would
adopt less  in t rover ted  means o f  d isp lay ing h i s  displeasure.

In t h e  eyes  o f  Trukese, t h e r e  a r e  v e r y  f ew  " s i g n i f i c a n t  o t h e r s "  whose
reject ion,  r e a l  o r  imagined, would prompt a  person t o  commit su ic ide.  F o r  t he
young man they would inc lude c l a s s i f i c a t o r y  o l d e r  b ro thers  and parents i n  h i s
d i rec t  l i n e  o r  perhaps once removed. O t h e r  d i s t a n t  members o f  t h e  f a m i l y
normally cou ld  no t  p rec ip i t a te  a  su ic ide  by scold ing o r  rebuking him. T h i s  i s
a l l  t h e  more t r u e  o f  those n o t  r e l a t e d  by b lood o r  a f f i n a l  t i e s ,  even though
they ho ld  a  h igh  s ta tus  i n  t he  community. Hence ,  t h e  school teacher,  pas to r,
v i l l age  c h i e f ,  o r  mayor cou ld  no t  impel  a  young man t o  su ic ide  no matter how
severely they chast ised him.

When a  Trukese i s  h u r t  and angered by someone he  l oves  and respects,  h e
commonly uses a  s t ra tegy  t h a t  i s  ca l l ed  ackunumwun. T h e  re fusa l  o f  a  boy t o
eat when h i s  parents have offended him i s  an example o f  amwunumwun; another i s
the openly promiscuous conduct o f  a  g i r l  who, i n  anger a t  her parents '  conduct,
"goes t o  the  beach" t o  s igna l  her  f ee l i ngs .  A  young man who wishes t o  pro tes t
some demand o f  h i s  fa ther  - -  such as, i n  one ac tua l  case, h i s  request t o  enjoy
sexual r e l a t i o n s  w i th  h i s  son 's  w i f e  - -  may s tab  himsel f  i n  the anti o r  i n f l i c t
other i n j u r y  upon himsel f .

Agmunumwmial t he re fo re ,  i s  a  s t ra tegy  o f  withdrawal o r  self-abasement used
to Show t o  those one must both love  and obey t h a t  one i s  hur t  by them. T h e  ac t
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Illasuumwun„ the re fo re ,  i s  a  s t ra tegy  o f  withdrawal o r  self-abasement used
to show t o  those one must both love  and obey t h a t  one i s  hur t  by them. T h e  ac t
of angunumwun i s  in tended n o t  p r i n c i p a l l y  t o  i n f l i c t  revenge - -  a l though i t
would be na ive t o  maintain t h a t  there  i s  nothing o f  t h i s  i n  the  a c t  - -  b u t  t o
dramatize o n e ' s  anger,  f r u s t r a t i o n  and sorrow i n  t h e  hope t h a t  t h e  present
unhappy s i t u a t i o n  w i l l  soon be remedied. I f  t he  one who employs amwunumwun i s
t r y ing  t o  shame the one who has offended him i t  i s  always wi th  the  i n ten t i on  o f



Showing t h e  o f fend ing  p a r t y  t h e  s a d  s t a t e  i n t o  which t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  has
fa l l en  so t h a t  he w i l l  take  steps t o  res tore  i t  t o  what i t  once was o r  should
have been.

Suicide, i n  the  overwhelming major i ty  o f  Trukese cases, must be understood
as a  k ind o f  agmuniummun. I n d e e d ,  i t  i s  the extreme form o f  wmuommun since i t
means i n f l i c t i n g  t h e  u l t imate  harm upon onesel f  i n  order t o  compel t he  parents
or o thers  t o  recognize the  damage they have done and t o  repa i r  i t .  T h i s  type
of su ic ide  can be, paradox ica l ly,  a  gesture o f  both despair and hope a t  one and
the same t ime. T o  the extent  t h a t  the  su ic ide  represents a  considered judgment
rather than simply an impulsive ac t ,  i t  i s  a s ign  o f  despair a t  the p o s s i b i l i t y
of r e t r i e v i n g  a  c e n t r a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  here and now. O n  t h e  o the r  hand, t h e
suicide a l so  e x h i b i t s  some optimism t h a t  t h e  re la t i onsh ip ,  even i f  doomed as
long as the v i c t im  l i v e s ,  might  be salvaged on the other  s ide  o f  the  grave. W e
might n o t e  i n  pass ing t h a t  t h i s  s t r a tegy  does n o t  i m p l y  a  b e l i e f  i n  t h e
af te r - l i f e  (a l though v i r t u a l l y  a l l  Trukese a re  a t  l e a s t  nominal ly Ch r i s t i an ) ;
i t  merely r e s t s  upon t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  o n e ' s  memory among t h e  l i v i n g .  T h e
v i c t im ' s  l i f e  may have been a  constant s t rugg le  w i t h  h i s  fami ly  w h i l e  he was
wi th them, b u t  h i s  removal from the fami ly  through death w i l l  change everything
and guarantee t h a t  he i s  restored t o  h i s  former r i g h t f u l  p lace i n  t h e i r  eyes.
Far f r o m  being a  v i n d i c t i v e  a c t  i n  which t h e  v i c t i m  takes h i s  l a s t  revenger
suicide presupposes a  cont inuing regard f o r  t h e  f am i l y  and an acknowledgement
of the  preciousness o f  fami ly  bonds.

Young su ic ide  v ic t ims,  o f t e n  manifest what might appear t o  be a  surpr is ing
concern f o r  t h e i r  p lace i n  the  fami l y  a f t e r  t h e i r  death. O n e  young man, a  few
hours before he went o u t  t o  hang h imsel f ,  made an imp r i n t  o f  h i s  f o o t  i n  wet
cement a n d  wro te  h i s  name above t h e  f o o t p r i n t  w i t h  t h e  remark, "They  w i l l
remember m e  b y  t h i s  a lways . "  A n o t h e r  young  man, w i t h o u t  a n y  t r a c e  o f
facetiousness, t o l d  h i s  grandmother before h i s  su ic ide t o  remember him the next
day a s  t h e  fam i l y  a t e  sardines a t  t h e  fune ra l  f e a s t .  T W o  boys, o n  d i f f e r e n t
occasions and f o r  d i f f e r e n t  reasons, hanged themselves i n  such a  way as t o  pay
t r i bu te  t o  t h e i r  respect ive bond brothers,  each o f  wham was h imsel f  a  v i c t im  o f
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occasions and f o r  d i f f e r e n t  reasons, hanged themselves i n  such a  way as t o  p l y
t r i bu te  t o  t h e i r  respect ive bond brothers,  each o f  wham was himsel f  a  v i c t im  o f
suicide. E a c h  o f  the  two was v i r t u a l l y  assured o f  winning a permanent place i n
the a f f e c t i o n  o f  h i s  adoptive fami l y  by  adver t i s ing  h i s  love  f o r  t h e  dead son
and by t im ing  t h i s  d isplay f o r  maximum e f f e c t .

While focusing on the  p o s i t i v e  elements o f  s u i c i d a l  Aamlnumwmn, we should
not f o r g e t  t h a t  t h i s  i s  essen t ia l l y  a n  a c t  o f  anger.  A l t h o u g h  i t  may imply



devotion a n d  l o v e  i n  t h e  h e s t  t r a d i t i o n a l  sense,  i t  i s  a l s o  a n  a c t  o f
sel f -destruct ion.  A s  such, i t  should be t h e  l a s t  desperate recourse i n  t h e
reperto i re o f  the  young man who i s  hur t  by h i s  fam i l y.  Y e t ,  o ther  mi lder  forms
of swamoluman seem t o  be  inc reas ing ly  ignored  by  t o d a y ' s  youth i n  f avo r  o f
immediate recourse t o  suic ide.

Zbaffic Suicides;. Reverse nAmwunumwunn
A secondary p a t t e r n  o f  s u i c i d e ,  t h a t  appears i n  1 5  o f  t h e  9 6  cases,

represents t h e  obverse s i d e  o f  t h e  amwunumwun type.  H e r e  again t he  e t i o l ogy
can be t raced  t o  t he  percept ion, whether w e l l  founded o r  no t ,  t h a t  a  c r i t i c a l
re lat ionship i s  threatened. I n  t h i s  pa t te rn  however t h e  v i c t i m  does n o t  see
himself as the offended par ty,  as  i n  the siammumn form o f  su ic ide,  b u t  as the
offender. H i s  su ic ide,  which i s  motivated p r i nc i pa l l y  by  f e a r  o r  shame ra ther
than anger,  i s  a  response t o  t he  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  he has done something t h a t
w i l l  h a v e  d r i v e n  a  wedge between h i m s e l f  a n d  h i s  f a m i l y.  T h e  v i c t i m ' s
strategy, i n  keep ing  w i t h  t h e  common tendency th roughout  Micrones ia  a n d
Polynesia, i s  t o  wi thdraw f r o m  a  c o n f l i c t - laden s i t u a t i o n .  T h i s  means o f
resolut ion i s  espec ia l ly  favored  when t h e  c o n f l i c t  occurs  between members o f
the same fami ly.

A s t r i k i n g  example o f  t h i s  pat tern occurred some years ago when a  young man
in  h i s  m i d -20s sho t  h imse l f  i n  t h e  presence o f  h i s  o lde r  b ro the r  because he
suspected t h a t  a  cr ime he had committed some months before had been discovered
by h i s  o l d e r  b r o t h e r .  A n o t h e r  y o u n g  man, w h o  b e a t  u p  h i s  w i f e  a n d
mother-in-law when they  embarrassed him by t e l l i n g  him i n  pub l i c  t h a t  they d i d
not have enough money f o r  t h e i r  movie t i c k e t s ,  hanged h imsel f  soon afterwards
i n  shame a t  what he had done. A n o t h e r  young man, t h i s  one i n  h i s  l a t e  teens,
was so  ashamed o f  t h e  f o u l  language he had shouted ou t  on  the  road the  n i g h t
before wh i le  he was drunk t h a t  he i ns t ruc ted  h i s  mother t o  apologize t o  anyone
he may have offended and hanged himsel f .

Perhaps t h e  c l e a r e s t  i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  however,  a r e  t h o s e  t h a t  i n v o l v e
unacceptable sexual conduct. T h e r e  are fou r  persons, a l l  o f  than i n  t h e i r  l a t e

Perhaps t h e  c l e a r e s t  i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  however,  a r e  t h o s e  t h a t  i n v o l v e
unacceptable sexual conduct. T h e r e  are fou r  persons, a l l  o f  than i n  t h e i r  l a t e
teens o r  e a r l y  twent ies ,  who hanged themselves sho r t l y  a f t e r  t h e i r  incestuous
love a f f a i r s  came t o  l i g h t .  E a c h  o f  them was involved i n  a sexual re la t i onsh ip
wi th  a  f i r s t  cous in ,  and each was presumably ashamed a t  the  pub l i c  disgrace f o r
than and t h e i r  f am i l i es  t h a t  would fo l low the d isc losure o f  t h e i r  re la t ionsh ip .
Same years  ago, a  marr ied woman who had f a l l e n  i n  l o v e  and run o f f  w i t h  her
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daughter's f i ance  committed su ic ide  ra ther  than  face  t h e  shame o f  conf ront ing
the daughter t h a t  she had in ju red .  I n  a  more recent  case t h a t  fo l lowed t he
same l i n e s  a  young man who had been hav ing  sexual  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  h i s  o lde r
brother 's  w i f e  k i l l e d  h imse l f  a s  soon a s  he  had  reason t o  suspect t h a t  h i s
brother knew about the  a f f a i r .

To a t t r i b u t e  these su ic ides  t o  a  sense o f  personal shame i s  f a r  t o o  broad
an explanation. W h a t  i s  a t  issue here i s  no t  the  disapproval t h a t  the v i c t ims
can expect  f r o m  t h e  community f o r  t h e i r  wrongdoing, b u t  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  t h i s
disapproval on  t h e i r  f am i l y.  T h e  young man who i s  known t o  have been having a
sexual re la t i onsh ip  wi th  a  woman c l a s s i f i e d  as h i s  " s i s t e r "  has t o  contend wi th
the damage t h a t  h e  h a s  done t o  h i s  f a m i l y ' s  repu ta t ion  i n  t h e  eyes o f  t h e
community, apar t  from the f r i c t i o n  w i th in  fami ly  c i r c l e s  t h a t  h i s  l i a i s o n  might
have touched o f f .  B u t  beyond t h i s ,  he  has reason t o  f e a r  t h a t  he w i l l  no t  be
trusted again by  t h e  f a m i l y  and t h a t  h i s  re la t i onsh ip  w i th  one o r  severa l  o f
h is  close re l a t i ves  w i l l  be ser iously harmed by the  episode.

Under these circumstances, t h e  offender might w e l l  choose t o  remove himsel f
from t h e  scene o f  t h e  d isgrace a s  a  means o f  r e p a i r i n g  t o  some ex ten t  t h e
damage h e  h a s  d o n e  t o  h i s  f a m i l y .  T h i s  i s  a  common theme i n  t h e
in terpretat ions t h a t  Trukese p l a c e  o n  such su ic ides  a s  these.  T h e  v i c t i m
probably sees h i s  su ic ide  l e s s  as  an atonement f o r  h i s  s i n s  than as  a  way o f
r idding t h e  f a m i l y  o f  a  presence t h a t ,  i n  h i s  judgment, would  be a  constant
i r r i t a n t .  W i t h  h i s  death he can hope t h a t  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h i n  the  fam i l y  would
again become t ranqu i l  and t h a t  outs iders would have f a r  l ess  reason t o  continue
deriding the fami ly  f o r  h i s  misdeed.

Psychotic Suicides
There i s  one l a s t  g r o u p  o f  Trukese s u i c i d e  v i c t i m s  - -  t hose  who a r e

mentally d is turbed.  I n  recent  years  t he re  have been seven su ic ides by  young
people who have been c e r t i f i e d  a s  psychot ic,  most o f  them schizophrenic. E a c h
of t hese  v i c t i m s  was recognized b y  t h e  community a s  menta l ly  aber rant ,  a n d
the i r  su ic ides  were a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e i r  mental cond i t ion .  M b s t  o f  them had
people wno nave seen c e r t i r i e a  as psycnot ic,  most o r  unem scnizqpnrenic. t a c n
of t hese  v i c t i m s  was recognized b y  t h e  community a s  menta l ly  aber rant ,  a n d
the i r  su ic ides  were a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e i r  mental cond i t ion .  M o s t  o f  them had
previous su ic ide  attempts, some o f  them several .  T h e i r  problems were, i n  most
cases, compounded by  paranoia, wh ich  i n t e r f e r e d  w i th  f am i l y  re la t i onsh ips  and
put increasing s t r a i n  on everyone i n  the fam i l y.



T t n t l s n 5 T W J F W E "

Clustering and Contagion
These patterns o f  suicide, pronounced as they are ,  can provide us with a

better understanding o f  the  cul tura l  context i n  which Trukese suicide occurs
and the  social  meanings t h a t  i t  bears. S t i l l ,  we must be  wary o f  investing
suicide with an overly rat ional  explanation, and positing too conscious a  l ink
between means and end. T h e r e  w i l l  always remain an i r ra t iona l ,  even an an t i -
rational, element i n  a l l  suicide, whatever the culture i n  which i t  occurs. A n y
attempt t o  explore the etiology o f  Trukese suicide, therefore,  must take in to
account modeling: t h e  inf luence o f  suicides o n  t h e  decision o f  subsequent
victims.

Clustering, both geographical and chronological, i s  a  signif icant feature
of Trukese suicide and suggests a  "contagion" e f fect .  I n  the ten-month period
between Apr i l  1982 and February 1983, f o r  example, there  were s ix  suicides on
Fefan, a n  i s l a n d  t h a t  u n t i l  recent ly  h a s  had  a  surprisingly l o w  r a t e  o f
suicide. Y e t  these s i x  suicides represent almost h a l f  o f  the  t o t a l  f o r  Truk
during t h i s  period. T h e  clustering was especially t i g h t  i n  the  case o f  a
single v i l l a g e  on  Toloas Is land i n  December 1975 when two suicides and one
unsuccessful attempt occurred within f i v e  days. Much  the same thing happened
four years l a t e r  when another spate o f  two suicides and a  suicide attempt
occurred i n  t h e  same v i l l a g e  w i th in  four  days, w i t h  t h e  attempter hanging
himself a t  the grave of  a  fr iend who had taken h is  l i f e  the day before. O n  Tol
a few months la ter  a  suicide was followed by the attempts o f  two other members
of the  family t o  k i l l  themselves, although these attempts can be traced t o  a
family quar re l  t h a t  broke o u t  shor t ly  a f t e r  t h e  funera l .  ,  The frequent
clustering found i n  Trukese suicides underlines the importance o f  modeling i n
precipitating suicide.

The conclusion t h a t  we may draw from our  b r i e f  survey o f  t h e  cu l tu ra l
context o f  suicide i n  Truk i s  that  suicide i s  strongly re lated to  the threat ,
whether r e a l  o r  merely perceived, o f  re ject ion by the  fami ly.  Furthermore,
there i s  strong evidence t h a t  t h e  same holds t r u e  f o r  Ponape, Kósrae, t h e
atol ls o f  the west-central Carolines, t h e  Marshal's and the Gilberts.  Hence,

there i s  strong evidence t h a t  t h e  same holds t r u e  f o r  Ponape, Kósrae, t h e
atol ls o f  the west-central Carolines, t h e  Marshal's and the Gilberts.  Hence,
what we have described appears t o  be, i n  fact ,  a  "nuclear Micronesian" pattern
of suicide.

Having considered the  cu l tu ra l  significance o f  t h e  suicide a c t  and t h e
social context i n  which i t  occurs we may go on t o  examine Trukese suicides
briefly from three other perspectives:
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1) s o c i a l  environment, espec ia l l y  among t h e  young w i t h  emphasis o n  those
factors t h a t  might i n c l i n e  them toward su ic ide;

2) personal  p r o f i l e  o f  v ic t ims ,  i nc lud ing  both l i f e  h i s to ry  and personal i ty
t r a i t s ;

3) f a m i l i a l  re la t ionsh ips ,  as  they have changed i n  recent years.

Social Environment
Beyond t h e  c u l t u r a l  f a c t o r s  a l ready discussed, t h e r e  a re  several  features

in  the soc ia l  environment t h a t  may have the e f f e c t  o f  f a c i l i t a t i n g  su ic ide.
F i r s t ,  t h e r e  i s  a  sense o f  res igna t ion  about death t h a t  proceeds i n  p a r t

from the fa ta l i sm t h a t  i s  so deeply embedded i n  the mindset o f  Trukese. O n  top
of t h i s ,  t he re  i s  the cu l t i va ted  ind i f ference t o  death and personal danger t h a t
young men pa r t i cu l a r l y  a re  expected t o  show as an ind i ca t i on  o f  bravery.  T o  be
a r e a l  Trukese youth i s  t o  accept h igh- r i s k  s i t ua t i ons  and even t o  search them
out, thereby showing t h a t  one does no t  shr ink  from a brush wi th  death. T h i s  i s
manifest i n  dr ink ing behavior and f i g h t i n g  as  w e l l  as i n  su ic ide.

Second, t h e r e  i s  a  s t r o n g  c u l t u r a l  emphasis among Trukese y o u t h  o f
advert is ing t h e i r  s u f f e r i n g s .  T h e  woes a n d  sorrows o f  young peop le  a r e
scrawled on t h e i r  s h i r t s  and on  pub l i c  wa l l s  f o r  a l l  t o  see. T o  s u f f e r,  f o r
young Trukese, i s  a proud par t  o f  l i f e .

Third, su ic ide  i s  leg i t imated as an opt ion  f o r  Trukese s ince so many others
have already taken t h i s  course. T h e r e  i s  something acceptable about su ic ide ,
i f  o n l y  because i t  i s  a  road  w e l l  t r ave led .  S u i c i d e  has become a  f a v o r i t e
theme i n  conversation and l o c a l  l o ve  songs; i t  represents an op t ion  t h a t  i s  a
very r ea l  one f o r  Trukese youth today.

Fourth, s u i c i d e  furn ishes a  form o f  recogn i t ion  f o r  t h e  young, one o f  the
very few t h a t  e x i s t .  T h e  mourning and g r i e f  a t  the  f une ra l  perhaps provides
the young man w i t h  more a t t e n t i o n  i n  death t h a n  he  rece ived i n  l i f e .  T h e
comment o f  one Trukese boy as he watched women c ry ing  f o r  a  suic ide v i c t im  and
f r iend o f  h i s  was: " H o w  n ice  i t  would be t o  have a l l  those people c ry ing  and
making a  fuss  over me. Maybe I  should hang mysel f . "

Personal P r o f i l e
The personal p r o f i l e  o f  Trukese su ic ide  v i c t ims  i s  o f  a  young man who i s

t r ad i t i ona l  i n  many respects. C e r t a i n l y  he i s  no t  among the most accul turated
young men o f  h i s  soc ie ty.  T h e  v i c t im  i s  t y p i c a l l y  from an ou t l y ing  area rather
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than t h e  d i s t r i c t  cen te r,  a l though  n o t  f r om  one o f  t h e  o u t e r  i s l a n d s .  H e
cer ta in ly  has no more by way o f  educational and occupational achievements than
the average Trukese, a n d  poss ib l y  somewhat l e s s .  S i x t y  percent  o f  Trukese
suicide v ic t ims  never had more than an elementary education, and two- th i rds had
no f u l l - t i m e  occupation.

The average v i c t i m  i s  a  young man whose attainments have been modest b y
western standards. H e  i s  o f ten  enough a  d u t i f u l  son, b u t  wi thout  h igh i n te res t
or involvement i n  church and community a f f a i r s .  A b o u t  75% o f  t h e  Trukese
vict ims a re  unmarried. W e  might describe the  average v i c t i m  as a  person whose
arenas o f  competence ou t s i de  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  a r e  r a t h e r  f e w.  H e  i s  n o t  a
successful bus iness  ent repreneur,  a  w e l l -placed government o f f i c i a l ,  o r  a
standout s tudent .  H i s  i s  t he  p r o f i l e  o f  a  person who may genera l ly  l a c k  t h e
kind o f  s a t i s f a c t i o n s  t h a t  might  a f f o r d  support  and a c t  as  a  b u f f e r  when he
runs i n t o  f am i l y  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  B y  the  same token, s i n c e  he i s  w i thout  these
other s a t i s f a c t i o n s ,  h e  may i n v e s t  even more o f  h imse l f  i n  h i s  r e l a t i onsh ip
with h i s  f am i l y.  T h u s  in terpersonal  problems w i th  h i s  fami l y  f i n d  h im a l l  the
more vulnerable (Hezel 1981).

Although the re  i s  no s i n g l e  persona l i ty  type t h a t  can be ca l l ed  su i c ida l ,
two persona l i t y  conf igura t ions  show u p  w i t h  some frequency i n  the  data .  T h e
f i r s t  i s  what may be  c a l l e d  the  "spo i l ed  k i d "  syndrome. T h i s  young man has a
pr iv i leged pos i t i on  i n  h i s  f a m i l y.  H e  i s  o f ten  e i t h e r  t he  e ldest  o r  youngest,
has been t r e a t e d  w i t h  s p e c i a l  f a v o r  b y  h i s  parents ,  a n d  i s  used t o  having
things very  much h i s  way. When t h i s  k ind  o f  person i s  snubbed by h i s  fami ly  o r
denied a  request,  t h e  r e b u f f  i s  espec ia l ly  hard f o r  h im t o  accept. T h e  second
i s  t h e  " q u i e t  k i d "  syndrome, i n  w h i c h  t h e  young  man i s  wi thdrawn a n d
uncommunicative. T h i s  k i n d  o f  pe rson  tends  t o  b e  h i g h l y  c o n t r o l l e d  a n d
ord ina r i l y  keeps a  t i g h t  check o n  h i s  emotions. N o n e t h e l e s s ,  when h e  i s
su f f i c i en t l y  provoked, h e  can explode i n  sudden v i o l e n t  rage.  B o t h  syndromes
are we l l  represented among suic ide v ic t ims  i n  Truk.

Famil ia l  Relationships
While we  have  t r i e d  t o  s i t u a t e  Trukese s u i c i d e  i n  i t s  s o c i o - cu l t u ra l

set t ing,  perhaps t h e  mos t  c r i t i c a l  q u e s t i o n  remains unanswered. W T I ,  t h e
enormous increase i n  su ic ides  i n  recent  years? T h e  blame i s  usua l l y  p u t  o n
rapid modernization and the  soc ia l  change t h a t  i t  b r ings,  b u t  t h i s  rep ly  i s  so
vague as t o  be p r a c t i c a l l y  useless. Fur thermore ,  a s  both Don Rubinstein and I
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have noted,  t h e r e  i s  n o  s imp le  one-to-one c o r r e l a t i o n  between exposure t o
cu l tu ra l  change and t h e  r i s k  o f  su i c i de .  S u r e l y  t h e  term " c u l t u r a l  change"
must be unpacked and more s p e c i f i c i t y  must be sought.

Same l o c a t e  t h e  problem i n  t h e  increase i n  pathogenic persona l i t y  types
brought o n  b y  s o c i a l  change.  H . B . M  Murphy,  t h e  n o t e d  a u t h o r i t y  o n
t ranscul tura l  psychology,  a rgues  t h a t  t h e  s u i c i d e s  a r e  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  a
narc iss is t i c  p e r s o n a l i t y,  a  pa tho log ica l  t y p e  t h a t  has p r o l i f e r a t e d  i n  t h e
islands because o f  d e t r i m e n t a l  c h i l d -rear ing techniques among some women
(Murphy 1982:167-8, and personal communication). O t h e r s  ascr ibe t he  increase
in  s u i c i d e  t o  changes i n  t h e  reward  a n d  r o l e  system i n  t h e  community.
Rubinstein and I  l ook  elsewhere t o  exp la in  t he  su ic ide  epidemic, however. W e
look t o  the changing values, r o l e s  and st ructures o f  the Trukese fami ly  i t s e l f .

Certain value changes, and a concomitant change o f  expectations on the p a r t
of both youth and t h e i r  parents,  has undoubtedly added t o  the tensions between
them. A d u l t s  today o f t en  expect t h e i r  sons t o  be wage-earners and t o  support
them b y  a  share o f  t h e i r  s a l a r y  a s  w e l l  a s  b y  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l
food-preparation chores. T h e  judgment o f  a d u l t s  o n  the  personal  success o f
the i r  s o n s  i s  i nc reas ing l y  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  t h e s e  new expectat ions,  however
unrea l i s t i c  young Trukese may judge such expectations.

On the  other  hand, Trukese youth have new and higher expectat ions o f  t h e i r
own. T h e y  have come t o  expect o f  t h e i r  parents a  show o f  a f f e c t i o n  and l ove
that  i s  modeled a f t e r  western expectat ions even i f  i t  i s  manifested by  q u i t e
d i f f e ren t  forms.  T r u k e s e  you th  s e t  g rea t  s tock  i n  rece iv ing  g i f t s  o f  food ,
morey and c l o th i ng  f rom t h e i r  parents a s  assurance o f  t h i s  l ove  and support.
Moreover, Trukese young peop le  today  have t o  come t o  f e e l  t h a t  t h e y  have
certa in " r i g h t s "  - -  a  r i g h t  t o  l e i su re ,  a  r i g h t  t o  choose t h e i r  own spouse, a
r i gh t  t o  come and go as they  wish. I n  the  eyes o f  many youth, parents '  den ia l
of these r i g h t s  i s  a s ign  o f  ca l lous disregard f o r  t h e i r  happiness.

The d i f f e r e n c e  i n  va lues  between o l d  a n d  young s imp l y  m u l t i p l i e s  t h e
occasions o f  clashes w i t h i n  the  f a m i l y,  j u s t  as  i t  impedes attempts t o  resolve
these clashes.

Changes i n  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  young Trukese male  have a l s o  l e f t  h im more
vulnerable t h a n  f o r m e r l y.  T h e  inc reased  f a m i l y  s i z e  h a s  l i g h t e n e d  h i s
respons ib i l i t ies  i n  t h e  a rea  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  f ood  preparat ion s ince  the re  a r e
more b ro thers  t o  share i n  t h e  t a s k .  T h e  growing dependence o n  store-bought
goods on ly  tends t o  reduce these respons ib i l i t i e s  s t i l l  f u r t h e r.  A s  the young
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man sees h i s  own con t r i bu t ion  t o  the  we l fa re  o f  h i s  f am i l y  becoming more and
more l im i t ed ,  he  w i l l  tend t o  regard himsel f  as useless.

F ina l l y,  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  h a s  changed i n  ways t h a t  increase
tensions between parents and ch i ld ren  and between o lde r  and younger s i b l i n g s .
Relationships such as  these,  which were always seen a s  f raugh t  w i t h  dangers,
were c a r e f u l l y  c o n t r o l l e d  i n  t h e  p a s t .  T r a d i t i o n a l  f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e s ,
u t i l i z i n g  d i f f e r e n t  avoidance mechanisms, p e r m i t t e d  w h a t  w e  m i g h t  c a l l  a
"comfortable d i s t a n c e "  between p a r e n t s  a n d  c h i l d r e n  a s  w e l l  a s  between
sib l ings.  M u c h  o f  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  s o c i a l i z i n g  young males a f t e r
adolescence f e l l  t o  l ineage mates i n  a  clubhouse-type process. A u t h o r i t y  over
the young man was d i f f used  t o  h i s  maternal uncle and others.

Recent changes have had the cumulative e f f e c t  o f  narrowing k insh ip  cont ro l .
The in f luence  o f  t h e  maternal uncles has decreased as  t h e  parents themselves
assume more d i r e c t  au thor i t y  over t h e i r  ch i ld ren.  T h e  in formal  l ineage-managed
education system h a s  disappeared years  ago .  A l l  o f  t h i s  h a s  l e d  t o  t h e
reduction o f  t he  comfortable distance between fa the r  and son and the  increased
face-to-face contact between them, w i t h  greater  oppor tun i t ies  than ever f o r  t he
sort  o f  misunderstanding and antagonism t h a t  p rec ip i ta tes  su ic ide .

In summary, then,  recent  c u l t u r a l  change has made fami ly  re la t ionsh ips  more
problematic i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  ways.  V a l u e  s h i f t s ,  a s  t h e y  have  changed
perceptions, have made communication w i t h i n  the fami l y  more d i f f i c u l t  and open
to misunderstanding. A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  a l t e r e d  f am i l y  s t ruc tu res  have made
th i s  communication more f requen t .  M e a n w h i l e ,  because o f  r o l e  changes, t h e
young man's importance i n  and t o  the fami ly  has become more problematic.

Summary
Suicide, embedded a s  i t  i s  i n  Ttukese c u l t u r e ,  w i l l  n o  doubt  remain a s

endemic t o  Truk as cholera.  Y e t  t he  epidemic proport ions o f  su ic ide  i n  recent
years a re  one measure, among o thers ,  o f  t h e  upheaval t h a t  has been v i s i t e d  on
the i s lands  b y  r ap id  soc ia l  change i n  recent  years.  S u i c i d e  stands, a t  l e a s t
in  my mind, as  the s ing le  greatest soc ia l  problem i n  Truk. T h e r e  may be l i t t l e
we can do t o  change the c u l t u r a l  elements t h a t  invest  su ic ide  w i th  i t s  meaning,
but we can work t o  reduce i t s  frequency i n  Truk.
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Chapter 7

SUICIDE IN PALAU

Anthony H. P o l l o i

Palau, a  group o f  i s lands  i n  the  Carol ine archipelago, i s  the  westernmost
part o f  t h e  Micronesian Is lands.  F o r m e r l y,  Palau was a  d i s t r i c t  o f  t h e  Trus t
Ter r i t o ry  o f  t h e  P a c i f i c  I s l a n d s  ( T T P I ) ,  w h i c h  was c rea ted  b y  t h e  Un i t ed
Nations and  en t rus ted  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S ta tes  i n  a n  agreement s i g n e d  i n  San
Francisco i n  1947. A f t e r  adbpt ing  i t s  Cons t i t u t i on  i n  1979, Palau D i s t r i c t
became t h e  Republ ic  o f  Pa lau .  T h e  T I T I  o f f i c i a l  census es t imated Pa lau 's
population a t  15,870 i n  1982. ( T h e  Palau O f f i c e  o f  Planning and S t a t i s t i c s
enumerated a  popu la t ion  o f  12,129 i n  1982.) E t h n i c a l l y ,  Palauans a c t  and
behave much l i k e  t h e i r  neighbor ing Malayans, Melanesians, a n d  Polynesians.
Having v i s i t e d  some o f  t h e  places and some o f  t h e  people from t h e  areas, t h e
author f i n d s  a  l o t  o f  s i m i l a r i t i e s  t o  Palau. F o r  example, we send our  young
men t o  t h e  a b a i  (men 's  house) f o r  i n i t i a t i o n .  I t  i s  f rom t h e  men's house
experience t h a t  young men lea rn  our pract ices o f  f i s h i n g ,  f i g h t i n g  and sex.

Although repor ts  o f  a  few ra re  suic ides appear i n  19th century accounts o f
Palau (Kubary 1888), today Palauans general ly be l ieve  t ha t  there was no su ic ide
t rad i t i ona l l y  i n  Pa lau.  T h e  Palauan language has  n o  s i n g l e  te rm meaning
"suic ide."  C u r r e n t l y ,  s u i c i d e  i s  a lmost  synonymous w i t h  hanging,  a n d  i s
thought t o  b e  a  learned  behavior.  T h e  " f i r s t  s u i c i d e "  i n  Palau i s  w ide ly
believed t o  be a man named Walter Gibbons, who was a half-Palauan, h a l f -English
educated-male. H e  was about 25 years  o l d  when he hanged himsel f  i n  the  h i l l s
jus t  above Mélekeok v i l l a g e  on Babeldaob. H e  hanged himsel f  w i t h  a  rope made
from a  piece o f  c l o th ,  a  por t ion  o f  which he t i e d  around h i s  head t o  cover h i s
eyes.

Because Gibbons hanged h imsel f  away f rom t h e  v i l l a g e ,  i t  t ook  some t ime
for  t h e  people t o  f i n d  h i m .  T h e  reason g iven f o r  h i s  su ic ide  was t h a t  h i s
parents p r oh i b i t ed  him f rom marrying a  woman whom he loved.  H e  marr ied t h e
woman, anyway, b u t  she committed adu l te ry  and he  l o s t  f a c e .  T h e  woman was
Ngedikes, f rom Wuds, a  high-ranking c lan i n  northern Palau. T h i s  hanging
became b i g  news i n  Palau a t  t he  t ime.  M o s t  o lder  people who were i n  Palau a t
that  t ime remember t he  de ta i l s .
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Sometime afterwardá t he re  was a  second case o f  hanging by a  Palauan male
named Odasi, about  14 years  o l d ,  a l s o  f rom Melekeok v i l l a g e .  H e  was scolded
and whipped b y  h i s  unc le .  M y  in formant ,  a n  88 y e a r -o ld  woman, l i v e d  i n  t he
same v i l l a g e .  S h e  sa id ,  " A f t e r  these two, hangings were no t  t h a t  exc i t i ng  news
anymore, a n d  bes ides ,  m o s t  o f  t h e  a c t s  w e r e  commit ted b y  t h e  Japanese
nat ionals . "

Because o f  t h e  work  o n  s u i c i d e  i n  Micronesia b y  Hezel ,  Rubins te in  and
others, w e  i n  Palau j o i n e d  i n  t h e  e f f o r t  and began t o  l ook  i n t o  su i c i de  i n
Palau. W e  were ab le  t o  record 63 Palauan su ic ides,  o f  which we were ab le  t o
study 3 9 ,  o r  6 0  pe rcen t  o f  them. O u r  in formants  were  parents ,  s i b l i n g s ,
cousins, spouses, a n d  o the r  r e l a t i v e s .  W e  t r i e d  t o  cross-check o u r  r e s u l t s
with anyone who was present i n  the l o c a l i t y  and was o l d  enough t o  remember what
occurred a t  the t ime.

Table 1  shows t h e  repor ted  cases o f  su i c ide  i n  Palau dur ing t he  var ious
foreign admin is t ra t ions and t h e  est imated annual r a t e  p e r  100,000. T a b l e  2
shows the number o f  cases from 1914 t o  1984 t h a t  were ava i lab le  f o r  s tudy.  T h e
increase i n  s u i c i d e  r a t e  i s  ev i den t .  T a b l e  3  shows numbers o f  r e p o r t e d
suicides and su ic ide  ra tes  f rom 1980 t o  1984. Ta b l e  4 shows tabulated resu l ts
of 3 9  s u i c i d e  cases a v a i l a b l e  f o r  s t u d y.  ( T h e s e  3 9  cases s t u d i e d  were a
non-random sample o f  the  urban-dwel l ing cases.)

