
, ,STIT

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  only  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 tha t  suicide may provide an important
vantage point from which t o  understand cultural  worlds o f  enotion 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 of  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, suicidé 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  o n l y  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
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 festyle-related disorders such a s  diabetes,  hypertension, malnutr i t ion,
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alcoholism and death o r  i n j u r y  r esu l t i ng  from vio lence.  A s  i s  w e 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 ac 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 tegra t ion  or  personal malaise on a
societal  s ca l e .  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 perceive,  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- t ra ined
c l i n i c i an  might  be  expected t o  l ook  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
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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 Hezel g i v e  a  more de ta i l ed  account o f  t h e i r  awn
research, I  would l i k e  t o  draw sane 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 Ol iver.

Trukese l a m a =  and „swim lam
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 ccmpiled try 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 l y :
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 Hezel 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 he  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  t he  suic ides (Hazel 1981). I n  the process o f  searching f o r  pat terns i n
the cases compiled 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
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 oanmon 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  fami 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  on  h i s  knowledge o f  a n  important d is t inct ion i n  t h e  F a i s
language (Western Carolines) between two dist inct  types o f  anger (song, a  more
general term f o r  act ive  anger directed toward others, and s ic ,  a  more inward
feeling which s ignals  a n  appeal t o  o thers) ,  Rubinstein asked t h e  Trukese
participants i f  they could c la r i fy  the specif ic emotions implicated i n  Trukese
suicide. A  Trukese part ic ipant  responded b y  introducing a  Trukese term:
WIHULIUUMUns

Although azwunumwun i s  not an enotion term per ser i t  describes a  pattern
of social  behavior which strongly implicates certain emotions. T h e  Trukese a t
the conference saw tha t  i t  was important t o  draw a  distinction between "anger"
(ssong) i n  general 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 higher s ta tus  fami ly  members. W i t h o u t  t h i s  more spec i f i c  s o c i a l
context, defined i n  terms of  Trukese understandings o f  conf l ic t  i n  the family,
i t  was a t  best misleading t o  t a l k  about anger (especial ly about vengeful o r
vindictive anger) a s  a  motive i n  Trukese suicide. B y  examining carefully the
meanings o f  azwunuadunf i t  has been possible t o  ident i fy  much more precisely
the sorts of  social and emotional experience which f igure i n  family conf l ict  i n
general and youth suicide i n  particular.

Without attempting t o  capture a l l  t h e  subt le t ies  o f  t h e  no t ion  o f
_dzwunumwunt l e t  me quote br ief ly  from a  recent paper by Bezel (1984),  who gives
a more adequate account i n  his chapter fo r  th is  volune. B e z e l  writes that:

Azmiummun . . . i s  a  strategy o f  withdrawal o r  self-abasement used
to show those one must both love  and obey t h a t  one i s  hurt  by
them. T h e  a c t  o f  ammunumwun i s  intended n o t  pr inc ipal ly  t o
i n f l i c t  revenge--although i t  would b e  na ive  t o  maintain t h a t
there i s  nothing o f  t h i s  i n  t h e  a c t --but t o  dramatize one'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 situation w i l l  soon be remedied. (1984: 1 4 ) .

Ailmunlimwun, then, involves an ent i re  cluster o f  understandings about conf l ic t ,
emotion and confl ict  resolution, primari ly i n  fani l ies .  Because Trukese share
these understandings a s  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  cu l ture /  t h e  kinds o f  behavior and
emotions which are recognized as amwunumwun make up a  kind of  cultural  coder a
way of  communicating i n  appropriate ways about troublesome feelings and events.
Anyone who wished t o  communicate with Trukese about suicide would need to  have
both understanding and empathy for  t h i s  cultural code.

The concept o f  _dnumpuzw¿n i s ,  o f  courser o n l y  a  piece o f  t h e  suicide
puzzle. F o r  exanple, i t  doesn't t e l l  us about the sources o f  family conf l ic 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 the r  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 prisounpmwou, 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
Alzmunummun 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 l de 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 r e c t l y  (which would be contrary  t o  Trukese values o f  respect due o lder  fami l y
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  amm-innwola 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
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  s o c i a l  pa t tern 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

5



compiled by t he  Suic ide Study Group show t h a t  " . . . 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, as  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 contex t  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 i de  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  fo rm,  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 l ud 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 h e  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  Ansommogan, 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  someore 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
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 r 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  m u l t i ,  w h i c h  expresses a  p e r s o n ' s
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reluctance t o  do  what  i s  requ i red  o f  h im  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 f e 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  ammunumwun
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  miza  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 t yp i c  f o rm  o f  wi thdrawal  wh ich  s i g n a l s
displeasure w i th  saneone 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 imp l ica t ions  provides Sanoans wi th  a  standard " s c r i p t "
fo r  oammunicating 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 ing  a  c h i l d  musu may lead  a  parent t o
lessen demands o r  c r i t i c i s m ,  t hus  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  Freenanr 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 o r  reso lv ing the c o n f l i c t :

