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Abstract 

 

This contemporary perspective on the North Fore of Moke village, Okapa sub-

district, of the Eastern Highlands Province of Papua New Guinea, examines the 

life-cycle events associated with matrilateral ‘head-payments’. Following Weiner 

(1980), I argue that the ‘head-pay’ system is ‘an integrated cyclic system based 

upon reproduction, replacement and regeneration’. 

 

In applying the wider lens of the ‘head-pay’ system women, as sisters, emerge as 

the pivot for these kin-based affinal exchanges. For the brother-sister sibling set 

and the mother’s brothers’ sister’s child relationship are united through flows of 

inalienable maternal substance. It is the partial and qualified inalienability of 

maternal substance that drives the ‘head-pay’ system. It is marriage and the 

payment of a woman’s brideprice that generates the entire system of’ ‘head-

payments’. These various payments define the person and their identity as 

transactable.  

 

These matri-payments and the series of rituals associated with menstruation, 

marriage, birthing, adoption, and the mourning process are examined, as 

profoundly gendered. Indeed I argue gender is fundamental to analysing Fore 

notions of personhood which is ‘properly’ orientated socially and morally. For 

women, their moral obligations are encapsulated within their phrase a fit meri 

which covers the entire range of socially orientated female practices. I follow 

Stewart & Strathern’s (2002b) alternate approach to gender relations and argue 

that women’s bodily practices are linked to cosmological beliefs. Moreover, 

following Gillison’s (1993) analysis of the Gimi ‘head-pay’ system, I argue that the 

‘head-pay’ system is of cosmological origin.  
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Introduction 
The fieldwork for this thesis was mainly carried out in Moke, a village of North 

Fore dialect-speakers, in the Okapa District of the Eastern Highlands of Papua 

New Guinea. Moke, and the adjacent Okapa Station, are located 19,000 metres 

above sea level and 90 kilometres south-east of Goroka, the capital of the 

Eastern Highlands Province. According to the PNG census of 2000, Moke village 

was then comprised of 139 households, with an overall population of 721 

comprising 372 males and 349 females.  

 

Map 1 PNG, inset Okapa District 
 

I initially visited Moke village in 2001 in the company of my friend and husband 

Purago Marabe, a Moke clansman. We made several visits to his natal village, 

before settling there in late 2003 in order for me to undertake fieldwork primarily 

with the women. As an artist and published poet, his aim was to collect origin 

myths with a view of depicting them in his artwork. Purago also had political 
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ambitions. As a married woman and wife I was immediately enmeshed within the 

kinship structure of the North Fore. 

 
All major public events in Moke were held at the Wakumati singsing ground. It is 

surrounded on one side by towering eucalyptus trees and on the other side by 

the thatched huts of the Poraka, Ose, and Wanika families. A well-worn path 

down from Wakumati leads to the home of my in-laws (tambus), the Wabata 

family. 

 

Figure 2: Thatched huts at Wakumati  
 

On top of the rise at Wakumati stands the Moke-Kasagu elementary school. On 

school-days, Wakumati is busy with the lively sounds of the school-children. In 

the late afternoons, the lower area is transformed into a sports ground, where 

games of basketball and volleyball are held. One favourite pastime of the 

children is to run and catch the falling eucalyptus leaves. 
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At Wakumati, a lone isi tree adorned with orchids and epiphytes offers shade and 

shelter from the sun. On an eventful day such as a political rally, or an assembly 

of members of the Pindogori Cooperative, Wakumati becomes filled with people. 

Many carry colourful umbrellas as protection either from the sun or from the rain.  

 

Figure 3: An eventful day at Wakumati 
 

On other occasions such as a mortuary prestation, the place becomes a hive of 

activity: the men work mumus (earth ovens), and the women prepare the bundles 

of vegetables in readiness for the mumus. Here the odours of food cooking and 

smoke pervade the air. It was also at Wakumati where I first encountered 

kanoulusie, the smell of death.  

 

In the early stages of my fieldwork, Anna, a young Moke girl died. Her death lead 

me into my first experience of Fore mourning practices and matrilateral ‘head-

payments’. I was captivated by the communal singing which publicly announced 

her death. Due to the kinship connections of the Wabata and Poraka families I 

became immediately involved with them over a period of two weeks in mourning 
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her passing. Unlike death and mourning that I had previously experienced in 

Australia, the Fore mourning process appeared to me to be transformative, with 

the hauskrai (mourning house) offering a ritual space for the expression of grief. 

The prestation of the mortuary ‘head-pay’ was the culminating process of her 

death. 

 
During my stay in Moke village, I attended many life-cycle events that form the 

basis of the ‘head-pay’ system, including the wainama to celebrate the onset of a 

girl’s menarche, the tiena, where a child is named and the first ‘child-payment’ is 

made to the affinal kin, and also the ceremonial activity that is now associated 

with death and mourning.  

 

An essential element of Moke sociality was making contributions as a couple to 

all family and clan events, which were generally associated with some aspect of 

the ‘head-pay’ system. We routinely made contributions towards various kin’s 

brideprice. We also made gifts of soap and babies’ nappies to new mothers to 

celebrate their newborn children, gifts towards the hosting of a wainama on the 

occasion of a girl’s menarche, as well as contributing to payments that occur on 

the occasion of the death of a family member.  

 

As a wife, I carried out the domestic duties associated with women, which 

included household duties such as preparing meals, responsibility for household 

laundry, shopping for food in the Okapa market and stores, that is, I undertook 

many typical female domestic chores. This also included manual work in 

gardens, such as planting, weeding, mulching, and harvesting. These gardens 

were adjacent to our hut at Wasanamuti. We also had a great deal of assistance 

from Purago’s clans-people in the initial clearing of the ground, and the digging of 

garden beds. His mother’s brother’s wife Mama Lucy, her daughter June-June, 

and daughter-in-law Helen, often came from their village of Emasa to assist us 
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with heavy labour in our garden, while always carrying for us bilums of food from 

their gardens.  

 

The people of Moke perceived me as their tambu (in-law) and as their tete1 meri 

(white woman). I was positioned more as a ‘participant wife’ than a ‘participant 

observer’. Other researchers have had similar experiences. The demographer 

Yvonne Underhill-Sem (2000:73) who also undertook fieldwork in her husband’s 

village in the Oro Province of PNG described her fieldwork methodology as 

‘participant action’ to refer to her position in the field as both researcher and in-

law. Her experience resonates with my own fieldwork in Moke village, for it 

involved not only ‘being there’ and participating in the day-to-day affairs of Moke 

village as a wife, but also undertaking ethnographic work with many of the 

residents, particularly the older men and women. 

 

Katherine Lepani (2007) undertook field based HIV research in her affinal village 

in the Trobriand Islands. She (2007:63) explains her experience in the field, with 

the metaphors of ‘affinity’ and ‘fidelity’ to ‘describe values of connectedness and 

shared identity’ and her ‘subject position as an ethnographic researcher in and of 

the Trobriands’ (emphasis in original). As Lepani (2007:68) writes, ‘my affiliation 

is woven into the lineage of place through marriage and childbearing’. Similarly, it 

was my marriage to a Moke clansman that situated me within the kinship 

structure, and also as belonging to Moke village. Akin to her experience of 

initially going to her husband’s village in the Trobriands as a wife, rather than as 

a researcher, I too went ‘field first’ unattached to academia in breaks away from 

my work in Native Title Representative Bodies in north and central Queensland. 

These occasional visits to Moke inspired me to apply for an Australian 

Postgraduate Award, which was granted through James Cook University in 2003. 

 
1 A Fore word for red, but used to describe white-skin people. 
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Similar to Lepani’s (2007:70) experience of undertaking research in her affinal 

village, my position as researcher was also perceived as secondary to my role of 

wife and in-law. 

 

As Diane Bell (1993:1) writes, ‘…we (ethnographers) do fieldwork by establishing 

relationships, and by learning to see, think and be in another culture, and we do 

this as persons of a particular age, sexual orientation, belief, educational 

background, ethnic identity and class’. On my initial visits to Moke, I was more an 

interested ‘cultural observer’ than a ‘participant observer’. It was as a married 

woman that I learned the Fore responsibilities of being a wife, mother, daughter-

in-law and sister-in-law. Iyo Wabata (Purago’s father’s second wife) mentored 

me, and directed my public ‘active participation’ at clan and family events.  

 

On my first visit to Moke in 2000, I was told that Marabe (Purago’s deceased 

paternal grandfather) had prophesised that his grandson would return to Moke 

with an Australian wife. Although he had not lived to welcome me, his wife Ando 

(Purago’s paternal grandmother) said that ‘had my husband lived to see you 

come, he would have picked you up and held you aloft and also killed many pigs 

for you’. Apparently Marabe not only foresaw that an Australian woman would 

return with his grandson, but that she would have difficulty living in a smoky kunai 

(thatched) hut. Both of Marabe’s prophecies came to pass, as one of my greatest 

difficulties in the domestic sphere was to not only master the art of making a fire, 

and cooking meals at ground level, but dealing with the smoke which constantly 

irritated my eyes. Vince, Purago’s youngest brother, advised me that due to 

Purago’s popularity, we would be receiving many visitors, and to enable the quick 

production of cups of coffee, on our return to Moke, we needed to bring a gas 

stove. After we settled in the village in 2003-4, Purago’s father also advised me 

to buy a gas stove. The purchase of the gas stove alleviated the necessity of 

cooking at ground level, made the production of cups of tea and coffee faster, 

and lessened the amount of firewood that our busy home consumed. But the 
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down side of such technology involved frequently carting empty gas bottles to 

Goroka for refilling, and learning that many bus drivers refused to carry the gas 

bottles for fear of an explosion.  

 

Purago’s presence in the village attracted a great deal of visitors. Having 

previously worked in Port Moresby as an advisor to the then serving Member for 

Okapa, Castan Maibawa, he was a ‘big man’. My presence added to his status. 