The f i nd i ngs  show t h a t  a l l  b u t  one s u i c i d e  were b y  males. M o s t  o f  t h e
suicides occurred i n  the  D i s t r i c t  Center ( K c r c r ) ,  where h a l f  o f  t he  populat ion
resides. M o s t  o f  t h e  v i c t ims  were Roman Cathol ic ,  a  group t h a t  comprises 50%
of t h e  populat ion (personal  communication, Rev.  Smi th,  J e s u i t  Superior o f  t h e
Palau C a t h o l i c  M i s s i o n ) .  T h e  m a j o r i t y  (75%) w e r e  s i n g l e ,  d i v o r c e d  o r
separated. F r e q u e n t l y  t h e y  were t h e  e ldes t  son i n  t he  f a m i l y,  and came f rom
crowded homes o r  f a m i l i e s  w i t h  a  household d e n s i t y  g rea te r  t h a n  s i x ,  t h e
average s i z e  o f  Palauan f a m i l i e s .  M a n y  o f  them had dropped o u t  o f  school .
Many o f  them had l i v e d  a t  home w i t h  parents o r  spouse, and  had no t  t rave led
outside o f  P a l a u .  T h e  p a r e n t s  o f  t h e  s u i c i d e  v i c t i m s  w e r e  m o s t l y
Japanese-educated who grew up  dur ing  t h e  Japanese per iod ,  and  whose ch i l d ren
grew up during the American per iod.  F a m i l y  income d i d  not  seem t o  be a  f a c t o r.
Suicidal idea t ion  and previous su i c i da l  gestures were present among some o f  the
vict ims and many o f  them had l e f t  some s o r t  o f  note  o r  memento. M o s t  hanged
themselves ins ide  or  nearby t h e i r  home, suggesting an i n t e n t  t h a t  others should
f ind  them. T h e  t y p i c a l  method o f  su ic ide  was hanging by rope.

126



Our s tudy  d i d  n o t  examine t h e  contents o f  t he  notes o r  t h e  mementos, o r
consider t h e  frame o f  mind o f  the  v i c t ims ,  i f  anyone knew. W e  asked only one
question regarding motive f o r  committ ing su ic ide.  M a n y  o f  the  informants were
unsure o f  t h e i r  in format ion and could no t  answer some questions. O u r  f i nd ings ,
although somewhat incomplete, w i l l  be a  usefu l  guide f o r  f u r t h e r  research. T h e
author f e e l s  t h a t  we can understand more about su ic ide  i n  Palau i f  we focus on
how Palauans r e a c t  t o  d i f f e r e n t  fo rms o f  s t r e s s  i . e . ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  economic,
social  and i n t e r -personal.

Future s tud ies  shou ld  a l s o  focus  o n  t h e  f rame o f  mind o f  t h e  s u i c i d a l
person and attempt t o  reconstruct  the  frame o f  mind o f  t he  successful su ic ide,
from t h e  notes ,  mementos and l a s t  communications. T h e  author  suggests t h i s
because the  present study revealed t ha t  some Palauan words are  commonly used i n
describing f e e l i n g s  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  s u i c i d a l  persons. T h e s e  words, I  t h i n k ,
describe c u l t u r a l l y  recognized defense mechanisms Palauans use when stressed.
These terms are l i s t e d  below ( d e f i n i t i o n s  f rom McManus 1977).

Bj.d from Uni

Cher from Chemer:

tw is t  ( h a i r  o r  co rd ) ;  manipulate (person);  t w i d d l e
something o u t  o f  a  person; bo ther  (onese l f )  abou t
something. Synonymous w i th  Mengemekl.

being h u r t  and g i v ing  up;  demanding a t ten t ion ,  t h e
best, o r  be ing  f i r s t ,  b u t  when ignored o r  refused
one would withdraw f rom group, e t c .  N o t  j o i n i n g
because one  was  n o t  i n v i t e d  o r  i nc l uded  i n  t h e
inv i ta t i on .  Pa lauans  th ink  t h a t  a person who of ten
operates t h i s  way i s  an insecure one.

B l i sek l  from Omisekl: t o  do something bu t  grudgingly.  T o  continue doing
an a c t  o r  something beyond necess i t y.  C h e r  and
amid usua l l y  precede t h e  f e e l i n g  o r  frame o f  mind
of B l i sek l .

Kurt:

Osiich Reng:

Mengemekl:

(n. o b l .  p o s s . )  a c t i o n  o f  h u r t i n g  someone's
feel ing;  d i s d a i n ;  despa i r.  T h i s  i s  f rom the  word
Pengurt.

(from 111.9lida Renq meaning darken, b o i l  u n t i l  i t  i s
i n  molasses fo rm;  t o  t i g h t e n  a  screw.  C o n f i r m e d
planned a c t i o n .  H a v i n g  s a t i s f a c t i o n  because
someone understands o r  f e e l s  exact ly  as expected.

When B l i s e k l  i s  prolonged and intense, i t  i s  termed
as klengemekl. Mengemekl i s  t o  wedge i n  o r  t o  p r y
something between a  t i g h t  spot .

This s t u d y  o f  s u i c i d e  i n  P a l a u  sugges ts  t h a t  some Palauans a r e
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experiencing cons iderable  s t r e s s ,  d e s p i t e  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  a f f l uence  a n d  t h e
seemingly peacefu l  t imes  and environment. T h e  bonds t h a t  b i n d  i n d i v i d l a l s „
groups, and  v i l l ages  a r e  being st ressed beyond t h e i r  t e n s i l i t y .  I n d i v i d l a l s r
fami l ies,  c l a n s  and v i l l a g e s  a r e  l o s i n g  t h e i r  reference po in t s  o r  r o o t s ,  and
thus a r e  a c t i n g  e r r a t i c a l l y .  T a l k i n g  w i t h  some o f  t h e  people w i t h  s u i c i d a l
ideation o r  who have made s u i c i d a l  gestures, one can f e e l  i n  these persons a
sense o f  bondlessness o r  roo t lessness  a n d  uselessness. T h e y  become v e r y
lonely.  T h e y  f i n d  no  meaning i n  t h e i r  existence. T h e y  f i n d  no  solace i n  the
a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  mater ia ls ,  money and aff luence around them. A  s l i g h t  problem
may t r i g g e r  t h e i r  defense mechanisms and create  a  frame o f  mind o r  s i t u a t i o n
that  can lead  t o  suic ide.

Could t h i s  be the  sane reason we are,  a s  a  group, committ ing some form o f
social a n d  p o l i t i c a l  s u i c i d e ?  W h e n  does  a  Palauan f e e l  securer  s t a b l e ,
comfortable, and  happy? H e w  does he t r y  t o  maintain such equi l ibr ium? These
are some o f  t h e  important  quest ions we w i l l  have t o  address. T h e  O f f i c e  o f
Mental Heal th Serv ice i n  Palau w i l l  cont inue t o  study these questions, and we
would welcome o t h e r s  w h o  w i s h  t o  c o m e  j o i n  u s  i n  t h i s  endeavor.
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Table 1

Reported Suicides and Suicide Rates
During German, Japanese and American Times

P E R I O D

Annual r a t e  I  A v e r a g e
No. o f  I  p e r  100,000 I  E s t i m a t e d
Cases I  p o p u l a t i o n  I  P o p u l a t i o n

!German Time 1885-1914
I(29 years)

IJapanese Time 1914-1944
I(30 years) I  2  I  1 . 1  I  6 , 0 0 0

lAmerican Time 1944-1984
I(40 years) I  6 1  I  1 3  I  1 1 , 6 0 0

ITOTAL (1885-1984) ( 9 9  years) I  6 3

ISource: A d m i n i s t r a t i v e  Service, Republic o f  Palau, 1984
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Table 2

Cases Made Avai lab le  f o r  Study
1914-1984

P E R I O D  I  Cases Ava i lab le  f o r  StudyI

IGerman Times 1885-1914
I(29 years) I  0

IJapanese Times 1914-1944
I(30 years) 2

IAmerican Times 1944-1980
I(36 years) I  2 3

IRepublic o f  Palau 1981-1984*
I(4 years) I  1 4

39

ISource: A l c o h o l  & Drug Abuse Service, Palau

*1984 f i gu re  i s  only f o r  f i r s t  9  months
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Table 3

Year
No. o f
Cases

Rate per
100,000 pop.

Republic o f  Palau
PopulationX

19802 4 33 12,116

1981 2 16 12,122

1982 4 33 12,129

1983 4 33 12,139

19843 3 25 12,144

Reported Cases o f  Suicide and Suicide Rates
for  Period 1980 -  1984

Sources: ' o f f i c e  o f  Planing and S t a t i s t i c s ,  Republic o f  Palau
21980 Census
3Fi rs t  9 months only

**Average Annual Rate per 100,000 =  28.
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Table 4

Suicide Survey i n  the Republic of  Palau ( q  = 39)

1. C a s e s  of  Suicide That Were Available
for Study

a. German Time 1800 -  1912 ( 0 )
b. Japanese Time 1912 -  1945 ( 1 )
C. American Time 1945 -  1980 ( 2 4 )
d. Republ ic  of  Palau 1981 -  1984 ( 1 4 )

2. S e x :

a. Female ( 1 )
b. M a l e  ( 3 8 )

3. R e s i d e n c e :

a. C e n t e r,  Koror ( 2 5 )
b. Outs ide  Koror ( 1 4 )

4. D o m i c i l e :

a. W i t h  parents ( 7 )
b. Grandparents ( D
c. A u n t y ' s  ( 3 )
d. J a i l  ( 3 )
e. G i r l  friends ( 2 )
f .  F a t h e r  ( 1 )
g. Re la t i ves  ( 2 )
h. Home with spouse ( 1 0 )
i .  Brothers  ( 2 )
j .  Mothers ( 1 )
k. S i s t e r s  ( 3 )
1. School  dorm ( 1 )
m. Nephews ( 1 )
n. Outs ide  Koror, Honolulu & Saipan ( 2 )

5. N u m b e r  o f  Siblings:

a. O n l y  chi ld ( 2 )
b. TWo ( 1 )
c. T h r e e  ( 5 )
d. F o u r  ( 2 )
e. F i v e  ( 3 )
f .  S i x  ( 2 )
g. Seven ( 3 )
h. E i g h t  ( 6 )
i .  N i n e  ( 5 )
j .  T e n  or more ( 7 )
k. Te n  ( 3 )

0.0
2.5

61.0
36.0

2.5
97.0

64.0
36.0

18.0
2.5
8.0
8.0
5.0
2.5
5.0

26.0
2.5
2.5
8.0
2.5
2.5
5.0

5.0
2.5

13.0
5.0
8.0
5.0
8.0

15.0
13.0
18.0

8.0
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6. Number o f  People i n  the Home

a. A l o n e  ( 1 )
b. L e s s  than f i v e  ( 1 0 )
c. M o r e  than f i v e  ( 2 3 )
d. N o t  known ( 5 )

2.5
26.0
59.0
13.0

7. B i r th  Rank

a. O n l y  c h i l d  ( 2 ) 5.0
b. N o .  1  ( 8 ) 20.0
c. N o .  2  ( 7 ) 18.0
d. N o .  3  ( 4 ) 10.0
e. N o .  4  ( 2 ) 5.0
f .  N o .  5  ( 3 ) 8.0
g. N o .  6  o r  more (1) 2.5
h. Younges t  ( 5 ) 13.0
i .  M i s s i n g  ( 7 ) 18.0

8. Adopted:

a. Y e s  ( 11 ) 28.0
b. N o  ( 2 8 ) 72.0

9. Parental Level o f  Education:

a. None  ( 3 ) 8.0
b. E lementary  ( 4 ) 10.0
c. Japanese Elementary School (28) 72.0
d. German ( 4 ) 10.0

10. Religion:

a. Modekngei ( 4 ) 10.0
b. Seven th -day Advent ist  ( 2 ) 5.0
c. P r o t e s t a n t  ( 8 ) 21.0
d. Roman Cathol ic  ( 2 0 ) 51.0
e. O t h e r s  ( 5 ) 13.0

11. Education:

a. A t t e n d e d  Elementary ( 8 ) 20.0
b. A t t e n d e d  High School ( 1 6 ) 41.0
c. A t t e n d e d  College ( 5 ) 13.0
d. Graduated Japanese Schooling (7) 18.0
e. D i d  no t  at tend school ( 3 ) 8.0

12. School Leaver Status:

a. D r o p -out ( 1 8 ) 46.0
b. Completed school ( 1 8 ) 46.0
c. N e v e r  attended school ( 3 ) 8.0
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13. Mari tal  Status:

a. M a r r i e d  ( 6 )
b. D i v o r c e d  ( 4 )
c. Separa ted  ( 2 )
d. S i n g l e  ( 2 3 )
e. L i v i n g  together (4)

15.0
10.0

5.0
59.0
10.0

14. Marital  Ptoblems:

a. Ad jus tment  ( 1 4 ) 36.0
b. F i n a n c i a l  ( 3 ) 8.0
c. S o c i a l  ( 0 ) 0.0
d. L o v e  ( 0 ) 0.0
e. N o  problems ( 2 2 ) 56.0

15. Occupation:

a. Government ( 7 ) 18.0
b. S a w m i l l  ( 1 ) 2.5
c. C a r v e r s  ( 2 ) 5.0
d. Businessmen ( 1 ) 2.5
e. S a l e s  boy ( 1 ) 2.5
f .  B a n d  players ( 1 ) 2.5
g. S a i l o r s  ( 3 ) 8.0
h. Unemployed ( 1 5 ) 38.0
i .  Carpen te rs  ( 4 ) 10.0
j .  F ishermen ( 3 ) 8.0
k. C o p r a  maker ( 1 ) 2.5

16. Travel:

a. P a l a u  only ( 2 2 ) 56.0
b. Guam ( 5 ) 13.0
c. S a i p a n  ( 2 ) 5.0
d. FSM ( 7 ) 18.0
e. H a w a i i  ( 1 ) 2.5
f .  Ma in land  USA ( 1 ) 2.5
g. O t h e r s  ( 0 ) 0.0

17. Criminal Record:

a. O f f e n s e  ( 5 ) 13.0
b. Cus tody  ( 6 ) 15.0
c. Charged ( 3 ) 8.0
d. Sentenced ( 2 ) 5.0
e. Discharged/paroled (0) 0.0
f .  N o  cr imina l  record (23) 59.0



18. Medical Condit ion:

a. A n y  known medical cond i t ion  ( 2 1 )

% I

54.0 l
1. M e n t a l l y  i l l  ( 8 ) 21.0
2. E p i g a s t r i c  problem ( 2 ) 5.0
3. Asthma wi th  a r t h r i t i s  ( 1 ) 2.5
4. Pulmonary tuberculosis  ( 1 ) 2.5
5. Weakness o f  l e g  ( 1 ) 2.5
6. H i g h  B/P and obese ( 1 ) 2.5
7. E p i l e p s y  ( 1 ) 2.5
8. N e c k  & back aches ( 2 ) 5.0
9. Asthma ( 2 ) 5.0

10. Lep rosy  ( 1 ) 2.5
11. Amputee ( 1 ) 2.5

b. None  ( 1 6 ) 41.0
c. N o t  known ( 2 ) 5.0

19. History o f  Suicide i n  Family:

a. Ye s  ( 1 0 ) 26.0
b. N o  ( 2 9 ) 74.0

20. Previous Suicide by Friend:

a. Y e s  ( 3 ) 8.0
b. N o  ( 3 6 ) 92.0

21. Changes i n  Behavior before Suicide:

a. E a t i n g  ( 2 ) 5.0
b. S l e e p i n g  ( 6 ) 15.0
c. A  & B ( 7 ) 18.0
d. O t h e r s  ( 6  mos.) ( 7 ) 18.0
e. N o t  known (16) 41.0

22. Frequency o f  Su ic ida l  Ideat ion :

a. O n c e  ( 3 ) 8.0
b. TWice  ( 2 ) 5.0
c. M o r e  than 2 t imes (7) 18.0
d. N e v e r  ( 2 7 ) 69.0

23. Frequency o f  Gestures:

a. O n c e  ( 4 ) 10.0
b. TWice  ( 2 ) 5.0
c. M o r e  than 3 t imes ( 4 ) 10.0
d. N e v e r  t r i e d  ( 2 9 ) 75.0



24. R e a s o n s :

a. None  given ( 2 2 )
b. A n g e r  ( 2 )
c. Depressed ( 1 )
d. M e n t a l l y  i l l  ( 5 )
e. F r u s t r a t i o n  ( 1 )
f .  F i n a n c i a l  ( 2 )
g. F a m i l y  problem ( 2 )
h. Unde r  the  in f luence o f  ETO/Drug ( 4 )

25. E v e n t  Leading t o  the Ac t :

a. D u e  t o  i l l n e s s  ( 2 )
b. M e n t a l l y  i l l  ( 4 )
c. L o v e  A f f a i r  ( 0 )
d. A n g e r  ( 6 )
e. N o t  known ( 1 0 )

26. D r i n k i n g  a t  the Time o f  Ac t :

a. Ye s  ( 1 4 )
b. N o  ( 2 0 )
c. N o t  known ( 5 )

27. M e t h o d  Used:

a. Hang ing  ( 3 3 )
b. Drowning ( 1 )
C. S t a b b i n g  ( 2 )
d. Dynami t ing  s e l f  ( 1 )
e. S h o o t i n g  s e l f  ( 2 )
f .  N o t  found ( 0 )

28. H o w  Far Away from People i n  General and
Family i n  Par t i cu la r :

a. I n  the house ( 1 7 )
b. N e a r  the house ( 1 4 )
c. F a r  Away ( 8 )

29. A c t  Discovered by Wham:

a. I n - l a w s  ( 6 )
b. C h i l d r e n  ( 1 )
c. F r i e n d s  ( 4 )
d. P a r e n t s  ( 1 )
e. Sea rch  Team ( 7 )
f .  N o t  found ( 1 )
g. O t h e r s  ( 1 9 )

56.0
2.5
2.5

13.0
2.5
5.0
5.0

10.0

5.0
10.0
0.0

15.0
26.0

36.0
51.0
13.0

85.0
2.5
5.0
2.5
5.0
0.0

44.0
36.0
20.0

15.0
2.5

10.0
2.5

18.0
2.5

49.0
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30. M e m e n t o s :

a. Notes  ( 2 )
b. L e t t e r  ( 5 )
c. Messages ( 7 )
d. N o t  known ( 2 0 )

31. R e a c t i o n  from Family t o  the Act:

a. Shocked ( 2 0 )
b. S a d  ( 4 )
c. Unexpected ( 11 )
d. Care f ree  ( 0 )
e. Scared ( 1 )
f .  Expected ( 3 )

32. R e a c t i o n  by Friends:

a. Unexpected ( 1 9 )
b. S a d  ( 5 )
c. Scared ( 0 )
d. Shocked ( 1 0 )
e. N o  feelings ( 5 )

33. I n f o r m a n t :

a. Mother  ( 8 )
b. F a t h e r  ( 3 )
c. S i s t e r  ( 1 4 )
d. Brother  ( 5 )
e. Daughter ( 3 )
f .  A u n t  ( 2 )
g. Nephew ( 1 )
h. Cousins ( 2 )
i .  W i f e  ( 2 )
j .  None ( 0 )

5.0
13.0
18.0
51.0

51.0
10.0
28.0
0.0
2.5
8.0

49.0
13.0
0.0

26.0
13.0

20.0
8.0

36.0
13.0

8.0
5.0
2.5
5.0
5.0
0.0
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Chapter 8

SUICIDE IN CONTEMPORARY PAPUA NEW GUINEA:
AN ATTEMPT AT AN CVERVIEW

K. J .  Pataki-Schweizer

There i s  a  stark quality i n  any assessment o f  death by suicide, and few of
l i f e ' s  passages convey such immediacy and termination. O n e  i s  caught within
the antinomy o f  a  panhuman, c o l l e c t i v e  poss ib i l i t y  w e  a l l  share  and  a n
intensely focused, u t t e r l y  personal a c t .  T h i s  antinomy i s  n o t  complete,
however, f o r  a  t h i r d  element provides a  t r i a d :  t h e r e  i s  a lso  a n  immediate
existential s i t u a t i o n  a t tend ing  t h a t  a c t ,  f o r  some s e t  o f  s p e c i f i c
circumstances conjoin t o  inform the decision which leads t o  i t .  O n e  might say
that suicide thus pays l i t t l e  respect t o  geography, y e t  I  s h a l l  attempt t o
provide some information concerning i t  i n  the independent s ta te  o f  Papua New
Guinea, f r o m  t h e  perspect ive  o f  a  behaviora l  s c i e n t i s t  a n d  medica l
anthropologist with c l in ica l  experience i n  mental health.

Papua New Guinea, referred t o  fo r  convenience as PIG, w i l l  be fami l iar  t o
most readers, y e t  some br ie f  comments may be useful. I t  occupies the eastern
half o f  a  very large island, second only t o  Greenland, divided into PNG to  the
east and the Indonesian province o f  I r i a n  Jaya t o  the west (Pataki-Schweizer
1984; Setyonegoro, Satya and Gunadi 1978).  Melanesian cul tura l  proveniences
characterize t h e  indigenous peoples o f  both  p a r t s  and  include some seven
hundred definable languages, roughly one-quarter o f  the  world's t o t a l .  P N G ' s
population was 3,200,000 i n  1983, 52% male and 48% female. O r i g i n a l l y  t h e
northern h a l f  o f  PNG was a  German possession, Kaiser Wilhelmsland, claimed by
Bismark Germany i n  the 1880s. T h e  southern h a l f ,  claimed by Br i ta in  a t  the
same time as Bri t ish New Guinea, became Papua under Australian administration.
Independence was achieved i n  1975.  A  sizeable por t ion o f  t h e  country's
population, t h e  Central Highlands, was t o t a l l y  unknown t o  the  outside world
unti l  the mid-1930s, and sizeable areas remained uncontacted as recently as the
1960s. T h i s  situation s t i l l  exists i n  isolated pockets of  the country's rugged
terrain. T h u s  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  t r a n s i t i o n a l  and  more modern l i f e - s t y l e s  a r e
simultaneously present,  experiencing t h e  accelerat ion and st ress  o f  r a p i d
acculturation and socia l  change (Pataki-Schweizer 1983a). T h i s  s i tuat ion i s
evident i n  the changing health patterns of  the country, as shown i n  Table I .
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Stressors r e l a t e d  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  and modern l i f e - s t y l e s  a r e  r e f l e c t e d  i n
th i s  t a b l e ,  a l though s p e c i f i c  menta l  hea l th  problems a s  such a re  n o t  l i s t e d .
Same informat ion is .  avai lable which should, however, be  used wi th  caut ion.  T h e
f i r s t  one  thousand psych ia t r i c  r e f e r r a l s  f o r  PNG dur ing  t h e  pe r i od  1959-1969
were character ized b y  c l i n i c a l  schizophrenias (34.9%) a n d  i nd i ca ted  a  crude
re fe r ra l  r a t e  o f  47.2 /100,000 ( B u r t o n -Bradley 1 9 6 9 ) .  A  W o r l d  H e a l t h
Organization p r o j e c t  i n  1979 monitored i n -pat ients and  o u t -pat ients i n  t h e
national c a p i t a l ,  P o r t  Moresby, and concluded f rom t h i s  l i m i t e d  pro toco l  t h a t
"leading condi t ions were schizophrenia and a f f ec t i ve  psychosis" (Moi 1979; a l so
see Murphy 1978). A  more de ta i l ed  study was conducted i n  1983, and provided a
prevalence r a t e  o f  "ma jo r  menta l  d i so rde rs "  rang ing  f r o m  23 .8  t o  56 .1  p e r
10,000 a t  ages  1 5 -p lus,  f o r  s e v e r a l  l o c a l  popu la t ions .  T h i s  s t u d y  a l s o
provided a n  i n c i d e n c e  o f  p s y c h i a t r i c  h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n  f o r  1980-1981 o f
5.8/10,000 f o r  ages 15 -p lus.  T h i s  compares w i t h  Western Samoa, i s  somewhat
lower t h a n  K i r i b a t i ,  a n d  i s  h i ghe r  t h a n  Vanuatu ove r  a  rough ly  comparable
timeframe (Murphy 1983;  s e e  Ta b l e  2 ) .  I t  i s  unce r ta in ,  however,  i f  such
f igures prov ide  any coherent broader p i c t u r e  o f  mental hea l th  problems i n  PNG
(a l i m i t a t i o n  recognized i n  t h e  r e p o r t s ) ,  because o f  i s o l a t i o n ,  t r a d i t i o n a l
constraints, l a c k  o f  admin is t ra t i ve  con tac t  and fo l l owup  and i n  p a r t i c u l a r,
unreported cases. T h i s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t r ue  f o r  su ic ide .

Any epidemiology i s  character ized b y,  a n d  s u f f e r s  f rom,  t h e  problem o f
scale, a n d  w h i l e  we g a i n  b y  s t r u c t u r i n g  genera l  r a t e s ,  we  l o s e  i n  terms o f
c r i t i c a l  l o c a l  behaviora l  va r iab les .  T h e  assessment o f  su i c i de  i n  PNG poses
par t icu lar  d i f f i c u l t y  because o f  t h e  absence o f  genera l ized  d a t a  a n d  t h e
d i f f i c u l t y  o f  o b t a i n i n g  i t  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  geograph ica l  a n d  c u l t u r a l
constraints. D a t a  f o r  PNG i s  sparse and  h i g h l y  s e l e c t i v e ,  u s u a l l y  h e a l t h
f a c i l i t y -  group- o r  l o c a l e - re la ted,  and s t i l l  excludes sectors  o f  t he  na t iona l
population.

In add i t i on  t o  t h e  in fo rmat ion  provided b y  Poole i n  h i s  chapter f o r  t h i s
volume, some evidence i s  ava i lab le  f o r  several  soc ie t ies  i n  the Highlands which
provides crude su i c i de  r a tes  ranging f rom 8 .5  t o  17.0 pe r  100,000. However,
the r a t e  f o r  one o f  these Highland groups, ages 15-45, i s  34/100,000 f o r  both
sexes. A n d  t h e  r a t e  among females i n  t h a t  age coho r t  (61/100,000) i s  much
higher t h a n  t h a t  f o r  males (7 /100,000) ,  making f o r  a  male/female r a t i o  o f
1:8.9. T h e s e  a r e  h i g h  f i g u r e s  w h e n  compared t o  s a y ,  A u s t r a l i a  w i t h
11.1/100,000 i n  t h e  1970s o r  c e r t a i n l y  t h e  v e r y  l o w  r a t e  o f  1.8/100,000
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reported f o r  abor ig ines i n  a  remote area o f  nor thern Aus t ra l ia .  ( S m i t h  1981,
see Table 3 ) .

An even higher  f i g u r e  o f  72/100,000 i s  g iven f o r  a  very  t r a d i t i o n a l  group
in  t h e  Highlands,  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  bo rde r  w i t h  Indonesia a n d  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t
cu l tu ra l  provenience than  those c i t e d  above. T e n  ranked "causes" o f  su ic ide
cases f o r  t h i s  group a re  g iven:  bereavement, n o  reason, w i tches ,  qua r re l l ed ,
scolded, adu l te ry,  accused as wi tch,  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  misfortune, and f r i g h t  (Weeks
1981). I t  i s  i n t e res t i ng  t h a t  the  f i r s t  t h r e e  inc lude ' n o  reason, '  and  rank
essent ia l ly  equal ly  ( t o t a l :  58% o f  the  cases). These  fac to rs  are a lso reported
elsewhere i n  t h e  count ry  i n  assoc ia t ion  w i t h  t h e  a c t  o f  s u i c i d e .  T h e y  a r e
hardly exhaus t i ve ,  however,  a n d  t h e  m a t t e r  o f  c a u s a l i t y  i s  f a r  m o r e
complicated, as  re f lec ted  f o r  example i n  the t r i a d  posi ted e a r l i e r.

The popu lar  assumption t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  popula t ions  a r e  f r e e  o f  menta l
i l l ness  has, i n  conjunct ion w i th  t h e  ve ry  se lec t i ve  nature o f  ava i lab le  data,
led t o  conclusions t h a t  su i c i de  i s  r e l a t i v e l y  r a r e  i n  these soc ie t i es .  Y e t
there i s  evidence, such as  g iven here,  wh ich  challenges t h i s  assumption ( c f .
Stanhope 1967). T h e  asser t ion i s  a lso  made t h a t  su ic ide now occurs more o f ten
in  urban than r u r a l  centers. T h e r e  i s  some evidence t h a t  t h i s  i s  possible,  b u t
the s i t u a t i o n  i s  much more complicated t han  a  s imp le  u rban / ru ra l  dichotomy
would account  f o r .  T h e  Na t i ona l  C a p i t a l  D i s t r i c t  ( P o r t  Moresby a n d  i t s
immediate area) i nd i ca ted  an "urban" r a t e  o f  10.7/100,000 f o r  1982, w i t h  major
regional r a t e s  f r o m  1 . 7  t o  2 . 2  and  a n  o v e r a l l  r a t e  o f  2.4/100,000 f o r  t h e
country, der ived from po l ice  d a i l y  inc iden t  repor ts  (see Table 4;  Murphy 1983).
However, these aggregate rates are  much lower than the preceding Highland rates
given, a n d  c e r t a i n l y  much  l o w e r  t h a n  s u i c i d e  r a t e s  among t h e  r u r a l
Bimin7Kuskusmin discussed by Poole i n  h i s  chapter.

Same v e r y  r e c e n t  d a t a  f r o m  P o r t  Moresby i n d i c a t e  a  s u i c i d e  r a t e  o f
5.5/100,000, der ived  f rom coroner records,  w i t h  a  male/female r a t i o  o f  1 :1 .47
and a  modal cohor t  o f  females aged 15-35 (age i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  determine, s ince
much o f  t he  populat ion i s  non l i t e ra te  and nonnumerate and there  i s  no nat ional
or p rov i nc i a l  recording o f  b i r t h s  o r  deaths.)  I n  t h i s  s tudy,  t h e r e  were a lso
fa r  more attempted su ic ides  b y  females ( 4 : 1 ) ,  f o r  whom t h e  p re fe r red  method
(attempted o r  completed) was poisoning b y  chloroquin,  a n  a n t i -malar ia l  drug.
The second choice was hanging which was employed equal ly  by  both sexes (Mtge
and Faru 1984; see Tables 4 and 5 ) .

The h i g h e r  PNG r a t e s  a r e  c o h o r t - spec i f i c ,  y e t  a v a i l a b l e  genera l  r a t e s
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appear t o  be subs tan t ia l .  T h e  genera l  impression f rom f ie ldwork  i s  t h a t ,  t o
some degree, s u i c i d e  i n  these soc ie t i es  i s  recognized as  a  way o f  reso l v ing
grievous personal  problems. W h e t h e r  i t  i s  " s o c i a l l y  acceptable" i s  a  more
complicated ma t te r  i n v o l v i n g  deeper c u l t u r a l  premises a n d  a l s o  comparative
semantics. O v e r a l l ,  t h e  l a c k  o f  a n  accura te  denominator popu la t i on ,  t h e
nonparametric na tu re  o f  t h e  d a t a  i t s e l f ,  a n d  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  encu l t u ra t i on
underlying t h e  psychodynamics o f  most o f  t h e  na t i ona l  popu la t ion  lead one t o
suspend judgement on inc lus ive  ra tes .  Fur thermore,  almost nothing i s  ava i lab le
on t ha t  enigmatic and re la ted  phenomenon, attempted su ic ide.

Yet f i g u r e s ,  however  i n d i c a t i v e  a n d  o f  whatever Durkheimian elegance,
remain symbols devo id  o f  emot ion,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  cons idera t ions  o f  s u i c i d e .
Returning t o  the  t r i a d  suggested a t  the  beginning, i f  we are  t o  understand the
act o f  s u i c i d e ,  w e  m u s t  c o n s i d e r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a n d  t h e  c o n t e x t u a l
circumstances invo lved.  W h i l e  assessments s t i l l  appear t o  f a l l  sho r t  o f  any
real i n s i g h t ,  some  p a t t e r n s  d o  emerge f o r  PNG f r o m  cases  s t u d i e s  a n d
ethnography. I n t e r p e r s o n a l  c o n f l i c t ,  o f t e n  between spouses, appears as a  major
prec ip i tant  and "shame," wh i l e  o f t en  present,  does n o t  appear t o  be the  prime
or dominant f a c t o r .  I n d e e d ,  t h i s  p o i n t  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  concerning su ic ide
in  Truk, r a i s e d  by Hezel (1981),  who observes t h a t  shame i s  no t  s ing led out  as
the i r  explanat ion f o r  s u i c i d e .  I  d o  n o t  know i f  "anger"  i s  a  perceived o r
a t t r ibu ted cause i n  PNG, a l though one does hear  t h e  observat ion i n  Tok-P is in
tha t  £ m j .  k r o s  l o n g  Idlif "he / she  was angry  a t  he r / h im . "  R a t h e r ,  ano the r
p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  t h a t  a  severe and ins t rumenta l  ego-d issoc ia t ion  i s  invo lved ,
which would have p a r t i c u l a r  impact on adolescents and younger adu l t s  (Becket t ,
personal communication, 1975).

Referring t o  t h e  t r i a d  again,  one might  add another element, t h a t  o f  t h e
"observer." T h e s e  a re  o f ten  spouses, l o v e r s  o r  r e l a t i v e s  who are  l e f t  t o  deal
wi th t h e  a f termath o f  s u i c i d e ,  a n d  t h e y  a r e  t h e  most  immediate sources o f
information. T h i s  a d d i t i o n  would produce a  t e t r a d  o r  pyramid, a  reasonable
configurat ion f o r  those domains i n  the  su i c idé  nexus. M a t t e r s  a re  compounded
great ly i f  t h e r e  i s  a  c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  c o n d i t i o n  i n v o l v e d ,  s u c h  a s  t h e
non-indigenous mental hea l th  worker dea l ing  w i th  an indigenous su ic ide .  S i n c e
I  be l ieve  t h a t  some degree o f  t r a n s - cu l t u ra l  communication i s  poss ib le ,  g i ven
the deeper f unc t i on  o f  cu l t u re  w i th  respect  t o  human needs and the commonality
of t h e  sapient  cond i t ion ,  one concludes t h a t  t he  s i t u a t i o n  i s  no t  impossible.
Rather, i t  i s  ve ry  d i f f i c u l t  and  demanding, espec ia l l y  i n  l i g h t  o f  t he  second
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element o f  t h a t  t e t rad ,  t h e  uniquely personal i n t e r n a l  s t a t e  e f f ec t i ng  the  a c t
of su ic ide .  T h e  fo l l ow ing  v ignet te ,  taken from a  shor t  s t o r y  derived from the
actual dua l  su ic ide  o f  a  Highland woman who drowned herse l f  and her young son,
gives a  poignant example o f  t h i s  d i f f i c u l t y  and  the  f e l t  i n t e n s i t y  associated
with i t .  T h e  speaker i s  an expat r ia te :

I  t o o k  K e l a r e  o v e r  t o  t h e  s t o r e  t o  make  a  f o r m a l
i den t i f i ca t i on ,  a n d  watched h i m  s tand ing  o v e r  h i s  s o n ,  a n d
real ized I  had noth ing t o  say t o  him, and  cou ld  do  noth ing f o r
him, and d i d n ' t  even have the s l i g h t e s t  idea what he was th ink ing ,
or even who he was. T h e y  were h i s  w i f e  and c h i l d  r o l l e d  i n  t he
government's r i c e  sacks . . .  T h e y  had l i v e d  here a  y e a r. . .  I  saw
the woman - -  and spoke w i th  her - -  every day. . .  S h e  laughed a l o t
and loved the boy - -  and I  have eaten kaukau wi th  h e r. . .  A n d  then
on Monday t hey  come u p  and t e l l  me she has  j u s t  gone i n t o  t h e
r i ve r.  A n d  when I  ask Kelare tomorrow - -  I  have t o  as coroner - -
I  w o n ' t  know whether w h a t  h e  i s  g i v i n g  me i s  t h e  t r u t h . . .
Because there  a re  th ings  they  won ' t  say and par ts  t h e y  won ' t  l e t
me know. . .  B u t ,  u n t i l  t o d a y,  I  thought  i t  was d i f f e r e n t  w i t h
Kelare. . .  (Shearston 1979).