A pe rson  i n  t h i s  s t a te . . .may  become v i o l e n t  o r  even  oamni t
suicide; there fore ,  when an ind iv idua l  does become 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  aff i rmed by the  Mapphersonsr i nd i ca tes  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 o w '  t h e  Shared " s c r i p t "  provides t he
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 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 he re  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  c o n 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 é  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 )  a n d  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 h e  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  a t tempted 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  h e l p  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  fami 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 And Suicide 11 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 New Guinea and two i n
the Solcmon I s l ands ,  w i l l  bea r  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  energe 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 shcw
a d i s t i n c t  soc ia l  pa t tern ing  o f  su ic ide ,  w i t h  young wanen ( o f  marriageable age
or recen t l y  married) most f requent ly  at tempt ing su ic ide .  Among t h e  soc ie t ies
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where t h i s  pa t te rn  has been documented a r e  t h e  Melpa (S t ra thern  1972), Kuma
(Reay 1959),  Maring (Healey 1979) a n d  Gainj  (Johnson 1981) o f  t h e  New Guinea
Highlands, and the Ka l i a i  (Counts 1980) o f  New B r i t a i n .  ( B u t  note t h a t  Poole's
chapter, wh ich  descr ibes a  dramat ic  reversa l  o f  t h i s  pa t te rn ,  i n d i c a t e s  t h e
range o f  d i v e r s i t y  i n  t h e  reg ion . )  I n  o ther  Melanesian soc ie t i es ,  where the
male/female r a t i o  o f  s u i c i d e  i s  more balanced, t h e r e  i s  a  c l e a r  ideo logy o f
female su ic ide .  Jo rgensen  (1983-84) no tes  t h a t  t he  Te le fan in  regard women as
more l i k e l y  t o  canmit su ic ide,  al though ava i lab le  ra tes shcw j u s t  the  opposite.
In t h e i r  c h a p t e r  f o r  t h i s  volume Watson-Gegeo a n d  Gegeo f i n d  a  s i m i l a r
s i tuat ion among t h e  Solomons lwara'aer a s  does David Ak in  f o r  t h e  Kwaio. I n
addit ion, t h e  lwa io  and Kwara'ae ideologies o f  female su ic ide  a re  re f l ec ted  i n
mythology where only females a re  depicted as su ic ide  v ic t ims .  [ I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,
Counts (1980:  340) a l s o  f i n d s  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  female su ic ide  pa t te rn  i n
Kal ia i  legends.]  However,  A k i n  po in ts  ou t  t he  important f a c t  t h a t  Kwaio women
probably i n  f a c t  attempt suic ide more of ten.

And, a s  i n  Micronesia and  Samoa, w e  a l s o  f i n d  a  c r i t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p
implicated i n  many o f  t hese  Melanesian su i c ides .  W h e r e  i t  i s  parent - c h i l d
c o n f l i c t  wh ich  precedes t h e  t y p i c a l  Sanean o r  Trukese su i c i de ,  i t  i s  mar i ta l
c o n f l i c t  wh ich  appears t o  p r e c i p i t a t e  many o f  t h e  Melanesian su ic ides .  F o r
unmarried women, t h i s  f r e q u e n t l y  i n v o l v e s  p r o b l e n s  encountered p r i o r  t o
marriage; whereas, f o r  married women, t h e  c o n f l i c t  i s  usual ly  w i th  the  husband.

I t  i s ,  however, impor tan t  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e  focus  o n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r
dyadic re la t ionsh ip  (husband and wife) b y  no means impl ies  t h a t  the c o n f l i c t  i s
confined t o  two people. I n  f a c t ,  j u s t  t h e  opposi te i s  t he  case. I t  may be
that  t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  p l a y s  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  i n  Melanesian s u i c i d e s
precisely because marriage i n  those soc ie t i es  i s  a s  much o r  more a  r e l a t i o n
between k i n  groups a s  between two  persons. T h u s ,  any  a c t i o n  which severely
disrupts o r  terminates t h a t  re la t i onsh ip  i s  i nev i tab ly  o f  concern t o  r e l a t i ves
of bo th  husband and w i fe .  F o r  t h i s  reason, t h e  Melanesian cases tend t o  have
social repercussions which reverberate widely throughout the  soc ie ty.

In h i s  discussion o f  female suic idé i n  New Guinea, Healey (1979) makes the
point t h a t  t h e  c l a s s i c  European theo r i es  o f  s u i c i d e  t end  t o  see t h e  a c t  a s
f i n a l ,  f o c u s i n g  p r ima r i l y  o n  antecedents o r  motives ra the r  than  consequences.
Along t h i s  same l i n e ,  I  wou ld  argue t h a t  a n  understanding o f  t h e  s o c i a l
consequences o f  su i c i de  may a l s o  be  essen t ia l  t o  understanding motives. T h e
person who attempts s u i c i d e  may d o  s o  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  knowledge about  how
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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  Je f f r eys  1952; Pano 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  pun ish ing h e r  o f f e n d e r,  s u i c i d e  may b e  a  veh 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 desire 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 im .  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  wi th  the  ancestors are restored.  A  su ic 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 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 e g a 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 w e 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  a n d
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  same 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 é  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 - reso r 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
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 r u k e s e  azwunumwun, Samoan l u l u ,  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 s o c i a 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  t y  persons i n  lcw status
positions who have l imited avenues f o 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 some o f  t h e  ways i n
which suicide i n  Pacific 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 frcm
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 frcm medical o r
public health concerns with suicide prevention. O t h e r  than the quick gains to
be made frcm 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 o f  local  conceptions which shape
suicide attempts and responses t o  then. 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 oamplexities o f  e i ther  suicide counseling or
prevention.
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