But it was his presence, status and political and developmental endeavours that 

made my time in Moke village so intellectually stimulating and ethnographically 

rewarding. He was the catalyst for many of the events that were focused on 

development that occurred in Moke village in 2004, and in particular, the 

formation of the Pindogori Cooperative. Although the ‘Boss’, and despite stating 

that ‘I am the important one here, Dawn, not you’, he played a key role in 

facilitating this project by gaining consent from Moke elders that was necessary 

for the university’s ethical clearance and for the PNG research visa. When time 

permitted, he also assisted my anthropological work by facilitating informal 

discussions and formal interviews with our seniors regarding the many aspects of 

the ‘head-pay’ system. When I sought clarification of a linguistic phrase in order 

to further my understanding, he provided thoughtful and considered responses. 

He was therefore not only my husband and companion, but also one of my main 

teachers of the Fore culture.  

 

But he was a hard taskmaster, and I was constantly chided for not fulfilling his 

expectations in my duties as wife. With my anthropological training, I was 

expected to understand all of the subtle nuances of Fore culture, virtually 

overnight as if by osmosis. According to him, he was embarrassed when I did not 

participate in the cooking of large quantities of white rice in the smoky mourning 

house, as did his brother’s wives. But his expectations were often at odds with 

the rest of the village. On these occasions, the Moke people were pleased that I 

even attended the mourning house, as it was said to be the first time a white 
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person had ever done so, and they politely made it clear they did not expect me 

to partake in the cooking of the very large pots of rice. But I contributed in a 

manner that I was able. I, on behalf of my husband and myself, provisioned them 

with necessary items for a long night of vigilant mourning, such as packets of 

rice, tins of fish, instant coffee and sugar. 

 

During much of my fieldwork I had both male and female field assistants, and 

with their assistance, interviews were carried out with the older generations in 

Fore, and then translated by them, for me, into Tok Pisin. My assistants included 

Nellie, who at that time was an unmarried woman. She assisted me with not only 

interviewing the women, but also in arranging the interviews with them, and 

translating the tapes. Purago also assisted with interviewing the men, as well as 

some female family members and he also did some of the transcriptions. Another 

assistant was Kenneth Oso, who mainly translated the tapes from the mourning 

house. These people were chosen as they had an excellent command of English, 

enabling an ease in my conversing with them. The interviews with the older 

women focused upon discussion of the rites associated with menstruation, and in 

telling their life stories they focused on their moral responsibilities and obligations 

from childhood and into their married lives. With the older men, my focus was 

their memories of first-contact with the Australian administration, and 

missionaries. 

 

Before leaving for PNG, I was required by JCU to undertake First Aid training. 

With a well-stocked first aid kit in the field, I was often called upon for assistance. 

On many occasions, I bandaged wounds, cleaned infected ears, gave out 

painkillers, and various other medications. Elderly woman frequently requested 

liniment for their aching knees. On our trips to Goroka I would stock up on these 

basic household medical items.  

 



Quite often, after securing me a ride in Goroka, Purago would stay in town, and I 

would return alone to Okapa and Moke village. On these occasions his paternal 

grandmother (Ando) and a couple of young girls would always come and stay 

with me. I became very attached to a young girl named Kundi who was the 

adopted child of Ando and Marabe (Ando’s late husband). Although I only could 

speak a few phrases in Fore, and Ando, the same amount of Tok Pisin, we spent 

a lot of time together, gardening, and simply being together in domestic activity 

and companionship. She was always concerned for my safety and provided me 

with constant companionship from the dangers of the ‘poison man’.  

 

 

Figure 4: Dusk, myself and Ando, Wasanamuti 2004 
 

The fear of sorcery was our constant companion; and this fear directed the 

practice of everyday life, and allowed virtually no personal freedom. Although it 

was never my intention to cause him harm, Purago constantly harangued me for 

my carelessness when dealing with his things, and my seemingly lackadaisical 

attitude towards my own safety. It was often said by members of his family that: 

‘Dawn does not believe in sorcery’ but the pervasiveness of the subject, and its 
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effect on our entire way of life, particularly, domestic life, turned daily activities 

into an obsessive, and often paranoid affair. We lived under the dark shadow of 

sorcery.  

 

My fieldwork experience was quite complexly mediated by these kinds of ideas 

and relationships. In the highly gendered universe of the North Fore, my in-

marriage to a member of the Moke clan can only be fore-grounded. It was from 

the participatory positions of wife, co-wife, mother, daughter-in-law and sister-in-

law that I undertook fieldwork in Moke village from December 2003 through to 

January 2005. In 2005, I returned to Moke from May till July. Throughout this 

time at Moke I was able to freely enquire on any aspect of this research that 

needed clarification. On many visits between 2001 and 2009, I have been 

fortunate to both witness and actively participate in the different life-cycle events 

that form the basis of the North Fore ‘head-pay’ system.  

 

Together, Purago and I attended and actively participated in many Church 

activities, including the Lutheran Basket Exchange in the Markham Valley, and I 

attended the Lutheran Mama Conference, which was held in Moke village in July 

2004. We also attended events held by the Seventh Day Adventist faith, when 

they held a week of the Bible Speaks meetings in Moke village in 2004. Both the 

Lutheran and SDA community were a big part of our lives. Purago’s parents were 

of the Lutheran faith and the Lutheran pastor and Purago were good friends, 

calling each other by the Fore term noando, ‘my very dear good friend’. They 

often engaged in philosophical discussions, ranging from poetry to politics. 

Moreover, when Purago ran as a candidate in the National elections in 2007, it 

was the Lutheran church leaders and congregation who put their confidence in 

him, and on his campaign posters was a nomination endorsement by Pastor 

Hanki and the Lutheran Congregation of Moke village. But for the pastor, and the 

Lutheran congregation, there were dire consequence of their endorsement and 

direct involvement in a political campaign. Following the elections, church 
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authorities condemned the pastor for his political stance, and he was transferred 

out of Moke village and worse, no longer allowed to lead a Lutheran 

congregation.  

 

The distancing of oneself from the ‘field’ in order to write ethnography, as is 

common practice for anthropologists, is another form of removal. Except that my 

field work did not cease when I returned to Australia, for I was always laden with 

bilums and artwork for sale. These were marketed locally and overseas. I was 

also involved with my Coop colleagues in drafting and co-authoring a Profile for 

the Pindogori Cooperative (Glass, Marabe & Rampa 2005). Modern 

communication came to Okapa in 2007-8, enabling the sending and receiving of 

mobile phone calls from the thatched huts in Moke village. Although separated by 

land and sea barriers, with the aid of telecommunication, the ‘field’ and my 

participation in it has been a major feature of my life when in Cairns while writing 

the thesis from ‘outside’ of my field site. 

 

Thesis outline 

The last major ethnographic study of the North Fore was Ronald Berndt’s (1962) 

Excess and Restraint, based upon field-work undertaken in the early 1950s. My 

analysis adds to Berndt’s early descriptive work by emphasising changes in the 

North Fore ‘head-payment’ system between the early 1950s and 2000s. 

 

My account also adds to a recent body of literature on gender relations in the 

Highlands of Papua New Guinea that Stewart & Strathern (2002b) describe as 

attempting to move ‘beyond pollution’ as the key to gender. The previous 

anthropological accounts of Highlands women, and in particular, Fore women, 

emphasised their lower status by focusing upon the role of women as ‘wives’ and 

therefore as ‘affines’. The major line of argument used to explain women’s 

subordinate position as ‘wives’ was by way of focusing upon their reproductive 

fertile bodies, with particular emphasis upon their so-called ‘polluting’ powers 
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towards men during times of menstruation and childbirth (Lindenbaum 1976, 

1979). Using Stewart & Strathern’s (2002b:349) alternative approach to gender 

relations, I examine menstruation in terms of ‘power, placement, 

complementarity, collaboration and the moral agency of both genders’. I provide 

detailed accounts of women’s rituals associated with menstruation and marriage 

to elaborate on the insight of such an approach.  

 

In Chapter One, I introduce the Fore system of cultural indebtedness, spoken of 

locally as the ‘head-pay’. I show how the ‘head-pay’ system of the North Fore is 

an ‘integrated cyclic system’ (Weiner 1980:71) based upon ‘reproduction, 

replacement and regeneration’. Here I review the literature on kin-based 

exchange. As these cyclic ‘head-payments’ are linked to the cosmology, I argue 

that kin-based exchange cannot easily be classified as ‘mundane’ (for example, 

Nihill 1988, Merlan & Rumsey 1991:82).  

 

Beginning with their cosmological origins Chapter Two examines the history of 

the Fore, which I argue can be seen in terms of a Fore history of blood. I outline 

the many ways in which the Fore previously used blood: first, for transformation 

of personhood in male initiation rituals, and second, to manipulate spirits to 

ensure the cosmic regeneration of life. Today, blood, together with its 

transformation and circulation, is constituted, valued and reified by and within the 

‘head-pay’ system. 

 

Due to the mortuary ‘head-payment’, the Fore and neighbouring groups have had 

a distinct illness experience, which was specific to the Okapa sub-district of the 

Eastern Highlands Province of PNG. Unique to this area is the disease kuru2, 

which at the time of first-contact was linked to the mortuary ‘head-pay’ through 

 
2 A Fore word meaning tremble or fear (Lindenbaum 1979:9). Kuru is a ‘sub-acute degenerative disease of 
the central nervous system’ (Lindenbaum 1979:6).  
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endo-cannibalism (Mathews, Glasse & Lindenbaum 1968). The Fore attribute 

kuru to sorcery. This emergent disease attracted a great deal of interest from the 

medical and scientific community, and led to the development of Okapa Station 

as a government outpost.  

 

Chapter Three begins my study of the life-cycle of events associated with the 

‘head-pay’ system with an examination of the beliefs and practices associated 

with menstruation. Berndt (1962) noted the equivalence between male 

purificatory bloodletting practices and female menstruation which were both 

ritually linked to cosmology. But in examining the social history of the Fore 

people, what emerges during the crisis years of kuru sorcery, is an intensification 

of the negative powers associated with menstrual blood. More recently, the 

prohibition of women’s menstrual huts in the 1970s coincides with an 

intensification of the rites associated with the menarche. Within this chapter, I 

show how women in enacting the cultural practices associated with menstrual 

taboos, reveal the moral responsibility of women to protect and facilitate the 

wellbeing of the family and clan. 