The above speaks t o  t h e  complexi ty  o f  human mot ivat ion,  which reaches a
zenith o r  nad i r  i n  the  case o f  su ic ide .  F o r t u n a t e l y  the re  are usefu l  methods,
approaches, and concepts ava i lab le  f o r  which the soc ia l  and behavioral sciences
are as  germane as  t h e  c l i n i c a l  sciences. I n  the case o f  PNG, we f i n d  a  bas ic
datum o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l t u r e s  and  t h e i r  s t i l l  deeply-seated va lues,  a s  a r e
assessed by Burton-Bradley (1975) i n  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  any analys is  o f  su ic ide
i n  t r a d i t i o n -based soc ie t i es .  W e  a l s o  f i n d  t h a t  modernization has now made
major i n r o a d s  t o  many o f  t h o s e  s e l f -continued c u l t u r a l  u n i t s ,  sometimes
reasonably, sometimes d isas t rous ly  a s  i n  t he  case o f  cargo c u l t s ,  and i n  any
case i n e x o r a b l y.  I n d e e d ,  i f  t h e  d e s i r e  b y  humans f o r  exper ience  a n d
understanding beyond the immediate constra ints  o f  d a i l y  l i f e  i s  any ind ica t ion ,
the u s e  o f  s t imu lan ts  a n d  substance abuse can  a l s o  p u t  one v e r y  c l ose  t o
prodromal s t a t e s  antecedent t o  s e l f -ex t inc t ion ,  a s  i n  cases o f  t h e  use  o f
ethanol, methy la ted  s p i r i t s ,  methanol  a n d ,  mo re  r e c e n t l y  c a n n i b i s  i n  PNG
(Pataki-Schweizer 1976, 1982a, 1982b). I n  our des i re  f o r  transcendence beyond
a s p e c i f i c  s t a t e  o f  being,  we approach t h e  edges o f  our  psychobiology, and on
occasion do no t  re tu rn  from the quest;  n o t  f o r  dest ruct ion,  b u t  f o r  release.

Despite what  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a  pauc i t y  o f  da ta ,  some genera l  p o i n t s  can
s t i l l  b e  reasonably made concerning su i c i de  i n  Papua New Guinea. F i r s t ,  i t
does occur among a l l  e t hn i c  groups which have been quer ied about i t ;  second,
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what ra tes  a re  ava i lab le  vary g rea t l y  i n t e r n a l l y  and w i th  respect  t o  soc ie t ies
elsewhere; t h i r d ,  su i c i de  s t i l l  occurs i n  essent ia l l y  t r a d i t i o n a l  soc iocu l tu ra l
sett ings f o r  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  popu la t ion ;  f o u r t h ,  new in fo rmat ion  i n p u t s
have made s t r o n g  in roads  i n t o  PNG w i t h  o f t e n  d ispropor t ionate  accu l tu ra t i ve
effects  o n  m e n t a l  h e a l t h ,  w i t h  p o s s i b l e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  s u i c i d e
(Pataki-Schweizer 1981a) ;  f i f t h ,  u r b a n i z a t i o n  i s  now proceeding i n c l u d i n g
pen- u r b a n  and squat te r  set t lements (Pataki-Schweizer 1981b),  and  appears t o
correlate w i th  an increase i n  su ic ide;  s i x t h ,  su i c ide  appears t o  occur and have
occurred more f requent ly  among females; seventh, r epo r t i ng  o f  both suic ides and
attempted suic ides i s  i n t e r m i t t e n t ;  e i gh th ,  methods used a re  s i m i l a r  t o  o ther
Pac i f ic  c u l t u r e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  hang ing  a s  a  p r e f e r r e d  t r a d i t i o n a l  method,
drowning, inges t ing  t r a d i t i o n a l  poisons, ch loroquin,  and more recent ly  paraquat
among younger females (Wól fahr t  1981) ;  n i n t h ,  i t  appears t h a t  PNG s o c i e t i e s
condone s u i c i d e  a s  a  s o l u t i o n  t o  personal  problems, though  whether i t  i s
soc ia l ly  acceptable o r  a c t u a l l y  sanct ioned remains uncer ta in ;  a n d  t e n t h  t h e
psychodynamics mot ivat ing su ic ide i n  PNG are  no t  read i l y  expl icated by recourse
to general izat ions about emotional s ta tes ,  e . g .  shame, g u i l t  o r  r e t a l i a t i o n .

I t  does n o t  do t o  g e t  t oo  mired i n  abstruse concepts, y e t  a  considerat ion
of s u i c i d e  evokes  q u e s t i o n s  o f  o n t o l o g y,  ep is temology  a n d  metaphysica l
concerns. W e  can however focus i n  on these categories, s ince  they a l l  ocCur i n
some c u l t u r a l  m i l i eu  which p a r t l y  provides meaning f o r  them. S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  we
are presuming t o  discuss the  a c t  o f  death enacted by an ind iv idua l  on himsel f .
Yet t h a t  word can have d i f f e r e n t  meanings both f o r  d i f f e r e n t  cu l tu res ,  and f o r
d i f f e ren t  i n d i v i d u a l s .  W h a t  a r e  t h e  conceptual l i m i t s  o f  " l i f e "  f o r  a n  Ok
Sapmin e lder,  compared wi th  myself,  q u i t e  apar t  from the techn ica l  complexit ies
of determining c l i n i c a l  "death?" I  do no t  know e x p l i c i t l y ,  b u t  I  do know t h a t
there a r e  profound d i f f e rences  i n  t h e  perceived,  apperceived, cognized and
empathized meanings between him and myself, as  w i th  any transcendental mob i l i t y
across t h e  i n t e r f a c e  o f  l i f e  v i s - a - v i s  death and t h e  reverse.  R a t h e r  t h a n
giving primacy t o  any one d i s c i p l i n e ,  t h i s  j u s t i f i e s  t h e  need f o r  a  va r i e t y  o f
data about su ic ide ,  and,  indeed,  requ i res  t h a t  we suspend our  pre fer red  t oo l s
of t rade.

From t h e  i n fo rma t ion  ava i l ab l e  concerning s u i c i d e  i n  P a c i f i c  s o c i e t i e s ,
some commonalities appear. B r o a d l y  speaking, t h e  behavioral  pa t te rns  suggest
tha t  c e r t a i n  disordered r e l a t i ons  between an i nd i v i dua l  and some o ther  person
or persons, present  o r  absent,  may l ead  t h a t  i nd i v idua l  i n t o  a  s t a te  i n  which
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emotions can no longer be controlled internal ly  and demand resolution. W h i l e
cultural norms, sanctions and sens i t iv i t ies  may s i tua te  o r  exacerbate t h a t
state (such as  shame), these a re  not the ult imate prime movers t o  the a c t  o f
self-annihilation; r a t h e r ,  t h e r e  r e s u l t s  some i n t o l e r a b l e  a n d  immediate
internal nexus o f  emotion which exceeds the psychobiological tolerances of  tha t
individual, a n d  t h e  cognized a c t  fol lows.  W e  can n o t  y e t  see  i n t o  t h a t
immediacy, o r  do so only through our own f i l t e r s  darkly.

In conclusion, health i n  the broader sense includes factors which are not
explicit ly curat ive.  T h e  psychiatr ic epidemiology we a r e  considering here
implies what I  would c a l l  a  "behavioral epidemiology," inasmuch a s  cer ta in
non-morbid behavioral s tates  a r e  antecedent t o  and provide t h e  context f o r
specific subsequent  m o r b i d i t y  o r  d e c i s i v e  a c t s  s u c h  a s  s u i c i d e
(Pataki-Schweizer 1983b) .  T t a n s c u l t u r a l  comprehension o f  hea l th  requires
sociocultural, psychosocial and  psychocultural information which p u t  major
pressures on, f o r  example, the  methods o f  ethnography, y e t  act iv i t ies  such as
medical anthropology are f irmly grounded i n  that  approach and rationale. W h i l e
i t  i s  n o t  t r u e  t h a t  we thus know more and more about l e s s  and less ,  any
disciplinary orthodoxy (and tha t  i s  what the enactment often i s )  coupled with
wide uncer ta int ies  a t  p r e s e n t  a b o u t  t h e  appropr iate  r e l a t i o n  between
quantitative, qua l i ta t ive  a n d  scalar domains does not  promote understanding.
This i s  particularly t rue fo r  contemporary health concerns. I n d e e d ,  what does
result i s  often self-serving, rest r ic ted  and ref lexive,  i f  not  retrospective.
Any consideration of  suicide evinces how f a r  we are from a  paradigm ( i t s e l f  an
uncertain proposition) which can y i e l d  v a l i d  information from behaviorally
valid information and generate understanding, while a t  the same time offering a
hermeneutic coherence, some praxis o f  usefulness. A n d  i n  the case o f  suicide
in societies where tradi t ional  factors s t i l l  provide guides f o r  l i v i n g ,  i t  i s
no longer suff ic ient  t o  simply return the next day t o  continue the interviews.
This i s  i n  fact  t o  endorse a  reciprocally alienating format, and we a l l  remain
the poorer fo r  i t .
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Table 1

1922-1939 1960-1972 1978-1980 (USA 1982)

1. Pneumococcal Gastro-enter i t is Pneumonia Heart Disease

2. TUberculosis Accidents/ Malaria Neoplasms
Violence

3. B a c i l l a r y Cancer Meningit is Cerebrovascular
Dysentery Diseases

4. Sept ic Heart Disease Accidents/ Accidents/Suicides
Infect ions Violence and Homicides

5. Trop ica l  Ulcer
and Sequellae

Perinatal Heart
Diseases

Pulmonary Diseases

6. En te r i c  Fever S.T.D. Pneumonia and
Influenza

1978-1980:
CBR: 41.2 Malaria: 41.3 ( p o s i t i v e  s l ides/populat ion)
CDR: 14.2 Tuberculosis: 2.7 prevalence

IM: 80.7 Leprosy: 9.1 prevalence

Disease Trends i n  Papua New Guinea
(Rank ordered, f o r  periods from 1922 through 1980)

Source: P a t a k i  -Schweizer 1983b

Votes

Selected Crude Rates (per  1,000) determined from PNG Dept. o f  Health data,
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Table 2

Area Rate Dates

Vanuatu 3.1 1970-77

Papua New Guinea 5.8 1980-81

Western Samoa 6.2 1972-76

K i r i b a t i 9.3 1972-77

Selected Psychiat r ic  Hosp i ta l iza t ion  Rates (per  10,000) i n  Oceania
(Ages 15-plus)

Source: Murphy 1983
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Table 3

Suicide Rates (per  100,000) f o r  Selected Highland PNG Societ ies,  1970s

A.

Area

Range o f  Ava i lab le  Informat ion

Yari  Basin, Southern Highlands Province

Ok Sapmin Locale, West Sepik Province

B. Comparat ive Rates

Rate

8.5-72.0

34 A g e s  14-45
61 A g e s  14-45, female
7 A g e s  14-45, male

72 A l l  ages

Low Example:
Austral ian Aborigines Northern
Te r r i t o r y  S i tuate

Medial Examples:
U.K.
Austra l ia

Truk
Hungary

High Example:
Truk (Ages 15-25)

1.8

8.2
11.1
12.5
32
40.3

200

Sources: S m i t h  1981; Morgan 1982; Hezel 1984
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Table 4

Area Rate

Urban (Nat ional  Capi ta l  D i s t r i c t  1982): 10.7

By Regions, 1982: Papua 2.2
Highlands 1.7
North 2.1
Islands 2.8

Average 2.4

Urban, Po r t  Moresby, 1974-83 5.5

Model :  Ages 20-24: 9.6

Mode2 :  Female, 20-24: 15.8

Category Attempted Completed

N 37 30

Average Age 22.0 +  7.1 28.0 +  11.1

M:F Rat io 1:4 1:1.6

PNG Suicide Rates (per  100,000), Urban and Regional

Sources: Murphy 1983; Bage and Faru 1984; Patak i  -Schweizer
1984

Table 5

Suicides Using Chloroquin, Po r t  Moresby, 1972-1982

Estimated Rate, Effec ted:  11.5/100,000

Estimated Rate, Female, Completed: 16.7/100,000

Sources: B a g e  and Faru 1984; Pataki-Schweizer 1984
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Chapter 9

AMONG 1HE BOUGHS OF THE HANGING TREE:
MALE SUICIDE AMONG THE BIMIN-KUSKUSMIN OF PAPUA NEW GUINEA

Fitz John Porter Poole

This chapter o f f e r s  a  prel iminary analysis o f  some o f  the  most s i g n i f i c a n t
cu l tu ra l ,  psycho log ica l ,  a n d  s o c i a l  f e a t u r e s  o f  t h e  complex phenomenon o f
'suic ide'  ( u l t au lakkaanau t i n  [ l i t e r a l l y ,  ' t o  d ie  by oneself  a lone ' ] )  among the
Bimin-Kuskusmin o f  t h e  eastern Mountain-Ok reg ion  o f  t h e  West Sepik Province,
Papua New Guinea. A l t h o u g h  I  s h a l l  note some comparisons wi th  female su ic ida l
behavior, I  focus p r ima r i l y  on adu l t  male se l f -des t ruc t ion  no t  on ly  because i t
exhibi ts a  remarkably h igh incidence from any comparative perspective, b u t  a lso
because i t s  genesis,  p revent ion,  and  u l t ima te  s o c i a l  cos t s  a r e  o f  paramount
concern t o  the  Bimin-Kuskusmin. Beyond  the  personal tragedy o f  l o s s  re f lec ted
in  g r i e f ,  depression, and mourning, any suic ide br ings about a  major d i s rup t ion
and d i s loca t ion  o f  t h e  k i n  and community o f  t he  deceased. N o  formal  mortuary
observances, wh ich  a r e  denied t o  a l l  su ic ides  except  male r i t u a l  e l de rs  who
occasionally take t h e i r  l i v e s  i n  the  face  o f  r i t u a l  f a i l u r e s  and i n  a l t r u i s t i c
acts f o r  t h e  common good o f  t h e i r  c l a n s ,  a r e  h e l d  t o  assuage t h e  ' g u i l t '
(silammtilluk) a n d  'shame' (JILLUE) o f  c l ose  k i n  and t o  hea l  t h e  r e n t  i n  t he
social  f a b r i c  o f  t h o s e  communities t h a t  were  most  c l o s e l y  bound t o  t h e
deceased. A l l  t o o  o f t e n ,  however, a  recognizable s taccato  drumbeat f rom a
men's house s igna l s  t o  near and d i s t a n t  communities o f  t h e  approximately one
thousand persons o f  BiminTKuskusmin soc ie ty  t h a t  an a d u l t  man o f  a  pa r t i cu l a r
hamlet has d ied by an ac t  o f  su ic ide.

Anthropological s tud ies  o f  s u i c i d e  remain r e l a t i v e l y  r a r e  and a r e  s t i l l
largely encompassed, e x p l i c i t l y  o r  i m p l i c i t l y ,  by  pa r t i cu la r  in te rp re ta t ions  o f
Durkheim's (1966)  c l a s s i c  s t u d y,  w h i c h  f o r c e f u l l y  segregated psychological
studies focused on c l i n i c a l  explanations o f  i nd i v i dua l  cases f rom soc io log ica l
analyses o f  those f ace t s  o f  s o c i a l  s t ruc tu re  t h a t  produce a  g iven pa t te rn  o r

,

studies focused on c l i n i c a l  explanations o f  i nd i v i dua l  cases f rom soc io log ica l
analyses o f  those f ace t s  o f  s o c i a l  s t ruc tu re  t h a t  produce a  g iven pa t te rn  o r
d i s t r i bu t i on  o f  s u i c i d e  w i t h i n  a  group.  W i t h  i t s  interwoven emphases o n
matters o f  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e ,  s o c i a l  c o n t r o l ,  s o c i a l  c h a n g e ,  t h e
indiv idual - i n -soc ie ty,  a n d  c u l t u r e  ( i . e . ,  " c o l l e c t i v e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s " ) ,
Durkhelm's theory  o f  su i c i de  seemed t o  accommodate some o f  t h e  most c e n t r a l
foc i  o f  anthropological  concern. Many  o f  these emphases are  represented i n  the
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l im i ted  s e t  o f  anthropological  s tud ies  o f  su i c i de  i n  Papua New Guinea. Y e t ,
the c o m p l e x i t i e s  o f  a t  l e a s t  n o n -Western s u i c i d e s ,  a s  e x e m p l i f i e d  i n
Malinowski's (1926: 77-79) renown Trobriand case, were no t  read i l y  encompassed
by the  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  Durkheim's typology.

Same o f  these l i m i t a t i o n s  seemed t o  be recognized and p a r t i a l l y  resolved,
however, i n  an  important  con t r i bu t i on  by  Je f f r eys  (1952) ,  which introduced a
c r i t i c a l  nexus among c u l t u r a l  values, s o c i a l  s ta tus ,  power, and revenge i n  the
form o f  nSamsonicu su ic ide .  I n d e e d ,  J e f f r e y ' s  v iew, e x p l i c i t l y  o r  i m p l i c i t l y ,
has s i g n i f i c a n t l y  informed a  number o f  recent  analyses o f  su ic ide  i n  Papua New
Guinea, bo th  i n  general (Gatenby 1968; Healey 1979; Parker and Bur tonBradley
1966; Stanhope 1967),  and i n  p a r t i c u l a r  among t h e  Maenge (Panoff  1977), Gain j
(Johnson 1981), K a l i a i  (Counts 1980), severa l  Eastern Highlands groups (Berndt
1962), seve ra l  groups i n  southwest New B r i t a i n  (Hoskin,  Friedman, a n d  Cawte
1969), and the  Oksapmin northern neighbors o f  t he  Bimin-Kuskusmin (Boram 1980:
317-322). M a n y  o f  these  and c e r t a i n  o the r  s tud ies  o f  su i c i de  i n  Papua New
Guinea have a l so  noted the  s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  o f  shame as a  mechanism o f  s o c i a l
control  a n d  a s  a  c u l t u r a l l y  c o n s t i t u t e d  provocat ion o f  and  mot i va t ion  f o r
suicide ( s e e  a l s o  S i n c l a i r  1 9 5 7 ;  S m i t h  1 9 8 1 ) .  F e w  o f  t h e s e  s t u d i e s ,
nevertheless, i n c l u d e  much, i f  a n y,  d e s c r i p t i v e  o r  a n a l y t i c  a t t e n t i o n  t o
psychological fea tu res  o f  su i c i de  ( b u t  see Hoskin, Friedman, and  Cawte 1969;
Parker and B u r t o r B r a d l y   1966; Smith 1981; Stanhope 1967).

The predominant concerns o f  these s tud ies  o f  su i c ide  i n  Papua New Guinea
have o f t e n  been focused exc lus ive ly  o n  women's su ic ides .  T h e  analyses have
attended prominently t o  female su i c i de  a s  a n  expression o f  t h e  asser t ion  o f
power among the otherwise powerless - -  espec ia l ly  i n  contexts o f  marriage (see
Counts 1980; Gatenby 1968; Healey 1979; Johnson 1981).  M e n t i o n  o f  su ic ides
among t h e  aged a r e  a lmost  non-ex is tent ,  a n d  c h i l d r e n ' s  su i c ides  a r e  r a r e l y
noted ( b u t  see Boram 1980).  A l t h o u g h  comparatively l e s s  i s  known about t h e
cu l tu ra l  na ture  and s o c i a l  circumstances o f  men's su ic ides ,  male  su i c i de  i s
noted i n  a  number o f  these  s tud ies  (Bernd t  1962; Boram 1980; Gatenby 1968;
Malinowski 1926; Pano f f  1977; Parker  and Bur ton-Bradley 1966; S i n c l a i r  1957;
Smith 1981), b u t  male su ic ide t o o  i s  t y p i c a l l y  encased i n  discussions o f  shame
and revenge.

A l l  o f  these s tud ies ,  however, document r a tes  o f  su i c ide  t o  be n o t  on ly
s ign i f i can t l y  h i g h e r  t h a n  any Durkheimian expectat ions, b u t  a l s o  much h igher
than t he  admit tedly l ow  est imate o f  a  0 .7  pe r  100,000 indigenous su ic ide  r a t e
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for  t h e  whole o f  Papua New Guinea f r o m  1960 t o  1965 no ted  b y  Parker  and
Burton-Bradley (1966).  Fur thermore ,  o n l y  some o f  these analyses g i v e  spec ia l
prominence t o  aspects o f  h i s t o r i c a l l y  r e c e n t ,  s o c i a l l y  d i s i n t e g r a t i v e ,  a n d
traumatic soc ia l  change as a  s i g n i f i c a n t  f a c t o r  i n  high su ic ide ra tes ,  al though
such s o c i a l  change  d o e s  f i g u r e  i n  P a r k e r  a n d  B u r t o n -Bradley's ( 1 9 6 6 )
in terpreta t ion o f  t h e i r  estimated ra te .  T h u s ,  t h e r e  i s  a t  l eas t  some evidence
to suggest  t h a t  a  number o f  more o r  l e s s  " t r a d i t i o n a l "  Papua New Guinea
societ ies may have had o r  may have q u i t e  h igh,  b u t  r e l a t i v e l y  s tab le  ra tes  o f
suicide i n  the normal course o f  soc io- h i s t o r i c a l  events.

Among Bimin7Kuskusmin, t h e  o v e r a l l  r a t e  o f  s u i c i d e  i n  a  popu la t i on
f luc tuat ing  between 900 and 1700 persons over  about  s i x  generations s l i g h t l y
exceeds 10% (131) o f  a l l  known deaths (n=1293) p r i o r  t o  t h e  pe r iod  o f  f i e l d
research (1971 -1973 ) ,  f o r  w h i c h  r e a s o n a b l e  c a s e  h i s t o r i e s  c o u l d  b e
reconstructed. O f  these 131 su ic ides ,  61.8% (81)  were  a d u l t  men, and  38.2%
(50) were a d u l t  women. D u r i n g  t he  24 months o f  f i e l d  research,  56.8% (33)  o f
a l l  known deaths (n=58) were  su ic ides.  O f  these 33 su ic ides ,  66.7% (22) were
adul t  men, and  33.3% (11 )  were a d u l t  women. T h e r e  i s  no c l e a r  evidence t h a t
dramatic, d i s r u p t i v e  s o c i a l  c h a n g e  a m o n g  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  i s o l a t e d
Bimirr-Kuskusmin has  y e t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a l t e r e d  these remarkably h i g h  s u i c i d e
rates, o r  t h a t  not ions o f  soc ia l  d is in tegra t ion ,  revenge, o r  shame w i l l  l a rge ly
account f o r  them. T h u s ,  Bimin-Kuskusmin su ic ide ,  espec ia l l y  among a d u l t  men,
requires a  mult i faceted explanation b e f i t t i n g  t h e  complexity o f  the  phenomenon.

lacMyth 91 I le  Hanging Tree
The most e x p l i c i t  c u l t u r a l  image o f  Bimirl-Kuskusmin suic ide i s  the myth o f

the hanging t r ee ,  t h a t  port rays the  pr imord ia l  o r i g i n s  o f  su ic ide  as preceding
"natural" death i n  myth ico-h is tor ica l  t ime.  A s  i n  most images o f  su ic ide,  t h e
myth emphasizes a d u l t  male su i c i des  a n d  dep i c t s  them a s  fundamental ly t h e
consequence o f  a  f l a w  i n  both b o d i l y  and s p i r i t u a l  cons t i t u t i on  implanted i n
the fe tus  a t  conception by the mysterious fo rce  o f  ' ances t ra l  f a t e  o r  des t i ny. '
I t  a l s o  recognizes t h a t  a n  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  l i f e  circumstances, e s p e c i a l l y  t h e
experience o f  severe soc ia l  i s o l a t i o n ,  may exacerbate t h i s  congenital  f l aw.

In t h i s  myth, t h e  great  androgynous ancestress Afek, a f t e r  g i v ing  b i r t h  t o
the ancestors o f  a l l  o f  the  o r i g i n a l  Bimin-Kuskusmin clans,  d iv ided  her walking
s t a f f  i n t o  three par ts .  S h e  planted one o f  these par ts  i n  the va l l ey  fo res ts ,
one i n  the  f o o t h i l l s ,  and one on  the mountain summits. T h r e e  great  t rees grew
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from these pieces o f  her  walk ing s t a f f .  T h e  lowest  t r e e  became the  ' t r e e  o f
l i f e , '  and i t s  path was immediately fo l lowed by a l l  the ancestors. T h e  highest
tree became t h e  ' t r e e  o f  d e a t h , '  a n d  i t s  p a t h  was n o t  t rodden u n t i l  A f e k
eventually bestowed t h e  c u r s e  o f  dea th  o n  t h e  peop le .  T h e  midd le  t r e e ,
however, became the  'hanging t r e e , '  and  i t s  path always exh ib i ted  the  s igns o f
the passage o f  lone  t r a v e l l e r s .  T h e  path f rom the ' t r e e  o f  l i f e '  i s  a  s i ng le
path f o r  c h i l d r e n ,  t h e n  branches i n t o  paths t h a t  f o l l o w  t h e  l i f e -course and
r i t e s  o f  passage o f  males and females, and f i n a l l y  aga in  becomes a  s ing le  path
at  the  base o f  the  ' t r e e  o f  death . '  T r a v e l l e r s  i n t e r a c t  together as  they pass
along t h i s  s t r a i g h t ,  c lea red ,  and  b r i g h t l y  l i t  pa th ,  surrounded by  ancest ra l
s p i r i t s  and b y  f l o r a  a n d  fauna o f  s p e c i a l  importance. T h e  ' t r e e  o f  death '
festooned w i th  b r i g h t l y  decorated s k u l l s  i s  f u l l  o f  leaves,  n u t s ,  f r u i t s ,  and
singing b i rds .

In con t ras t ,  t h e  narrow pa th  t o  t h e  'hang ing  t r e e '  i s  gloomy, overhung
with v ines  and spiderwebs, s t o n y,  and  barren.  N e i t h e r  ancest ra l  s p i r i t s  nor
f l o r a  and fauna a r e  t o  be found near i t ,  and lone ly  t r a v e l l e r s  pass along i t s
course wi thout  seeing o r  hearing one another.  T h e  'hanging t r e e '  i s  l ea f less ,
bare, and broken. V i n e  ropes hang f rom i t s  branches, and p i l e s  o f  shat tered,
ro t t i ng  s k u l l s  surround i t s  base. T r a v e l l e r s  t o  the 'hanging t r e e '  a r e  almost
always f o r l o r n ,  s l o v e n l y,  depressed a d u l t  men, s tumb l i ng  a l o n g  t h e  r o c k y,
twis t ing path.

The myth p o r t r a y s  complex c u l t u r a l  schemas o r  f o l k  models o f  s u i c i d e
et io logy.  I n  b r i e f ,  t h e  su ic ide-prone i nd i v i dua l  i s  notable f o r  a  fundamental
flaw i n  b o d i l y  a n d  s p i r i t u a l  c o n s t i t u t i o n .  T h i s  f l a w ,  b r o u g h t  abou t  a t
conception b y  t h e  mys ter ious  f o r c e  o f  ' a n c e s t r a l  f a t e  o r  d e s t i n y , '  i s
manifested mainly  i n  defects  o f  t h e  f i n i i k  ' s p i r i t . '  F i n i i k  represents t h e
ordered, judgemental, and responsible aspects o f  personhood t h a t  govern proper
cognit ion, emot ion,  a n d  behavior a n d  t h a t  develop through s o c i a l i z a t i o n  and
enculturat ion. A s  a  consequence o f  these defects  o f  t h e  f i n i i k ,  t h e r e  i s  no
regular o r  c e r t a i n  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  e r r a t i c  impulses o f  t h e  khaapkhabuurien
' s p i r i t , '  which represents t he  more id iosync ra t i c  aspects o f  t he  s e l f  t h a t  are
prompted b y  unpredictable thoughts and f ee l i ngs ,  and  emerge i n  t he  course o f
indiv idual  l i f e  experiences. I n  women a n d  c h i l d r e n ,  w h o  a r e  i n v a r i a b l y
dominated b y  t h e  khaapkhabuurien, s u c h  de fec ts  may exaggerate t h e i r  e r r a t i c
behavior, b u t  t hey  a r e  more enveloped by  t h e  immediate environment o f  hamlet
communities than are men.
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For men, t h e  decade-long cyc le  o f  male i n i t i a t i o n  r i t e s  should r i t u a l l y
strengthen t h e  f i n i i k  a n d  b r i n g  t h e  e r r a t i c  khaapkhabuurien i n t o  appropr iate
alignment w i t h  t h e  dominant l i a ü k  (Poole 1982b). W i t h  f lawed,  s u i c i d e -prone
men, however, t h e  expected consequences o f  i n i t i a t i o n  do  n o t  p roper ly  occur
because o f  the  fundamental defects i n  the  f i n i i t ,  T h u s ,  such men are known t o
carry i n t o  manhood t h e i r  f l a w e d  ch i l dhood  behaviors,  a n d  t o  b e  obv ious ly
defective men. I n d e e d ,  t h e  p o r t r a i t  o f  such men conforms i n  many respects t o
the image  o f  t h e  " r u b b i s h  man"  - -  t h e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  t h e  p r e s t i g i o u s ,
i n f l u e n t i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l l y  and r i t u a l l y  powerful " b i g  man." T h e y  cannot conform
to t h e  e labora te  and demanding image o f  a d u l t  masculine s t reng th ,  f o r c e  o f
personal i ty,  s t o i c i s m ,  a n d  s e l f - c o n t r o l  ( P o o l e  1982a).  T h e y  f a i l  i n  t h e
expected tasks o f  r i t u a l  and p o l i t i c s ,  and o f  hunt ing,  gardening, war fare,  and
exchange. T h e y  ne i t he r  g i v e  n o r  r ece i ve  much support  i n  t h e i r  communities,
where o f ten  they are despised and unwelcome. I t  i s  sa id  t h a t  many o f  them w i l l
bu i ld  a  house i n  the  i s o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  f o r e s t  o r  w i l l  f requent ly  r e t i r e  t o  an
isolated garden h u t ,  a n d  t h a t  many o f  them,  mee t i ng  w i t h  some persona l
disaster,  w i l l  end t h e i r  days by walking i n t o  the mountain fo res t  on a moonless
night  and hanging themselves from the l imb  o f  a  t ree .

The Nature _of the Data
The t w o  s e t s  o f  d a t a  o n  Bimin7Kuskusmin s u i c i d e  i nc l ude  reconstructed

cases ( s e e  Tab le  1 )  t h a t  occurred before  t h e  pe r iod  o f  f i e l d  research  (131
suicides ou t  o f  1293 deaths);  and cases (see Table 2) t h a t  occurred during the
period o f  f i e l d  research (33  su ic ides  o u t  o f  58 deaths) .  B o t h  s e t s  o f  data
include o n l y  a d u l t  male and female su ic ides .  T h e s e  cases a r e  t h e  t y p i c a l
suicides ' b y  hanging' ( zauk  te ro te ro  /aanamcin, l i t e r a l l y ,  ' t o  d i e  by  o r  on  a
taut  r ope ' ) ,  which i s  the most common method. T h e  next  most f requent method i s
leaping from a c l i f f  o r  jumping i n t o  a t o r r e n t i a l ,  boulder-strewn r i v e r .

The Bimin-Kuskusmin recognize a  number o f  ambiguous and spec ia l  cases o f
suicide, i n c l u d i n g  c e r t a i n  animals endowed w i th  s i g n i f i c a n t  aspects o f  f i n i i k
' s p i r i t ' ;  some a n c e s t r a l  s p i r i t s  t h a t  commit  a  s p e c i a l  f o r m  o f  ' s p i r i t
su ic ide ' ;  spontaneous abort ions o r  s t i l l b i r t h s  categorized as ' f e t u s  su i c ides ' ;
cer ta in  v i o l e n t  men o f  ' a n g r y  hear ts '  be l i eved  t o  be possessed by  a  form o f
v io len t  i n s a n i t y,  w h o  sometimes expose themselves t o  outrageous r i s k s  i n
warfare; and some deaths c l ass i f i ed  as  accidental  bu t  t y p i c a l l y  invo lv ing  a  man
of s k i l l  and s t rength  who has recen t l y  experienced some t raumat ic  event t h a t
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has l e f t  h im i n  a  s t a t e  o f  ' depress ion ' ,  and  then suddenly has a  s imple b u t
rather suspicious and f a t a l  accident i n  the course o f  everyday pursu i ts .  T h e r e
are also unusual deaths t h a t  conform somewhat t o  Durkheim's character izat ion o f
a l t r u i s t i c  su ic ides .  T h e s e  inc lude  t h e  su ic ides  o f  some male r i t u a l  e lders ,
who may, a f t e r  repeated f a i l u r e s  i n  the  conduct o f  important  c lan  r i t e s ,  serve
the i r  c l a n  best  b y  t ak ing  t h e i r  own l i v e s .  T h e r e  a re  a l so  brave men who, i n
the hea t  o f  b a t t l e ,  d e l i b e r a t e l y  take  t h e  blows o f  enemy weapons t o  sh i e l d  a
comrade. A l s o ,  a n  u n i n i t i a t e d  and unwed g i r l  who i s  found t o  be pregnant may
r i d  her k i n  o f  the  enormous stigma by performing t h a t  i nev i tab ly  l e t h a l  form o f
"abortion" t h a t  involves hu r l i ng  onesel f ,  abdomen f i r s t ,  f r o m  a  rock ledge i n t o
the f o r k  o f  a  t r e e  below. F i n a l l y ,  a  woman div ined t o  be a  ' w i t c h '  may re l i eve
the community o f  t he  trauma o f  a  pub l i c  execution by k i l l i n g  herse l f .  I n  a l l ,
th i r teen reconstructed cases and  f o u r  contemporary cases conformed t o  these
various k i n d s  o f  a l t r u i s t i c  s u i c i d e .  A l t h o u g h  t h i s  chapter  does n o t  focus
at tent ion o n  t hese  f o r m s  o f  a l t r u i s t i c  s u i c i d e ,  o r  t h e  o t h e r  s p e c i a l  a n d
ambiguous cases o f  su i c ide  mentioned above, I  would note  t h a t  a l l  these cases
tangibly enhance the  BimirrKuskusmin view t h a t  they su f f e r  a  considerable l oss
of l i v e s  through acts  o f  su ic ide.

My concern i n  t h i s  essay,  however, i s  p r i m a r i l y  t o  exp lo re  t h e  l e s s
unusual o r  ambiguous cases o f  su ic ide .  I n  most o f  t he  su ic ides t h a t  occurred
during t he  per iod  o f  f i e l d  research,  I  was ab le  t o  witness some aspect o f  t he
suicide paraphernal ia,  t h e  con tex t  o f  t h e  s u i c i d e ,  a n d  t h e  cond i t i on  o f  t h e
body o f  t h e  deceased person. A l t h o u g h  t h e r e  a r e  ne i t he r  p u b l i c  per iods o f
mourning n o r  f o rma l  f une ra l s  f o r  su ic ides ,  t h e r e  a r e  i nva r i ab l y  post-mortem,
div inatory "autops ies"  o f  t h e  bodies b y  r i t u a l  e l d e r s  t o  determine bo th  t h e
immediate and t h e  u l t i m a t e  "causes" o f  t h e  su i c ides .  T h r o u g h  some su rg i ca l
excavations o f  t he  corpse, these " a u t o p s i e s "  - -  cas t  i n  the  id iom o f  the  f a t e
of t h e  ' s p i r i t '  o f  t h e  deceased - -  a l i g n  var ious aspects o f  l i f e -h i s to ry  and
recent misfor tune w i t h  c u l t u r a l  schemas concerning t h e  e t i o l o g y  o f  s u i c i d e .
A l l  such "autops ies"  were  bo th  witnessed and recorded dur ing  t h e  pe r i od  o f
f i e l d  research.

The recons t ruc ted  c a s e s  p r e s e n t  d i f f e r e n t  prob lems,  f o r  n o  d i r e c t
observation i s  possible.  T h e  stigma o f  shame descends upon the e n t i r e  c lan and
community o f  t he  deceased f o r  n o t  having recognized the  s igns  o f  and prevented
the impending su i c i de ,  a n d  people w i t h i n  these communities a r e  r e l u c t a n t  t o
discuss the suic ides among themselves. Y e t ,  an  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  past  suic ides
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i s  nonetheless poss ib le .  F i r s t ,  s u i c i d e s  o f  a d u l t s  d o  n o t  r e s u l t  i n  t h e
delet ion o f  t h e  person f rom genealogies, b u t  the re  i s  a  general  taboo on the
use o f  t he  name o f  a  su ic ide among many re la t i ves  u n t i l  d i v ina to ry  »autopsies"
are completed and t h e  corpse has been i n fo rma l l y  bu r i ed  o r  disposed o f  i n  a
r i v e r,  and there i s  a  permanent taboo w i t h i n  the c lan  on the use o f  t h a t  name.
A nameless person i n  a  genealogical na r ra t i on  i s  unusual, and  the  on ly  o the r
persons appearing wi thout names are 'w i tches '  and ch i ld ren  who d ied before they
received f o r m a l  names a n d  became proper  s o c i a l  persons, b o t h  o f  whom a r e
iden t i f i ed  i n  other  ways. Members o f  o ther  c lans,  w i t h  t he  so le  exception o f
members o f  t h e  l i neage  o f  t h e  s u i c i d e ' s  mother, however, c a n  prov ide both  a
name a n d  d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  circumstances o f  t h e  s u i c i d e  a n d  t h e  deceased's
l i f e -h is tory.  S e c o n d ,  t h e  s k u l l s  o f  su i c i des  never appear i n  c l a n  ossuary
caves o r  c l a n  c u l t  houses. T h i r d ,  a l l  r i t u a l  paraphernalia o f  a  su ic ide  a re
destroyed. F o u r t h ,  t h e  gardens o f  t h e  deceased a r e  abandoned f o r  t h r e e
generations. F i f t h ,  t h e  hamlet o f  the  su ic ide  i s  reorganized so t h a t  no houses
are b u i l t  o n  t h e  s i t e  o f  h i s  o r  h e r  men's o r  woman's house, wh ich  has been
burned. S i x t h ,  s p e c i a l  taboos a r e  placed upon the  cognat ic  descendents o f  a
suicide f o r  t h r e e  generat ions u n t i l  t h e  female- l inked ' m a l e  b lood '  o f  t h e
deceased i s  no  longer  v i a b l e .  T h u s ,  t h e y  may n o t  in termarry  w i t h  members o f
the l ineage o f  the  su ic ide ' s  spouse, who i s  usual ly  impl icated i n  the immediate
"causes" o f  the  su ic ide.  T h e y  may ne i ther  wear cassowary-plume headdresses nor
hunt o r  t r a p  cassowaries, f o r  a  s u i c i d e  i s  a n  o f fense  a g a i n s t  t h e  g r e a t
ancestral f i g u r e  A f e k ,  whose paramount symbol i s  t h e  cassowary. T h e y  may
neither v i s i t  nor  take  food  f rom the  hamlet,  garden areas, o r  pandanus groves
of the  deceased. T h e y  must conduct specia l  sac r i f i ces  and wear spec ia l  amulets
to  ward o f f  a t t acks  o f  t h e  s u i c i d e ' s  khaapkhabuurien ' s p i r i t , '  who remains
angry a t  them f o r  t h e i r  l a c k  o f  suppur t .  T h e y  must undergo d i v i na t i ons  t o
ensure t h a t  t h e y  themse lves  h a v e  n o t  become s u i c i d e -prone, f o r  t h e
khaapkhabuurien ' s p i r i t '  o f  t h e  deceased w i l l  at tempt t o  weaken t h e i r  f i n i i k
' s p i r i t s '  a n d  t u r n  them toward depression and s u i c i d e .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e s e
div inat ions insure  t h a t  they  have n o t  i nhe r i t ed ,  th rough t h e  'ma le  b lood'  o f
the deceased, some v e s t i g e  o f  h i s  o r  h e r  ' a n c e s t r a l  f a t e  o r  d e s t i n y '  a n d
consequent vu lne rab i l i t y  t o  suic ide.  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  shr ine o f  the  l ineage o f  the
deceased contains a d i s t i n c t i v e  sacra marking the presence o f  a  su ic ide.

These l i n k e d  markers serve  w e l l  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  presence o f  a  su ic ide .
Persons beyond t h e  c l a n  a n d  descendent cogna t i c  k i n  o f  t h e  deceased w i l l
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usually p rov ide  a  v a r i e t y  o f  goss ipy d e t a i l s  about  t h e  circumstances o f  t h e
act, t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  t he  d i v ina to ry  "autopsy,"  t h e  l i f e -h i s to ry  and personal i ty
character is t ics o f  t h e  person, and  miscellaneous observations. F o r  a l l  cases
in  w h i c h  t h e  s u i c i d e  w a s  known t o  l i v i n g  Bimin7Kuskusmin, I  conducted
interviews t h a t  g e n e r a l l y  f o l l o w e d  Weisman a n d  Kastenbaum's ( 1 9 6 8 )
"psychological autopsy"  f o r m a t ,  b u t  adapted t o  t h e  l o c a l  f e a t u r e s  o f  t h e
Bimin-Kuskusmin behaviora l  environment and  c u l t u r a l  schemas f o r  s u i c i d e .  I
also had an  unusual oppor tun i ty  t o  observe and i n te rv iew  persons regarded as
acutely s u i c i d a l .  B i m i a - K u s k u s m i n  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  c e r t a i n  p e r s o n a l
character is t ics,  i n  conjunct ion w i th  c e r t a i n  personal misfortunes, may produce
an acute  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  su i c i de .  U n d e r  such s e t s  o f  circumstances, c l a n
r i t u a l  e l de rs  w i l l  conduct fo rmal  d i v i na t i ons  o f  t h e  person t o  determine t h e
extent o f  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  a n d  t o  recommend c e r t a i n  p r e v e n t i v e  measures.
Typ ica l ly,  such  prevent ive measures i n v o l v e  assigning some c lose  kinsperson,
f r iend,  o r  ' bond  f r i e n d '  - -  a  r i t u a l l y  cons t i t u ted  re l a t i onsh ip  among men o f
the same i n i t i a t i o n  age grade who are  usual ly  a l so  in formal  f r i ends  - -  t o  s tay
with t h e  s u i c i d a l  person day and n i gh t  and t o  guard against su ic ide  attempts.
At t h e  t i m e  o f  my f i e l d w o r k ,  n i n e  men were d i v i n e d  a s  s u i c i d a l  and  g i ven
preventive a t ten t ion .  I  already knew these men t o  varying degrees and was able
to in terv iew both t he  pu ta t i ve l y  su i c i da l  man and the  person assigned t o  watch
over h i m .  T h e  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  t h e  s u i c i d a l  m e n  a l s o  i n c l u d e d  t h e
administrat ion o f  c e r t a i n  p r o j e c t i v e  t e s t s  t h a t  I  had  a l ready  used w i t h  a
number o f  o the r  men. I n  add i t ion ,  I  i nqu i red  i n t o  each man's reputa t ion  and
social  networks o f  f r iend 's  and supporters b y  t a c t f u l l y  posing questions o f  a
l im i ted  number o f  t h e  man's c lose hamlet-mates. I t  should be noted t h a t ,  o f
those men div ined as su i c i da l ,  t h r e e  committed suic ide before the conclusion o f
f i e l d  research and two more subsequently.

The Suicides a t  kien
Although male su ic ide  i s  h igh l y  s t igmat ized (except i n  t he  r a r e  cases o f

the a l t r u i s t i c  se l f -des t ruc t i on  o f  f a i l e d  r i t u a l  e lders  and s e l f l e s s l y  h e r o i c
warr iors) ,  even greater  s t igma at taches t o  men who at tempt su ic ide  and f a i l .
Such men a r e  t rea ted  w i th  u t t e r  scorn  f o r  l ack i ng  the  forcefu lness,  s t rength ,
and s t o i c  s e l f - c o n t r o l  o f  p rope r  Bimin7Kuskusmin mascu l i n i t y.  D u r i n g  t h e
period o f  f i e l d  research, one unfortunate man, h e l d  i n  low esteem i n  h i s  men's
house and of ten despondent over a  b i t t e r ,  f a i l i n g ,  and ch i ld less  marriage, made
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an unsuccessful attempt a t  su ic ide.  T h e  rope apparently broke, and a group o f
foraging women found h im gagging and semi-conscious, and  brought h im back t o
his hamle t .  F o r  a lmos t  t h r e e  months t h e r e a f t e r,  h e  was u n i v e r s a l l y  a n d
constantly r i d i c u l e d ,  and  h i s  shame became increas ing ly  acute.  F i n a l l y ,  h i s
wife l e f t  him i n  the midst  o f  a  pub l i c  and humi l ia t ing  quarre l .  T h a t  n igh t  he
disappeared f r om h i s  men's house, a n d  h e  was found two  days l a t e r  b y  boys
playing i n  the f o res t .  H e  was hanging from a sacred pandanus t r ee ,  a  symbol o f
the male r i t u a l  domain i n  which he had never been ab le  t o  ga in  even a  modicum
of prest ige.

The combined t o t a l  (n=103) o f  a l l  men reported o r  known t o  have committed
suicide i n  bo th  reconst ructed and  contemporary cases e x h i b i t s  a  number o f
in terest ing commonalities. A l l  were between 23 and 34 years o f  age, a  t ime i n
the Bimin-Kuskusmin s o c i a l  l i f e -course when men h a v e  r e c e n t l y  completed
i n i t i a t i o n ,  have married and are  beginning t o  s t a r t  f am i l i es ,  and are  launching
careers i n  t h e  l i n k e d  domains o f  r i t u a l  and p o l i t i c s .  O n l y  two o f  these men
had become i nc i p i en t  ' cu re r -d i v i ne rs , '  which i s  the l eas t  prest ig ious o f  r i t u a l
"ranks." A s i d e  f rom the previously  mentioned r i t u a l  e lde r  who had committed a
form o f  a l t r u i s t i c  s u i c i d e ,  none o f  these  men had  ever  become any  k i n d  o f
' r i t u a l  l eader '  o r  'man o f  p o l i t i c a l -economic importance. '  I n  con t ras t ,  86%
(89) o f  t h e s e  men h a d  t h e  r e p u t a t i o n  f o r  possessing one  o r  more  o f  t h e
fol lowing t r a i t s :  b e i n g  s t i n g y  a n d  f a i l i n g  t o  sha re ;  b e i n g  cowardly  a n d
unsupportive o f  o t h e r s ;  b e i n g  genera l l y  i r r espons ib l e  i n  expected f a m i l i a l
duties a n d  c o l l e c t i v e  m a l e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  i n  h a m l e t  a n d  c l a n ;  b e i n g
i rasc ib le ;  be ing  thought less,  t a c t l e s s ,  and  uncar ing;  b e i n g  se l f -centered i n
many ways;  b e i n g  s u b j e c t  t o  exp los ions o f  anger  a t  minor  s l i g h t s ;  b e i n g
slovenly a n d  unkempt;  a n d  b e i n g  c h i l d l i k e .  V i r t u a l l y  a l l  o f  t h e s e
character ist ics e x h i b i t  a  decidedly unmasculine demeanor. M o s t  emphasized was
that  such men a r e  pe tu lan t  complainers and express t h e i r  f ea rs  and anx ie t ies
publ ic ly  and  o f t e n .  T h i s  t r a i t  m igh t  w e l l  b e  viewed a s  t h e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f
expected masculine behavior.

Such men a r e  o f t en  s a i d  t o  be despised and subjected t o  i n s u l t  i n  pub l i c
sett ings,  w i t h  t h e  d i r e  consequence o f  shame. I n  t h e  f a c e  o f  i n s u l t  t hey
become petu lant  o r  withdraw ra the r  than  defending themselves ve rba l l y  o r  w i t h
weapons. A  number o f  such episodes, which a re  qu i te  r a re  among men i n  general,
occurred dur ing f ie ldwork.  Among  the  contemporary cases (n=22),  t e n  men spent
uncommon amounts o f  t ime i n  i so la ted  garden huts.  Tw o  men had a reputa t ion  f o r
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frequent v i s i t s  t o  d i s t a n t  men's houses where they  were more comfortable and
less subject  t o  i n s u l t .  F o u r  men d i d  no t  even l i v e  i n  a men's house, which i s
very unusual f o r  young men. T w o  men were the  ob jec t  o f  incessant arguments i n
the i r  men's house over t h e i r  expulsion. S i x t e e n  o f  these men had a reputat ion
for  n o t  being asked t o  j o i n  i n  cooperat ive hunt ing,  gardening, and  t rapping.
In my quest ions about t h e  s o c i a l  networks o f  men d iv ined  as s u i c i d a l ,  s i x  o f
the n ine men r a r e l y  appeared among any in formant 's  favored fe l lows .  T h e s e  men
had managed t o  c r e a t e  o n l y  a  f e w  weak bonds w i t h  o t h e r  men, i . e . ,  t h e
relat ionships seemed t o  i nvo l ve  l i t t l e  t ime  and energy, emot ional  i n t e n s i t y,
intimacy (espec ia l l y  mutual  c o n f i d i n g ) ,  a n d  r e c i p r o c i t y.  T h e  impression o f
the i r  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  was t r u l y  overwhelming, and the  s e l f -assessments o f  t he
putat ive ly  su i c ida l  men I  interviewed re inforced t h i s  impression.

In a l l  cases o f  men who had committed su i c ide  o r  were deemed s u i c i d a l
(n=112), a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r i k i n g  cha rac te r i s t i c  i s  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t he
i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  bond f r iendsh ip .  T h e  bond f r iendsh ip  i s  a  r i t u a l l y  const i tu ted
re lat ionship between two men o f  the  same age grade who have o f ten  been l i f e l o n g
fr iends o n  an  in fo rma l  bas i s .  B o n d  f r i e n d s  suppor t  each o the r  i n  d isputes,
assist  each other i n  exchange, p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  the rear ing  o f  each o the r ' s  sons,
f i g h t  t o g e t h e r  i n  b a t t l e ,  h e l p  e a c h  o t h e r  i n  r a i s i n g  b r i dewea l t h  o r
compensation presta t ions,  and  share i n  a  common l i f e l o n g  bond o f  shar ing and
t rus t  i n  myriad ways. A b o v e  a l l ,  t h e y  can conf ide i n  each other  w i thout  f ea r
that  t he  personal anx ie t ies  revealed i n  the  r e l a t i onsh ip  w i l l  be communicated
elsewhere, f o r  severe  r i t u a l  sanc t ions  b e f a l l  any  man who bet rays  h i s  bond
f r iend i n  t h i s  way. T h u s ,  bond f r i endsh ip  o f f e r s  a  psychological ly  important
refuge f o r  re laxa t i on  and acknowledgement o f  weakness and se l f -doubt  among men
who otherwise must wear a  r i g i d l y  s t o i c  mask i n  even t h e i r  d a i l y  encounters, o r
else r i s k  humi l i a t ion ,  shame, and  a  dec l ine  i n  t h e i r  manly careers i n  r i t u a l
and p o l i t i c s .  O n l y  12.5% (48 ,  n=387) o f  a l l  BiminKuskusmin men who are f u l l y
i n i t i a t e d  and never associated w i th  su ic ide dur ing the  per iod o f  f i e l d  research
did not  have a  bond f r i end ,  and many r i t u a l l y  and p o l i t i c a l l y  important men had
two o r  more bond f r i ends .  I n  cont rast ,  a  s t a r t l i n g  93.2% (104,  n=112) o f  the
men who had committed su ic ide  o r  who were deemed su i c i da l  d i d  no t  have a  bond
fr iend.  P resumab ly  these men d i d  n o t  have any male f r i e n d  c lose  enough t o
choose them or  t o  accept t h e i r  choice as a  bond f r i end .  A s  a consequence, most
of them were denied a  v i t a l l y  important  re la t i onsh ip  o f  intense s o c i a l  support
among men.
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Perhaps t h e  o t h e r  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  p rov ides  i n t e n s e  suppor t ,
a l be i t  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  f o r  men i s  t h e  bond o f  marr iage.  D e s p i t e  i deo log i ca l
assertions a b o u t  t h e  i n h e r e n t  antagonism i n  m a l e -female r e l a t i o n s  ( P o o l e
1982b), marr iage n o t  o n l y  i s  a lmost  un i ve rsa l  f o r  men and  women, b u t  a l s o
marriages a re  commonly character ized as being good when husband and w i fe  share
f a m i l i a l  aspi rat ions,  exchange confidences, and support each other i n  countless
ways. I n  t h e  p r i vacy  o f  marriage, men r a r e l y  f e a r  t h a t  t h e i r  divulgence o f
personal matters w i l l  sur face p u b l i c l y  under humi l i a t i ng  circumstances unless
the q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  marr iage h a s  de te r io ra ted  and separat ion  o r  d i v o r c e  i s
imminent. Most men marry i n  t h e i r  e a r l y  twent ies  and begin t he  a l l - impor tan t
task o f  r a i s i n g  f a m i l i e s ,  espec ia l l y  sons. W i t h o u t  Chi ldren,  a  man's chance
for  a  r i t u a l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  career  o f  prominence i s  doomed, and  he  may never
become a  proper ancestor.  T h e  a f f i n a l  r e l a t i o n s  wrought i n  marriage become
v i t a l  b r idges  i n  extending exchange networks and  ga in ing  p o l i t i c a l  suppor t .
Less than  8% o f  a l l  Bimin-Kuskusmin marriages a r e  ever  threatened by  ser ious
forms o f  separat ion,  and  l e s s  than 6.5% terminate  i n  d ivorce.  I n  t he  e n t i r e
Bimirr-Kuskusmin community, o n l y  two men and th ree  women over t h e  age o f  25 had
never been married. T h e  most f r a g i l e  marriages o f t e n  invo lve  inmarr ied a l i en
women from other groups, notab ly  the  Oksapmin, because bridewealth t ransact ions
founder o n  d i fferences o f  custom. A f f i n a l  r e l a t i o n s  a re  a lso impaired and do
not eas i l y  ga in  s o l i d i t y  over l ong  distances and in f requent  contact ,  and these
inmarried women are o f ten desperately unhappy i n  t h e i r  strange new communities.

In a l l  cases o f  men who committed su ic ide o r  were deemed su i c ida l ,  almost
8% had never marr ied, and 67% had married r e l a t i v e l y  l a t e ,  o f t e n  a f t e r  one o r
more r e j e c t i o n s  a n d  some d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  r a i s i n g  appropr ia te  br ideweal th .
About 19% o f  these marriages had su f fe red  ser ious separat ion o r  had ended i n
divorce. S a m e  31% o f  these men had marr ied Oksapmin o r  o t h e r  a l i e n  women.
Among t h e  contemporary cases those marr ied men whose marriages were more o r
less i n t a c t  were s t i l l  judged t o  have f r a g i l e  marriages i n  14% o f  these cases.
Of t h e  n ine  s u i c i d a l  men, f i v e  gave  spec ia l  prominence i n  in terv iews t o  t h e
d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  t h e i r  marriages. I n  none o f  these  cases was a  man marr ied
polygynously, a l though about  4% o f  t h e  more p res t ig ious  men i n  t h e  genera l
population have more t h a n  one w i f e .  P e r h a p s  because o f  bo th  l a t e  and bad
marriages, 15% o f  t h e  men among t h e  contemporary s u i c i d e  cases  who  h a d
surviving marriages and were 28 years  o l d  o r  o lde r  had no ch i ld ren,  which was
true o f  on ly  2% o f  a l l  other ever-married, l i v i n g  men. T h u s ,  t h e  su i c ida l  man,
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by v i r t u e  o f  f a i l u r e s  i n  f r iendsh ip ,  bond f r i ends ,  and marriage, i s  l i k e l y  t o
be s i g n i f i c a n t l y  m o r e  i s o l a t e d  f r o m  h i s  community a t  l a r g e  a n d  f r o m  t h e
poss ib i l i t y  o f  i n t ima te  soc ia l  re la t ionsh ips  than i s  t he  general populat ion o f
men.

Many men deemed s u i c i d a l  were character ized as  genera l l y  s t range and a t
times h i g h l y  rec lus i ve .  A l t h o u g h  most i n i t i a t e d  men undergo r i t u a l  forms o f
possession o n  c e r t a i n  occasions, t h e s e  s u i c i d a l  men were sa id ,  i n  7% o f  a l l
cases, t o  undergo b i z a r r e ,  i d i o s y n c r a t i c  f o r m s  o f  possession,  w h i c h  were
at t r ibu ted t o  t h e i r  uncon t ro l l ed  khaakhabuurien ' s p i r i t s ' .  I n d e e d ,  t h e i r
l i f e -h is tor ies  revealed a  number o f  pecu l ia r  t r a i t s  and tendencies. I n  34% o f
a l l  cases, these men had had a t raumat ic experience i n  ear ly  childhood, such as
the death o f  a  parent,  s i b l i n g ,  o r  f r i e n d ;  a  su ic ide  i n  t h e i r  extended fami l y ;
or t h e  separat ion o r  d i vo rce  o f  t h e i r  parents.  I n  many instances,  l i f e l o n g
t r a i t s  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  h o s t i l i t y ,  aggress ion ,  pe tu lance ,  s e l f i s h n e s s ,  a n d
friendlessness were var iously  a t t r i bu ted  t o  t h i s  trauma.

In a  s t r i k i n g  28% o f  a l l  cases, these  men were las tborn  o r  on l y  ch i ld ren
of t h e i r  paren ts .  T h e  l a s t b o r n  o r  o n l y  c h i l d  has  a  r epu ta t i on  f o r  be ing
monumentally spo i led  by the mother, t o  whom i t  c l i ngs  f o r  a  prolonged period o f
time. L a s t b o r n  o r  on l y  ch i l d ren  a re  o f ten  weaned one t o  two years l a t e r  than
other ch i ld ren .  O f  course, because parents cannot always know t h a t  t h e i r  most
recently born ch i ld ren  a re  t h e i r  las tborn ,  some ch i ld ren  a re  t rea ted  as though
they were the  las tborn  despite l a t e r  b i r t h s ;  and an add i t i ona l  3% o f  these men
(among t h e  contemporary cases) were  t rea ted  i n  t h i s  manmer. T h e  f a t e  o f  t h e
lastborn c h i l d  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  inauspic ious f o r  sons, f o r  be ing t h e  'mother 's
ch i ld '  does n o t  bode w e l l  i n  l o c a l  reckoning f o r  t h e  subsequent development o f
masculine t r a i t s .  I n d e e d ,  t h e  l i f e l o n g  t r a i t s  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  these men bear
much a f f i n i t y  t o  t h e  s te reo typ i c  cha rac te r i s t i cs  o f  t h e  l a s t b o r n  c h i l d ,  a n d
such men a r e  o f t e n  s a i d  t o  b e  unmasculine, f em in ine ,  o r  c h i l d i s h  i n  t h e i r
demeanor. U l t i m a t e l y ,  t h e i r  fundamental f l a w  o f  ' a n c e s t r a l  f a t e  o r  des t i ny '
and t h e i r  i so la ted ,  f r i e n d l e s s  chi ldhood a re  sa i d  t o  g ive  way t o  a  f a i l u r e  i n
male i n i t i a t i o n ,  which i s  l a t e r  detected i n  d i v ina to ry  "autopsies" a f t e r  t hey
have committed su ic ide .  T h u s ,  f a c e d  b y  the  considerable demands o f  t h e  male
realm o f  Bimin7Kuskusmin s o c i a l  l i f e ,  t h e y  h a v e  shown themselves t o  b e
s ign i f i can t l y  l a c k i n g  i n  man ly  q u a l i t i e s ,  a n d  t h e y  h a v e  s u f f e r e d  many
consequences f rom t h e  p u b l i c  recogn i t i on  o f  t h i s  l a c k .  B o t h  in te rv iews  and
pro ject ive t e s t s  among t h e  s u i c i d a l  sugges t  a n  ambivalence a n d  o f t e n  a
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resentment o f  t h e  many demands o f  being a  man i n  t h i s  soc ie t y,  a s  w e l l  as  an
occasional gl impse o f  se l f -doub t  concerning t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  conform t o  t h i s
demanding image.

The i n tens i ve  in te rv iews  w i t h  t h e  men who had been d iv ined  as  s u i c i d a l
showed many s i g n s  o f  t h e  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  h o s t i l i t y ,  petu lance,  resentment, a n d
sense o f  personal  i s o l a t i o n  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  them. T h e y  revealed innumerable
s l ights  a n d  i n s u l t s  s u f f e r e d  o v e r  a  l i f e t i m e .  I n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  t h e s e
complaints, so  uncharacter is t ic  o f  a d u l t  men, occasional ly  appeared glimpses o f
enduring depression and a  l i n g e r i n g  sense o f  helplessness and hopelessness.
In te res t ing ly,  t h e  ve ry  f a c t  o f  t h e i r  being l abe l l ed  as su i c i da l  was a  common
focus o f  resentment a n d  anger,  f o r  t h e y  u n i f o r m l y  p red i c t ed ,  w i t h  ample
j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  t h a t  such  l a b e l l i n g  wou ld  exacerbate many o f  t h e i r  a l r eady
severe d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  t h e i r  communities. I n d e e d ,  I  o f t en  discovered, i n  the
course o f  these in terv iews,  t h a t  I  was prov id ing a  k ind  o f  concern and support
by my quest ions which was an  un fami l i a r  b u t  welcome experience f o r  them. I
suspect t h a t  t he  issues o f  t ransference i n  these in terv iews a re  d i f f e r e n t  and
fa r  more complicated than i n  many o ther  in te rv iews o f  s i m i l a r  k ind  w i th  o ther
men.

Divinat ion and Prevention DI  Suicide
Divinations o f  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  su i c i da l  impulses proceed f rom two forms

of l o c a l  recogn i t ions  t h a t  a r e  complexly interwoven. F i r s t ,  t h e  conformi ty
between stereotypes o f  s u i c i d a l  men and knowledge o f  t h e  l i f e -h is tor ies o f
par t i cu la r  men i s  i nev i tab ly  i n  the background, f o r  c e r t a i n  men are known t o  be
less a b l e  t o  w i ths tand  t raumas t h a n  o t h e r s .  S e c o n d ,  c e r t a i n  k i n d s  o f
circumstances a r e  b e l i e v e d  t o  t r i g g e r  mass ive  a n d  overwhelming sA lda i i k
'anx ie ty ' ,  t h a t  may culminate i n  su i c ide  b y  such a l ready f r a g i l e  men. T h e s e
recognized circumstances, b e l i e v e d  t o  f u n c t i o n  a s  t h e  immediate "cause" o f
suicide, seem t o  be o f  two k inds.  O n e  k i n d  has t o  do w i t h  a  s ing le ,  sudden,
and h i g h l y  t raumat ic  l o s s ,  t y p i c a l l y  i n  t h e  fo rm o f  t h e  death o f  a  parent ,
ch i ld ,  o r  w i f e ,  o r  more r a r e l y,  a  s i b l i n g  o r  a  treasured f r i end .  T h i s  trauma
seems t o  be focused on the f i n a l  l o s s  o f  one o f  the  very  few t r u l y  personal and
possibly support ive re la t ionsh ips  t h a t  such men have. T h e  other  k ind  has t o  do
with a  convergence o f  a  number o f  minor traumas t h a t  enhance a sense o f  f a i l u r e
and se l f -doub t :  a  minor i n s u l t  i n  a  p u b l i c  p lace;  a n  i nc i den t  o f  d is respect
from a  c h i l d ;  t h e  l o s s  o f  a  garden t o  lands l ides;  a  quar re l  w i th  a  spouse; e t
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cetera. I n  t h i s  instance,  i t  appears t o  be t h e  accumulating weight o f  minor
misfortunes t h a t  t i p  an already f r a g i l e  balance i n  a man. When personal t r a i t s
and misfortunes converge i n  an  inauspic ious manner, a  c l a n  e lde r  i s  usua l l y
summoned f o r  the  d i v i na t i on  o f  the  presumably vulnerable man.

The d i v ina t i on  i t s e l f  usual ly  takes place i n  the man's hamlet plaza, where
his  r e f l e c t i o n  i s  examined i n  a  p o o l  o f  water  and  p i g ' s  b lood.  D i v i n a t o r y
objects are  f l oa ted  on the l i q u i d ,  and the pat tern  o f  ob jects  on the r e f l e c t i o n
of t h e  man's face  i s  " read . "  O f t e n  the  c lan  e lder  a l ready i s  acquainted w i th
much d e t a i l  concerning the  l i f e -h i s to ry  o f  the  man and the circumstances o f  h i s
recent m is fo r tune ,  b u t  o t h e r  h a m l e t  members a d d  i n f o r m a t i o n  f r o m  t h e i r
observations i n  response t o  t h e  c r y p t i c ,  open-ended quest ions o f  t h e  e l d e r.
The v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  s u i c i d e  i s  never  i n  much doubt ;  a n d  i f  i t  i s  deemed
serious, t h e  e lde r  w i l l  bestow upon another man t he  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  keeping
watch ove r  h i s  s u i c i d a l  clansman. I d e a l l y ,  t h i s  guardian should be  a  bond
fr iend,  b u t  o f ten  su i c ida l  men do no t  have any such re la t ionsh ip .

The guardian i s  ins t ruc ted  t o  permit  the su i c i da l  man t o  withdraw from the
hamlet, which i s  usual ly  h i s  desi re.  O f t e n ,  t h e  two men r e t i r e  together t o  the
iso la t ion  o f  a  garden hut  o r  f o r e s t  haunt f o r  many days. D u r i n g  t h i s  t ime, t h e
assigned guardian encourages the  su i c i da l  man t o  t a l k  about h i s  sense o f  trauma
and anx ie t y  and  assures h i m  t h a t  h i s  reve la t ions  o f  personal  f r a i l t i e s  and
doubts w i l l  n o t  be  p u b l i c l y  acknowledged. W i t h i n  about a  week, however, t h e
guardian begins t o  draw t h e  s u i c i d a l  man o u t  o f  h i s  self- imposed i s o l a t i o n .
F i r s t ,  he  i s  taken t o  some i so la ted  vantage po in t  where from a distance he can
watch gardens being tended and ch i l d ren  a t  p l a y.  T h e n  a  few men o f  h i s  own
choosing a re  i n v i t e d  t o  v i s i t  the  s u i c i d a l  man i n  h i s  i so la ted  abode, and they
often b r i n g  g i f t s  o f  food  and tobacco and news o f  t h e  everyday events o f  t h e
hamlet. L a t e r ,  t h e  su i c ida l  man i s  encouraged t o  v i s i t  h i s  hamlet i n  the qu ie t
of midday o r  t h e  s t i l l  o f  n i g h t ,  b u t  he  may withdraw a t  w i l l .  F i n a l l y ,  and
very g radua l l y,  t h e  man i s  encouraged t o  r e t u r n  t o  h i s  men's house where he
w i l l  be warmly greeted, l e f t  i n  peace, b u t  ca re fu l l y  watched by the other  men.
I f  a l l  goes w e l l  and t he re  a r e  no  s igns  o f  impending d i sas te r,  t h e  man w i l l
gradually and c a r e f u l l y  be re in tegra ted  i n t o  h i s  hamlet community, which w i l l
nurture him as never before  f o r  a  per iod o f  t ime.  When the  c r i s i s  has passed
and d i v i na t i ons  revea l  n o  acute  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  su i c i de ,  t h e  man may again
resume h i s  former l i f e .  Howeve r,  h i s  former l i f e  be ing what i t  most l i k e l y
was, t h e  cyc le  o f  c r i s i s ,  d i v i n a t i o n ,  and prevent ive ac t i on  may again emerge.
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Of the  nine men deemed su ic ida l ,  t h ree  had experienced t h i s  cyc le a t  l eas t  once
before.

Cycles _of Suicide and Social Change
Although t h e  s u i c i d e s  a n d  at tempted s u i c i d e s  o f  women seem randomly

d is t r ibuted throughout  t h e  s o c i a l  ca lendar  a n d  embedded i n  t h e  immediate
circumstances o f  l o s s  o r  m a r i t a l  d i scord  o r  t h r e a t  and f e a r,  t h e  su ic ides  o f
men appear t o  be pat terned d i f f e r e n t l y  ( see  Tab le  2 ) .  T h e r e  a r e  o f t e n  more
exaggerated delays between immediate "causes" and su i c i da l  ac ts ,  espec ia l l y  i f
the causes invo lve  a  l o s s  o f  r e l a t i onsh ip  through death. T h r e e  pat terns seem
to emerge. F i r s t ,  many male su ic ides  appear t o  c l u s t e r  i n  t h e  approximate
three-month p e r i o d  between t h e  semi-annual pandanus n u t  harvests when r i t u a l
a c t i v i t i e s ,  t r a d i n g  expedi t ions,  ceremonial exchanges, and communal feasts  a re
in  abeyance, and when many persons have deserted the hamlets t o  l i v e  i n  garden
huts a n d  prepare gardens o r  t o  engage i n  prolonged hunt ing ,  t r a p p i n g ,  a n d
gathering. T h e  d i s tan t  stands o f  semi-cu l t i va ted  f r u i t  t rees must be tended a t
th i s  t ime,  and many people use t h e  occasion t o  make v i s i t s  t o  k i n  and f r i ends
residing i n  o t h e r  " t r i b a l "  g roups.  D u r i n g  t h e  pe r iods  o f  i n t ense  s o c i a l
a c t i v i t y  when t h e  hamlets a r e  f u l l y  populated,  even  t h e  most estranged o f
suic idal  men i s  encompassed by the  f renzy  o f  r i t e s ,  exchanges, f e a s t s ,  t r ad ing
expeditions, a n d  cons tan t  e b b  and  f l o w  o f  s o c i a l  in terchange.  A s  people
disperse and t h e  hamlets beg in  t o  empty, however, a  sense o f  i s o l a t i o n  may
increase.

Second, many male su ic ides seem t o  e x h i b i t  an  "anniversary e f f e c t . "  T h e
trauma o f  a  death may immediately r e s u l t  i n  some enhanced expression o f  anx iety
and o f  depression, b u t  t h e r e  i s  n o  r e s u l t i n g  su i c i de  f o r  a  per iod  o f  t ime .
Then, o f t e n  i n  t h e  season o f  s o c i a l  d ispersa l  when t he  sense o f  i s o l a t i o n  i s
most acute, some encounter w i t h  a  favored haunt o f  the  deceased, recogn i t ion  o f
a t i m e  o f  some s p e c i a l  e v e n t  shared w i t h  t h e  cher ished person, o r  o t h e r
environmentally induced remembrance o f  t h e  l o s s  seems t o  lead  t o  another bout
of massive depression and an a c t  o f  su ic ide .  I n  t h i s  instance, i t  may be the
convergence o f  a  per iod o f  r e l a t i v e  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  and the  sudden memory o f
trauma produced by an event w i t h i n  t h a t  per iod t h a t  i s  most i l l tpurtant. I n  the
aftermath o f  a  su ic ide ,  a  number o f  immediate fam i l y  members o f  t h e  deceased
reported t h e  apparent  t r i g g e r i n g  o f  such  memories a n d  t h e  q u i c k l y  ensuing
depression and su ic ide.
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Third, w i t h i n  t h e  three-month p e r i o d  o f  s o c i a l  disengagement f r o m  t h e
hamlet centers, male suic ides a re  no t  randomly d i s t r i bu ted ,  b u t  ra ther  seem t o
occur i n  c l u s t e r s .  D u r i n g  t h e  pe r iod  o f  f i e l d  research,  a n  i n i t i a l  su i c i de
might be fo l lowed by  two t o  e i g h t  o ther  su ic ides w i t h i n  a  few weeks, and then
there would be no  f u r t h e r  su ic ides  f o r  a  month o r  more (see Table 2 ) .  T h i s
pattern occurred th ree  t imes i n  two years.  I  suspect t h a t  the  pa t te rn  may be
p a r t i a l l y  explained i n  terms o f  P h i l l i p s '  (1974,  1979) v i ew  o f  the  s ign i f icance
of suggestab i l i t y  and i m i t a t i o n  i n  the t r i gge r i ng  o f  s u i c i d a l  ac ts ,  espec ia l l y
when t h e  p u b l i c i t y  g i v e n  t o  s u c h  a c t s  i s  i n t e n s e  a n d  l o c a l .  I n  t h e
Eimin7Kuskusmin case, t h e  cyc le  o f  events seems t o  take the  fo l low ing  form. A n
i n i t i a l  su i c i de  becomes t h e  in tense  focus  o f  immediate goss ip  t h a t  rad ia tes
throughout a  widening sphere o f  hamlets u n t i l  most  o f  t h e  EliminKuskusmin
community i s  p r i v y  t o  the news. E v e n  i n  the season o f  soc ia l  d ispersal ,  people
w i l l  v i s i t  one another i n  i s o l a t e d  garden s i t e s  and f o r e s t  haunts and even
dis tant  " t r i b a l "  groups t o  convey t h e  in fo rmat ion  about t h e  event.  T h e r e  i s
often a  l u l l  i n  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  g o s s i p  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e  d i v i n a t o r y
"autopsy," a n d  t h e n  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  g o s s i p  a g a i n  peaks t o  convey t h e
information revealed through d i v ina t i on .  When t h i s  second burs t  o f  gossip has
subsided, t h e r e  i s  a  lapse o f  t h r e e  o r  f o u r  days;  and  then  a  succession o f
suicides o f t e n  f o l l ows .  P e r h a p s  t h i s  in tense and repeated focus on  su i c i da l
action, coupled w i t h  a  d i f f u s e  b u t  exacerbated sense o f  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  and
the sudden memory o f  an acute, t raumat ic  l oss ,  may provoke the  su i c i da l  person
to act ion.