 

Chapter Four focuses on marriage and brideprice. I describe how the North Fore 

have transformed some of their customary practices associated with marriage 

rituals, and the negotiation, and payment, of brideprice. Within these marriage 

negotiations, rituals are today centred upon the transformation of female 

personhood from young woman to wife and on her transference from her natal 

clan to her husband’s clan. These processes set up the basis of ontological debt 

between affinally related groups, the key element of the ‘head-pay’ system.  

 

Chapter Five outlines payments to the wife’s patrikin for the birth/life of every 

child that the marriage produces, whether boy or girl. Payments are also made 

for adoptions. I discuss aspects of pregnancy and childbirth as they are linked to 
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‘child-payments’. This chapter reveals that for the North Fore there is both male 

and female agency at work in forming, protecting and nourishing the new child.  

 

Chapter Six is based around the contemporary practices associated with death 

and mourning. I take the reader from the mourning house where relations of the 

deceased gather to sing and cry together for a period of fourteen nights through 

to the enactment of the final event, the prestation of the mortuary ‘head-pay’ to 

the mother’s brothers. This prestation concludes the life-cycle of ‘head-

payments’. It is through the power of song that the soul of the dead is enticed 

away from the village and into the deep forest, the source of ancestral spirit 

(auna).  

 

In Chapter Seven I draw upon previous debates between Marilyn Strathern 

(1981a) and Annette Weiner (1982) regarding women and the exchange of 

bilums (string-bags), for the key link in the ‘head-pay’ system, the maternal 

substance of the mother’s brother – sister’s child relationship, is spoken of 

symbolically by the North Fore as ‘our bilum’. Bilums are a presence in this 

thesis. They are the key symbol of gender, reproduction, production and 

transformation of personhood. They are also an essential item in ceremonial 

marriage payments, which begin the ‘head-pay’ system. More recently, bilums 

have also become a symbol of local development initiatives and inclusivity with 

the Pindogori Cooperative choosing a bilum full of coffee beans as its logo. 

 

In summary, the aim of this thesis is to describe the significance of the ‘head pay’ 

system of the North Fore of Moke village through outlining the beliefs and 

practices that structure these payments. I emphasise the crucial role that women 

have in these life-cycle events. I argue that there is a cosmological element to 

the entire system of ‘head-payments’ that situates women’s body substances and 

reproductive capacities as the key elements of these life-cycle events. 
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Transactions involving these substances and capacities are linked to specific 

social and kin relationships that are complexly gendered. 
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Chapter One  

Introduction to ‘Head-Pay’  

January 31st 2004,  
Wasanamuti, Moke village. 
 

Around 6 a.m. the sound of communal voices singing carried on the early 

morning air. Purago asked: ‘Can you hear the people crying? It is the public 

announcement of the death of the young girl’. The previous afternoon we had 

heard that the young girl had died, and now, her relatives gave voice to their 

sorrow and ‘cried’ together in song. Their combined voices contained an almost 

surreal element as the lament ascended with the mist to my new home at the top 

of the mountain. 

 

The young child’s death only six weeks after beginning my fieldwork led to my 

participation in some of the contemporary mourning practices of the North Fore 

of Moke village. This included the long nights of singing in the smoky mourning 

house both before and after the burial, sitting in the afternoons with the women 

while they cooked ceremonial foods in bamboo, and the final event, the public 

prestation of food distributed to the deceased girl’s mother’s brothers at the end 

of the mourning period. This event is called tugu. The linguist Scott (1980:93) 

lists the noun tuguntanawe as ‘an assembly for mourning, funeral gathering’, but 

I was told that tugu mainly refers to the end of the mourning period, and to the 

mortuary ‘head-payment’ that is also called ‘the feast to farewell the mother’s 

brothers’ prior to their trip back to their own villages. The suffix ntanawe refers to 

the ‘giving of food’. 
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This obligatory/compensatory prestation of food, mostly meat, is called in the 

North Fore language agona3, but is commonly referred to in Melanesian Tok 

Pisin as the ‘head-pay’. As one Moke clansman explained to me, agona carries 

the meaning of ‘going back to the roots’. The agona includes ‘head-food’ 

(anondaninda) in recognition of the root source of blood and signifies the 

deceased’s ties to their mother’s clan. As Purago Marabe explained: ‘The 

anondaninda is to compensate the mother’s brothers in appreciation of a person 

being born by your uncles’. Purago’s reference to ‘being born by your uncles’ is 

in this case an assertion of the brother and sister relationship as the ‘unit of 

reproduction’ (Weiner 1979:331, Lindenbaum 1979:51), unified by the shared 

reproductive substance, blood. As outlined in this thesis, this shared blood, its 

circulation and transformation, is the kernel of the entire ‘head-pay’ system. 

 

The ‘head-payment’ equates the obligatory compensatory payment of ceremonial 

foods with the flow of substance (blood) from the mother’s clan into the person 

on whose behalf the ‘payment’ is being made. To the North Fore, blood is a ‘vital 

life-giving and life-symbolizing essence’ (Berndt 1962:72). The sharing of the 

same blood or substance is embodied in the North Fore understanding of a clan 

(katu) as a unified entity that shares ‘one blood’. Today in Moke village, there are 

three clan groups: the Moke clan, the Ke-efu clan and the Ofafina clan. Together 

they form the Dog Tribe of Moke. Berndt (1962:22) lists these three groups as 

patrilines of Moke. Nowadays they are referred to as clans. Both terms evoke the 

notion of common ancestry and shared blood. 

 

However, it is not purely consanguineal and affinal relations that determine 

‘head-payments’. As Lindenbaum (1979:53) reported, Fore kinship is based 

foremost upon sociality and the sharing and exchange of food. Relationships are 

asserted and maintained through these acts of sociality. Ego’s agemates 

 
3 Catherine Berndt (1992:121) records that agona is a Kamano word meaning ‘hill, mountain or ‘nose’. 
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(agaiya) and special friends (noando) are recognised with special mortuary 

‘head-payments’.  

 

The ‘head-pay’ is said by the North Fore to have originated from ‘our tumbuna’ 

(ancestors), and is enacted because ‘it is our kastom’. The Tok Pisin term 

kastom is linked to traditional practices handed down from ancestors from taim 

bipo (time before colonisation). Although in discourse, kastom is linked to cultural 

continuity, Foster (1995:2) argues that paradoxically, the term suggests both 

‘historical continuity and historical change’. As Foster (1995:1) states:  

It is a paradox that raises a familiar question about the relationship 

between continuity and change, structure and process: how do things stay 

the same as they change, and change as they stay the same? This is a 

question of social reproduction and social transformation, of how people 

continuously produce their social relations amidst circumstances that they 

cannot always anticipate but must nevertheless engage. 

 

Although the ‘head pay’ system of the North Fore is linked to both kastom and to 

their ancestors, in practice, it has undergone some radical gender 

transformations, the major one being the cessation of male initiation rituals.  

 

The salience of the ‘head-pay’ in Moke daily life is not just a matter of social 

inclusiveness. Salience is also indicated by its persistence. Although many 

customary activities, particularly those associated with the communal men’s 

houses and associated male ritual activity, were outlawed by the Australian 

Administration in the early 1950s, practices such as the ‘head-pay’ continue to 

motivate and compel the entire community. During my time in Moke village, it 

was the mortuary ‘head-payment’ that was often uppermost in people’s minds. 

When parents or grand-parents got sick, some worried about how they were 

going to fulfil their customary obligations and make the mortuary payment. Some 
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older people even made plans to make mortuary payment for themselves before 

they died, to ensure that their obligations were fulfilled, thus taking pressure 

away from their offspring. In other cases, payment was postponed until the next 

coffee season, or even longer, to allow the family members to gather the vast 

resources such as money, pigs, chickens and garden foods, all of which are 

required for a suitable ‘head-payment’. 

 
 

Development versus custom 

The scale of the mortuary ‘head-pay’ prestations sets up a tension between the 

competing demands of modernity and customary practices such as the mortuary 

‘head-pay’. Some of the North Fore are now seeking to modify these kastoms in 

order to free up their resources to allow participation in the modern world. Some 

of these issues emerged in July 2005, at the neighbouring village of Kosogu, 

during the tugu prestation that had been postponed for over one year. This 

mortuary ‘head-payment’ was reported to have cost over 12,000 kina to perform. 

At this event, Kalabe (the eldest son of the deceased) announced that it was the 

last time that his clan would be participating to such extent with a (mortuary) 

‘head-pay’. Kalabe said that his father was a tribal man (as opposed to himself 

being an educated man with a position in the public service) and that it was only 

right that his father was farewelled in the manner that he expected, that is, by 

fulfilling the customary obligations of the (mortuary) ‘head-pay’ as fitted his 

father’s stature. But Kalabe continued that from now on, when a clan member 

died, his clan would get together, and sing and cry, and perhaps buy one or two 

cartons of meat to share, but they would never again put on such an elaborate 

display of ceremonial food for their matrikin and other social relations including 

classificatory kin. Kalabe went on to say that they were now living in the modern 

world, where people had other competing obligations to meet, such as their 

children’s school-fees (which because there is no government support, are an 

economic burden for the family). After Kalabe’s thought-provoking public 

announcement, others privately stated that following their own parents’ and 
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grand-parents’ death and after making the obligatory ‘mortuary head-pay’ on their 

behalf, they too would cease to practice this customary obligation in the 

elaborate economic manner enacted today.  

 

Kalabe’s speech demonstrates the North Fore cultural conundrum of life in the 

modern era, with them now questioning the role of their traditional cultural 

obligations vis a vis their current responsibilities and financial burdens demanded 

by their participation in the modern world. In Kalabe’s speech, the ‘mortuary 

payment’ as one part of the ‘head-pay’ system, functions as a metaphor for North 

Fore custom perceived as an obstacle to development. 

 
 

Anthropologists and the ‘head-pay’ system as a reproductive cycle 

I now turn to anthropologist’s knowledge of the ‘head-pay’ system and the 

theoretical issues involved in these understandings. I show how the ‘head-pay’ 

system of the North Fore is an ‘integrated cyclic system’ (Weiner 1980:71) based 

upon ‘reproduction, replacement and regeneration’. 

 

An examination of the ‘head-pay’ system of the North Fore, takes us into the 

classical realm of ‘gift exchange’. Here, Weiner’s (1980) analysis of Trobriand 

exchange is relevant to the North Fore system of ‘head-pay’ as it involves a 

series of transactions over the life-cycle. Like the Trobriand exchange system, it 

too can be seen as an ‘integrated cyclic system’. In addition, Weiner (1980:74) 

argues that ‘we need to give priority to a space-time framework that is structured 

around the reproductive and regenerative cycles culturally/symbolically defined in 

the societies that we study’. Such an approach I suggest is, essential to the study 

of the ‘head-pay’ system of the North Fore. As I show in this thesis, the ‘head-

pay’ system is crucially linked to the entire life-cycle of an individual’s 

transformation through birth, marriage and death. The ‘head-pay’ system is inter-

generational in scale and is embedded within the authority of the ancestors or 
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tumbunas. These two components of the ‘head-pay’ system are aspects of the 

space-time framework suggested by Bourdieu (1977) regarding gift exchange. 

 

As Annette Weiner (1980) pointed out, the traditional mode of enquiry in ‘gift 

exchange’ has been to focus on the linear sequences of giving and receiving, 

which has meant that we have been following a Western perspective with regard 

to ‘gift exchange’. She suggests that: ‘the ‘norms of reciprocity’ must be analysed 

as part of a larger system – a reproductive system – in which the reproduction 

and regeneration of persons, objects, and relationships are integrated and 

encapsulated’. Weiner (1980:71) states: 

An overemphasis on equivalences in exchange procedures forces us to 

continue to depend upon theories and models based on ‘norms of 

reciprocity’. This ‘reciprocity approach’ disregards the significance of time 

and analyzes reciprocal equivalences for what in fact may be a process of 

replacement.  

 

For Weiner (1980:71), replacement is a combination of both ‘reproduction’, which 

entails the ‘cultural attention and meaning given to acts of forming, producing or 

creating something new’ and also ‘regeneration’ which ‘refers to the cultural 

attention and meaning given to the renewal, revival, or re-creation of entities 

previously produced’. Following Weiner (1980) I argue that the North Fore 

system of ‘head-pay’ is both a ‘reproductive system and a system of replacement 

or replenishment’ for the loss of and compensation for maternal clan substance 

utilised in the procreation of persons for another clan. This theme of 

‘replenishment’ and ‘regeneration’ through these kin-based transactions is a 

major line of argument throughout this thesis. 

 

This kind of kin-based exchange have previously been classified as ‘mundane’ 

transactions (Nihill 1988, Merlan & Rumsey 1991:82) in contrast to the more 
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dramatic ‘ceremonial exchange’ as exemplified by moka or tee exchanges in the 

Western Highlands. But aspects of the ‘head-pay’ actually formed the basis of 

the moka and tee exchanges in the Western Highlands (Merlan & Rumsey 

1991:84, A. Strathern 1971b, 1981). Marilyn Strathern’s (1972) publication 

Women in Between similarly demonstrates that moka exchange partners derive 

from the affinal relationship that begins with marriage and the payment of 

brideprice. Gillison’s (1987, 1993) analysis of Gimi ‘head-payments’ clearly has 

its foundation embedded within a total cosmological system. Following Gillison’s 

lead, I argue that the system of ‘head-pay’ cannot usefully be analysed as 

‘mundane’ or separate from cosmology. The scale of the transactions does not 

indicate significance. For, as Lutkehaus & Roscoe (1995:xiv) in their analysis of 

female ritual in Melanesia point out, such an interpretation wrongly assumes that 

‘…scale signifies indigenous perceptions of significance…’ (italics in original). 

 
 
The North Fore: In the footsteps of the Berndt’s 

In outlining these points it will be clear that I am not just reliant on insights 

developed by Weiner, but am indebted to those anthropologists that have 

previously examined the ‘head-pay’ system among the Fore and in various other 

parts of PNG. In the rest of this chapter, I indicate how my analysis derives from 

this prior work. My primary debt is to Ronald and Catherine Berndt who during 

the early 1950s undertook pioneering fieldwork with four different language 

groups in the Eastern Highlands Province, one of which was the North Fore. It 

was during their second period of fieldwork in 1952-3, that the Berndts were 

based in the vicinity of Moke, in the neighbouring village of Pusarasa, home of 

the North Fore language speakers (R. Berndt 1962:6, 1992:89). The Berndts’ 

residence is recalled by some of the North Fore. I have been shown where the 

Berndts lived, trees that were planted at their house site, and I have spoken with 

today’s elders who were children when the Berndts were in Pintogori the original 

Moke village. The Berndts’ visit to Moke/Pusarasa has not only resulted in 

several publications (for example, C. Berndt 1954, 1966, 1977, 1992; R. Berndt 
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1962, 1965, 1992) but has left visible signs inscribed into the Fore landscape. 

Both are now part of the heritage of the North Fore people. 

 

Ronald Berndt’s monograph Excess and Restraint is one of the first 

anthropological writings on the North Fore. This work is presented as a baseline 

study of North Fore kinship structure and terminology. But Berndt (1962:29) 

utilises Jate kinship terminology and kinship structure to depict that of the Fore, 

Usurufa, and Kamano. As Pospisil (1964:452) argues: ‘It is highly unlikely that 

four peoples belonging to four different language groups would share such a 

uniformity’. Moreover, Goodenough (1963:222) comments that ‘Berndt often fails 

to make clear which of the several languages and culture groups he studied is 

being talked about, a lapse that will prove highly frustrating to New Guinea 

specialists’.  

 

Berndt’s pioneering research was conducted on the cusp of pacification when the 

traditional lifestyle included practices such as inter-tribal warfare, and ‘exotic’ 

customs such as purifying blood-letting procedures that were principally enacted 

within the realm of male initiation rituals. His monograph also graphically depicts 

the practice of mortuary cannibalism. Today these practices no longer occur. 

Linked to death, warfare and male initiation rituals were the compensatory 

payments to affinal and matrilateral kin, which were all part of the ‘head-pay’ 

system. However, Berndt’s (1962) analysis of these events does not make this 

essential association. 

 

As noted by Stewart & Strathern (2002a:1): ‘Anthropologists writing about the 

New Guinea Highlands have tended to characterize the societies of this region in 

certain ways. These social groups have therefore acquired a regional 

stereotype’. The North Fore are no exception. For this traditional warrior society, 

warfare and male initiation rituals dominated the previous anthropological 
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writings (see for example Berndt 1962), and the legacy of Berndt’s field-work and 

publication is that the reader is left with a lasting impression of an aggressive, 

even barbaric culture. Moreover, for the South Fore, due to the prevalence of the 

disease kuru, sorcery and mortuary cannibalism formed another dominating 

theme (for example, Lindenbaum 1971, 1972, 1975, 1979). 

 

To be awakened with people ‘singing’ and ‘crying’ to lament the death of a family 

member highlighted to me the stark contrast between what I had previously read 

in Berndt’s (1962) publication and the North Fore’s contemporary sociality 

including the exchanges associated with ‘head-pay’. 4 Berndt (1962) makes little 

mention of the exchange relationship between the North Fore and their affines, 

although he does discuss the exchange of brideprice, and mortuary payments. 

He (1962:35) suggests that the affinal relationship (if no previous kin ties exist) is 

antagonistic. He only briefly touches on marriage and exchange, acknowledging 

that marriage increased a man’s obligations, and that: ‘throughout his life […a 

man] must make gifts to his wife’s brother …’ (1962:37), thus recognising the 

avuncular role. However, Berndt does not mention why these ‘gifts’ are given by 

a man to his affines and no explicit mention is made of ‘child-payments’ to the 

father’s affines, other than those made to the mother’s brother for his guiding role 

in a boy’s initiation. But, these payments are part of a broader series of 

transactions that compensate maternal kin for the loss of substance in the form 

of blood. Berndt (1962) did not make this essential link. 

 

Acknowledging that Berndt (1962) failed to understand the importance of the 

exchange relationship, Anderson (2008:23) wrote: ‘Unfailingly he dwelt on 

excess, whether sexual or violent… If he had considered exchange relations 

more seriously, he might have found another explanation for social control and 

 
4 See C. Berndt (1992:123-4) regarding the singing of ‘sorry’ songs to induce crying. 
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cohesion’. Anderson (2008:23) further stated: ‘… his work is a threnody on 

incontinence and dissipation’. 