There i s  n o  evidence f o r  l o n g  h i s t o r i c a l  cyc les  i n  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f
suicides among Bimin-Kuskusmin, al though such cycles would be most d i f f i c u l t  t o
reconstruct f r o m  l o c a l  e t hnoh i s t o r y.  Y e t ,  t h e r e  i s  some suggest ion  o f
occasional outbreaks o f  s u i c i d e  d u r i n g  t imes  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  s t r e s s ,  s u c h  a s
famine, drought,  war fare,  and i l l n e s s .  O n  the  one hand, such specia l  t imes o f
co l lec t i ve  s t ress  might  seem t o  enhance s o c i a l  s o l i d a r i t y  through t h e  banding
together o f  groups i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  common t h r e a t ,  a n d  t o  some e x t e n t  such
incidents probably d i d  produce t h a t  e f f e c t .  O n  t h e  o the r  hand, such events
c lear ly  generated a  g rea t  deal  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  f ea r  and anx ie ty  and occasional ly
resulted i n  the  temporary abandonment o f  hamlet sett lements as  people t rave led
abroad i n  search o f  f o o d  and  wa te r,  sough t  r e fuge  i n  more de fens ib le  b u t
scattered s t i l t e d  war houses o r  c l i f f s i d e  caves, o r  dispersed t o  f a r f l ung  k i t h
and k i n  t o  avo id  t h e  sorcery  a t tacks  b r i ng i ng  epidemic i l l n e s s .  C y c l e s  o f
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famine a n d  d r o u g h t  h a v e  p r o b a b l y  a l w a y s  b e e n  t r a u m a t i c  f e a t u r e s  o f
Bimin7Kuskusmin h i s t o r y ,  a n d  s u c h  c o l l e c t i v e  t raumas may w e l l  exacerbate
personal ones, espec ia l l y  i f  they are coupled wi th  community dispersals and the
ensuing sense o f  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  t o  wh ich  t h e  s u i c i d a l  person  seems s o
vulnerable. E p i s o d e s  o f  i n tense  war fa re  a r e  a l s o  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  b u t  c e r t a i n
patterns o f  war fare and t h e  advent o f  epidemic i l l nesses  a r e  n o t .  I n  these
l a t t e r  ins tances,  t h e  r ecen t  s o c i a l  changes brought  about  b y  t h e  coming o f
white explorers,  adminis t rators,  and missionaries began t o  have ce r ta in  i n i t i a l
consequences, and  some o f  these consequences have a f fec ted  o r  may a f f e c t  t he
patterns o f  su ic ide i n  various ways.

In the mid t o  l a t e  1940's, t h e  government s t a t i on  a t  Télefamin t o  the west
became a  cen te r  f o r  exp lo ra t i on  p a t r o l s  t h a t  began t o  move throughout t h e
Mountain-0k r e g i o n .  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  b o t h  a  famine a n d  a  drought  were
sweeping the region.  Many  smal l  groups, f l e e i n g  government contact  and seeking
food a n d  w a t e r,  began  t o  a t t a c k  t h e  Bimirr-Kuskusmin f r o m  a l l  q u a r t e r s .
Trad i t i ona l l y,  t h e  Bimir.r-Kuskusmin were accustomed t o  f i g h t i n g  o n  one f l a n k
while p ro tec t ing  themselves elsewhere through t h e  establishment o f  a l l i ances .
In t h i s  instance,  however, a t t acks  a r e  sa id  t o  have come from everywhere, and
there i s  archaeological and genealogical evidence t h a t  many hamlets were burned
and the  populat ion suffered very  heavy losses.  I n  the  midst o f  t h i s  chaos, a
dramatic outburst  o f  suic ides a lso occurred.

In t he  mid t o  l a t e  1950's, a n  epidemic o f  in f luenza began t o  spread from
the area o f  Télefamin. Bimin7Kuskusmin a t t r i bu ted  t h i s  phenomenon t o  some form
of sorcery at tack by Europeans i n  revenge f o r  the  so-ca l led Telefomin Massacre.
They watched i t s  course as  i t  c rep t  ever c loser  t o  t h e i r  sett lements. A s  t he
epidemic took  i t s  t o l l  among neighboring groups, t h e y  noted i t s  p a r t i c u l a r l y
devastating impact  o n  young ch i l d ren .  F o r  va r ious  reasons, Bimirr-Kuskusmin
came t o  the  conclusion t h a t  t h i s  pecu l ia r  sorcery a t tack  was d i rec ted  a t  t h e i r
young b o y s ,  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  t h e i r  r i t u a l  a n d  w a r f a r e  prowess, a n d  t h e i r
calculated response was  un for tunate .  L e a v i n g  g i r l s  d ispersed among t h e i r
scattered nata l  hamlets, t hey  relocated a l l  the bays from the three communities
that  l a y  i n  t he  apparent pa th  o f  t h e  epidemic, and  moved them i n t o  a  g i a n t ,
s t i l t e d  defense house, where they  adorned t h e  bays w i t h  powerful  amulets and
set about  performing p r o t e c t i v e  r i t e s .  A s  bo th  e thnoh is tory  and genealogy
re f l ec t ,  when the  epidemic s t ruck ,  t h e  dispersed populat ion o f  g i r l s  su f fe red
re la t i ve l y  minor losses;  b u t  the  congregated bays were almost annih i la ted.  I n
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the immediate af termath o f  t h i s  immense t ragedy,  a  l a r g e  number o f  male and
female su ic ides  occurred w i t h i n  a  s h o r t  t i m e ,  a n d  among these su ic ides  were
many parents o f  the  boys who had succumbed t o  inf luenza.

The new forms o f  s o c i a l  change were again in f luenc ing  pa t te rns  o f  su ic ide
during t h e  p e r i o d  o f  f i e l d  r e s e a r c h .  L u r e d  b y  ext ravagant  promises o f
adventure a n d  f o r t u n e ,  a  s m a l l  g roup  o f  young men vo lunteered f o r  c o f f e e
plantat ion l abo r  a t  a  s i t e  near  M t .  Hagen i n  t h e  Western Highlands. T h e i r
decision went aga ins t  community consensus and t h e  expressed wishes o f  t h e i r
clan r i t u a l  e lde rs ,  and they  departed i n  a  s t a t e  o f  anger and shame. D u r i n g
the i r  shor t  absence, t h e  gardens o f  t he  f am i l i es  o f  two o f  these men f e l l  i n t o
disarray i n  a  lands l ide ,  and p igs  destroyed the  remaining crops. T h e  wives o f
these t w o  p l a n t a t i o n  labore rs  committed su i c i de .  T h e y  had been plagued b y
incessant rumors o f  the  deaths o f  t h e i r  husbands, t roub led  by the complaints o f
the i r  hungry ch i l d ren ,  and  no  doubt wor r ied  about t h e i r  ambiguous f a t e  under
these unknown circumstances.

The men o n  p l an ta t i on  f a r e d  l i t t l e  b e t t e r  i n  t h e  end.  F a r  f rom t h e i r
known wor ld ,  t h e y  met w i t h  unexpected and degrading humi l i a t i on  and phys ica l
abuse, f o u g h t  w i t h  European overseers and  indigenous co-workers,  i n f l i c t e d
wounds o n  t h e i r  own bodies,  l apsed  i n t o  deep depression, and  were promptly
repatr iated home w i t h i n  two months. S h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h e i r  r e t u rn ,  and f o r  t h e
f i r s t  t i m e  i n  Himin-Kuskusmin l i v i n g  memory, two  o f  these men were s t r i cken  by
what was d iv ined as the  cha rac te r i s t i ca l l y  female 'possession' o f  newly married
women f a r  f r o m  t h e i r  n a t a l  hamlets a n d  suppor t ive  k i t h  a n d  k i n .  I n  t h e
remaining s i x  months o f  f i e ldwork ,  o n e  o f  these men committed su ic ide  i n  t he
classic fash ion .  S u b s e q u e n t l y,  t h e  o t h e r  man fo l l owed  h im t o  t h e  'hang ing
t r e e ' .  T h e  r e m a i n i n g  e x -laborers w e r e  s u b j e c t e d  t o  d i v i n a t i o n s  f o r
vu lne rab i l i t y  t o  su i c i de  and were g iven appropr iate prevent ive measures, and
for  s e v e r a l  y e a r s  t h e s e  r i t u a l  p recaut ions  were  t a k e n  w i t h  a l l  r e t u rned
laborers.

Contrasts w i th  Zuicides DI  Females, Chi ldren,  And the  Aged
Suicides o f  females, c h i l d r e n  and t he  aged present a  cont ras t i ve  p i c t u r e

and d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  o f  da ta  f rom su ic ides  o f  men. F o r  example, o n l y  men a r e
divined f o r  poss ib le  v u l n e r a b i l i t i e s  t o  su ic ides.  Unambiguous su ic ides  among
the e l d e r l y  a r e  ex t reme ly  r a r e  a n d  u s u a l l y  d o  n o t  appea r  among t h e
reconstructed cases.
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During f ie ldwork ,  one  o l d  man w i t h  a  ser ious upper resp i ra to ry  i n f e c t i o n
traveled t o  the h igh mountain fo res t  a t  n igh t  i n  the wind and r a i n  t o  conduct a
minor s a c r i f i c e .  O n e  o f  h i s  sons had recent ly  d ied,  and another was neglect ing
and o f t en  arguing w i t h  him. H i s  two wives had long s ince d ied,  and h i s  th ree
daughters and other  two sons l i v e d  i n  d i s t an t  hamlets. A l t h o u g h  the  community
had abandoned t h e  hamlet i n  which he had l i v e d  f o r  many years,  h e  refused t o
move t o  the men's house o f  the  new hamlet, b u t  remained alone i n  the ramshackle
men's house  o f  t h e  o l d  a n d  decay ing  ham le t .  T h e s e  ci rcumstances,  i n
conjunction wi th  h i s  long i l l n e s s  and increasing f r a i l t y  and the pecu l i a r i t y  o f
his n ight t ime venturer l e d  members o f  h i s  community t o  wonder about the "cause"
of h i s  death when he d i d  not  re tu rn  from the mountain and was found dead by h i s
unsupportive son on the fo l low ing  afternoon.

Although unequivocal  s u i c i d e s  among t h e  e l d e r l y  may b e  r a r e  however,
suicide th rea ts  a r e  no t ,  and  dur ing f ie ldwork  I  recorded 22 instances o f  such
threats b y  o l d  men a n d  women, p r i m a r i l y  a g a i n s t  s o n s  a n d  occas iona l l y
daughters. S u c h  t h r e a t s  a lmos t  a lways r e f e r  t o  hanging. O f t e n  t h e y  a r e
embedded i n  standard curses and  i nvo l ve  ser ious  complaints about  c h i l d r e n ' s
neglect o f  aged parents .  U s u a l l y  t hese  t h r e a t s  d o  n o t  r e s u l t  i n  su i c i de
attempts. B u t  one o l d  and f u r i ous  woman stood a l l  o f  one day i n  t he  f o r e s t
near h e r  s o n ' s  men's house, cu r s i ng  l oud l y  wh i l e  t r y i n g  t o  lodge a  v ine -rope
among t h e  branches o f  a  t r e e .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  son  sought t o  calm he r,  i t  was
generally recognized t h a t  she was f a r  t o o  f r a i l  t o  accomplish her  threatened
task.

Children, regard less  o f  t h e i r  congeni ta l  f l aws  and defects  o f  character,
are assumed t o  be nurtured l av i sh l y  and encompassed by throngs o f  adoring k i t h
and k i n  who tend  t o  a l l  t h e i r  needs and whims. I n d e e d ,  such adorat ion  and
at tent ion i s  remarkably common, e v e n  towards c h i l d r e n  who a r e  admi t ted ly
obnoxious i n  e laborate ways. Y e t ,  d u r i n g  t h e  course o f  f i e l d  research,  t w o
young boys  between f i v e  a n d  seven y e a r s  o f  a g e  made se r i ous  a t tempts  a t
suicide. I n  one case, both  o f  a  boy's parents had died w i t h i n  the previous s i x
months. A l t h o u g h  h e  was  adored b y  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  b r o t h e r  who h a d  f o r m a l

,

suicide. I n  one case, bo th  o f  a  boy's parents had d ied w i th in  the previous s i x
months. A l t h o u g h  h e  was  adored b y  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  b r o t h e r  who h a d  f o r m a l
respons ib i l i t y  f o r  h i s  ca re ,  t h i s  man's w i f e ,  who d i r e c t l y  looked a f t e r  t h e
boy, resen ted  he r  new r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and  v e r b a l l y  abused h im f o r  be ing  t o o
demanding. H e r  c h i l d r e n  b u l l i e d  h i m  merc i less ly  a n d  t o o k  some cher ished
t r inke ts  t h a t  had belonged t o  h i s  dead mother. F o r  severa l  weeks, h e  moped
about t h e  hamlet  a lone and  o f t e n  wandered o f f  t o  s i t  i n  h i s  dead mother 's
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garden and c r y.  O n e  day,  a f t e r  he had refused t o  ea t  o r  t o  t a l k ,  he  wandered
at  dusk i n t o  the  f o r e s t .  H e  fo l lowed t he  path t o  c l i f f s  t h a t  a re  renown f o r
suicides, b u t  was t u r n e d  back  b y  marsupia l  hun te rs  w i t h  to rches  who were
returning from the mountains.

In the other  h o r r i f y i n g  case, a  young boy 's  mother was fo rmal ly  accused o f
w i tchcra f t ,  and the  community agreed t o  a  pub l i c  execution. H e r  husband, i n  a
predictably unwise ac t ion ,  rushed armed t o  her defense and was caught up i n  the
community f r e n z y  o f  execu t ion  a s  a  w i t c h ' s  accomplice. I n  t h i s  f o rm  o f
execution, b o t h  parents  were bound t o  a  t r e e  t r unk ,  and  l o n g  cassowary-bone
s l i ve rs  were d r i ven  i n t o  pa r t s  o f  t h e i r  to rsos .  T h e  screaming young boy was
forced t o  watch t h e  l e n g t h y  o rdea l .  I m m e d i a t e l y  a f terwards a  c l a n  e l d e r
angr i ly  denounced t h e  community f o r  having i n f l i c t e d  t h i s  ho r ro r  on  the  boy,
and assigned one o f  h i s  close fr iend's t o  watch over him. T h e  two boys wandered
for  weeks along i so la ted  fo res t  paths, s leeping i n  caves and foraging f o r  food.
When t h e y  re tu rned  t i r e d ,  hungry,  a n d  f i l t h y ,  t h e  boy  who had  guarded h i s
f r iend reported t h a t  the  l a t t e r  had t r i e d  t o  s l i p  away severa l  t imes a t  n igh t ,
u n t i l  h e  h a d  bound them toge ther  w i t h  a  l i a n a  rope .  M u c h  more commonly,
chi ldren o f  both  sexes threaten su ic ide  ra the r  e labora te ly  i n  the  course o f  a
var ie ty  o f  complaints, b u t  adu l ts  almost never seem t o  take such threats  ve ry
ser iously.

The th reats  o f  a d u l t  women between about 18 and 35 years o f  age, however,
are u s u a l l y  t a k e n  q u i t e  s e r i o u s l y.  W o m e n  d o  commit  s u i c i d e  w i t h  some
regu la r i t y,  b u t  they attempt su ic ide  f a r  more than they commit i t  and f a r  more
than does any o ther  category o f  persons. D u r i n g  the  per iod  o f  f i e ldwork ,  1 1
adult  women committed su ic ide,  b u t  n ine o ther  women made one o r  more o f  the  18
female attempts a t  su ic ides.  A l l  women's su ic ides  seem t o  be associated w i th
family misfortunes. O f  t h e  11  completed su ic ides ,  f o u r  were associated w i th
the death o f  a  c h i l d ,  one w i t h  a  d i v i na t i on  o f  permanent barrenness t h a t  boded
certa in divorce,  two  w i th  t he  death o f  a  parent o r  s i b l i n g ,  and three wi th  the
death o f  a  spouse. O n e  case  among t h e s e  t h r e e  was assoc ia ted w i t h  t h e
impending f a t e  o f  l e v i r a t i c  o r  widow remarriage, and  one w i t h  severe mar i t a l
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death o f  a  spouse. O n e  case  among t h e s e  t h r e e  was assoc ia ted w i t h  t h e
impending f a t e  o f  l e v i r a t i c  o r  widow remarriage, and  one w i t h  severe mar i t a l
discord t h a t  i n v o l v e d  ha rsh  w i f e -beating. O f  t hese  11  women, seven were
inmarried wives f rom the  Oksapmin people t o  the  nor th .  I t  should be noted t h a t
such women from the Oksapmin reside a t  a great  distance from t h e i r  own k i t h  and
kin,  o f t e n  do no t  speak the l o c a l  vernacular,  and are  o f ten t rea ted  qu i te  badly
by l o c a l  women o f  t h e i r  husband's hamlet. F o r  l ong  periods o f  t ime fo l low ing
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the i r  marriages and re locat ions,  t h e y  f i n d  l i t t l e  f r i endsh ip  and support among
other women, a n d  o l d e r  women a r e  o f t e n  l o a t h  t o  defend these  a l i e n  wives
against an abusive husband.

The attempted su ic ides  o f  women a r e  v i r t u a l l y  always due t o  one form o r
another o f  m a r i t a l  d i sco rd .  S a m e  women have attempted s u i c i d e  repeated ly.
Indeed, o f  the  nine women who attempted suic ide dur ing f ie ldwork,  one d i d  so on
four occasions, another  woman t h r e e  t imes,  and  y e t  another woman tw ice .  T h e
more t y p i c a l  pa t te rn ,  however i s  a  s i n g l e  attempt by  a  young woman dur ing the
early months o f  her  f i r s t  marr iage before she has borne ch i ld ren .  M a n y  young
women have d i f f i c u l t y  a d j u s t i n g  t o  the  many r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  being a  w i fe ,
a f ter  t h e  l e s s  demanding schedule o f  maidenhood. B e i n g  a t  t h e  command o f  a
mother-in-law compounds t h e  burden, and  young husbands a r e  o f t e n  i n t o l e r a n t ,
and may s t r u t  t h e i r  mascu l in i t y  b y  be ing  domineering and abusive.  I f  t h e
burdens on young wives become too  d i f f i c u l t ,  t h e  f i r s t  s i g n  i s  o f ten  an at tack
of t he  d i s t i n c t i v e  maarmaar 'possession ' ,  which qu ick ly  br ings  a  d i v ina t ion ,  a
temporary r e p a t r i a t i o n  o f  a  woman t o  her  n a t a l  hamlet, and a  s te rn  admonition
to  a wayward husband. I t  i s  widely recognized t h a t  'possession' i s  sometimes a
prelude t o  a  su ic ide  attempt, which i s  o f ten  qu i t e  pub l i c  and ostentat ious.  A
f l u r r y  o f  s u i c i d e  t h r e a t s ,  w h i c h  a r e  extremely f r equen t  among women whose
demands a r e  n o t  be ing met, may precede t h e  su ic ide  at tempt.  I n d e e d ,  93  such
threats were recorded among 67 women dur ing the course o f  f i e l d  research.

When women a r e  apparent ly  i n t e n t  upon committing su i c ide ,  however, t h e y
may n o t  th rea ten  f requen t l y  o r  a t  a l l ,  b u t  r a t h e r  e x h i b i t  va ry ing  s i gns  o f
withdrawal and depression. A t  such s igns  o ther  hamlet women may intervene t o
comfort and console t h e  dejected woman, and t o  take  over r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f
hearth, home, and  garden. U n d e r  such circumstances, women in fo rma l l y  keep a
watchful eye on one another and o f f e r  empathic support,  b u t  there  i s  no formal
d iv inat ion o f  su ic ide  r i s k  o r  prevent ive in te rven t ion  except by  women who have
special r espons ib i l i t i e s  i n  the  domain o f  male r i t u a l .  O n  occasion, s u i c i d a l
women, on  the  p re tex t  o f  going on a  round o f  gardening o r  gather ing,  s l i p  away
in to  the deep fo res t  t o  hang themselves.

More u s u a l l y,  however,  women making s u i c i d e  a t tempts  f i r s t  b e g i n  t o
prepare v ine ropes i n  a hamlet plaza, a n g r i l y  c la iming t h a t  they are making p ig
tethers o r  r o p e  t o  l a s h  house beams. T h e n ,  i n  t h e  e a r l y  morning o r  l a t e
afternoon when people are bus i l y  moving between hamlet and garden, they  tend t o
sta t ion themselves a long a  main path.  T h e y  make i t  apparent t h e y  in tend  t o
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hang themselves, u n t i l  passers-by dissuade them from t h e i r  " i n t e n t "  o r ,  i n  the
most ser ious cases, c u t  them down. N o t  a t  a l l  t o  her  su rp r i se ,  however, t h e
woman o f t en  then f i n d s  h e r s e l f  t h e  r e c i p i e n t  o f  g i f t s  and k ind  a t t en t i on  from
her husband, who i s  faced wi th  community concern and pressure.

In te res t ing ly,  a l though  women at tempt  s u i c i d e  almost  t w i c e  a s  o f t e n  a s
they ac tua l l y  commit i t ,  Bimin-Kuskusmin perceive the  opposite re la t i onsh ip  t o
be t r u e .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  women a t t r i b u t e  h i g h  r a t e s  o f  f ema le  s u i c i d e  t o
excessive female work and overbearing male dominance. M e n ,  however, u s u a l l y
claim i t  i s  the  dominance o f  the  e r r a t i c  khaapkhabuurien ' s p i r i t '  i n  women t h a t
charac te r i s t i ca l l y  c a u s e s  t h e m  t o  a t t e m p t  s u i c i d e ,  t h o u g h  somet imes
incompetently.

Summary
I t  i s  c lea r  t h a t  Bimirr-Kuskusmin suic ide i s  complex and deeply embedded i n

t rad i t i ona l  c u l t u r a l  forms and s o c i a l  f o rces ,  a l though recent  s o c i a l  change,
epidemics, a n d  p l a n t a t i o n  l a b o r  experiences, h a v e  somewhat exacerbated t h e
problem. T h i s  essay h a s  sketched some apparent  p a t t e r n s  o f  t h i s  complex
phenomenon b y  a t tend ing  t o  mat te rs  o f  s o c i a l  s o l i d a r i t y ,  c u l t u r a l  schemas,
modes o f  l o c a l  d i v i n a t i o n  and prevent ion,  and  case s tud ies .  T h e  d i s t i n c t i v e
character is t ics a n d  e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  h i g h  r a t e s  o f  a d u l t  ma le  s u i c i d e  a r e
i n t r i c a t e l y  bound up, I  suggest, w i t h  the  considerable psychological "cos ts"  o f
a h i g h l y  demanding, w i d e l y  pervas ive ,  a n d  markedly r i g i d  emphasis o n  t h e
stoicism, t o u g h n e s s ,  b r a v e r y ,  f e r o c i t y ,  s t r e n g t h ,  a n d  s e l f - c o n t r o l  o f
cu l t u ra l l y  const i tu ted  mascul in i ty.  T h i s  emphasis begins i n  ea r l y  boyhood, i s
massively r e i n f o r c e d  i n  t h e  o r d e a l s  o f  m a l e  i n i t i a t i o n ,  a n d  subsequently
becomes t h e  b a s i s  o f  achievement and p res t i ge  i n  t h e  male sphere o f  s o c i a l
l i f e .  E v e n  su ic ide  i t s e l f ,  o r d i n a r i l y  a  s ign  o f  t he  f a i l e d  man, i s  caught up
in  t h i s  imagery i n  the  emphasis on no t  f a i l i n g  i n  t h i s  f i n a l  a c t .  I r o n i c a l l y ,
yet  somewhat p red i c tab l y  g i v e n  t h e  emphasis o n  s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  a  v e s t i g e  o f
masculinity i s  be t te r  preserved i n  suic ide as a  supreme a c t  o f  se l f - con t ro l  and
forcefu l  asser t ion  than i n  a  vengeful a c t  o f  homicide, which i s  r e l a t i v e l y  low
among Bimin-Kuskusmin ou ts ide  o f  contex ts  o f  war fa re  w i t h  o t h e r  groups ( s e e
Palmer 1965).

To acknowledge f r a i l t y  o f  a lmost  any k i n d ,  except  i n  t he  p r i v i l eged  and
protected reve la t i ons  t o  bond f r i e n d s  and  wives ,  i f  a v a i l a b l e ,  i s  t o  r i s k
humi l iat ion a n d  shame a n d  t o  w i tness  t h e  e r o s i o n  o f  p u b l i c  p r e s t i g e  a n d
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self-esteem. P e r h a p s  most  men l e a r n  t o  cope i n  va ry i ng  ways w i t h  t h e i r
inevi table recogn i t i on  o f  a  discrepancy between t h e  p u b l i c  image o f  t h e i r
person and the  p r i v a t e  knowledge o f  t h e i r  s e l f .  I n d e e d  some features o f  t h i s
discrepancy a r e  recognized i n  t h e  c u l t u r a l  schemas focused o n  t h e  c o n t r a s t
between the f i n i i k  and ladakb2blaiLigri ' s p i r i t s ' .  Same men opt  ou t  o f  the  cyc le
of prest ige t o  devote t ime and energy t o  fami l ies  o f  o r i g i n  and procreat ion, t o
become magn i f i cen t ly  s k i l l e d  i n  f o r e s t  a n d  garden p u r s u i t s ,  a n d  t o  b u i l d
networks o f  f r i e n d s .  S o m e  men, however, a l l o w  no  s i g n  o f  s t r e s s  t o  sur face
pub l i c l y,  conform splendid ly  t o  the  expected image o f  manhood, and may r i s e  t o
the p i n n a c l e s  o f  m a l e  p r e s t i g e .  Y e t  o t h e r s ,  p e r h a p s  d u e  t o  e a r l y
soc ia l iza t ion,  e n c u l t u r a t i o n ,  a n d  l i f e  exper iences,  f a i l  d i sas te rous l y  i n
pursuing t h e  o p t i o n  o f  p r e s t i g e  t h a t  t h e y  have  chosen; b u t  t h e y  canno t
graceful ly  w i thdraw f r o m  i t s  i ncessan t  demands, a n d  t h e y  plummet i n t o  a
downward s p i r a l  o f  i nc reas ing l y  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n ,  h u m i l i a t i o n ,  s e l f - d o u b t ,
self-reproach, help lessness,  a n d  despa i r.  O n c e  caught  i n  t h i s  s p i r a l  and
unable t o  a c t i v a t e  a n y  meaningfu l  s o c i o -psychological s u p p o r t  systems t o
ext r ica te  h imsel f ,  a  man i s  perhaps always near some threshold o f  endurance and
i s  extremely vulnerable t o  any add i t iona l  stresses t h a t  deepen h i s  descent i n t o
despair. O n e  outcome a l l  t oo  commonly may be t o  e x i t  by means o f  su ic ide.

These t e n t a t i v e  conc lus ions  s u p p o r t  t h e  c l a i m  t h a t  Bimin-Kuskusmin
suicides a r e  o n l y  p a r t i a l l y  e x p l i c a b l e  b y  e x c l u s i v e  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e
Durkheimian mode l ,  t o  "Samsonic" s o c i a l  m o t i v a t i o n s ,  a n d  t o  c u l t u r a l l y
const i tuted not ions o f  shame. T h e s e  su ic ides a r e  n o t  on ly  shaped by c u l t u r a l
forms and embedded i n  soc ia l  contexts,  b u t  a lso  enacted by ind iv idua ls  somehow
caught i n  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  s n a r e s  o f  t h e s e  s o c i o - cu l t u ra l  f o r c e s .  I n
anthropologists' understandable a l l eg iance  t o  some v a r i a t i o n  o f  Durkheim's
profound ins igh ts  i n t o  the phenomenon o f  su ic ide ,  t h e  s t rugg le  o f  t he  su ic ida l
indiv idual  has been predictably  l o s t  from view and relegated t o  the realm o f  an
indiv idual  psychology o r  p s y c h i a t r y  t h a t  o f t e n  i gno res  t h e  s o c i o - cu l t u ra l
context o f  t h a t  s t rugg le .  I  p re fe r  t o  conceptualize Bimirr-Kuskusmin suic ides
as t h e  a c t s  o f  encu l tura ted i nd i v idua l s  - -  n o t  o f  automatons d r i ven  on l y  b y
external f o r c e s  - -  i n  a  " c u l t u r a l l y  cons t i t u ted  behaviora l  environment" ( i n
Hal lowel l 's  phrase) .  T h i s  v i e w  demands t h e  d i f f i c u l t  t h e o r e t i c a l  t a s k  o f
constructing an  a n a l y t i c  framework t h a t  accommodates c u l t u r a l ,  psychological ,
and soc ia l  f ac to rs  i n  a p r inc ip led  way t h a t  i l luminates  fundamental problems o f
the i nd i v i dua l - i n -society.  W i t h  t h a t  task  i n  mind, t h i s  essay has emphasized
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cer ta in character is t ics  o f  su ic ide  i n  a  smal l ,  remote Papua New Guinea society
that  cannot be  p roper l y  understood w i thout  some conceptual c l a r i f i c a t i o n  and
resolut ion o f  these more abst ract  issues.
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Table 1
Reconstructed Cases o f  Death w i th  A t t r i b u t i o n  o f  Primary Causel

Infant Mor ta l i t y

Witchcraft2

Suicide

329

287

131

(25.5%)

(22.1%)

(10.1%)

Warfare 109 ( 8.4%)

Homicide 94 ( 7.3%)

I l l ness 91 ( 7.0%)

Other4 74 ( 5.7%)

Accident5 56 ( 4.3%)

Ancestral S p i r i t s 45 ( 3.5%)

Sorcery 33 ( 2.6%)

Old Age 27 ( 2.1%)

Non-ancestral  S p i r i t s 17 ( 1.3%)

1293 (99.9%)

1. A l m o s t  a l l  cases e x h i b i t  mixed e t i o logy.  T h u s ,  "p r imary  cause" designates
the most f requen t l y  c i t e d ,  most emphasized, and most s i g n i f i c a n t  u l t i m a t e
cause o f  death i n  each case. I t  i s  a very rough categor izat ion.

2. H e r e  "w i t chc ra f t "  i s  d e f i n e d  b y  the  indigenous category o f  I m a m ,  where
"witches" a r e  p r ima r i l y  a d u l t  women and t h e i r  " v i c t ims "  a r e  l a r g e l y  a d u l t
men. Same suspicion o f  w i t chc ra f t  permeates almost a l l  cases o f  death.

3. S u i c i d e  h e r e  inc ludes cases reckoned as r e l a t i v e l y  unambiguous by  Bimin-
Kuskusmin, e . g . ,  b y  hana inc ,  b y  l e a b i n a  f r o m  g r e a t  h e i a h t s  o r  i n t o
men. Same suspicion o f  w i t chc ra f t  permeates almost a l l  cases o f  death.

3. S u i c i d e  h e r e  inc ludes cases reckoned as r e l a t i v e l y  unambiguous by  Bimin-
Kuskusmin, e . g . ,  b y  hanging,  b y  l e a p i n g  f r o m  g r e a t  h e i g h t s  o r  i n t o
dangerous r i v e r s ,  r a v i n e s ,  e t c .  (when witnessed b y  o t h e r s ) ,  and  c e r t a i n
cases o f  s t i l l b i r t h  (when t he  mother has provoked anger i n  the  fe tus)  and
of f a s t i n g .  S a m e  cases  a r e  p o s i t i v e l y  v a l u e d  ( e . g . ,  c e r t a i n  r i t u a l
sacr i f ices o f  s e l f ,  c e r t a i n  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  a c t s  i n  b a t t l e ) ;  some a r e
mixed ( e . g . ,  women who a r e  pregnant w i t h  i l l e g i t i m a t e  ch i l d ren ,  men who
have committed i n c e s t  o r  r a p e  o f  u n i n i t i a t e d  g i r l s ) ;  b u t  m o s t  a r e
negatively valued and i nvo l ve  a  den ia l  o f  c r i t i c a l  aspects o f  personhood
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and, c o n s e q u e n t l y,  o f  p r o p e r  b u r i a l ,  m o r t u a r y  observances,  a n d
ancestorhood. O f  t h e s e  1 3 1  su i c i des ,  8 1  (61.8%) i n v o l v e  men, a n d  50
(38.2%) i n v o l v e  women. S u i c i d e  i s  ve ry  r a r e  among the very  young and the
aged, b u t  i s  somewhat more common among the l a t t e r .

4. T h e  c a t e g o r y  o f  "Other"  inc ludes a l l  cases o f  deaths where t h e r e  i s  more
than o n e  " p r i m a r y  c a u s e , "  o r  w h e r e  a m b i g u i t y  p r e c l u d e s  o t h e r
c lass i f i ca t ion .

5. Bimin7Kuskusmin themselves s u s p e c t  t h a t  some acc iden ts  are ,  i n  f a c t ,
suicides, b u t  a re  o f ten  l o a t h  t o  judge them so fo rma l l y  when no witnesses
to t h e  a c t  can support  t h e  susp ic ion.  T h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  s u i c i d a l
character o f  an "accident"  i s  general ly assessed i n  terms o f  evaluat ions o f
the "personal i ty  charac ter is t i cs"  o f  the  i nd i v i dua l ,  t h e  int imacy o f  soc ia l
support a v a i l a b l e  t o  h i m ,  r e c e n t  s t r e s s f u l  e v e n t s  a n d  circumstances,
h is tory and present s igns o f  "depression,"  and pecu l ia r  charac ter is t i cs  o f
the "accident"  i t s e l f .
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Table 2

Chronology of  Attempted and Completed Suicides During Fieldwork
(July 1971 t o  July 1973)

AniumEE SUICIDE = M E T E D  SUICIDE

Male F e m a l e  M a l e  F e m a l e

1971 J u l   1  2
Aug  3  1
Sep  1  2  1
Oct
Nov
Dec  1  1  1

1972 J a n
Feb  1  1
Mar 1
Apr
May 1
Jun  2
Jul.
Aug  3  9  2
Sep  2
Oct
Nov  1
Dec 1

1973 J a n   2
Feb  1
Mar  1  1
Apr
May  1
Jtin  1
Jul  2  2

1 1 8  2 2  1 1
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Chapter 10

PATTERNS OF SUICIDE I N  WEST KWARA'AE, MALAITA,
SOLOMON ISLANDS

David W. Gegeo and Karen Ann Watson-Gegeo

I n t r o d u c t i o n
The p r e c i p i t o u s  r i s e  i n  s u i c i d e  r a t e s  i n  c e r t a i n  p a r t s  o f  t h e  P a c i f i c

over t h e  p a s t  t e n  y e a r s  h a s  reached ep idemic  p r o p o r t i o n s  i n  some a r e a s .  T h e
f i n d i n g s  r e p o r t e d  i n  t h i s  volume f o r  M ic rones ia  b y  Hezel  and Rub ins te i n  and f o r
Western Samoa b y  B o w l e s ,  t h e  Maophersons a n d  O l i v e r  s h o w  h i g h  r a t e s  o f
adolescent male  s u i c i d e  i n  communit ies a f f e c t e d  b y  r a p i d  s o c i a l  change. I t  i s

wor thwh i le  examin ing  c u l t u r a l  a n d  s o c i a l  f a c t o r s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  s u i c i d e  i n
other  p a r t s  o f  t h e  P a c i f i c  where  t h e  r a t e s ,  a l t h o u g h  perhaps a l s o  r i s i n g ,  have
not  shown an  epidemic tendency.

Melanesia p resen ts  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  case i n  t h i s  r e g a r d .  S u i c i d e  r a t e s  i n
the Solomon I s l a n d s  a n d  mos t  p a r t s  o f  Papua New Guinea a r e  s t i l l  r e l a t i v e l y
low, a n d  t h e  dominant  p a t t e r n  i n  some a r e a s  o f  Me lanes ia  i s  o f  young  f e m a l e
su ic ides  r a t h e r  t h a n  young male s u i c i d e s  ( t h e  Bimirr.Kuskusmin case desc r i bed  b y
Poole i n  h i s  c h a p t e r  f o r  t h i s  volume i s  a  no ted  e x c e p t i o n ) .  W h a t  d i f f e r e n c e s
i n  c u l t u r a l  meanings, s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  a n d  s o c i a l  change m i g h t  b e  r e l a t e d
t o  male and female  s u i c i d e  p a t t e r n s  r e s p e c t i v e l y ?