 

According to Berndt, the social reality at the time was one dominated by conflict, 

and it was the nature of the field that led Berndt to examine ‘social control and 

social order’ (1962:v). For example, Berndt (1992:79) in his recollections of his 

fieldwork in PNG, writes: ‘[e]xpectation of physical violence was always present, 

as was the threat of sorcery. Even when fighting was strictly forbidden by the 

Australian administration and the positions of villages and their populations had 

been frozen (see, e.g. R. Berndt 1962: 250-254, 266-268) the tension was still 

there’. Still, one cannot help but wonder that if the Berndts had chosen one field 

site only and not endeavoured to produce a thesis unifying four language groups 

that the result would have been less dramatic and a little more personal. As 

Mead (1965:175) stated: ‘[w]hat is missing is some middle term – the term 

usually provided by long residence in one village and involvement in the lives of 

one or more small communities’.5 

 

Berndt (1962:vii) acknowledges the violent nature of his ethnographic reports by 

stating that ‘much of what I write about does not make particularly pleasant 

reading’, and also predicts the effect that the book will have on future generations 

of the Fore, Jate, Kamano and Usurufa when they happen to read it. Berndt 

(1962:xvi) states: ‘[i]t is unlikely that many of them will read this book for some 

time, perhaps not for a couple of generations; and when they do, as likely as not 

they will be upset or shocked by some of the things they will read’. His prediction 

 
5 Further criticisms included the dominance of hearsay over observation. For example, Ford (1963:198) 
remarked that: ‘…the reader is at a loss in most instances to know which of the author’s generalizations and 
descriptions are derived from observations’. Belshaw (1964:31) also commented that: ‘I for one would be 
much more convinced if the ethnographers had appeared a little more in the pages to indicate that they 
observed incidents or heard reports’. Paula Brown (1963:293) too made a similar criticism. She states: ‘In 
any discussion on social control it is most important to distinguish hearsay from directly observed events. 
Unfortunately the evidence to allow us to do so is not provided here’. 
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was spot on: I was told of one young Moke clansman, who after reading Excess 

and Restraint, was so incensed that he wrote to the University of Chicago Press 

complaining of the inaccuracies in its content. Moreover, it appears that other 

anthropologists also have an aversion to the publication for it is plentiful in 

productive data that is rarely cited.  

 

Ronald Berndt’s (1962) monograph provides rich historical anthropological 

material on previous ritual practices that no longer occur. I have found his 

material to be insightful in all registers, including his account of the mythology, 

ritual action and gender relations. Whilst his analysis of the North Fore mythology 

argues for the ‘subjugation of women’, his reporting on the North Fore beliefs and 

practices surrounding menstruation and childbirth is sensitive to the perspective 

of the North Fore men and women, and I suggest, ahead of his time in 

ethnographic writing on this subject. When discussing the North Fore beliefs and 

practices surrounding menstruation and childbirth, Berndt (1962:56) never used 

the term ‘pollution’; he argued that this natural cyclic female state was not ‘ritual 

unclean[ness]’, it was ‘ not polluting’, but dangerous.  

 

The dominant anthropological paradigm emphasised a series of cultural tropes 

associated with gender relations such as, the separation of the sexes, male 

domination and female inferiority, and male ritual practices that were associated 

with cleansing and strengthening the body. Anthropologists, when writing about 

these practices used terms such as ‘female pollution’ and ‘sexual antagonism’. 

These concepts constituted an emergent framework of all Highlands ethnography 

at that time, and such a conceptual framework remained dominant for several 

decades of anthropological research (Read 1965, Meggitt 1964).  

 

Considering that Berndt’s fieldwork was one of the earliest undertaken in the 

Highlands of New Guinea, it is interesting that virtually no anthropologist, male or 
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female followed his arguments regarding ‘pollution’ (for example, Langness 

1966-67, Frankel 1986, Poole and Herdt 1982). Influential publications by 

Stewart & Strathern (1999, 2002a) applied ‘…a dramatic revision of the 

hegemonic, anthropological menstruation-as-pollution model’ (Gottlieb 

2002:386). They (2002a:353) pointed to Salisbury’s (1965) account of Siane girls’ 

first menstrual ritual and stated: ‘[Salisbury] does not use the term ‘pollution’ in 

discussing the initiated girl’s menses. Had his ethnography been made the basis 

for comparative model-making, the history of thinking about the Highland region 

might have been different’.  

 

But it appears that it was Berndt’s methodology rather than his analysis of ‘blood’ 

that was at the heart of the debate. Indeed, Poole & Herdt (1982:27 fn37) in the 

edition of Social Analysis devoted to ‘sexual antagonism’ noted that they 

‘…avoided dealing with [Berndt’s 1962] work not because the issues are 

unimportant or irrelevant to our concerns, but because the methodology was 

careless’. They further stated that: ‘As Langness noted in his discussion of our 

original symposium, studies of ‘sexual antagonism’ in the Highlands have 

suffered as a consequence of this precedent’. Langness (1982:79) himself 

stated: ‘…such materials as were available on topics like sex and aggression in 

the Highlands tended to exaggerate grossly the ‘excesses’ and to minimize the 

‘restraints’ (e.g. see Berndt 1962)’. 

 

Regardless of these critiques of Berndt’s methodology, and his over-reliance on 

hearsay, I strongly argue that his recording on the North Fore perspective of 

female menstrual blood as both sacred and dangerous deserved greater 

credence. Although Anderson (2008) in his recent publication of kuru scientists 

and investigators was also disparaging of Berndt’s field techniques, and his lack 

of perspective on the relevance of exchange, he was highly appreciative of 

Berndt’s analysis of blood, and of North Fore beliefs about ‘blood’ and ‘spirits’. 

Anderson (2008:26) states: ‘The Berndts appreciated the symbolism of blood 
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better perhaps than most of the later medical investigators who sought to collect 

it’. Berndt (1952a, 1952b, 1954a, 1954b, 1962, 1965) outlined Fore beliefs about 

the relationship between blood and spirits. These beliefs were essential to 

understanding the dangers associated with blood, and why Fore women were 

secluded during menstruation and childbirth. However, my argument emphasises 

the limited alienability of maternal agnatic substance (blood) and highlights how 

this is linked to cyclic ‘head-payments’. Women and their fertility emerge as the 

pivot of the entire ‘head-payment’ system. 

 

Lindenbaum and Glasse 

A decade after the Berndts, two other anthropologists, Lindenbaum and Glasse 

worked with the South Fore on the now well known disease kuru. Although kuru 

was also prevalent amongst neighbouring groups, it is the Fore who are today 

renowned for the disease (for example see Nelson 1996:181 who states ‘…the 

people who had the disease were the Fore’). During the period from 1957 till 

1975, kuru had a devastating effect on the women and children. A collaborative 

research team including social anthropologists, clinical medical practitioners and 

demographers was established to understand the transmission of the fatal 

disease (Hornabrook 1976:ix).  

 

There has been an enormous amount of literature written on kuru from a bio-

medical perspective.6 The bio-medical practitioners were initially approaching 

kuru as a genetic disorder.7 They needed the social anthropologists to undertake 

the genealogical research so that they could better understand the data. It was 

the social anthropologists that linked kuru to the social and cultural world of the 

 
6 For example, see Alpers, Gadjusek & Ono (1975), Alpers (1992), Gadjusek (1963, 1977), Gadjusek & 
Zigas (1957), Hornabrook (1976), Matthews (1971), Zigas & Gadjusek (1957), Zigas (1990), Klitzman 
(1998). 
7 See for example Hornabrook (1976:53), Bennett, Rhodes & Robson (1959), Lindenbaum (1979:25), 
Gadjusek, Alpers & Gibbs (1976:125). 
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South Fore, particularly the practice of endo-cannibalism (Lindenbaum 1979:19, 

Glasse 1970, Matthews, Glasse & Lindenbaum 1968). This gave rise to the 

western etiology of kuru, which at that period of time demonstrated that a slow 

virus transmitted the disease through the mortuary practice of endo-cannibalism. 

In contrast, the Fore perceived the disease to be the work of malevolent 

sorcerers. Today this belief continues (cf Glasse 1970:20, Lindenbaum 1979:28). 

Decades later, further scientific investigation by Stanley Prusiner (1982) 

overturned the ‘slow virus’ theory. He isolated a protein, which he termed a 

‘prion’ as the cause of the degenerative disorder (Lindenbaum 2004:366).  

 

Lindenbaum’s field-study in the early 1960s, during the crisis years of the kuru 

epidemic is published as Kuru Sorcery. This superbly crafted ethnography is 

rightly lauded as ‘…a classic work in medical anthropology’ (Langness & 

Edgerton in Lindenbaum 1979:ix, cf Jenkins 1992:388). Moreover, in contrast to 

how members of the North Fore have responded to Berndt’s (1962) monograph, 

some members of the South Fore who are familiar with Lindenbaum’s (1979) 

publication have proudly told me that: ‘We have made history’. This statement 

suggests that the South Fore are proud of their cultural history and aware that 

the ethnographic events portrayed by Lindenbaum are part of their ‘heritage’ now 

centred around practices that no longer occur in that manner.  

 

Lindenbaum’s Kuru Sorcery describes the South Fore perceptions of kuru and 

other illnesses, including their beliefs and practices about sorcery as related to 

illness, and also provides details of their beliefs regarding the causation of other 

diseases. Lindenbaum (1979:viii) suggests that because the medical and social 

themes converge, her research is a study of the ‘epidemiology of social 

relations’. The prevalence of kuru amongst the women and children was traced 

to their consumption of human flesh at mortuary feasts. But more specifically, it 

was traced to not only the eating of the brain of the deceased but also to the 
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handling of infected tissue during the mortuary distribution (Lindenbaum 

1979:27).  

 

The introduction of mortuary cannibalism for the Fore has been linked to a 

decline in the number of pigs due to swine influenza or swine anthrax (Glasse 

1969:17, cf Lindenbaum 1979:25, R. Berndt 1992:78). Indeed, Berndt (1992:78) 

comments on the small scale of the pig festivals in the Eastern Highlands ‘partly 

because of a disease that had seriously affected the number of pigs available’. 

The pig festivals, generally held to coincide with male initiations, were an inter-

district affair, and were a time when the sacred bamboo flutes were played. 8 Pig 

blood was spilt on the ground as a libation to Jugumishanta, the female creative 

being, and used as a means of ensuring the fertility of pigs and gardens. Berndt 

(1992:78) notes that ‘[o]f equivalent importance insofar as garden fertility was 

concerned was cannibalism’. For it was in the gardens where the bodies were cut 

and distributed, thus contributing vital blood and essences into the soil (Berndt 

1952a:44 cf Lindenbaum 1979:22). 

 

It was Lindenbaum & Glasse’s kuru research that linked the disease to the 

custom of ‘mortuary distributions’ that is today glossed as the ‘head-pay’. 

Lindenbaum (1979:21) noted that it was ‘primarily maternal kin’ and their wives 

who participated in the distribution and consumption of the corpse. She (1979:20-

1) states: ‘Body parts were not randomly distributed. The corpse was due to 

those who received pigs and valuables by rights of kinship and friendship with 

the deceased…’. Lindenbaum’s (1979) data indicates a degree of 

correspondence between the recipients of the mortuary payment and the 

recipients of the deceased’s body parts. Moreover, the ‘rights of kinship with the 

deceased’ highlighted by Lindenbaum primarily involve maternal kin. It was kuru 

 
8 A district, as Fore say, consists of several ‘big name’ (large and significant) villages. 
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research that led to an increased understanding of the significance of mortuary 

and other ‘head-payments’ of the Fore.  

 
 
The ‘head-pay’ system 

Building upon the insights of Berndt and Lindenbaum, the ‘head-pay’ (agona in 

the North Fore dialect) or as it is also known, ‘eating the head-food’ 

(anondaninda in the North Fore dialect) defines a complex system of debt and 

obligation that according to the North Fore begins at the time of a couple’s 

marriage. The phrases, the ‘head-pay’ and ‘eating the head-food’ describe giving 

‘the head-pay’ and receiving it respectively. The recipient recognised as socially 

significant to the person on whose behalf the payment is being made, is 

positioned to ‘eat the head-food’. As with the neighbouring Gimi-speaking people 

(see Gillison 1991:189), the payment of a North Fore woman’s brideprice is itself 

the beginning of this complex exchange system, which is followed by obligatory 

‘child payments’ by the husband to his affines following the birth of his children, 

often referred to as the ‘first head-pay’. The first ‘child payment’ is enacted at an 

event called a tiena. Other childhood events, including male initiations, also 

incurred an obligatory payment to maternal kin (Gillison 1993).  

 

Before the arrival of the Australian administration in the 1950s, North Fore girls 

were betrothed prior to the onset of menstruation. The arrival of their menarche 

also warranted payment by the husband’s family to his intended wife’s patrikin. 

Today a girl’s menarche is celebrated by the hosting of a wainama, that is, a 

girl’s sleeping house (haus meri in Tok Pisin or ‘women’s house’) for one-week. 

Her father and brothers, along with her mother’s brothers, present the ceremonial 

foods to the young woman at the culmination of this event.  

 

Mortuary payments conclude this life-cycle of indebtedness and obligatory ‘head-

payments’. The ‘head-pay’ system contains provision for mortuary payments 
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dependent upon the gender of the person. Mortuary payments for children, both 

male and female, are made by their father’s patrikin to the child’s mother’s 

patrikin. 9 The same rule also applies for an adult man, but significantly, not for a 

North Fore woman. Her mortuary head-payment is made by members of her 

husband’s patrikin, that is, her in-laws and her own children will make the 

prestation to her brothers and patrikin.10 

 

The neighbouring Gimi, also have this rule regarding a woman’s mortuary 

payment (Glick 1963:53 fn7). Berndt from his pioneering research with the 

Kamano, Usurufa, Jate and Fore in the early 1950s also highlights a similar rule 

for these Eastern Highlands language groups regarding a woman’s mortuary 

payment (although it is difficult to know which language group he is specifically 

discussing).11 Speaking of women, and the relationship between brother and 

sister in particular, Berndt (1962:31) states: ‘…on her death, …[her brother] will 

be one of the main recipients at the mortuary distribution’. This is also the case 

among the North Fore. 

 
9 Cf Bowden (1988:277) writing on the Kwoma from the Sepik River region, states: ‘If a girl dies before 
she marries her head payment, like that of a man, always goes to her MB’s patriline … for members of her 
MB’s hold exchange rights in her up until the time she marries’. 
10 Wagner (1967:76, 72) states that the Daribi of the Karimui Plateau at the intersection of the Eastern 
Highlands, the Southern Highlands, and the Gulf Province also follow the above gendered mortuary rules. 
11 Sorenson (1972:381) also states that it is only from a very thorough examination of the writing that it can 
be determined which group Berndt’s (1962) data is referring to. 



 

The following diagram provides a summary of the current enactment of the 

‘head-pay’ system for the North Fore: 

 

 

Diagram 1 The North Fore structure of the ‘head-pay’ system 

 

Gendered ‘head-payments’: women who are fathers and men who are 
mothers 

The ‘head-payments’ are complexly gendered. The complexity of gender in this 

region of Melanesia was initially highlighted by Gillison (1980), and further 

amplified by Marilyn Strathern’s (1988) publication The Gender of the Gift. In 

Strathern’s (1988) model, Melanesian gendered personhood is partible and 

transactable, and for the North Fore, this is made evident through the exchanges 
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associated with the ‘head-pay’ system. Moreover, Strathern (1988:13) notes the 

relational nature of Melanesian personhood, thus emphasising the transactability 

through which a Melanesian person is born and constituted. This form of sociality 

and transactability is exemplified and enacted by the North Fore system of ‘head-

pay’. The ‘head-pay’ recognises the core source of agnatic maternal substance 

(blood) and female nurture, and implies that a person is derived from the brother-

sister dyad and the mother’s brother-sister’s child relationship. A person is also 

derived from the clan, understood as another, in this case, agnatic unit of 

reproduction. Given these multiple sites of reproductive agency, men and women 

can take on attributes of each other particularly in reference to parenting. One 

example of these gender transformations amongst the North Fore is that men are 

both fathers and mothers and women are both mothers and fathers. Men are 

‘fathers’ of their agnatic kin, through links of male substance and ‘mothers’ of 

their sister’s children, through sharing the same blood as their sister and sister’s 

children. And women with agnatic ties to any ego’s father (owta) are in certain 

contexts referred to as ‘father’. For example, when my father-in-law’s sister 

Milaina came up to Moke from her husband’s village of Yagusa, the young 

children were chastised for calling Milaina (their FFZ) by the Fore term for a 

mother, inoya, and were told to address her as auta. Thus a FFZ, because she is 

from the same ‘line’ as one’s father, is classified as equivalent to one’s father.  

 

Women themselves also speak of themselves as ‘fathers’. For example, 

Kegeriso, a female member of Purago’s family, a daughter of his FFB, spoke of 

herself in these male terms. Kegeriso is married into the neighbouring village of 

Kasogu, and her husband’s land is opposite to our home in Moke at 

Wasanamuti. Often we could see her at work in her gardens, and on many 

occasions her voice could be heard from over the valley. One day, Purago 

commented to her that he could hear her voice singing out from across the 

valley. She replied: ‘Of course, what else would you hear, but the voice of your 
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father’. Here, Kegeriso unproblematically assimilated herself to the role of 

Purago’s father.  

 

In a similar manner, the male members from the mother’s side are all considered 

to be ‘mothers’. Upon meeting the men from Purago’s mother’s side, they have 

proudly informed me ‘I am his mother’. The North Fore word for (my) mother 

nanonemba is a compound where ‘n’, the first person possessive pronoun (my), 

combines with the word for ‘head’ anone with an additional possessive suffix 

nemba to generate the meaning ‘my mother, she is mine’. In this manner, the 

mother is literally synonymous with the ‘head’; and it is through this matri-kin 

connection, that is, connection to the ‘head’ – the generative core of the various 

payments constituting the North Fore system of ‘head-pay’ – that payments are 

directed. 

 

The kinship term for a mother’s brother is anagu (see Scott 1980:80). This term 

was explained to me by a man as ‘the male side of my mother’, adding ‘because 

I was born from the womb that was theirs (that is, the mother’s brothers’)’. 

Mother’s brothers are also ‘our bilum/our womb’. In this context, the womb is 

understood as an extension of the mother’s brother’s person. This link between 

the mother’s brother and sister’s child is also extended in the way some Fore 

men speak about the burial of their sister’s child. I was told that North Fore men 

will say: ‘I just buried my own thing. Her child, my blood died, so I put the body in 

the ground and came back. I buried my blood’. Evinced in this statement are 

claims regarding the unity of the brother – sister dyad as a unit of reproduction 

indicating that the sister’s child is derived from the siblings common blood. The 

emphasis on shared blood is again revealed in the following North Fore 

statement. Upon receiving a mortuary ‘head-payment’, a North Fore man will say: 

‘Korandeka nauwe’ which loosely translates as: ‘Your blood, it’s mine, so I eat’. 
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Like the Fore, the Daribi also explain the strength of the relationship between 

mother’s brothers and their sister’s child (MB/ZC) in terms of their sharing the 

same blood. For example, Wagner (1967:65) writes:  

What we are dealing with here is essentially two distinct series of 

descending ‘blood’ or substance lines, one of which is transmitted only by 

males and the other only by females; individuals, or sets of full siblings, 

occur at the inter-sections of these lines. Thus a man receives his 

‘maternal substance’ from his mother, through her blood, and shares this 

with his sister, and although he may not pass it on to his offspring, she will 

pass it to hers. For this reason Daribi consider mother’s brother to be ‘just 

the same as mother’, for, as siblings, both ‘were made in the same bed’ 

(the womb), and both were formed of the blood of one mother. 

 

In addition to Wagner’s account of the avuncular relationship, there has been 

extensive anthropological interest in the relationship between mother’s brothers 

and their sisters’ children. The avuncular relationship, has occupied the minds of 

anthropologists in Africa (for example Boas 1922, Radcliffe-Brown 1924), the 

Americas (for example Lowie 1922, Levi-Strauss 1967) the Highlands of Papua 

New Guinea, (Wagner 1967, A. Strathern 1971b, 1981a, Lindenbaum 1979, 

O’Hanlon & Frankland 1986, Gillison 1987, 1993), and in the Sepik region 

(Errington & Gewertz 1987, Bowden 1988). The strength of this relationship 

appeared to be an anomaly in otherwise patrilineal societies.  