The f o l l o w i n g  i s  a  r e p o r t  o f  r e s e a r c h  w e  conduc ted  i n  West  Kwara 'ae ,
Ma la i ta ,  i n  t h e  Solomon I s l a n d s  f r o m  May t h r o u g h  Augus t ,  1984 .  I n  t h e  course
o f  pu rsu ing  a  s t u d y  o f  c h i l d r e n ' s  s o c i a l i z a t i o n ,  we  conducted i n t e r v i e w s  ac ross
th ree  gene ra t i ons  o n  occurrences o f  s u i c i d e  and  i t s  c u l t u r a l  meaning. I n  West
Kwara'ae, a s  i n  t h e  Solomon I s l a n d s  g e n e r a l l y ,  t h e  s u i c i d e  r a t e  i s  h i g h e r  f o r
women t h a n  f o r  men. T h e  Solomon I s l a n d s  government a n d  t h e  l o c a l  p r o v i n c i a l
governments d o  n o t  keep  s t a t i s t i c s  o n  s u i c i d e s ,  b u t  t h e  imp ress ions  o f  r u r a l
v i l l a g e s ,  h e a l t h  workers  ( b o t h  Solomon I s l a n d e r s  and  e x p a t r i a t e  Europeans) a n d
p o l i c e  c o i n c i d e  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e  c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  t h e  s u i c i d e  r a t e  has  r i s e n  i n
the p a s t  t e n  y e a r s ,  a n d  t h a t  females  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  k i l l  themselves t h a n
males. A n o t h e r  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  r u r a l  v i l l a g e s  i s  t h a t  y o u n g  p e o p l e  a r e
commit t ing s u i c i d e  f o r  " l e s s  i m p o r t a n t  reasons"  t h a n  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  a l t h o u g h ,  a s
we s h a l l  see ,  o u r  case d a t a  do  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  suppo r t  t h i s  c o n t e n t i o n .
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F ina l l y,  ou r  repor t  provides an i n te res t i ng  comparison wi th t h a t  o f  David
Akin ( t h i s  vo lume) ,  w h o  descr ibes  t h e  ne ighbor ing  Kwaio  who  l i v e  i n  a
re la t i ve l y  remote area l e s s  a f fec ted  b y  s o c i a l  change than  i s  West Kwara'ae.
West Kwara'ae, a  heav i l y  Chr i s t i an  d i s t r i c t ,  i s  essen t ia l l y  a  pen- u r b a n  area
which has undergone very  rap id  soc ia l  change over the  past ten  years.

We w i l l  b e g i n  b y  ske tch ing  t h e  n a t u r e  a n d  meaning o f  s u i c i d e  i n
t rad i t i ona l  and c o l o n i a l  t imes ,  t h e n  t u r n  ou r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  su ic ide  today and
explanations f o r  i t .

Suicide i n  Trad i t iona l  and Colonia l  Times
Although t h e  Kwara'ae te rm l i ' o  i s  used t o  g loss  " s u i c i d e , "  i t s  t r u e

de f i n i t i on  r e f l e c t s  t h e  k inds  o f  death recognized as su ic ide  i n  the  pas t ,  a s
wel l  as the t r a d i t i o n a l  method o f  committing i t .  L i ' o  means t o  commit su ic ide,
be k i l l e d  having requested i t ,  o r  d i e  by  noose (hanging o r  s t rangu la t ion) ;  i t s
t rans i t i ve  fo rm means t o  k i l l  onese l f ,  k i l l  o n  request ,  o r  k i l l  b y  noose.
Hanging was never used f o r  murders o r  i n  warfare, o n l y  f o r  su ic ides and suic ide
k i l l i n g s .  T h e  noose was constructed o f  hand-made s t r i n g  i n  which th ree  knots
were t i e d  t o  press on both s ides o f  the  neck and on the t h roa t  when the v i c t i m
jumped.

Informants say t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  su ic ide  occurred p r imar i l y  among women.
Like t h e  Kwaio myths r e f e r r e d  t o  i n  Ak ins '  c h a p t e r,  most  o f  t h e  myths and
legends invo lv ing  su ic ide  have female v i c t ims .  S u i c i d e  might  be committed as
the r e s u l t  o f  a  sexual l ove  a f f a i r ,  t h e  death o f  a  husband or  w i f e ,  o r  ( i n  the
case o f  a  man) t h e  commission o f  a  wrong so  ser ious  t h a t  i t  was punished by
banishment from the v i l l a g e .  A l l  o f  these const i tu ted grave problems under the
t rad i t i ona l  system. F o r  example, a  woman invo lved i n  a  sexual a f f a i r  g rea t l y
feared i t s  coming t o  pub l i c  no t i ce ,  a s  i t  would b r i ng  shame t o  the  f a m i l y,  a
dispute between t h e  k i n  s ides  invo lved,  and  poss ib le  v io lence t o  he rse l f  and
her l o v e r.  O n  the  o ther  hand, i f  her  l ove r  cou ld  no t  o r  would no t  marry her,
she knew t h a t  her  s u i c i d e  would r e s u l t  i n  h i s  be ing k i l l e d  b y  her  k i n  s ide .
Secondly, despai r  over t he  death o f  a  spouse motivated some t o  suic ide.  Women
were espec ia l l y  i n  a  d i f f i c u l t  p o s i t i o n  i f  t h e i r  husbands d i e d  when t h e i r
chi ldren were s t i l l  sma l l .  I f  a  widow wanted t o  remarry o r  r e t u r n  t o  he r
fami ly,  o r  i f  her  husband's fam i l y  forced her t o  leave, she would be separated
from her  c h i l d r e n .  T h i r d l y ,  i n  t h e  case o f  banishment, a  man might  choose
suicide t o  ensure p ro tec t i on  f o r  h i s  w i f e  and  ch i l d ren .  B a n i s h m e n t  was a
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v i r t u a l  death sentence unless o the r,  more remote k i n  were w i l l i n g  t o  take i n
the offender.

To i l l u s t r a t e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s u i c i d e ,  h e r e  a r e  examples f r o m  t h r e e
t rad i t i ona l  s t o r i e s  ( ia in imae, !myth ' ,  ' f o l k t a l e ' )  and  th ree  ac tua l  cases o lde r
informants remember f rom t h e i r  chi ldhood. I n  one s t o r y,  two  young women went
to t h e i r  l ove rs '  v i l l a g e  a f t e r  the  love rs  had been k i l l e d  elsewhere f o r  a  tabu
v io la t ion .  T h e  women i ns i s t ed  t h a t  t h e i r  l ove rs '  r e l a t i v e s  k i l l  them, because
the men met t h e i r  death on  t h e i r  way t o  keeping a  rendezvous w i t h  t h e  women.
The men's r e l a t i v e s  agreed and hung them. T h i s  su i c i de  resu l t ed  i n  a  war
between the two k i n  sides. O u t  o f  g r i e f ,  t h e  widow o f  one o f  the  men k i l l e d  i n
the war  asked he r  r e l a t i v e s  t o  k i l l  he r  a s  w e l l ,  and  they  d i d .  I n  another
story,  a  b r i d e  committed s u i c i d e  when h e r  r i v a l  sabotaged t h e  marr iage.
Subsequently the groom k i l l e d  h i s  b r i de ' s  r i v a l ,  then  attempted suic ide himsel f
by jumping i n t o  a  poo l  o f  sharks.  I n s t e a d  he was c a r r i e d  on  the  back o f  a
shark t o  another i s land ,  where he won renown f o r  warfare. H e  returned, brought
both women back t o  l i f e ,  and married them. F i n a l l y ,  a  legend expla in ing the
f i ss ion  o f  a  descent group t e l l s  how the  younger brother  o f  the  l a s t  re ign ing
paramount c h i e f  was possessed b y  a n  e v i l  s p i r i t ,  caus ing  h i m  t o  rape h i s
s is ters .  H e  then committed suic ide out  o f  anger f o r  being scolded by h i s  o lder
brothers.

In one ac tua l  case f rom t r a d i t i o n a l  t imes,  a  woman requested su ic ide and
was k i l l e d  a f t e r  h e r  husband d ivorced h e r.  I n  another,  a  woman requested
suicide a f t e r  he r  husband d ied .  H e r  b ro thers  refused, b u t  she swore a t  them
with t r a d i t i o n a l  tabu ep i thets  u n t i l  they became angry and granted her request.
In a  t h i r d ,  a  woman committed su i c ide  a f t e r  h e r  l o v e  a f f a i r  w i t h  a  man was
found out ,  and her fa the r  and other re l a t i ves  sa id  they were going t o  k i l l  her ;
she ran away i n t o  the f o res t  and hung herse l f .

In genera l ,  Kwara 'ae peop le  ma in ta in  t h a t  s u i c i d e  was more r a r e  i n
pre-contact t imes than today.  T h e  t r u t h  o f  t h i s  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  judge. T h e r e
were recognized c u l t u r a l  ways o f  dea l ing  w i t h  su i c i de  attempts i n  t he  pas t .
The man o r  woman who at tempted s u i c i d e  o r  asked  t o  b e  k i l l e d  would  b e
counselled, and  t h e  cause o f  h e r / h i s  a c t i o n  discussed. I f  a  young unmarried
woman admit ted sexual  in te rcourse,  a n d  i f  h e r  f a m i l y  d i d  n o t  agree w i t h  t h e
marriage, t h e y  might ask compensation from the  man, o r  i n  extreme cases, k i l l
him. T o  make sure t h a t  she d i d  not  shame the fami l y  again, t hey  might drag the
woman t o  t h e  house o f  a n  o l d e r  bachelor  o r  widower and s a y,  "He re  i s  your
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wi fe . "  A f t e r  t h e  two had been together f o r  sometime, t h e y  would ask f o r  t h e
brideprice. T h e  same recourse might be taken when a  woman ins i s ted  her fami l y
k i l l  her,  th reaten ing them t h a t  unless they d i d ,  she would have sexual a f f a i r s
with many men; f o r c i n g  her t o  marry was seen as preventing both the  su ic ide  and
fur ther  shame t o  the fami l y  by ge t t i ng  her t o  s e t t l e  down. T h e r e  was no stigma
associated wi th  su ic ide i n  the past .

Under t he  B r i t i s h  co lon ia l  r u l e ,  ass is ted  su ic ide  was ca l l ed  murder, and
attempted su i c i de  became a  c r ime punishable b y  imprisonment. Husbands  were
l i ab l e  f o r  imprisonment i f  they  were judged the  cause o f  t h e i r  w i f e ' s  su ic ide,
as i n  cases o f  w i f e -beating o r  adu l t e r y.  I n f o r m a n t s  s a i d  t h a t  su ic ide  ra tes
f e l l  dur ing the co lon ia l  per iod,  and have r i sen  again since self-government.

Suicide Today
As i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p a t t e r n ,  women today  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  commit

suicide than men on Malai ta.  C a s e  data we co l lec ted  from r u r a l  informants, as
wel l  as  f rom the  Head o f  t h e  Nat iona l  Mental Health U n i t  a t  K i l u ' u f i  Hosp i ta l
in  West Kwara'ae and  t h e  P r i n c i p a l  Medica l  O f f i c e r ,  H o n i a r a  Town Counc i l ,
suggest t h a t  t he  ma jo r i t y  o f  su ic ides  and attempted su ic ides a r e  among young
women, usua l l y  unmarried, i n  t h e i r  e a r l y  20 's .  T h e s e  a re  o f ten  women who have
l i ved  i n  a n  urban area,  e s p e c i a l l y  Honiara, f o r  a  per iod  and then  re turned
home. Sometimes these young women are educated and have jobs.

For b o t h  men and women, s u i c i d e  most o f t e n  i s  associated w i t h  a  l o v e
a f f a i r  o r  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  parents.  Among s ing le  women, a  f a i l e d  love a f f a i r ,  o r
one t h a t  resu l ted  i n  a  pregnancy the  woman wished t o  conceal, a r e  examples o f
prec ip i ta t ing  events. C o n f l i c t s  w i t h  parents occur  when the  parents disagree
with t he  woman's choice o f  husband, have found ou t  about a  love  a f f a i r ,  o r  a re
overly r e s t r i c t i v e  i n  t h e i r  attempts t o  p ro tec t  her  reputat ion.  Among married
women, a  l ove  a f f a i r  outs ide marriage by  e i t h e r  p a r t y,  m a r i t a l  c o n f l i c t s ,  and
despondency o v e r  t h e  husband's d r i n k i n g  a r e  t h e  most  common circumstances
associated wi th  su ic ide.

Hanging i s  s t i l l  a  f requent  method o f  su i c i de ,  b u t  more commonly young
m.nan n e l A  m^mesin 4-=1.,es rsduresrArso,,e. r s - F  4-1,-t£z m d m . A 4 r . 4 v I z a .  r v g  r g I n 1 ^ , ^ ~ 1 4 1 , 1 c .
associated wi th  su ic ide.

Hanging i s  s t i l l  a  f requent  method o f  su i c i de ,  b u t  more commonly young
men and women t a k e  overdoses o f  t h e  a n t i -malar ia l  medicine o f  chloroquine.
Aspir in preceded ch lo roqu ine ,  b u t  h a s  b e e n  c a r e f u l l y  r e g u l a t e d  b y  t h e
government f o r  severa l  years now due t o  i t s  use i n  su ic ide cases. A s  malar ia
i s  endemic t o  Malaita,  chloroquine i s  less  easy t o  regulate.

The fo l low ing  are sketches o f  t y p i c a l  su ic ide  and attempted suic ide cases
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we c o l l e c t e d  f r om v i l l a g e  informants and f rom t h e  Head o f  Mental  hea l t h  a t
K i l u ' u f i  H o s p i t a l .  A l l  b u t  o n e  o f  t h e  cases have  occur red  s i n c e  1980.
Although we co l l ec ted  more s u i c i d e  cases among women, we  have balanced o u r
presentation here w i th  male cases, and wi th  an eye t o  i l l u s t r a t i n g  va r ia t ion .
1. I n  1957, a  woman t r i e d  t o  cu t  her  t h r o a t  w i th  an ax.  P e o p l e  sa id  t h a t  a

s p i r i t  entered her  and possessed he r.  S h e  was depressed and angry w i t h
her husband. A  few years e a r l i e r  h e r  b ro the r  had committed su ic ide  b y
s l i t t i n g  h i s  t h roa t  wi th  an American razor,  apparent ly because he had been
i l l  f o r  sometime a n d  h a d  f a m i l y  problems. S u b s e q u e n t l y  t h e  woman
recovered, and she and her husband were given t r a d i t i o n a l  counsel l ing.

2. I n  1981 a  young woman f r o m  a n  i n t e r i o r  v i l l a g e  s t i l l  f o l l o w i n g  t h e
ancestral r e l i g i o n  hung h e r s e l f .  B e f o r e  h e r  dea th  she  had  f requen t l y
v i s i ted  h e r  C h r i s t i a n  r e l a t i v e s ,  express ing  a  d e s i r e  t o  c o n v e r t  t o
Chr i s t i an i t y.  W h e n  she re turned home a f t e r  each v i s i t ,  h e r  f a t h e r  beat
her f o r  p o l l u t i n g  t he  f a m i l y  by  being i n  contact  w i th  Chr is t ians,  and he
forbade her t o  convert.  S h e  was depressed, and hung herse l f .

3. I n  1983, a  young married man i n  an i n t e r i o r  v i l l a g e  attempted su ic ide by
making a  noose w i t h  h i s  lavalava,  b u t  was discovered and c u t  down by h i s
brother. H e  t o l d  h i s  brother  t h a t  h i s  l i f e  was t o o  pa in fu l  f o r  him; t h a t
he and h i s  w i f e  had mar i ta l  problems, and she was c r i t i c a l  o f  everything
he d id .

4. I n  1983, a  young man hung himsel f  over an unsuccessful love  a f f a i r .
5. R e c e n t l y  a  woman f r o m  a  v i l l a g e  i n  Southwest Kwara'ae t o o k  a  f a t a l

overdose o f  chloroquine.  S h e  was having a n  a f f a i r  w i t h  a  man who was
simultaneously involved w i th  another woman. H e r  mother counselled her t o
forget  h im and f i n d  someone e l s e .  T h e  mother was i n s i s t e n t ,  and  a f t e r
awhile the woman committed suic ide.

6. I n  Ju ly  1984, a  young man whose o lde r  bro ther  had confronted him over h i s
love a f f a i r  w i t h  a  close cousin,  was caught i n  a  su ic ide  attempt. H e  had
admitted t h e  a f f a i r  t o  h i s  b ro the r  d u r i n g  t h e  con f ron ta t ion .  S h o r t l y
a f te r,  h i s  mother walked i n t o  t he  house and saw him about t o  swallow a
handful o f  chioroquine t a b l e t s .  T h e y  discussed t h e  conf ron ta t ion ,  s h e
counselled him, and he abandoned the attempt.

7. R e c e n t l y  a  young woman, 2 5  years o f  age, who was a  laboratory  technic ian
and had been marr ied f o r  t h r e e  years,  committed su ic ide  b y  t ak i ng  more
than 100 chloroquine t a b l e t s  ( a  dosage o f  6  t ab l e t s  may be l e t h a l ) .  S h e
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was despondent over her husband's heavy dr ink ing.
8. S i m i l a r l y ,  a  t r a i n e d  nurse f o r  M a l a i t a  Prov ince,  a b o u t  2 4  y e a r s  o l d ,

recently committed su ic ide over her  parents '  oppos i t ion  t o  her boyf r iend;
she took more than 100 chloroquine t ab le t s .

9. A  young man o f  1 8  years  recen t l y  hung h imse l f  when h i s  g i r l f r i e n d  l e f t
him.

10. A ,  young woman o f  about 17 years recent ly  hung herse l f  because o f  scoldings
from her  parents .  S h e  was unable t o  conf ront  them about i t  and became
despondent.
The case f o r  which we have the  most in format ion took place i n  1982, and

involved a  young woman o f  21 o r  22 years o f  age i n  the  Chr is t ian  bush v i l l a g e
of Satola.  O n  the morning o f  her su ic ide ,  she went t o  the v i l l a g e  s to re  t o  buy
b iscu i ts ,  b u t  acted strangely and d id  not  go ins ide  the s to re ,  c a l l i n g  out  from
the doorway ins tead.  A f t e r  he lp ing  her  mother f e t c h  a  p i g  which had escaped
from the fam i l y  pen, she returned t o  her house and locked herse l f  ins ide .  S h e
t id ied  u p  h e r  room,  h u n g  a l l  h e r  c l o t h e s  n e a t l y ,  a n d  f o l d e d  h e r  o t h e r
possessions, s t o r i n g  them i n  her  case. A  r e l a t i v e  passing by glanced through
the window and saw the  young woman s i t t i n g  i n  a  c h a i r,  d r i nk ing  from a cup and
looking i n t o  a mi r ror  a f t e r  each swallow. L a t e r  another r e l a t i v e  passed by and
heard her c ry ing  ou t  f o r  he lp .  H e  and others broke down the door and found her
dying.

In reconstruct ing t h e  events t h a t  l e d  t o  t h i s  su ic ide ,  we learned t h a t
the day before a  man f rom another v i l l a g e  had seen the  woman i n  a  clandestine
meeting w i th  a  man he d i d  no t  recognize, presumably her  boyf r iend.  B e f o r e  her
death she had been ga in ing weight and her  breasts  were enlargening; she began
to wear heavy, loose c lo thes.  S h e  had been i l l ,  and gone t o  the hosp i ta l  where
she was e x -rayed. T h e  r a d i o l o g i s t  was her  mother 's  b ro ther,  and  a t  the  t ime
said t h a t  h e  f ound  no th ing .  A f t e r  h e r  s u i c i d e ,  h e  admi t ted  t h a t  she was
pregnant, and t h a t  he had hesi tated g iv ing  the  diagnosis u n t i l  her  l ove r  might
be i d e n t i f i e d .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  immediately a f t e r  he r  death a  number o f  people
said they  saw he r  ghos t ,  a n d  i t  was ca r r y i ng  a  baby - -  probably r e f l e c t i n g
publ ic suspicion. T h e  Malai ta po l i ce  invest igated the death, b u t  as the woman
had never  revea led  t h e  i d e n t i t y  o f  h e r  boy f r i end ,  t h e  case was even tua l l y
closed. N o t  l o n g  a f t e r ,  h e r  s i s t e r  a l s o  t r i e d  t o  commit s u i c i d e  w i t h  a n
overdose o f  chloroquine, b u t  was taken t o  the hosp i ta l  and survived.

Another t y p e  o f  s u i c i d e  case t h a t  occurs  o n  Ma la i ta  i s  s u b -intended
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death. We interviewed the  widow o f  a  man whose death i n  1983 was seen by  h i s
re la t ives a s  a  case o f  choosing t o  d i e .  T h e  events lead ing  up  t o  the  death
were as fo l lows.  S e v e r a l  years before B and h i s  w i fe  adopted a deaf-mute g i r l ;
they themselves had on ly  sans. When  the  g i r l  was about 15 years o l d ,  she was
twice raped by a  r e l a t i v e  o f  B.  T h e  second rape was witnessed by  B ' s  female
re la t i ve .  T h e  case was taken  t o  t h e  p o l i c e ,  a n d  t h e  v i o l a t o r  inurediately
imprisoned f o r  one year  w i thout  t r i a l ,  under Solutions law (when witnesses can
t e s t i f y  t o  the rape o f  a  handicapped person, t h e r e  i s  no t r i a l ) .  T h e  mother's
brother, D ,  and fa the r  o f  t h e  r a p i s t  were angry and blamed B and h i s  w i f e  f o r
the i r  young r e l a t i v e  going t o  j a i l .  T h e y  f requent ly  confronted B, were hos t i l e
to h im and h i s  w i f e ,  and threatened them i n  v i l l a g e  meetings. T h e  s i t u a t i o n
was espec ia l l y  d i f f i c u l t  because t h e i r  houses were s i d e  b y  s i d e ,  t h e y  were
re la t ives ,  and B was a  sens i t i ve  and peaceful man. B  t r i e d  t o  appease D, b u t
he and h i s  close k i n  sa id  no sett lement was possible.  F i n a l l y  B t o l d  h i s  w i fe ,
"Only death  w i l l  r eso l ve  i t . "  S h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h i s  B  f e l l  i l l ,  a n d  he  grew
steadi ly worse. H e  refused t o  go t o  the hosp i ta l ,  t e l l i n g  h i s  w i fe  t h a t  he was
not dying o f  any i l l n e s s ,  b u t  ra ther  o f  the  anger between the  two fami l ies .  A s
his cond i t ion  worsened, h e  spoke more and more o f  death. O n  the l a s t  morning
of B ' s  l i f e ,  D  dressed up c a r e f u l l y,  combed h i s  h a i r ,  p u t  on new c lo thes,  and
came t o  B ' s  house where h e  peered through t h e  window a t  B .  A l l  o f  these
actions are  those o f  a  sorcerer;  B  may o r  may no t  have been f u l l y  conscious o f
D's behavior.  A  t ruck  was sent  t o  take B t o  the  hosp i ta l .  A s  he g o t  up onto
i t ,  he t o l d  h i s  w i fe ,  "Th i s  i s  my l a s t  t r i p . "  H e  t o l d  h i s  mother-in-law, "Look
af ter  my ch i l d ren . "  O n  the  way t o  the hosp i ta l  he f e l l  unconscious, and d ied
short ly  a f t e r  the  a r r i v a l .  D e a t h  was from a bleeding u l ce r.

Suicide occasional ly  occurs i n  p a i r s  o r  s t r i n g s ,  a s  t h e  case above i n
which the  s i s t e r  o f  the  woman who committed suic ide attempted suic ide herse l f  a
few days l a t e r .  I n  another case, s h o r t l y  a f t e r  a  man had committed suic ide h i s
brother d i d  the  same, f o r  no  known reason; both  men were married. S t r i n g s  o f
suicides, however, a r e  n o t  common i n  Kwara'ae. K w a r a ' a e  informants t a l k  o f
kwakwalalilo, a  s t r i n g  o f  suic ides through generations i n  which su ic ide i s  seen

suicides, however, a r e  n o t  common i n  Kwara'ae. K w a r a ' a e  informants t a l k  o f
kwakwalalilo, a  s t r i n g  o f  suic ides through generations i n  which su ic ide i s  seen
as "running i n  the  f a m i l y. "  P e o p l e  sa id  t h a t  the  woman i n  Case 1  above (who
attempted s u i c i d e  w i t h  a n  a x )  w a s  a  kwakwala l i 'o  case.  A l t h o u g h  r a r e  i n
Kwara'ae, i n f o rman ts  s a i d  kwakwa la l i ' o  i s  common i n  ne ighbor ing L a u  a n d
Tolabaita, a s  w e l l  as the  ou t l y i ng  Polynesian populat ion o f  Ontong Java. A n d ,
as Dav id  A k i n  describes i n  h i s  chapter,  t h e  Kwaio regard  su i c ide  a s  h i g h l y
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"contagious" and take d e f i n i t e  measures t o  prevent i t s  spread.
Sometimes t h e  Kwara'ae a t t r i b u t e  su i c ide  t o  possession by  an  ances t ra l

s p i r i t ,  a s  i n  Case 1  c i t e d  above. T h e  s p i r i t  confuses the  person, and as the
v ic t im d ies ,  h e  o r  she has a  se izure and "ea ts  d i r t . "  S u i c i d e s  o f  t h i s  type
are ca l l ed  boborodi 'a.  I t  i s  t he  boborodi 'd  s p i r i t  which causes kwakwalal i io
suicides i n  f a m i l i e s .  A  boborodi 'a  i s  a  c l u b  fo rmer ly  used t o  k i l l  enemies
with a  b low t o  t h e  head which resu l t ed  i n  se izures,  hence i t s  metaphorical
usage here.

But possession b y  a  s p i r i t  i s  n o t  t h e  most  t y p i c a l  exp lanat ion  f o r
suicides today.  Kwara 'ae  people do a  l o t  o f  speculat ing about and analysis o f
cases. N e w s  o f  a  su i c i de  i s  q u i c k l y  c a r r i e d  throughout t h e  d i s t r i c t ,  a n d
becomes a  t o p i c  o f  e v e n i n g  conversa t ion .  W e  t u r n  n o w  t o  c u l t u r a l
in terpretat ions and meanings o f  su ic ide.

Analysis: C u l t u r a l  Meanings and Social  Change
As suggested by  a  comparison o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  s t o r i e s  o f  su i c i de ,  a c t u a l

cases p r i o r  t o  Chr i s t i an iza t ion ,  and  modern cases, c u l t u r a l  explanat ions f o r
suicide s t r e s s  t w o  p r i m a r y  emot ions - -  shame a n d  a n g e r.  A l t h o u g h  t h e
par t i cu la r  case m a t e r i a l  we have been a b l e  t o  gather  emphasizes anger a s  a
motive, i n f o rman t s  s a i d  t h a t  among young women, shame i s  a  more common
motivation f o r  s u i c i d e .  G e n e r a l l y  i t  i s  shame o v e r  a  l o v e  a f f a i r ,  o r
especial ly a  pregnancy ou ts ide  o f  marr iage. K w a r a ' a e  sexual  mores a r e  ve ry
s t r i c t ;  bo th  men and women a re  supposed t o  be v i r g i n s  a t  marriage. I t  can be
hard t o  f i n d  a  s u i t a b l e  marriage par tner  i f  one has gained the  repu ta t ion  o f
having one o r  more sexual l ove  a f f a i r s .  Y e t  i t  i s  women who are most severely
affected by t h i s  r u l e ,  whether o r  n o t  they  ac tua l l y  become pregnant. A  woman
who has one o r  more a f f a i r s ,  o r  becomes pregnant, b r i n g s  g r e a t  shame t o  her
fami ly.  T h e  shame i s  increased f o r  h e r  i f  h e r  l o v e r  r e j e c t s  h e r ,  o r  h e r
parents r e f u s e  t o  l e t  h e r  mar ry  h im ,  perhaps ask ing  compensation i ns tead .
Compensation i s  meant t o  fa'aabu (make sacred again) t h e  woman, b u t  i n  pract ice
her on l y  l i k e l y  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  marriage w i l l  be t o  a  widower. Moreover,  a f t e r

Compensation i s  meant t o  f a '  a b  (make sacred again) t h e  woman, b u t  i n  pract ice
her on l y  l i k e l y  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  marriage w i l l  be t o  a  widower. Moreover,  a f t e r
the episode her  parents a r e  l i k e l y  t o  be even more s t r i c t  i n  t h e i r  con t ro l  o f
her movements and behavior'. A  young woman who has become pregnant o r  f ea rs  she
might be,  whose parents a r e  very  s t r i c t  about sexual mores, and w i th  whom she
does n o t  en joy  open cormunication, may b e  a t  r i s k  f o r  s u i c i d e  i f  h e r  l o v e r
rejects her o r  her  parents express opposi t ion t o  the  marriage. S h e  knows t h a t
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she faces years o f  shame i n  t r y i n g  t o  " l i v e  down" her l ove  a f f a i r ;  i f  she has a
chi ld ,  i t  i s  a  constant reminder t o  everyone o f  h e r  behavior,  and  t h e  c h i l d
i t s e l f  en te rs  t h e  soc ie t y  as  an orphan w i t h  an  uncer ta in  soc ia l  f u t u r e .  M e n
are l ess  l i k e l y  t o  commit su ic ide  ou t  o f  shame over a  love a f f a i r ,  f o r  reasons
which w i l l  be  considered below. When  a  f a i l e d  l ove  a f f a i r  i s  t he  mot ivat ion
for  a  man's s u i c i d e ,  i t  i s  u s u a l l y  o u t  o f  despondency; women a l s o  commit
suicide f o r  t h i s  reason.

In t he  case mate r ia l  presented above, t h e  myth (1ainimae) i n v o l v i n g  the
bride whose marriage was ru ined by her r i v a l  was a  case o f  su ic ide motivated by
shame: she was ashamed because her r i v a l  had made i t  appear t h a t  the br ide  was
an incompetent worker. T h e  case o f  t h e  Satola woman exempl i f ies shame over a
pregnancy; i t  i s  no t  known whether her lover  a lso  re jec ted her.

The second pr imary emotion mentioned as  t h e  cause o f  su ic ide  i s  anger.
Open expressions o f  anger a re  forbidden i n  Kwara'ae cu l tu re ,  al though o f  course
they occur.  B u t  a  s t rong c u l t u r a l  value f o r  t h e  Kwara'ae i s  t o  l i v e  i n  peace
and harmony, t o  the  ex tent  t h a t  anger i s  repressed and hidden behind a v e i l  o f
smil ing pol i teness.  When parents c r i t i c i z e  and scold t h e i r  ch i ld ren ,  t h e y  are
supposed t o  remain s i l e n t  and accepting even when they  themselves a re  adu l ts .
Another s t rong c u l t u r a l  value i s  s e n i o r i t y,  r e f l e c t e d  i n  the  power parents and
other o l d e r  r e l a t i v e s  h a v e  o v e r  y o u t h ,  a n d  o l d e r  s i b l i n g s  o v e r  younger
s ib l ings.  Because Kwara'ae i s  p a t r i l i n e a l ,  a  w i f e  i s  a lso  subordinate t o  her
husband, a  pos i t i on  emphasized by  t h e  conservat ive Chr i s t i an  churches i n  t he
area. I n  fami l i es  where open communication does n o t  e x i s t  o r  has broken down,
and where serious tensions e x i s t ,  t h e  r e s u l t  may be v i o l e n t  behavior by  one o r
more members: w i f e -  o r  husband-beating, c h i l d  abuse, a n d  s u i c i d e  a r e  a l l
possible examples we have observed.

Many o f  t h e  cases c i t e d  e a r l i e r  appear t o  i n v o l v e  a  combination o f
emotions: bo th  shame and anger,  r e s u l t i n g  i n  depression o r  despondency. T h e
sub-intended death case i s  espec ia l l y  complex. B  and h i s  w i f e  endured g rea t
shame over t h e  rape o f  t h e i r  adopted daughter. A s  her adopt ive parents, t h e y
were responsible f o r  her  sa fe -keeping and reputat ion f o r  t he  per iod she was t o
stay w i t h  them (adopt ion i s  never permanent i n  Kwara'ae). T h a t  she was raped
by one o f  h i s  re la t i ves  deepened the shame f o r  B.  T h a t  t h i s  r e l a t i v e ' s  fa ther
and c l a s s i f i c a t o r y  f a t h e r  t h e n  blamed B  f o r  t h e i r  s o n ' s  imprisonment, a n d
persecuted him and h i s  w i f e ,  must have engendered a  g rea t  deal  o f  anger i n  B,
which he turned inward by s a c r i f i c i n g  h i s  l i f e  t o  end the dispute.  ( I n  t h i s  he
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fa i led ,  s i n c e  D  has now threatened t o  k i l l  B ' s  w i f e ,  and  has s a i d  t h a t  t h e
dispute i s  n o t  ove r ) .  B o t h  t h i s  case and o ther  sub-intended death cases we
heard abou t  seemed t o  i n v o l v e  people  i n  t h e i r  m i d - l i f e ,  who  were u s u a l l y
married and possibly had ch i ldren.

Rapid s o c i a l  change and exposure t o  modernization a re  a l s o  seen by  the
Kwara'ae as  f a c t o r s  i n  su ic ide .  W e s t  Kwara'ae i s  almost a  per i -urban f r i n g e
area. T h e  Mala i ta  road  connects a l l  o f  West Kwara'ae t o  Auk i ,  t h e  i s l a n d ' s
prov inc ia l ,  u rban  cen te r,  wh i ch  i t s e l f  i s  l o ca ted  i n  West Kwara'ae. T W i c e
dai ly  f l i g h t s  t o  Honiara leave f rom t h e  Gwaunaru'u a i r f i e l d ,  l o c a t e d  i n  West
Kwara'ae. T w i c e  weekly f e r r i e s  depa r t  f r o m  Auk i  t o  Honiara, t h e  n a t i o n ' s
capi ta l  and primary urban center.  W e s t  Kwara'ae i s  experiencing the  growth o f
a mixed economy, where subsistence gardeners and workers i n  wage l abo r  l i v e
side by s ide  i n  the v i l l a g e .  P e o p l e  are  increasingly  mixing P i j i n  and English
words and phrases i n t o  t h e i r  speech. Yo u n g  men and women a r e  a t t r ac ted  t o
urban l i f e s t y l e  and d ress ;  a n d  a  s p r i n k l i n g  o f  r a d i o s ,  t a p e  recorders,  a n d
bicycles a r e  appearing i n  most v i l l a g e s .  I t  i s  a lmost  becoming a  r i t e  o f
passage f o r  young men who f a i l  o r  leave school t o  go t o  Honiara or  t he  Western
Solamons t o  work f o r  one t o  f i v e  years  before re tu rn ing  home t o  marry. U n l i k e
parts o f  Polynesia, however, most Kwara'ae men do i n  f a c t  re tu rn  wi th  whatever
money they  a re  ab le  t o  save, t o  s t a r t  a  business, such as p o u l t r y,  p iggery  o r
plantat ion,  on t h e i r  own land.

We t h i n k  the  higher r a t e  o f  su ic ide  f o r  women has t o  do wi th  the  greater
social  pressures on  them, made more c r i t i c a l  b y  r a p i d  soc ia l  change. Women's
l i ves  have always been very r es t r i c t ed ;  i n  the past  resembling more c lose ly  the
s t r i c t  ideology o f  p o l l u t i o n  described b y  Ak in  ( t h i s  volume) f o r  Kwaio. F o r
example, under  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  t a b u  system, s e c l u s i o n  o f  women i n  s p e c i a l
houses protected men from the p o l l u t i o n  o f  menstrual and b i r t h i ng  blood. U n d e r
the Chr is t ian  churches these tabus a re  gone, b u t  the  church teaches t h a t  women
are sub jec t  t o  wishes o f  t h e i r  husbands and fa thers .  E v e n  as smal l  ch i ld ren ,
g i r l s  a re  expected t o  work harder and be a d u l t  more qu ick ly  than boys bu t  they
are al lowed t o  p lay  and go about w i t h  r e l a t i v e  freedom u n t i l  adolescence. A t
that  po in t  t h e i r  movements are  r es t r i c t ed ,  t h e y  a re  expected t o  move around i n
the company o f  o t h e r  women, a n d  t h e i r  behav ior  i s  c a r e f u l l y  watched and
cr i t iqued by t h e i r  a d u l t  re la t i ves .  Y e t  on the rad io ,  r ock  and r o l l  songs p lay
a l l  day,  s e x  and l o v e  a r e  glamorized, a n d  t h e  shops i n  Auk i  c a r r y  c lo thes
designed t o  a t t r a c t  male a t t e n t i o n .  M a l e  adolescents d o  n o t  f a c e  t h e  same
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kinds o f  r e s t r i c t i o n s .  A l t h o u g h  they a re  expected t o  do t h e i r  share o f  garden
work, t h e y  a r e  f r e e  t o  g o  about  w i t h  t h e i r  peers  f rom v i l l a g e  t o  v i l l a g e ,
without suspicion.

S imi lar ly,  young men who experience a f a i l e d  love a f f a i r  o r  c o n f l i c t  w i t h
the i r  parents have a  number o f  opt ions f o r  deal ing w i th  i t .  T h e y  can go o f f  t o
Honiara on another i s l a n d  o r  elsewhere t o  work f o r  awhi le ,  removing themselves
from the  problem. F o r  example, a  man who gets  a  woman pregnant can run  away
and wa i t  u n t i l  t he  matter blows over;  a  woman cannot do t h i s .  M o r e  than l i k e l y
she w i l l  n o t  have t h e  money f o r  a  f e r r y  t i c k e t ,  a n d  h e r  r e l a t i v e s  a r e  n o t
l i k e l y  t o  g i ve  i t  t o  her.  O r  a  man can go l i v e  w i t h  r e l a t i v e s  i n  some other
v i l l age  f o r  l o n g  pe r iods .  Wo m e n  have  much l e s s  m o b i l i t y.  A s  one  ma le
informant po in ted  o u t ,  even i f  she escapes t o  t he  garden t o  be away f rom the
v i l l age  f o r  a w h i l e ,  i t  i s  t o  h e r  p a r e n t s '  ga rden  t h a t  s h e  g o e s . '  T h i s
res t r i c ted  sphere o f  a c t i o n  must a f f e c t  g r e a t l y  a  woman who has  l i v e d  i n
Honiara and  experienced t h e  r e l a t i v e  freedom o f  urban l i f e .  A s  mentioned
ea r l i e r,  in formants  po in ted  o u t  t h a t  many female su ic ides  a r e  women who had
recently returned from town.2

The c l a s h  o f  urban and r u r a l  va lues,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i n  a  pe r i od  o f  r a p i d
social  change, seems t o  be invo lved i n  many female su ic ides.  Moreover  young
people today want t o  f a l l  i n  love when they marry ( t r a d i t i o n a l l y  marriages were
arranged by  parents) ,  and  t h e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  on  women hamper t h e i r  attempts t o
get t o  know young men. T h e  departure o f  young men t o  other is lands t o  work f o r
several yea rs  - -  o f t e n  marry ing non7Kwara'ae women - -  has  a l s o  meant t h a t
marriageable age women outnumber men i n  Kwara'ae, and t h a t  many Kwara'ae women
never manage t o  marry.  M o r e o v e r,  a  woman's oppor tun i ty  t o  marry i s  f u r t h e r
res t r i c ted  by c u l t u r a l  r u l es  fo rb idd ing  marriage between people who a re  i n  any
way r e l a t e d .  A  woman's p a r e n t s  a l s o  c o n t r o l  h e r  d e s t i n y  b y  s e t t i n g  t h e
brideprice they  want f o r  he r.  I n  summary, a  man can leave t o  pursue work o r
f i nd  a  spouse, thereby  ga in ing  independence and con t ro l  over  h i s  l i f e .  V e r y
few women have t h i s  opt ion.

Social Strengths and Al ternat ives
The Solomon Is lands i s  now experiencing soc ia l  changes experienced a  few

years e a r l i e r  i n  Micronesia and  p a r t s  o f  Polynesia.  Deve lopment  has  come
slowly, w i t h  the is lands gain ing t h e i r  independence only i n  1978. A l t h o u g h  the
suicide r a t e  i s  s a i d  t o  be r i s i n g ,  t h e r e  are  no s igns o f  t he  prec ip i tous r i s e
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typ ica l  o f  p a r t s  o f  Micronesia o r  Western Samoa, n o r  does t h e  age o f  su i c ide
vict ims seem t o  b e  dropping.  W e  suggest  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  seve ra l  f a c t o r s
providing s t rength t o  s o c i a l  systems i n  the  Solamon Is lands undergoing change
which may help  f o r e s t a l l  increases i n  su ic ide.  O n e  o f  these i s  a  resistance t o
out-migrat ion. L a r g e  numbers o f  Solomon Is lands men do migrate t o  town and t o
other p a r t s  o f  t h e  Solamons t o  f i n d  work;  t h i s  i s  espec ia l l y  t r u e  o f  Mala i ta
men, accord ing t o  government s t a t i s t i c s .  I n  f a c t ,  h a l f  o f  t h e  p a i d  j obs  i n
Honiara a r e  h e l d  b y  Ma la i tans ,  a n d  among t h e s e  t h e  Kwara 'ae a r e  w e l l -
represented. B u t  Solomon Is landers do no t  migrate t o  other  countr ies  t o  work,
at  l eas t  no t  i n  large numbers. A n d  migrat ion o f  young men t o  town or  elsewhere
i s  usua l ly  temporary. So lomon Is landers a re  s t rong ly  t i e d  t o  t h e i r  land.  A s
mentioned e a r l i e r ,  most who leave i t  work f o r  a  few years and then re tu rn  home
to s t a r t  a  p ro jec t  and a fami ly  on t h e i r  own land.

A second source o f  s o c i a l  organizat ional  s t rength  i s  t he  f am i l y  and i t s
t r ad i t i ona l  modes o f  c o n f l i c t  r e s o l u t i o n .  T h e  Kwara'ae descent g roup  has
weakened over t h e  pas t  generat ion,  b u t  t h e  extended and nuclear f a m i l i e s  a r e
s t i l l  s t r o n g .  W i t h i n  t h e  nuc lea r  f a m i l y,  c o n f l i c t s  a r e  o f t e n  d e a l t  w i t h
through fa'amanata'anga, o r  counse l l i ng ,  w h i c h  occurs  o n  a  r e g u l a r  b a s i s .
Parents observe t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ' s  behav ior  c a r e f u l l y ,  t h e n  counsel  them o n
strategies f o r  cop ing  w i t h  problems t h a t  a r i s e .  O f t e n  i nc i den t s  i n  o the r
fami l ies are used as the basis  f o r  a  counsel l ing session. Counse l l i ng  tends t o
keep t h e  members o f  a  f a m i l y  c l o s e ,  a n d  c rea tes  a  suppor t i ve  con tex t  f o r
adolescence. Yo u n g  persons unable t o  accept counsel l ing f rom t h e i r  b i o l og i ca l
parents may be  sen t  o r  go  themselves t o  s tay  w i t h  o ther  a d u l t  r e l a t i ves  f rom
whom they w i l l  accept i t .

For example, i n  one case t h i s  summer a  young man o f  21 years s t o l e  money
for beer f rom h i s  f a m i l y ' s  s to re ,  and was caught by  h i s  f a the r.  T h i s  episode
was one  i n  a  l o n g  s e r i e s  o f  a c t i o n s  i n d i c a t i n g  t h e  young man's personal
problems. T h e  youngest i n  a  long l i n e  o f  brothers,  h i s  mother had died a t  h i s
b i r th ,  and  he had l i v e d  i n  var ious adopt ive f am i l i es  before re turn ing  home a t
the age o f  14 years .  O n c e  home he found i t  hard t o  accept h i s  f a t h e r ' s  and
elder brothers '  a u t h o r i t y,  and he began associat ing w i th  a  group o f  adolescents
who drank beer and engaged i n  p e t t y  t h i eve ry.  H e  was g rea t l y  ashamed o f  h i s
t h e f t  f rom the  f a m i l y  s t o r e ,  and  he feared t h a t  h i s  brothers  were angry w i t h
him. H e  went t o  Honiara, where he f e l l  i n  w i th  a  gang known f o r  f i g h t i n g  and
drinking. A f t e r  ser ious ly  i n j u r i n g  someone i n  a f i g h t ,  h e  was j a i l e d  f o r  a  few
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days. W h e n  released, h e  went t o  t h e  house o f  h i s  mother 's s i s t e r ,  where he
attempted su ic ide  ( i n  circumstances suggesting he hoped t o  be saved) b y  tak ing
20 chloroquine t a b l e t s  over  t h r e e  days. H e  surv ived because o f  t h e  prompt
action o f  h i s  m o t h e r ' s  s i s t e r .  W h e n  h e  h a d  recovered,  s h e  began t o
systematically counsel him. I n  a  meeting between both f am i l i es ,  i t  was agreed
that  he would remain w i th  her  u n t i l  he f e l t  he had straightened ou t  h i s  l i f e ,
and t h a t  he would a lso be counselled by a  p r i e s t .  When we l e f t ,  he  was making
plans t o  re tu rn  home.

Sometimes the  l a rge r  k i n  group beyond the  extended fami ly  i s  involved i n
supporting a  person w i th  ser ious problems. I n  another recent  case, t h e  young
chief o f  a  v i l l a g e  suddenly began cry ing out  one evening t h a t  he was dying. H e
was under g rea t  s t ress  due t o  several fac to rs :  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  r o l e ,  a  la rge debt
he had been unable t o  pay,  t h e  immediate need t o  b u i l d  a  house f o r  h i s  mother
as w e l l  a s  h i s  own f a m i l y,  and  t h e  burden o f  support ing t h e  ch i l d ren  o f  two
deceased brothers along w i th  h i s  own. H e  l a t e r  described h i s  f ee l i ng  as one o f
dissociat ion f rom h i s  body and imminent death. H i s  r e l a t i v e s  r a l l i e d  around
him - -  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  whole v i l l a g e  turned ou t .  T h e y  went w i t h  h im t o  see the
Anglican p r i e s t ,  whose prayers and counsel l ing calmed him. O n  the  fo l l ow ing
day one r e l a t i v e  v i s i t e d  h im  and i n  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  personal  fa'amanatalanga
session, l i s t e n e d  t o  t h e  pressures h e  f e l t ,  t h e n  o f f e r e d  h i m  adv ice  a n d
support. T h e  r e l a t i v e  then met w i th  o ther  r e l a t i v e s ,  who pu t  up the money t o
pay o f f  the c h i e f ' s  debt.  These  expressions o f  support apparently restored the
ch ie f ' s  sense o f  connectedness t o  h i s  v i l l a g e ,  and  he repor ted ly  returned t o
a l l  o f  h i s  respons ib i l i t i es  w i th  new confidence.3

Ties t o  the land,  a  strong fami ly  system, and t r a d i t i o n a l  counsel l ing are
posi t ive c u l t u r a l  f a c t o r s  m i t i g a t i n g  aga ins t  su i c ide .  A n  i n l o r t a n t  negat ive
factor which seems t o  especia l ly  discourage young women from committing su ic ide
i s  t h e i r  knowledge o f  t h e  unpleasant af termath o f  su i c i de .  F i r s t ,  death  b y
chloroquine leaves t h e  body i n  a  hideous s t a t e ,  and many young women who have
seen such a  body say they w i l l  never commit su ic ide themselves. Second ly,  t h e
Church o f  Melanesia s t i l l  f o l l o w s  t h e  o l d  Angl ican l a w  i n  t h e  t reatment  o f
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seen such a  body say they w i l l  never commit su ic ide themselves. Second ly,  t h e
Church o f  Melanesia s t i l l  f o l l o w s  t h e  o l d  Angl ican l a w  i n  t h e  t reatment  o f
suicide v i c t i m s :  t h e y  a r e  wrapped i n  c l o t h  and bur ied  w i thout  church r i t u a l
l i k e  animals i n  unmarked graves, t h e i r  heads po in t i ng  t o  the west ra ther  than
to the east .  A n g l i c a n  women express horror  a t  the prospect o f  being so t reated
af ter  death,  a n d  t h e y  a l s o  accept t h e  church teaching t h a t  a  su ic ide  v i c t i m
does not  go t o  heaven.
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In t h i s  chapter  we  have descr ibed b r i e f l y  t h e  c u l t u r a l  pa t t e rn i ng  o f

suicide i n  West Kwaralae, M a l a i t a ,  a n d  have rev iewed t h e  c u r r e n t  s u i c i d e
s i tua t ion  i n  a  s o c i e t y  which,  more t h a n  most Solomon Is lands  s o c i e t i e s ,  i s
undergoing rap id  soc ia l  change. I t  i s  important t o  note t h a t  i t  i s  impossible
to ascer ta in  su ic ide  ra tes  i n  t h i s  area ( o r ,  indeed anywhere i n  the  Solcmons)
with any  degree o f  c e r t a i n t y  due t o  t h e  l a c k  o f  systemat ic  record  keeping.
Rather than deal w i th  an analysis o f  su ic ide ra tes ,  across d i f f e r e n t  sub-groups
in  t h e  popula t ion  o r  across  t ime ,  we  have presented desc r i p t i ve  in fo rmat ion
which w i l l  provide in te res ted  readers w i t h  t he  s o c i a l  meanings o f  su ic ide  when
i t  does occur i n  West Kwaratae, and wi th  an understanding o f  some o f  the  po in ts
of s t ress  experienced by those who appear t o  be most a t  r i s k  i n  su ic ide:  young,
marriageable people, espec ia l l y  women. B y  examining su ic ide as an ind ica to r  o f
wider s t r a i n s  i n  a  changing soc ie ty,  and by considering the  i n t e r n a l  strengths
which these communities themselves b r i ng  t o  deal  w i t h  t he  problems o f  c o n f l i c t
and su ic ide ,  we hope t h a t  the  d iscussion i n  t h i s  chapter may shed l i g h t  on  an
even wider range o f  soc ia l  and c u l t u r a l  issues i n  the Solomon Islands today.
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NOTES

Acknowledgements. W e  a r e  g r a t e f u l  t o  Benjamin Farobo, Head o f  t h e  Nat iona l
Mental Heal th U n i t  a t  K i l u ' u f i  Hosp i ta l  i n  West Kwara'ae and Dr.  Helen Patton
the Pr inc ipa l  Medical O f f i ce r,  Honiara Town Council, f o r  in format ion on suic ide
in  t h e i r  areas.

1. I t  should be noted t h a t  when we asked informants why women committed o r
attempted su ic ide  more f requent ly  than  men, we were t o l d  t h a t  women have many
fewer op t i ons  f o r  responding t o  f a m i l y  problems, o u t - o f -wedlock pregnancies,
etc. - -  independent o f  our  own hypothesizing along the same l i n e s .
2. I n f o r m a n t s  a lso  sa id  t h a t  members o f  t he  South Seas Evangelical Church are
more l i k e l y  t o  commit s u i c i d e  t h a n  Angl icans and Roman Catho l ics .  W e  a r e
unable t o  judge t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  t h i s  statement. H o w e v e r,  SSEC members a r e
considerably more westernized than members o f  t he  o ther  two churches; t h e y  are
more l i k e l y  t o  have l i v e d  f o r  a  per iod i n  town; and i t  i s  our  impression t h a t
c o n f l i c t  between ch i ld ren  and parents dur ing adolescence and young adulthood i s
more frequent among them.
3. A  woman would be un l i ke l y  t o  behave i n  the  way the  c h i e f  behaved, because
women a re  soc ia l i zed  f rom childhood t o  avoid extravagant d isp lays  o f  emotion,
with the exception o f  g r i e f  over death. E v e n  more than men, women are expected
to i n t e r n a l i z e  anger a n d  f r u s t r a t i o n .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  t h e  c h i e f  wen t  i n t o
seclusion f o r  two days a f t e r  h i s  outburst ,  due t o  shame. A  woman i n  a s im i l a r
circumstance would have secluded herse l f  f o r  perhaps two weeks. I n  Case 1 ,  t h e
woman secluded herse l f ,  i n  shame f o r  at tempting su ic ide,  f o r  about f i v e  years.
During t h i s  t ime she moved about the v i l l a g e  only  a f t e r  dark o r  before sunrise.
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Chapter 11

SUICIDE AND WOMEN IN EAST MAIO, MALAITA

David Akin

The people o f  East Kwaio consider women more l i k e l y  t o  commit su ic ide than
men, a n  a t t i t u d e  r e f l e c t e d  i n  Kwaio mythology a s  w e l l  a s  popu la r  b e l i e f .
However, a  co l l ec t i on  o f  cases from the l a s t  40 years ind icates suic ides by men
and women a r e  about equal  i n  number. T h e  Kwaio associate su ic ide  w i t h  women
because there  are  many unsuccessful su ic ide  attempts by  women, and few by men.
Women a r e  a l s o  seen t o  threaten s u i c i d e  more o f t e n  than  men. W h e n  a  woman
shows c e r t a i n  s i g n s  o f  b e i n g  a  p o t e n t i a l  s u i c i d e ,  r i g o r o u s  p r e v e n t i o n
procedures a r e  p u t  i n t o  e f f e c t  by  t he  community. I n  t h i s  chapter,  I  b r i e f l y
review the soc iocu l tura l  s ign i f icance o f  su ic ide among the Kwaio, based on case
materials gathered du r i ng  my work  t h e r e  between 1979 and  1983.1 I  f ocus
par t i cu la r l y  o n  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  s u i c i d e  a n d  threatened s u i c i d e  a s  a n
ef fec t i ve  means o f  c o n f l i c t  r eso lu t i on  f o r  women.

The Kwaio
Kwaio i s  one o f  ten  e thno l ingu is t i c  groups on the i s land  o f  Malai ta i n  the

Southeastern Solomon I s l a n d s .  T h i s  c h a p t e r  d e a l s  p r i m a r i l y  w i t h  t h e
approximately 800 Kwaio l i v i n g  i n  the  mountains behind Sinalagu Harbor on  the
East Coast.  A n  equal  number o f  t h e  Sinalagu Kwaio a r e  Chr is t ians  l i v i n g  i n
large v i l l a g e s  o n  t h e  c o a s t .  T h e  Kwaio i n  t h e  mountains l i v e  i n  s m a l l
scattered hamlets and continue t o  p rac t i ce  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o n .  T h e y ,
with other t r a d i t i o n a l i s t  Kwaio, make up the la rges t  non-Christ ian group i n  the
Solamons. T h i s  chapter concerns su ic ide  i n  the  context  o f  t he  non7missionized
cul ture.

The Kwaio p rac t i ce  s lash  and burn h o r t i c u l t u r e .  T h e i r  main s taples a r e
dry t a r o  and sweet potato.  T h e y  r a i s e  p igs  f o r  r i t u a l  and feas t ing  purposes,
and f o r  sa le .  A l t h o u g h  there  i s  some f i s h i n g  i n  in land  r i v e r s  and i n  Sinalagu
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dry t a r o  and sweet potato.  T h e y  r a i s e  p igs  f o r  r i t u a l  and feas t ing  purposes,
and f o r  sa le .  A l t h o u g h  there  i s  some f i s h i n g  i n  in land  r i v e r s  and i n  Sinalagu
Harbor i t  has never been as important as i n  most areas o f  Malai ta.  U n t i l  t h i s
century there was no coastal  populat ion i n  Sinalagu Harbor.

The Kwaio area i s  d iv ided i n t o  named segments o f  land,  which are centered
around major shr ines f i r s t  founded by ancestors many generat ions ago (Keesing
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1969:122). I n  these shr ines ,  a n d  many o the rs  o f  l e sse r  importance, p r i e s t s
sacr i f i ce  p i g s  t o ,  and communicate w i t h ,  ances t ra l  s p i r i t s  on  beha l f  o f  t h e i r
descendants.

The Kwaio w o r l d  i s  be l i eved  t o  b e  c o n t r o l l e d  b y  these  ancestors,  who
enforce a  s t r i c t  tabu  system. A n c e s t o r s  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  concerned w i t h  t h e
bodily func t ions  o f  women, who must be i so la ted  from the r e s t  o f  the  community
during menstruation and c h i l d b i r t h .  P i g s  must be  s a c r i f i c e d  t o  these s p i r i t s
to exp ia te  t a b u  v i o l a t i o n s ,  a n d  t o  g a i n  support  f o r  successfu l  l i v i n g .  I f
v io la t ions  are  no t  corrected, t h e  ancestors w i l l  punish the  offending group o f
the i r  descendants w i t h  sickness, deaths,  o r  o ther  misfortunes. T h e  Kwaio have
a s t rong emotional attachment t o  these deceased ancestors, and  the re  i s  ve ry
l i t t l e  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  t h a t  i s  n o t  bel ieved subject  t o  ancestral  con t ro l .  T h e
most powerful ancestors a re  those t h a t  d ied long ago. Same o f  them are common
to a  great  many people, and are given p igs i n  hundreds o f  d i f f e r e n t  shr ines.

Unt i l  t h e  c o l o n i a l  e r a ,  t h e  East  Kwaio area as  a  whole was never un i t ed
p o l i t i c a l l y.  B i g  men earned power through t he  f eas t i ng  economy, a s  war r io rs ,
or a s  p r i e s t s .  S a m e  men were noted f o r  t h e i r  o ra to ry,  and  were important  i n
p o l i t i c s  w i t h i n  and between k i n  groups. O n e  man migh t  become power fu l  b y
combining a l l  o f  t hese  r o l e s .  T o d a y  a l l  b u t  t h e  w a r r i o r  s t a t u s  a r e  s t i l l
important. I n  add i t i on  the re  i s  now the  r o l e  o f  leader i n  Kwaio, p r o v i n c i a l ,
or n a t i o n a l  l e v e l  p o l i t i c s .  T h e r e  i s  a n  a r e a  c o u n c i l ,  w i t h  those  groups
interested i n  d i s t r i c t  l e v e l  p o l i t i c s  choosing t h e i r  own representat ives.

The i n t roduc t i on  o f  s t e e l  t o o l s  more than  100 years  ago g rea t l y  reduced
the work l o a d  o f  men. M e n  former ly  c leared the  t r ees  f rom gardens and b u i l t
fences around them t o  keep o u t  p i g s ,  a l l  w i t h  f l i n t  t o o l s .  Women, however,
have not  benef i t ted as  much from western technology. T h e i r  work o f  weeding and
plant ing i s  s t i l l  done b y  hand and w i th  wooden d igg ing s t i c k s .  I n  add i t ion  a
taro b l i g h t  i n  t h e  1950s made t h e  Kwaio more dependent upon t h e  in t roduced
sweet potato. S w e e t  potato gardening has always been considered women's work,
so t h e i r  work load was increased even more.

Kwaio women a r e  more t r a d i t i o n a l  i n  o r i en ta t i on  than men. T h e y  a r e  n o t
_

so t h e i r  work load was increased even more.
Kwaio women a r e  more t r a d i t i o n a l  i n  o r i en ta t i on  than men. T h e y  a r e  n o t

allowed t o  l e a v e  t h e  a r e a ,  w h i l e  Kwaio men have been l e a v i n g  t o  work  o n
plantat ions s ince the  1870s. T h e y  may s tay  away f o r  months or  even years. U p
to h a l f  o f  t h e  young men o f  t h e  a r e a  may b e  away a t  any  one t i m e  (Roger
Keesing, personal communication).

The h i s t o r y  o f  Kwaio contact  w i t h  Europeans has been long  and sometimes
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v io len t .  I n  t he  e a r l y  years o f  t h e  Queensland and F i j i  l abo r  t r ade ,  severa l
recru i t ing  s h i p s  were  a t tacked  i n  t h e  Kwaio a rea .  T w o  miss ionar ies were
k i l l e d ,  o n e  i n  1966.  T h e  a r e a  was p a c i f i e d  i n  1927 when a  devasta t ing
government pun i t i ve  expedi t ion fo l lowed the  k i l l i n g  o f  a  d i s t r i c t  o f f i c e r  and
14 others a t  Sinalagu.

Following Wor ld  War I I  Kwaio was a  ma jo r  c e n t e r  o f  Measina Ru le ,  a
rev i t a l i za t i on  movement w h i c h  s t r o v e  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  autonomy f o r  Solomon
Islanders. A l t h o u g h  i t  was even tua l l y  suppressed b y  t h e  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l
administrat ion, many o f  the  sentiments o f  the  movement are  s t i l l  strong i n  East
Kwaio today.

Suicide i n  J‹.waio
The Kwaio recognize s u i c i d e  a s  a  se r ious  problem. T h e y  say  t h a t  t h e

suicide r a t e  i s  much higher today than i n  the past .  Whether  there  ac tua l l y  has
been a n  increase i n  su i c i de  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  s a y.  T h e r e  a r e  n o  government
records f o r  the  area, and the Kwaio have a  tendency t o  i dea l i ze  some aspects o f
the i r  past  h i s t o r y.  T h e  question has a lso  gained p o l i t i c a l  importance o f  l a t e .
In 1983 a  cont ingent  o f  Kwaio leaders  went t o  Honiara t o  demand government
compensation f o r  t h e  1927 p u n i t i v e  exped i t i on .  T h e y  c la imed  t h a t  t h e i r
ancestors were s t i l l  punishing them f o r  the  expedi t ion 's  desecration o f  shr ines
by, among other  th ings ,  causing more people t o  commit su ic ide .  T h e  Kwaio a lso
blame t h i s  r i s e  i n  su ic ide  on  an increase i n  the  impor ta t ion  o f  sorcery  i n t o
Kwaio, a n d  o n  ances t ra l  anger  o v e r  t h e  v i o l a t i o n  o f  t abus  b y  Chr i s t i ans .
Whether o r  n o t  t h e  s u i c i d e  r a t e  has  r i s e n ,  i t  i s  q u i t e  h i g h  today.  F r o m
1979-1983 t he re  were f o u r  su ic ides ,  t h r e e  men and one woman, i n  t he  Sinalagu
population o f  about 1500. T h i s  i s  an annual r a t e  o f  approximately 53/100,000.

By f a r  t h e  most common method o f  su ic ide  i n  Kwaio i s  b y  hanging, e i t h e r
from a  t r e e  i n  the  j ung le  o r  f rom house r a f t e r s .  T h e  Kwaio term f o r  su ic ide ,
risonga has t h e  l i t e r a l  meaning ' s t r a n g l e '  b u t  has become a  gener ic  term f o r
suicide regardless o f  method. I n  add i t i on  t o  hanging, o t h e r  methods inc lude
jumping o f f  c l i f f s  o r  walk ing i n t o  the  sea. M o r e  recen t l y  a  woman attempted

suicide regardless o f  method. I n  add i t i on  t o  hanging, o t h e r  methods inc lude
jumping o f f  c l i f f s  o r  walk ing i n t o  the  sea. M o r e  recen t l y  a  woman attempted
suicide b y  t ak i ng  an  overdose o f  a s p i r i n .  A  government doctor  repor ted t h a t
suicide b y  ch loroquine overdose i s  becoming a  problem i n  o t h e r  a reas  o f
Malaita.2

Another method o f  su i c i de  was p rac t i ced  b y  women i n  t h e  p a s t .  W h e n  a
woman was shamed ( n o n i r i a ' a ) ,  u s u a l l y  b y  being raped, she  would c l imb t o  her



group's sacred men's house t o  demand t h a t  her  male k i n  k i l l  he r.  I n  a l l  b u t
one such case recorded, t h e  woman was k i l l e d  by  s t rang l i ng  he r  w i t h  a  cord .
Men's houses were tabu and the  usual  pena l ty  f o r  a  woman enter ing such sacred
areas f o r  any reason was death. W h e n  demanding t h a t  she be k i l l e d  t he  woman
would make c lea r  the  reason she wished t o  d ie ,  t e l l i n g  t he  name o f  the  man who
had raped her.  T h e  r a p i s t  h imsel f  was seen as the  g i r l ' s  actual  murderer, and
in  every case he was hunted down and k i l l e d  (see case #3 below).

As can be seen from Table 1,  t h e  Kwaio g ive  a wide va r i e t y  o f  explanations
for  i n d i v i d u a l  su ic ides .  I t  should be  s t ressed t h a t  these explanat ions a r e
Kwaio exp lanat ions.  I n  some cases  t h e r e  w e r e  t e n s i o n s  i n  i n t e r - fami ly
relat ionships t h a t  were not  c i t ed  i n  explain ing the su ic ide .

A l l  o f  t h e  p r e -World War I I  su ic ides  shown i n  Table 1  were by  women, a s
were t h e  f e w  su ic ides  which occurred i n  myth ica l  accounts. T h e  su ic ides  i n
myth were the  r e s u l t  o f  sorcery  performed by men who had been insu l ted  by the
women. A l t h o u g h  Kwaio discuss su ic ide  as  a  problem associated p r imar i l y  w i t h
women, t h e  cases we co l lec ted f o r  the  per iod fo l lowing  World War I I  (pos t -1943)
show t h e  number o f  su ic ides  b y  men and women t o  be about equal.3 I t  would,
however, be  misleading t o  i n t e r p r e t  these s t a t i s t i c s  as cont rad ic t ing.  S u i c i d e
i s  associated w i th  women because women at tempt su ic ide  and threaten t o  commit
suicide much more t han  men. S i m i l a r  t o  t h e  da ta  discussed by  Poole i n  h i s
chapter o n  t h e  Bimirr-Kuskusmin, o n l y  one unsuccessful  a t tempt  b y  a  man was
recorded, and he succeeded the next  day.

Women can  b e  burdened w i t h  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  emot ional  s t r e s s  i n  Kwaio
society.  T h e i r  r e a l  o r  supposed tabu v i o l a t i o n s  a r e  blamed f o r  most o f  t h e
serious misfortunes which b e f a l l  t h e i r  groups. I n  1967 one woman committed
suicide a f t e r  being blamed f o r  the  termina l  i l l n e s s  o f  her bro ther,  t o  whom she
was very close (Keesing 1983:120).

The most common reason f o r  s u i c i d e  among Kwaio women i s  a  bad marriage.
This was a  reason c i t e d  f o r  f i v e  o f  t h e  t e n  post-war cases f o r  which we were
given an explanation. I f  the  husband i s  thought t o  be the cause o f  the  su ic ide
he w i l l  be fo rced  t o  pay compensation t o  h i s  w i f e ' s  k i n .  B e f o r e  pac i f i ca t i on

given an explanation. I f  the  husband i s  thought t o  be the cause o f  the  su ic ide
he w i l l  be fo rced  t o  pay compensation t o  h i s  w i f e ' s  k i n .  B e f o r e  pac i f i ca t i on
he might have been k i l l e d  by her k i n .  T h e  fo l low ing  cases both occurred i n  the
1970s:
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Case # 1 :  A  man t r e a t e d  h i s  w i f e  bad l y,  b e a t  he r  (uncommon i n  Kwaio),  and
spread rumors about he r.  T h e y  argued a l l  t he  t ime.  I n  1979, a f t e r  they  had
been marr ied about a  year,  she  spoke t o  him i n  f r o n t  o f  several  people: " Y o u
won't be ab le  t o  h i t  me next  t ime you see me." L a t e r  t h a t  afternoon she hung
hersel f .  T h e  nex t  day her  mother at tacked the  husband's s i s t e r  w i t h  a  k n i f e
and severe ly  wounded h e r.  B o t h  t h e  husband's and mother 's groups p a i d  each
other equal compensation.

Case # 2 :  A  woman who had recen t l y  been marr ied  became upse t  because h e r
husband refused t o  consumate t h e  marriage, and wasn ' t  k i nd  t o  her.  S h e  t o l d
her mother about i t ,  and l a t e r  the  same day hung herse l f .  T h e  man had t o  pay a
small death compensation and a l so  l o s t  t h e  l a rge  br idepr ice  h i s  k i n  had j u s t
paid f o r  the  woman.

As can  b e  seen f r o m  these t w o  cases, s u i c i d e  may a l s o  b e  a  means o f
gett ing revenge against  someone. I n  these and some other  cases the  women made
clear t o  o thers  t h e  person causing t h e i r  su i c i de .  T h i s  cou ld  be  even more
effec t ive  i n  the days before pac i f i ca t i on  as  the fo l low ing  case i l l u s t r a t e s :

Case #3:  A  woman, Kofe 'au,  was raped by  a  man named Lamolamo. S h e  fo l lowed
him home i n  an e f f o r t  t o  ge t  him t o  marry her,  b u t  he made a  curse against  her
entering h i s  v i l l a g e .  S h e  spent t h a t  n igh t  a t  the edge o f  the  v i l l a g e  w i th  h i s
sympathetic r e l a t i ves .  T h e  next  morning she l e f t ,  t e l l i n g  h i s  r e l a t i ves  t h a t ,
" I  c a n ' t  do anything about what he has done t o  me, s o  I ' l l  j u s t  go home now.
But l i s t e n  f o r  the  s l i t  gongs from my v i l l a g e . "

She re tu rned  t o  h e r  v i l l a g e  and  c l imbed t o  h e r  f a m i l y ' s  men's house.
"Come and s t rang le  me [b ro the r ]  Tagai lamo!"  A n d  he r  b ro thers  s t rangled he r
with a  bowstr ing.  A f t e r w a r d s  t h e y  p layed t h e  song o n  t h e  s l i t  gongs t h a t
announces a  death.

Lamolamo's k i n  heard the  drums and sa id  t o  him: " T h a t  i s  what you asked
for  and o f  course i t  has happened. T h e y ' v e  k i l l e d  Kofe'au."

"So the people up there,  t hey  k i l l e d  Kofe'au and then they put  up a bounty
for Lamolamo's death. A n d  no matter where Lamolamo ran ,  h e  was going t o  d i e
for  Ko fe lau ' s  death.  Lamo lamo asked f o r  i t ,  s o  what  cou ld  he  do? P e o p l e
hunted him . . .  and they k i l l e d  Lamolamo f o r  the  death o f  Kofe 'au."

This demonstrates how suic ides i n  Kwaio could be, l i k e  those described by
Counts (1980:332) i n  K a l i a i ,  " a n  expression o f  power b y  otherwise powerless
people." K o f e ' a u  had been raped i n  revenge f o r  another rape b y  one o f  h e r
brothers, f o r  which on ly  a  t i n y  compensation had been paid.  S h e  knew t h a t  her
re la t ives would, t he re fo re ,  o n l y  be  ab le  t o  demand a  s i m i l a r l y  unsat is fac tory
compensation f o r  her  own rape. T h e  on ly  way she could s t r i k e  back a t  Lamolamo
brothers, f o r  which on ly  a  t i n y  compensation had been paid.  S h e  knew t h a t  her
re la t ives would, t he re fo re ,  o n l y  be  ab le  t o  demand a  s i m i l a r l y  unsat is fac tory
compensation f o r  her  own rape. T h e  on ly  way she could s t r i k e  back a t  Lamolamo
was b y  f o r f e i t i n g  he r  l i f e .  S o m e  o f  t h e  female su ic ides  today can s t i l l  be
seen a s  expressions o f  power, a l though women a r e  no  longer  l i k e l y  t o  cause
another's death through t h e i r  own.

Kwaio women have more power t h a n  t h e  K a l i a i  women described by  Counts.
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They may choose t o  ra i se  t h e i r  own p igs ,  and take p a r t  i n  the prest ige economy
independently o f  t h e i r  husbands.4 A  woman c a n  u s u a l l y  c o u n t  o n  h e r  k i n
supporting her i f  i t  i s  f e l t  she has been beaten wrongly, o r  i f  her  husband has
had a n  ex t ramar i ta l  a f f a i r .  A  woman s o  wronged may l eave  h e r  husband, and
demand t h a t  he pay her compensation before she re turns  t o  him.

However, i f  a  woman i s  h a v i n g  o t h e r  l e s s  d r a s t i c  problems i n  h e r
re la t ionship w i t h  he r  f a m i l y,  husband, o r  i n - l aws ,  she  may f e e l  powerless t o
correct t h e  problem. Women a r e  ve ry  conscious o f  t h e i r  importance t o  t h e i r
group. T h e y  take g rea t  p r ide  i n  being good workers and i n  ca re fu l l y  fo l l ow ing
tabus. A  woman thought  t o  be  l a z y,  o r  ca re less  concerning tabus,  w i l l  be
strongly c r i t i c i z e d  by others,  i nc lud ing  other  women. T h e r e  may be t imes when
a woman becomes dist ressed about her s ta tus  v i s - a - v i s  her r e l a t i ves ,  espec ia l l y
i f  they  are  t rea t i ng  her i n  ways she f e e l s  are inappropr iate.

As w i l l  be shown, t h e  t h r e a t  o f  su i c ide  can fo rce  a  woman's r e l a t i ves  t o
acknowledge her  va lue  t o  them by  going t o  a  g rea t  deal  o f  t r oub le  and expense
to a v e r t  he r  death.  T o  understand how t h i s  can occur,  one must understand a
kind o f  s p i r i t  possession ca l led  l a f u l a f u .

Lafulafu and the Threat o f  Suicide
The most common k i n d  o f  s p i r i t  possession i n  Kwaio i s  c a l l e d  l a f u l a f u .

Lafulafu may be caused e i the r  by angry ancestors o f  the  v i c t im ,  o r  another k ind
of s p i r i t  ca l led  kwasi. K w a s i  are  w i l d  ancestral  s p i r i t s .  Many  were purchased
from o ther  areas o f  Ma la i ta ,  f o r  a  p a r t i c u l a r  power t hey  possessed, and then
the i r  "owners" d i e d  be fo re  teach ing  anyone how t o  c o n t r o l  t h e  s p i r i t  w i t h
sacr i f i ce .  I f  a  group 's  t r u e  ancestors a r e  angry t hey  may a l l o w
ancestors t o  en te r  t h e  hamlet .  L a f u l a f u  i s  sometimes caused b y
wel l .