 

The avunculate was initially thought to have originated in matrilineal societies in 

which children belonged to their mother’s descent group. Radcliffe-Brown 

(1924:29) challenged this supposition, arguing that it was not a survival of 

matrilineal descent systems, but that it arises from ‘life within the family in the 

narrow sense’. ‘Customs relating to the mother’s brother’, according to Radcliffe 

Brown, ‘are extensions of the close affective bond between mother and child in a 

patrilineal society where the father is a distant and feared authority figure’ 
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(Gillison 1987:166). Levi-Strauss (1967) argued that the avuncular was not 

established by relations within the nuclear family, but arose from the incest taboo 

and the exchange of women in marriage. As Levi-Strauss (1967:44-5) states: 

‘We do not need to explain how the maternal uncle emerged in the kinship 

structure. He does not emerge – he is present initially’. For Levi-Strauss (1967) 

the ‘atom’ of kinship is a system of relations among four terms – brother, sister, 

father and son. As Gillison (1987:167) writes: ‘In Levi-Strauss’s atom the relation 

between mother and child is conspicuously absent: the mother’s brother is 

present not as an individual – as someone tied to the child through its mother– 

but as a symbol of exchange, as the ‘sign’ of wife-givers’.  

 

In anthropology of New Guinea Highlands, many theories were expounded in 

regard to the relationship between the mother’s brother and sister’s child. Meggitt 

(1964) highlighted the relationship as crucially embedded in the necessity of 

appeasing affinal ghosts. Lindenbaum (1975:71) explains that child-payments 

are made by men to their affines as the Fore believe in ‘…the mystical power 

emanating from aggrieved affines – infant survival is held hostage to the 

satisfaction of wife’s brothers’ (Lindenbaum 1975:71, cf M. Strathern 1972:97, A. 

Strathern 1971:456, 1981:211, O’Hanlon & Frankland 1986:183). 

 

Wagner (1967) also emphasised the need to ward off the mother’s brothers from 

recruiting their sister’s sons into their own clan. For the Daribi, the strength of the 

claim that the mother’s brother or pagebidi (cause man) holds over his sister’s 

children can, if one’s obligations have not been sufficiently fulfilled, be manifest 

as a ‘curse’, thus providing yet another imperative for the Daribi to meet their 

affinal cultural obligations (see Wagner 1967:63). As Wagner (1967:66) notes, 

‘[t]his sharing of blood, then, a bond of common maternal substance, is the basis 

of the pagebidi’s influence and the agency through which the curse is realised’. 

Moreover, payments made to the mother’s brother do not serve to sever this tie 
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of common substance, but only to stop him from making recruitment claims on 

his sister’s children.  

 

Gillison (1987, 1993) emphasised cosmology, linking ritual enactments of crucial 

lifecycle events to origin myths. Her psychoanalytic analysis of Gimi mythology 

demonstrated that for the Gimi, the compelling nature of the avuncular 

relationship has its roots in the ‘primordial past’, while ‘…exchange has a 

profoundly sexual origin and meaning …’ (Gillison 1993:xv). Life cycle payments 

to one’s affines and kin were created in order to expunge the guilt of the 

incestuous ‘primordial union’ committed between mythic creative beings (a 

brother and sister pair) that resulted in the first menstrual flow. As the Gimi 

appear to share the same mythology as the Fore, Gillison’s analysis of Gimi 

mythology is also very insightful for the Fore origin narratives as recorded by 

Ronald Berndt. Moreover, in tracing Gimi ‘head-payments’ through cosmological 

origins to the first menstrual flow, and in light of the fact that the North Fore 

‘head-payments’ are primarily an obligatory payment for the mother’s fertile 

agnatic blood expended in creating life, further similarities between North Fore 

and the Gimi are also apparent.  

 

For the Gimi, Gillison (1993:55) also reports that their entire rationale for making 

‘head-payments’ or ‘giving the head’ is to ward off the curse of the mother’s 

brothers (cf Gillison, 1987, 1993:188). She (1993:81) states: ‘[t]he impetus for the 

exchange of “head” payments, men and women agree, is the collective fury of 

the maternal kinsmen, the life and death power they wield over their sisters’ 

children’. But as O’Hanlon & Frankland (1986:185) point out there is also a 

‘positive dimension’ to the MB/ZC relationship, including ‘curative, life giving 

powers’ administered when mother’s brothers are called to the sickbed of their 

sister’s child. 
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Gillison (1993:54) states: 

Head payments are made repeatedly throughout a child’s life, varying in 

size with the importance of the transition the child undergoes. When a 

child is named, cuts its first tooth, eats marsupial meat for the first time, 

has its haircut, is injured, becomes ill or seems laggard in its growth, 

undergoes the ordeals of initiation or suffers any crisis, … the mother’s 

brothers receive head payments. 

 

Like Wagner, Gillison (1993:54-5) argues that ‘child-payments’ are ‘recruitment 

payments’. By effectively offering ‘child-payments’ (cyclic head-payments) to 

one’s affines, it inhibits the affines from appropriating the child as their own. For 

any default in making these payments gives the affines ‘…the right to claim the 

child as a member of their lineage, to have it live in their compound and work 

their land and, in the past, if it were a boy, to fight on their behalf, even against 

the father’s kinsmen’ (Gillison 1993:55). Moreover, she states: ‘[w]hen there is a 

default in “head” payments, a boy ‘returns’ to his mother’s patrilineage as a full 

member but a girl ‘returns’ as a wife; the head her anati [mother’s brothers] did 

not “eat” becomes her brideprice’ (1991:191)12. Similar to the Gimi, should the 

North Fore default in making the necessary ‘child-payment’ to affinal kin, and a 

divorce occurs, the children will go with the mother. 

 

Among the North Fore, a further example of the very close tie between a child 

and the mother’s kin is found in certain compensation payments, which derive 

from notions of shared substance. In Moke village today, if a child is injured and 

draws blood, or if the father beats the child and draws blood, the mother’s 

brothers can demand a compensatory payment from the father of the child. This 

payment is either in cash or meat in the form of pig, lamb-flap or chickens. This 

 
12 Unlike the North Fore, traditionally the Gimi practiced sister exchange in marriage. 
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compensatory payment to the mother’s brothers ‘cools their rage’ and equilibrium 

is returned to the affinal relationship (cf Gillison 1993:241).  

  
 
Women and ontological debt 

In marriage, a woman is transferred from her natal clan to her husband’s clan 

without rights in her becoming totally alienated (Godelier 1996:42). This creates 

an affinal debt within the marriage. In effect, women and their maternal agnatic 

substance is a clan’s inalienable possession, which is ‘kept while given’ (Weiner 

1994). 

 

Errington and Gewertz (1987), writing about the Chambri of the East Sepik 

Province succinctly refer to the cultural indebtedness embedded within the affinal 

relationship as the ‘ontological debt’. This concept is used to explain both the 

compelling nature of the system of cultural indebtedness as well as the primarily 

male burden of meeting the demands that the affinal relationship invariably 

brings. Errington & Gewertz (1987) use a Chambri myth as a vehicle for 

explaining the moral discourse regarding correct marriage and the necessity for 

children to be born into a system of sociality that is recognised by the customary 

and obligatory ‘head-payments’. They explain the existence of the ‘ontological 

debt’ or indebtedness to one’s affines in the following manner:  

From the Chambri perspective … wife takers are regarded as owing their 

lives to those who have provided them with their mothers, who are the 

sources of nurture and life. Bride-price and subsequent affinal 

presentations are the means by which payment is made on these debts, 

the means by which the members of a patriclan purchase from their 

matrilateral kinsmen the essential rights to control themselves and their 

children. Thus, jural membership in Chambri patriclans is contingent upon 

the payment of debts to one’s affines (1987:26). 
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Errington & Gewertz (1987) continue on the primacy of the affines: 

However, despite repeated payments, affinal debts can never be fully 

settled. The primary reason for this rests in a cultural assumption that 

those who have caused life remain more important than those whose lives 

they have caused. No man – or, to be more accurate, no clan – can hope 

to fulfill affinal obligations completely, no matter how generous the 

response. Indeed, the perpetuation of affinal indebtedness is implicit in the 

very way affinal payments must be made. The fundamental inequality 

between wife-givers and wife-takers is reflected in the cultural requirement 

that the exchanges between them be conducted through items of 

incommensurate nature (see Forge, 1972: 537). Valuables move in one 

direction, and women, food, and other representations of nurture move in 

the other. The incommensurability of that which is exchanged denotes and 

perpetuates the inequality between the two groups linked through these 

exchanges. 

 

Similar to that of the Chambri, where ‘…each Chambri man by fact of his birth 

incurs an ontological debt [to their affines]’ (Errington & Gewertz 1987:30), so too 

do the North Fore acknowledge that they are born already indebted to their 

matrikin. In Tok Pisin it is said: ‘Em dinau bilong yu’, that is, ‘it is your debt’ (to 

your matrikin).  

 

Writing on the marriage system of the South Fore, Glasse (1969) discusses the 

affinal relationship and the reciprocity involved in the prestations and counter-

prestations for brideprice and child-payments. According to Glasse, the Fore 

make these cyclic payments to their mother’s brothers to secure a wife for their 

sons. Glasse states: ‘Failure to send yona [gift of pigs to mother’s brothers 

following a boy’s initiation] to the MB weakens the relationship, and for this 

reason the MB may refuse to give his daughter to the boy’ (1969:34-5). Glasse 

(1969:34-5) further notes: ‘The chain of reciprocity that first unites ‘brother’ and 
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‘sister’ later extends to their children of opposite sex who may eventually marry, 

thereby linking families in continuous exchanges’. But this explanation does not 

take into account payments made to the mother’s brothers on behalf of a girl-

child. 

 

The anthropological literature remains unclear as to why payments for women, 

who are also born with this ‘ontological debt’, ceases with her marriage and the 

payment of her brideprice. For example, Gillison (1993:56), cites Wagner 

(1967:117) who suggests that the payments that the Daribi make to their 

mother’s brothers ‘cancel or oppose the mother’s blood or “redeem” the father’s 

substance, thereby strengthening the child’s ties to his lineage or clan’. Gillison 

(1993:56) argues that the explanation of warding off the curse of the mother’s 

brothers’ which is achieved through the continual making of these child-

payments, ‘[d]oes not explain the different requirements for sons and daughters’. 