There a r e  a  wide v a r i e t y  o f  symptoms o f  l a f u l a f u  possession.

these w i l d
sorcery a s

These may
include i r r a t i o n a l i t y ,  supernormal s t r e n g t h ,  s leeplessness,  a n d  t r a n c e - l i k e
behavior. V i c t i m s  c a n  sometimes b e  q u i t e  v i o l e n t  a n d  o f t e n  have  t o  b e
physical ly res t ra ined.  M e n  occasional ly  become l a f u l a f u ,  b u t  much l e s s  o f t en

behavior. V i c t i m s  c a n  sometimes b e  q u i t e  v i o l e n t  a n d  o f t e n  have t o  b e
physical ly res t ra ined.  M e n  occasional ly  become l a f u l a f u ,  b u t  much l e s s  o f t en
than wamen.5

I t  i s  assumed t h a t  a  person who i s  l a f u l a f u  w i l l  t r y  t o  commit su ic ide i f
given a  chance, a n d  t h i s  i s  why t h i s  possession i s  so  feared  by  t h e  Kwaio.
While we have only one case o f  a  woman verba l ly  threatening su ic ide,  t h e  t h r e a t
i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  l a f u l a f u .  I t  i s  a  very  r e a l  t h rea t .  T w o  o f  the  female su ic ide
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cases, and several ser ious attempts, were l a f u l a f u  a t  the t ime.
For t h i s  reason,  a n d  because s h e  m i g h t  t respass  i n t o  t a b u  a reas ,  a

l a fu la fu  woman must be kept  under constant observation. U s u a l l y  a  la rge group
of t h e  woman's k i n  and in - laws  w i l l  gather a t  her  v i l l a g e  t o  he lp  keep watch
over h e r.  I f  she needs t o  be res t ra ined people w i l l  take  t u rns  ho ld ing he r.
In extreme cases the woman may t r y  t o  t r i c k  those watching her i n t o  l e t t i n g  her
go, b y  saying she has recovered. B u t  the  symptoms a re  s t i l l  obvious, and her
guards 'know'  s h e  o n l y  wants t o  escape t o  hang h e r s e l f .  V i o l e n t  cases may
in jure t h e i r  guards, and po ten t ia l  weapons must be kept ou t  o f  t h e i r  reach.6

While t h e  woman i s  be ing  watched, men t r y  t o  d i v i n e  which ancestor i s
causing the possession, and what i s  required t o  e f f e c t  a  recovery. U s u a l l y  one
or more p i g s  w i l l  be  s a c r i f i c e d  t o  expiate a  tabu v i o l a t i o n  which caused the
ancestor's anger. I f  a  d iv iner  must be consulted from another group he w i l l  be
paid. I f  i t  i s  determined t h a t  a  w i l d  ancestor i s  possessing t h e  woman, a n
exorcist  may have t o  b e  employed a s  w e l l .  A  woman may b e  l a f u l a f u  and
v i r t u a l l y  monopolize her f a m i l y ' s  a c t i v i t i e s  f o r  several  days. T h u s  a  case o f
l a fu la fu  may cos t  t h e  v i c t i m ' s  group a  g rea t  dea l  i n  terms o f  t ime,  p i g s  and
she l l  money.

Lafulafu i s  o f t e n  contagious. Somet imes a l l  o f  t h e  younger women i n  a
hamlet w i l l  be l a f u l a f u  a t  the  same t ime.  F r o m  t h i s  probably comes the b e l i e f
that  s u i c i d e  i t s e l f  i s  v e r y  contagious.  A f t e r  a n y  hanging, s t r i c t  r i t u a l
procedures must b e  fo l lowed  t o  decontaminate t h e  corpse and t h e  hamlet.  I f
t h i s  i s  no t  done i t  i s  thought t h a t  other su ic ides w i l l  soon fo l l ow.  O n l y  one
double su ic ide  was recorded outs ide o f  myth ica l  accounts, a l though the re  have
been severa l  cases o f  s u i c i d e  be ing  fo l lowed immediately b y  o the rs '  s u i c i d e
attempts.

I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  determine t h e  ser iousness o f  many f a i l e d  s u i c i d e
attempts b y  l a f u l a f u  women. S i n c e  they  a re  so c lose l y  watched, even i f  t hey
escape, t h e y  a r e  u n l i k e l y  t o  succeed i n  hanging themselves be fo re  t h e y  a r e
found. G e n u i n e  a t t emp ts  may  appear  t o  h a v e  b e e n  c a l c u l a t e d  t o  a l l o w
interrupt ion.  Women have been found hanging unconscious, and revived.
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found. G e n u i n e  a t t emp ts  may  appear  t o  h a v e  b e e n  c a l c u l a t e d  t o  a l l o w
interrupt ion.  Women have been found hanging unconscious, and revived.

Irafulafu o f ten a f f l i c t s  women dur ing a  t ime o f  i n t e r - fami ly  problems. I n
many cases t h e  women may f e e l  t h a t  they  have been t r ea ted  u n f a i r l y  b y  t h e i r
fami ly,  husband, o r  in - laws.
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Case #4:  G  had been l a f u l a f u  o f f  and on s ince her f a t h e r ' s  death i n  the ear l y
1970s. S o o n  a f t e r  h i s  death she  was marr ied t o  R.  B y  t h e  l a t e  70s t h e i r
re lat ionship was de te r io ra t ing .  S h e  f e l t  he was t r e a t i n g  her  bad ly,  and even
accused h im o f  s t e a l i n g  one o f  he r  p i g s .  I n  1980 she was l a f u l a f u  a t  l e a s t
f i v e  t imes ,  and t r i e d  t o  commit su ic ide  tw ice .  E a c h  t ime she was temporar i ly
cured through p igs  being sac r i f i ced ,  b y  her fami l y  and in- laws,  t o  the  ancestor
possessing h e r.  E v e n  when n o t  l a f u l a f u  she spent  many evenings alone i n  her
house c r y i ng .  I n  1981 she was diagnosed by  a  doctor  a s  being depressive and
given t ryp tano l  t o  take the next  t ime she f e l t  l a f u l a f u  coming on. I n  1981 her
feel ings towards her husband began t o  tu rn  i n t o  anger. A l t h o u g h  she eventual ly
had t o  take the  medicine once, she had no f u r t he r  a t tacks  o f  l a f u l a f u ,  desp i te
a dangerous miscarr iage.  I n  1984 she  l e f t  h e r  husband and re turned t o  her
home. S h e  now says she i s  cured o f  the  l a f u l a f u  and heal thy again. Some Kwaio
said her i l l n e s s  was caused by one o f  her  ancestors, b u t  t h a t  the ancestor was
angry because her husband had s to len one o f  her b ro the r ' s  p igs.

The Kwaio themselves recognize t h a t  l a f u l a f u  symptoms may be  r e l a t e d  t o
in ter - fami ly  tensions. I n  case #4 the ancestra l  anger was connected t o  act ions
of the  woman's husband. T h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  a  supernatural explanat ion may even be
questioned al together f o r  some cases:

Case # 5 :  A n  unmarried woman i n  h e r  l a t e  20s  t r i e d  t o  hang h e r s e l f .  T h e
explanation g iven was t h a t  someone had made a  r i t u a l  mistake, and  one o f  he r
ancestors had possessed her t o  express i t s  displeasure. S h e  had been s i ck  f o r
several days before  t h e  at tempt .  T h i s  was t h e  second t ime  she had t r i e d  t o
commit suic ide i n  a shor t  per iod o f  t ime.  A n o t h e r  woman, who was close t o  her,
pr iva te ly  expressed doubt a t  t h e  explanat ion g iven.  S h e  s a i d  t h a t  t he  woman
t r i e d  t o  hang herse l f  every t ime her brother  became angry a t  her,  even when h i s
anger was j u s t i f i e d .

I t  i s  a lso  recognized t h a t  some women may fake l a f u l a f u  symptoms i n  order
to manipulate s i tua t ions :

Case #6:  A  young unmarried woman showed l a f u l a f u  symptoms f o r  two days. H e r
mother and  o the r  c l o s e  r e l a t i v e s  t r e a t e d  t h e  possession v e r y  s e r i o u s l y,  a n d
said she was s u i c i d a l .  T h e y  blamed i t  on ancestral  anger over tabu v io la t i ons .
However, two  men who happened t o  be a t  the scene found i t  qu i t e  humorous. When
I  asked why, t h e y  explained t h a t  t h e  woman obviously  wasn ' t  r e a l l y  l a f u l a f u ,
and was probably fak ing  i n  order t o  get  the a t t en t i on  o f  some young boy she was
interested i n .  T h e y  c i t e d  numerous cases o f  women pretending t o  be l a f u l a f u ,
over men they eventual ly  married.

But t h e  v a s t  m a j o r i t y  o f  cases  a r e  t a k e n  v e r y  s e r i o u s l y.  E v e n

over men they eventual ly  married.

But t h e  v a s t  m a j o r i t y  o f  c a s e s  a r e  t a k e n  v e r y  s e r i o u s l y.  E v e n
questionable cases are ,  a t  l e a s t  f o rma l l y,  declared supernatural ly  caused. I t
i s  t h i s  supernatural  element which g ives  a  l a f u l a f u  v i c t i m ' s  k i n  t h e  cue t o
become openly concerned wi th  her d i s t ress  t o  the extent  t h a t  they do.

Before the suic ides i n  cases #1 and #2 above, t h e  women l e t  i t  be known t o
others t h a t  t h e y  were  hav ing  s e r i o u s  problems. B u t  t h e r e  was n o  p u b l i c
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outpouring o f  s u p p o r t  o r  understanding f r o m  t h e i r  k i n .  P e o p l e  w i l l  b e
reluctant t o  i n t e r f e r e  i n  others '  m a r i t a l  re la t ionsh ips .  I f  a  woman i s  having
problems w i th  a  brother o r  f a t he r,  she may be un l i ke l y  t o  get  a f a i r  hearing o r
sympathy i n  the face o f  her more powerful male kinsman.

However, when the c r i s i s  becomes a  supernatural one, i t  a l lows everyone t o
get involved. T h e  woman w i l l  receive a  dramatic rea f f i rmat ion  o f  her value t o
her f a m i l y  a n d  t h e  k insgroup  a s  a  whole .  T h i s  i s  n o  l onge r  a n  a c t  o f
intervent ion i n t o  o t h e r ' s  a f f a i r s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a n  a c t  o f  g roup  s o l i d a r i t y ,
defending one o f  i t s  members aga ins t  t h e  wra th  o f  t h e  ancestors.  I f  t h e
possessed woman i s  n o t  protected she w i l l  d i e  because the  ancestor w i l l  fo rce
her t o  commit su ic ide.

The group i s  a lso  mobi l iz ing t o  pro tec t  i t s e l f .  T h e  group's ancestors, b y
possessing t h e  woman, o r  a l l ow ing  w i l d  ancestors t o  possess he r,  a r e  showing
the i r  displeasure w i th  t he  group as a  whole. T h e  possession i s  symptomatic o f
a breakdown i n  re la t i ons  w i th  the  ancestors. E v e n  i f  t he  woman was allowed t o
k i l l  he rse l f ,  i f  t he  cause o f  her  possession was no t  discovered and corrected,
the g roup  would b e  b e s e t  b y  f u r t h e r  mis for tunes,  p o s s i b l y  i n  t h e  f o rm  o f
fur ther  su ic ides.

To prevent  h e r  s u i c i d e ,  a n d  f u r t h e r  problems, t h e  g roup  res to res  good
re la t ions w i th  t h e i r  ancestors by discovering the  cause o f  ancestra l  anger and
correct ing i t  w i t h  t h e  s a c r i f i c e  o f  p i g s .  B u t  a t  t h e  same t i m e  t h e y  may
restore the secular balance o f  the group by reassuring the possessed woman t h a t
they sympathize w i t h  h e r  d i s t r e s s ,  a n d  t h a t  she i s  a  va lued member o f  t h e
group.

Summary
There i s  ev idence  t h a t  " s u p p o r t i v e  i n t e r a c t i o n s  among p e o p l e  a r e

protect ive aga ins t  t h e  h e a l t h  [ i n c l u d i n g  mental hea l th ]  consequences o f  l i f e
stress (Cobb 1976:300)." K w a i o  women can s u f f e r  f rom ser ious s t r e s s  due t o
doubts about t h e i r  place i n ,  and value t o ,  t h e i r  communities. T h e s e  doubts are
usually the  r e s u l t  o f  some breakdown i n  fami ly  re la t i ons .

A c u l t u r a l l y  acceptable react ion t o  such s i tua t ions ,  espec ia l l y  f o r  women,
is  l a f u l a f u  possession. Because  l a f u l a f u  v i c t ims  a re  assumed t o  be su i c i da l ,
k in must r a l l y  t o  support them t o  prevent t h e i r  death. T h i s  evidence o f  group
concern serves t o  reassure the woman o f  her importance t o  the community and may
thus r e s u l t  i n  a  reduct ion o f  s t ress .  I n  some cases a  l a f u l a f u  woman may be
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seen t o  be t e s t i n g  her  k i n ' s  reso lve  t o  p ro tec t  her.  T h e r e  are  several  cases
of l a f u l a f u  women escaping a n d  succeeding o r  a lmos t  succeeding i n  k i l l i n g
themselves.

Women become l a f u l a f u ,  and attempt su ic ide ,  more than men i n  react ion t o
family problems. T h i s  i s  ve ry  l i k e l y  because men have more opt ions ava i lab le
to them i n  such s i t u a t i o n s .  A s  noted b y  t h e  Gegeos i n  t h e i r  chapter about
Kwara'ae, Kwaio women have much l e s s  mob i l i t y  than men. I t  i s  eas ier  f o r  men
to  change residence than  women and non-Chr ist ian women a r e  a lso  forb idden by
men f rom leav ing  t h e  Kwaio area. I n  cont ras t ,  men f requent ly  leave f o r  l o n g
periods o f  t ime i n  order t o  escape fami ly  c o n f l i c t s  such as mar i ta l  t roubles o r
f igh ts  w i t h  sen ior  k i n  which a re  t he  same type t h a t  o f ten  lead t o  women being
la fu la fu .
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Table 1

Implied or  Ac tua l l y  Given Reasons f o r  Suicides i n  Kwaio
Female:

Sorcery
( in myth)

Possession Fear Revenge Grief Shame
Mistreatment
by close k i n

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

(pre-1927)

6.
7.
8.
9.

(post 1943

X10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Male:

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

(post 1943
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9. (no

10. (no

Sorcery

reason given)
reason given)

Possession Fear Revenge Grief Shame

X*

Mistreatment
by close k i n

*This was disputed by some informants who sa id  there must have been some hidden
reason f o r  the  su ic ide.
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Chapter 12

SUMMARY

Francis X. Hezel

The discussions o f  su ic ide  i n  various c u l t u r a l  areas o f  the  Pac i f i c ,  f i r s t
presented a t  the East-West Center conference, and contained i n  t h i s  volume, a r e
both r i c h  and complex. U n s u r p r i s i n g l y,  i t  i s  ev ident  from these chapters t h a t
the meaning o f  su ic ide i s  embedded deeply i n  the unique c u l t u r a l  context  o f  the
local  s i t u a t i o n ,  and t h a t  su ic ide  i s  o f t en  a t t r i b u t e d  w i th  more than a  s ing le
meaning w i t h i n  a  l o c a l i t y.  T o  attempt t o  summarize a l l  o f  these data  i n  any
meaningful way, much l e s s  t o  reduce them t o  a  s i ng le  s e t  o f  general izat ions,
would be impossible.

The p r i n c i p a l  a im  o f  t h e  conference was t o  encourage t h e  d iscussion o f
suicide i n  d i f f e r e n t  cu l t u res  i n  t h e  hope t h a t  a  shared understanding would
broaden t h e  perspectives o f  each o f  t h e  pa r t i c ipan ts .  I t  was hoped t h a t  t he
in terac t ion o f  p e r s o n s  r e p r e s e n t i n g  d i f f e r e n t  d i s c i p l i n e s  ( c u l t u r a l
anthropologists, psychologists,  psych ia t r i s t s  and p rac t i t i oners )  would f u r the r
f a c i l i t a t e  t he  achievement o f  t h i s  goa l .  I f  t he re  was any p a r t i c u l a r  i n s i g h t
that  par t ic ipants  could  take home from the conference, i t  was ant ic ipa ted  t ha t
i t  would be a  more s t ruc tured and comprehensive approach t o  the  inves t iga t ion
of s u i c i d e  i n  any l o c a l e  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  s e t  o f  answers t o  t h e  ques t ion  o f
suicide. T h i s  necessar i ly  modest g o a l  was, we  f e e l ,  r e a l i z e d  as  w e l l  as  i t
could be i n  a conference o f  t h i s  composition and durat ion.

By t h e  end o f  t h e  conference, subs tan t i a l  agreement was achieved on the
methods o f  approaching s u i c i d e  w i t h i n  P a c i f i c  I s l a n d  s o c i e t i e s .  T h e r e  was
nearly un iversa l  recogn i t ion  t h a t  su ic ide  cou ld  n o t  be s tud ied apar t  f rom the
cu l tu ra l  contex t  t h a t  provided i t s  pat te rns  and meaning i n  t h a t  soc ie ty.  T h e
major areas o f  concern, both  socio- cu l t u ra l  and psychological,  were out l ined i n
provisional form. Prob lems i n  the  c o l l e c t i o n  and assessment o f  data were also
discussed, and some ten ta t i ve  conclusions reached.
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provisional form. Prob lems i n  the  c o l l e c t i o n  and assessment o f  data were also
discussed, and some ten ta t i ve  conclusions reached.

F ina l l y,  t h e  problem o f  weighing and determining in te rven t ion  s t ra teg ies
was a lso  considered, w i t h  important caut ions made by par t i c ipan ts .  W e  present
these here ,  p rov i s i ona l  a s  t h e y  may be,  i n  t he  hope t h a t  they  might  prov ide
assistance f o r  o t h e r s  engaged i n  resea rch  o n  s u i c i d e ,  w h e t h e r  i n  t h e
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Paci f ic  o r  elsewhere.

Main Topic Areas f o r  Studying Suicide
In t he  presentat ions, c e r t a i n  major themes emerged t h a t  par t i c ipants  f e l t

might serve as organizing p r inc ip les  f o r  the  c ross-cu l tu ra l  study o f  su ic ide i n
any par t  o f  the  world.  T h e s e  were presented t o  the par t i c ipants  f o r  discussion
and a m p l i f i c a t i o n  o n  t h e  f i n a l  m o r n i n g  o f  t h e  conference.  A f t e r  t h e
conference, these  themes were reorganized i n  l i g h t  o f  t h e  d iscussion and a re
presented here as ten ta t i ve  guidel ines f o r  su ic ide  research.

AJ C u l t u r a l  Patterning o f  Suicide

1. H i s t o r i c a l --What i s  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l ,  e t hno -h i s t o r i ca l  o r  mythological
occurrence o f  s u i c i d e  i n  t h e  cu l tu re?  I s  t he re  a  l e x i c a l  te rm f o r
suicide? W h a t  w e r e  t h e  t y p i c a l  m e t h o d s  a n d  t r a d i t i o n a l
in terpretat ions o f  suic ide?

2. Contemporary- - I s  there  a  c u l t u r a l  s c r i p t  f o r  su ic ide  today? W h a t  a re
the commonly recognized s i t u a t i o n s ,  methods, a c t o r s ,  emot ions,  a n d
messages communicated by the suic ides i n  a cu l ture?

3. C u l t u r a l  e v a l u a t i o n - D o  members o f  t h e  s o c i e t y  e v a l u a t e  s u i c i d e
pos i t i ve ly  o r  negat ively? D o  people make a t t r i b u t i o n s  o r  accusations
of respons ib i l i t y  o r  blame f o r  o ther  people 's suicide?

4. R a t e s --What i s  t h e  r e c e n t  r a t e  o f  increase i n  su i c i de ,  male-female
ra t i o ,  and geographical c luster ing?

B) Psycho -soc ia l  Aspects o f  Suicide

1. S o c i a l  cohesiveness--Do v i l l ages  o r  areas w i th  h igh su ic ide ra tes  show
evidence o f  a  l a c k  o r  a  d i s rup t i on  o f  cohesiveness, due t o  c u l t u r a l
change, p o l i t i c a l  fragmentation or  c o n f l i c t ,  e t c . ?

2. S o c i a l  bonds--What i s  the  s t rength o f  a f f i l i a t i o n  between v ic t ims  and
the i r  f a m i l y,  k i n  group o r  soc ie ty?  A r e  v i c t ims  genera l l y  marginal
individuals?

3. Psycho log ica l  p r o f i l e —what i s  t h e  psycho log ica l  p r o f i l e  o f  t h e
vict im? I s  t h e r e  a n y  menta l  abnormal i ty? C a n  c e r t a i n  h i g h - r i s k
personal i ty t y p e s  b e  i d e n t i f i e d ?  A r e  s u i c i d e  v i c t i m s  t y p i c a l l y
described, i n  l oca l  c u l t u r a l  terms, as  being ' s t rong '  o r  'weak ' ,  e t c . ?

3. Psycho log ica l  p r o f i l e —what i s  t h e  psycho log ica l  p r o f i l e  o f  t h e
vict im? I s  t h e r e  a n y  menta l  abnormal i ty? C a n  c e r t a i n  h i g b r i s k
personal i ty t y p e s  b e  i d e n t i f i e d ?  A r e  s u i c i d e  v i c t i m s  t y p i c a l l y
described, i n  l oca l  c u l t u r a l  terms, as  being ' s t rong '  o r  'weak ' ,  e t c . ?

4. I m p u l s i v i t y —TO What ex ten t  i s  t h e  s u i c i d e  a n  impuls ive  a c t ?  D o e s
spat ia l  o r  temporal c lus te r ing ,  o r  o ther  s igna ls ,  a l s o  suggest a  h igh
degree o f  impu ls i v i t y  i n  the su ic ide  acts?

5. Emot ions--What a r e  t h e  emotions genera l l y  assoc ia ted w i t h  su ic ide?
Especial ly,  what i s  the  nature o f  'anger '  and 'shame' and how do these
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two emotions in te rp lay  i n  cu l t u ra l  in te rp re ta t ions  o f  suic ide?

C) S u i c i d e  Prevention

1. Prob lem status- - I s  su ic ide i d e n t i f i e d  as  a  problem w i th in  the society?
Are there l oca l  reasons f o r  r e s i s t i n g  o r  denying the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f
suicide as a  problem?

2. P r e v e n t i o n --What f o r m s  o f  p revent ion / in te rvent ion  a r e  now i n  use?
What forms could be used?

Col lect ion and Assessment o f  Data
The inc idence o f  su i c i de  and i t s  c u l t u r a l  s ign i f i cance  v a r y  s o  g r e a t l y

from one p a r t  o f  the  P a c i f i c  t o  another as  t o  f o r b i d  any neat general izat ions.
The pa r t i c ipan ts  f e l t ,  however, t h a t  they  cou ld  make genera l  observations on
the problems surrounding the co l l ec t i on  and assessment o f  data on suic ide.

The r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  o f f i c i a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o n  su ic ide  seems t o  be a  problem
everywhere. I n  j u s t  about  every  case, researchers discovered t h a t  o f f i c i a l
records were  se r i ous l y  f a u l t y  owing t o  inadequate procedures f o r  record ing
deaths, communication d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  a n d  t h e  re luc tance  o f  g roups  - -  f r o m
fami l ies t o  governments - -  t o  admit  t he  problem. F o r  1981 i n  Western Samoa,
for  instance,  Bowles uncovered 49 su ic ides ,  o n l y  one o f  which was recorded i n
published f igures .  T h e  Trust  Te r r i t o r y  o f  the  Pac i f i c ,  which had reported 5-10
suicides a  year  du r i ng  t h e  l a t e  1970s, was found t o  have had i n  f a c t  20-40
annually. Fu r the rmore ,  t h e  o f f i c i a l  s u i c i d e  f i g u r e s  t h a t  do  e x i s t  a r e  o f ten
res t r i c ted  i n  an e f f o r t  t o  preserve a  p o s i t i v e  na t i ona l  image. A l l  o f  t h i s
creates ser ious  d i f f i c u l t i e s  when i t  comes t o  comparing o f f i c i a l  f i g u r e s  o r
re la t ing them t o  those derived by anthropologists i n  s ing le -society studies.

The c o l l e c t i o n  o f  f i e l d  d a t a  by  the  researcher presents ser ious problems
as w e l l .  A t t e m p t s  t o  gather da ta  o n  su ic ides  through c l i n i c i a n s  and hea l th
s t a f f  i n  the  f i e l d  have general ly  no t  fa red  we l l .  R e p o r t s  from such personnel
have o f ten  been incomplete and sporadic,  s o  t h a t  t he  researcher i s  obl iged t o
oversee t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  case  d a t a  h imse l f .  M e n t a l  h e a l t h  personnel  i n
Micronesia, f o r  example, p r o v e d  unab le  o r  u n w i l l i n g  t o  p rov ide  d a t a  o n  a

oversee t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  case  d a t a  h imse l f .  M e n t a l  h e a l t h  personnel  i n
Micronesia, f o r  example, p r o v e d  unab le  o r  u n w i l l i n g  t o  p rov ide  d a t a  o n  a
regular bas is  even a f t e r  undergoing a  spec ia l  t r a i n i n g  program t o  provide them
with the  necessary s k i l l s .  I n  add i t ion  t o  the biographical  data on the su ic ide
v ic t im,  t h e  researcher should gather data  on  the  f am i l y  and the  s o c i a l  groups
of which t h e  v i c t i m  was a  member, a s  t h i s  provides t h e  impor tant  contextual
understanding o f  t h e  even t .  T h e  d a t a  shou ld  b e  a s  f u l l  a s  poss ib le ,  w i t h
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d i f f e ren t  t y p e s  o f  complementary i n fo rmat ion  o n  t h e  v i c t i m s .  T h i s  shou ld
include a  psychological  desc r i p t i on  where poss ib le ,  even i f  such in format ion
must be der ived through i n d i r e c t  methods o f  questioning.

As t h e  researcher reconstructs  t h e  p r i o r  events and probable reasons f o r
the s u i c i d e ,  i t  i s  necessary t o  b e  aware  o f  b i a s e s  d e r i v i n g  f r o m  t h e
researcher's o w n  c u l t u r e  a n d  commitment t o  a  c e r t a i n  d i s c i p l i n e .  T h e
researcher o f t e n  may  m e e t  w i t h  a t t e m p t s  t o  mask reasons  f o r  s u i c i d e ,
pa r t i cu la r l y  i n  in terv iews w i t h  t h e  f am i l y  o f  t h e  v i c t i m ,  when the  su ic ide  i s
l i k e l y  t o  r e f l e c t  un favo rab l y  o n  t h e  f a m i l y  i t s e l f .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  f o l k
explanations f o r  s u i c i d e  a r e  o f t e n  l i m i t e d  and ove r l y  g l i b  such as  when t h e
informants sugges t  t h a t  a  y o u n g  man commit ted s u i c i d e  because h e  w a s
intoxicated. S u c h  explanations requi re  probing and delv ing beyond stereotypes,
and broadening the  usefulness o f  the  popular e t i o logy  o f  su ic ide.

The c u l t u r a l  pat tern ing o f  su ic ide  should always be re la ted  t o  the broader
texture o f  c u l t u r a l  events- - the  d a i l y  round o f  ord inary  a c t i v i t i e s ,  t h e  f e s t i v e
side o f  l i f e ,  t h e  ce lebrat ions o f  community s o l i d a r i t y,  and o ther  features o f
the f l ow  and cycles o f  normal l i f e .

Overall,  t h e  researcher i s  look ing a t  ind iv idua l i zed  personal behavior i n
order t o  ascer ta in  soc io - c u l t u r a l  pa t te rns  i n  such behavior.  T o  t h e  ex ten t
that  one focuses exc lus ive ly  on  the ind iv idua l i zed  behavior o f  t he  person, one
may ignore the  s o c i a l  pat terns t h a t  p lay  a  g rea t  p a r t  i n  condi t ioning personal
choices. O n  t h e  o the r  hand, concentrat ing exc lus ive ly  o n  the  s o c i a l  c l imate
runs t h e  r i s k  o f  f l a t t e n i n g  t h e  persona l  elements a n d  l o s i n g  them t o  a n
"average behavior. "

Prevention
Suicide prevent ion encompasses a  wide range o f  s t ra teg ies  f rom tak ing  a

non- intervent ionist  stance t o  assuming the  respons ib i l i t y  f o r  shaping concrete
programs t h a t  w i l l  b r ing  down the su ic ide r a t e  i n  a soc ie ty.  T h e  pos i t i on  t h a t
an ind iv idua l  takes w i l l  be p a r t l y  determined by one v i e w  o f  several  fac to rs ,
including: t h e  deg ree  t o  w h i c h  o u t s i d e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  i n  a  s o c i e t y  i s

• •  ' .1, •
an ind iv idua l  takes w i l l  be p a r t l y  determined by one's view o f  several  fac to rs ,
including: t h e  deg ree  t o  w h i c h  o u t s i d e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  i n  a  s o c i e t y  i s
appropriate, t h e  seriousness o f  t h e  s u i c i d e  problem i n  t h e  s o c i e t y,  and  t h e
repertory o f  techniques a t  one's disposal .

Some o f  t h e  pa r t i c ipan ts  noted t h a t  before tak ing  any pos i t i on  a t  a l l  o r
adopting any concrete measures f o r  prevention, we must take care fu l  note o f  how
suicide i s  v iewed w i t h i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  i t s e l f .  I s  s u i c i d e  recognized a s  a
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problem -by the members o f  the  society? O n l y  t o  the extent  t h a t  they do regard
suicide a s  prob lemat ic  w i l l  s o c i e t y ' s  members b e  amenable t o  preventa t ive
action. T h e r e  are  important d i s t i n c t i o n s  t o  be made here, o f  course. W e  must
recognize t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  peop le 's  a t t i t u d e s  may be  ambivalent.  W h i l e
suicide may be  viewed a s  a  reg re t tab le  occurrence f o r  a n  i n d i v i d u a l ,  i t  can
often serve a  p o s i t i v e  s o c i a l  f u n c t i o n —as b y  a f f o r d i n g  marginal  o r  dev ian t
indiv iduals t h e  occasion f o r  a n  honorable escape, o r  b y  r i d d i n g  soc i e t y  o f
persons who a r e  judged detr imental  t o  i t .  T h e r e  may a l so  be a  d i f fe rence  i n
the way t h a t  c e r t a i n  types  o f  s u i c i d e  a r e  viewed w i t h i n  t h e  s o c i e t y.  F o r
example, a l t r u i s t i c  su i c ides  may b e  judged p o s i t i v e l y  i n  t h a t  t h e y  con f i rm
essential c u l t u r a l  v a l u e s ,  b u t  anomic s u i c i d e s  regarded a s  a  t h r e a t  t o
society 's t r a d i t i o n a l  standards and values. I n  t h i s  case, t h e  f i r s t  would very
l i k e l y  be thought o f  as  i nev i t ab le  and j u s t i f i e d ,  w h i l e  the  l a t t e r  regarded as
unfortunate and remediable. T h e  success o f  any  i n te rven t i on  w i l l  depend i n
great measure upon such a t t i t udes ,  and the  l a t t e r  should be taken i n t o  account
before planning any in tervent ion .

The degree o f  i n t e r ven t i on  t h a t  one may see  as  appropr iate and h e l p f u l
varies g r e a t l y.  I f  one  v i e w s  t h e  s o c i e t y  a s  a n  o rgan i c  who le  w i t h  t h e
recuperative powers t o  heal  i t s  own i n j u r i e s ,  t h e n  one can perhaps stand back
and be content t o  watch (and possib ly  chronic le)  events as  the  community makes
the numerous impercept ible changes t h a t  w i l l  eventual ly serve t o  re-estab l ish  a
sort  o f  s o c i a l  balance. I f ,  o n  t h e  o the r  hand, one f e e l s  t h a t  t he  soc ie t y
lacks t h e  resources t o  d e a l  e f f e c t i v e l y  w i t h  t h e  s u i c i d e  problem, o n e  may
attempt i n t e r v e n t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s  i n  a  v a r i e t y  o f  d i f f e r e n t  ways .  O n e
p o s s i b i l i t y,  t h a t  employed by the  Western Samoan Suicide Study Group described
in  the  chapter on  Samoa by  O l i ve r,  was t o  create a  forum f o r  the  discussion o f
the su i c i de  problem among t h e  l o c a l  popula t ion i n  an e f f o r t  t o  conscient ize
people. T h e  expectation i s  t h a t  as people, young and o ld  a l i ke ,  r e f l e c t  o n  the
problem, t h e y  w i l l  work o u t  p r a c t i c a l  measures f o r  dea l ing  w i th  t h e  problem.
F ina l l y,  t h e r e  a r e  o the r  modes o f  d i r e c t  i n te rven t i on  through preconstructed
programs aimed a t  e i the r  the  threatened ind iv idua l  o r  soc ie ta l  s t ruc tures.

F ina l l y,  t h e r e  a r e  o the r  modes o f  d i r e c t  i n te rven t i on  through preconstructed
programs aimed a t  e i the r  the  threatened ind iv idua l  o r  soc ie ta l  s t ruc tures.

There a r e  v a r i o u s  p o i n t s  a t  w h i c h  t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  c a n  b e  made.
Counseling those who are  a t  r i s k  o f  su ic ide  i s  one p o s s i b i l i t y,  and one widely
u t i l i z e d  throughout t h e  P a c i f i c  b y  expat r ia tes  i n  mental hea l t h  ca re  r o l e s .
Required h e r e ,  o f  cou rse ,  i s  b o t h  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  a n d  access  t o
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indiv iduals i n  a  c r i s i s  s i t ua t i on .  T h i s  i n  i t s e l f  imposes s t r i ngen t  l i m i t s  on
the e ffec t iveness o f  t h i s  form o f  i n te rven t ion .  I t  i s  w e l l  t o  remember t h a t
counseling can occur a t  d i f f e r e n t  l eve ls .  I n  add i t ion  t o  the personal l e v e l  i n
the f a m i l i a r  s o r t  o f  p a t i e n t -counselor r e l a t i onsh ip ,  t h e r e  a r e  s t ruc tu res  i n
many s o c i e t i e s  t h a t  enable f a m i l y  members t o  communicate about  and  reso lve
the i r  own problems such  a s  t h e  Kwaratae counsel ing descr ibed b y  Gegeo and
Watson7Gegeo. Sometimes s i m i l a r  measures may be used among d i f f e r e n t  f am i l i es
in  a  v i l l a g e  meeting.

Intervent ion can a lso be d i rec ted a t  the soc ie ta l  ra ther  than the personal
level .  A  s o c i a l  engineer ing approach can  b e  taken  i n  an  e f f o r t  t o  reduce
social pressures o n  c e r t a i n  h i g h - r i s k  segments o f  s o c i e t y  b y  b r i ng ing  about
changes i n  t h e  s o c i a l  environment. I f  indeed t h e  m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  o f  = l a i n
t i t l e s  i n  Western Samoa has created a  soc ia l  c l imate  t h a t  favors su ic ide among
the young, then  one could  attempt t o  reverse t h i s  t rend  and perhaps reduce the
r i sk  o f  su ic ide .  E l emen ts  t h a t  f u rn i sh  a  d is incent ive  f o r  su ic ide  might a lso
be introduced ( o r  restored) t o  the soc ie ty.  A n  example i s  the attempt t o  s t r i p
suicide o f  i t s  romantic t rappings i n  the  eyes o f  t he  young by denying v i c t ims
the usual long and elaborate b u r i a l  r i t e s .

Part ic ipants p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  w e l l -establ ished b u t  n o n -indigenous
ins t i t u t i ons  such as  contemporary r e l i g i o u s  and educational organizat ions may
play a  spec ia l  r o l e  i n  the prevent ion o f  su ic ide .  Y e t  i t  should be emphasized
that  methods o f  p reven t i on  used  w i t h  same success elsewhere may n o t  b e
effec t ive  i n  t h e  P a c i f i c .  T h e  chapters  i n  t h i s  volume show c l e a r l y  t h a t
e f fec t i ve  measures w i l l  have t o  take  i n t o  account t h e  c u l t u r a l  pa t te rn ing  o f
suicide and t he  p a r t i c u l a r  fea tures  o f  t he  soc ie t y  t h a t  may serve as valuable
resources i n  a l t e r i n g  su ic ida l  o r  o ther  forms o f  undesirable behavior.
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