The Gimi ‘make payments for a son throughout his life, culminating in his death 

payment, but they stop ‘buying the head’ of a daughter when she marries’. This 

too is the case for the North Fore.  

 

But as it was explained to me by residents of Moke village, the payment of 

brideprice itself is considered to be part of the cycle of head-payments (see 

Table 1), and although the prestation of brideprice is primarily to the wife’s 

patrikin, a significant portion of this will be given to the wife’s matrikin. This 

payment of brideprice to the wife’s matrikin completes her ‘head-payments’ to 

this category of kin.13 Her husband and his family, together with her own 

children, on the occasion of her death will make the appropriate death payment 

only to her own patrikin, that is, to her children’s mother’s brothers. Her debt to 

 
13 As explained in Chapter Four, there is no hard and fast rule regarding the distribution of brideprice. It is 
from the social world of the North Fore that the distribution of brideprice is reckoned. 
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his 

yment. 

her matrikin is finished with the apportioning of brideprice. A man’s debt to 

matrikin continues up to his mortuary pa

 

Errington & Gewertz (1987:30) suggest that the payment of a woman’s brideprice 

cancels out a debt that she has to her mother’s agnates. Moreover, Errington & 

Gewertz (1987:30) state that ‘[t]hrough reproduction, women can replace those 

who gave them life and so entirely redeem themselves from ontological debt’. 

What is crucial for the North Fore, is that following the birth of each child that the 

woman has, she brings in payments to her patrikin, thus initiating a complete new 

cycle of life-payments, and elevating her own brothers into the avuncular role. 

That is, the mother frees herself from ontological debt to her matrilateral kin and 

‘replaces’ them with her agnates, her brothers. She creates debt for them. 

 

Having outlined how gender differences structure the Fore ‘head-pay’ system, in 

the following chapter I present a selective history of the Fore’s changing gender 

relations and concepts of blood. The remainder of the chapter then deals with 

some of the difficulties the Moke people have encountered in creating 

‘development’ in their area. Some believe that it is the practice of sorcery that 

prohibits long-term development (cf Schram 2010). Others in the region perceive 

customary practices associated with kinship, blood and the ‘head-pay’ system to 

which they are constantly directing their resources as the impediment to 

sustained development. 
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Chapter Two 

History of the Fore 
 

As the ‘head-pay’ is linked to the cosmology, I begin the history of the Fore with 

the creative beings Jugumishanta and Morufonu, who were ‘intimately connected 

with the cosmos’ (Berndt 1962:41). The following origin narrative outlines their 

role in the creation of the landscape, language groups, age-grading ceremonies 

and the pig festivals. Moreover, it places the Fore in their lived cultural landscape 

and outlines horticultural practices that largely continue today: 

At Rivetiga,14 Jugumishanta and Morufonu planted crotons and put people 

who spoke Fore. Then they set off on their travels, planting bamboos and 

crotons as they went. They put the Koga people, the Ati, the Jate, 

Kamano, Usurufa, and so on, naming each district, and decreeing what 

language was to be spoken there. 

[At Rivetiga] they built a large house, planted bamboo, crotons, beans and 

the kagavefa tree …, cane [used in cane-swallowing], the koe tree, wild 

‘garoka’15 pandanus palms, the bow tree, the hardwood arrow top tree, 

wild betel-nut trees, gum trees, [the bark of which is beaten, specially 

treated, and made into twine, or into shoulder cloaks], the megufa [leaves 

eaten with pig meat], sugar cane, and yams, to name a few of the more 

important items. They put also various snakes, frogs, wild pigs, 

cassowaries, small animals, rats, and so on, giving instructions to each as 

to how it was to behave and where it was to live – e.g., in the ground, in 

the jungle, in a tree, in the kunai grass... 

                                            
14 A swamp out of which the creative beings first emerged. Rivetiga is ‘about half a days walk 
southeast of Busarasa-Moke’ (Berndt 1962:41). 
15 The correct spelling is karuka (Mihalic 1971:107). 
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Jugumishanta and Morufonu put salt and also a man and a woman…Thus 

they talked to them:  “You look after this ground, these trees, these 

bamboo, these crotons”… 

They ... made a fire and burnt off the grass. Then they planted pit pit, 

edible leaves, sugar cane, bananas and other varieties of food. 

They made a large oven in which they cooked yams, taro, banana, bean 

roots, and so on. When the food was cooked, they opened the oven and 

removed it, putting it in their bags…  

They also told them how to make the sacred flutes, how to play them at 

the pig festival, at the killing of the pigs; and they spoke to them about the 

age-grading ceremonies... (Berndt 1962:43-45 except for the first square 

brackets all others are in original). 

 

Preparations for pig festivals and age-grading ceremonies often took up to six 

years (Berndt 1962:63). They were inter-district affairs, and ‘directly concerned 

with fertility’ (Berndt 1962:67). Essential features of the pig festivals were the 

secret bamboo flutes, male initiation ceremonies and libations of blood to 

Jugumishanta, the female creative being who was associated with the earth, 

fertility and in her many manifestations, with blood. Here, Berndt (1962:63) 

describes the libations to Jugumishanta at a pig festival in Pusarasa. 

One morning pigs, trussed up on poles, were brought in from the various 

villages in the district and arranged in rows. They were then killed one by 

one by a blow on the snout, so that blood flowed from the nostrils to the 

ground – like men having their noses bled, the blood falling to the ground 

being a libation to the earth, a manifestation of Jugumishanta (Berndt 

1962:63).  

 

As remembered by senior Fore members, before the Pax Australia in the early 

1950s, they were a fierce warrior society necessitating the strenuous and painful 
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male initiation rituals that made boys into strong men. These male rites had 

cosmological origins based around the use of sacred objects (flutes) created by 

women, but stolen by men. Briefly stated, it was Jugumishanta who made the 

first flute, which was stolen from her by Morufonu, placing power in the hands of 

men (Berndt 1962:50-2). The result of the theft of the flute was menstruation for 

women and the growth of facial hair on men. Here we can see the 

interdependence of the sexes in co-creating the other’s sexual maturity. This 

male control of the sacred flutes symbolised male dominance and strength and 

justified the separation of the sexes in both ritual action and day to day life 

(Berndt 1965:76-85). Crucial were male nasal blood-letting rituals that released 

the novice’s maternal spirit in the form of blood (Salisbury 1965). This initiation 

practice involving the loss or removal of the novice’s maternal blood required a 

compensatory payment to the mother’s kin. As we can see, male initiation rituals 

were linked to the ‘head-pay’ system, as were compensatory payments for 

deaths in warfare. 

 

The coming of the Europeans 

Social production via a complexly gendered cosmology came under challenge in 

the early 1930s. Around that time modern objects and new people began 

entering the region. Aeroplanes were sighted and the sound of the aeroplanes 

produced fear and awe.  

What could this be? Was it the sound of floodwaters or was it an 

earthquake? Had they heard wrongly – perhaps it was only the sound of a 

cassowary? (Berndt 1952a:50).  

When the plane had passed, they immediately protected themselves by melting 

pig’s fat on the fire, pouring this on the earth ‘as libation to the ancestral spirits’ 

(Berndt 1952a:50). Using manifestations of Jugumishanta as a form of 

protection, they also tied croton leaves to their hair and bilums. 
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Following the first sightings of aeroplanes, in the early 1940s reports of many 

unusual activities emanated from the newly formed township of Kainantu. It was 

said that the ‘spirits of the dead’ had returned and that they were willing to ‘give 

shells and other items of wealth to their friends and relatives’ (Berndt 1952a:54). 

Items of European manufacture began circulating from village to village. Objects 

such as axes, shells, tins, cloth, newspaper and salt were becoming familiar 

items of trade (Berndt 1952b:143).  

 

With the arrival of the Europeans in the 1940s, came also a longing for their 

foreign objects. During or immediately following World War 2 manifestations of 

‘cargo cults’ began within the district (Berndt 1952a:55). As Berndt (1952b:144) 

notes, the cargo movements ‘in this area did not rise out of an acute crisis of 

social and cultural change. Rather it was a locally sponsored growth, emerging 

from a gradual awareness of extraordinary circumstances which demanded a 

special approach’.16 These cargo movements were called the tete and the zona 

or ‘Ghost wind’. One such cargo movement occurred in both Moke and Pusarasa 

villages around 1948 (Berndt 1954a:193). Spirit possession was involved, and 

the spirits sent dreams of promised goods. To manifest these goods, a new 

house was built. ‘Blood was collected … and sprinkled over the kunai grass roof 

and the door posts of the house, as well as the bench within’ (Berndt 1954a:211). 

The Fore men then killed a pig, and ‘sprinkled blood over their arms and bodies’ 

(Berndt 1954a:214) as a form of protection. Objects such as sticks (rifles) and 

stones (shells) were covered in blood, and people also covered their houses and 

themselves with blood. As Berndt (1954a:226) notes: 

[Blood] is a sacrifice to the spirits, essentially propitiatory. Blood (whether 

of pigs or of men) is a ‘human’ element, and is thus a desirable substance 

 
16 As Worsley (1968:202) notes: ‘People lived in daily anticipation of the arrival of the Cargo, but they 
were not merely passively waiting for its arrival: they took action themselves’. Jaarsma (1997:74) argues 
that most analysis on ‘cargo-cults’ in Melanesia were through secondary sources, however, Berndt (1952a, 
1952b), was one of the exceptions.  
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from the spirit’s point of view. Blood is, in essence, ‘life’, so that in 

presenting blood gifts to the spirit, the inference is that it will come into 

human orbit. Moreover, blood being a symbol (more than that, a 

necessary component) of life or reality, the sprinkling of blood over leaves, 

sand and stones which are placed in the special house means that their 

reality is ensured: they are bound to turn into real objects.  

 

However, the goods did not materialise, and the movement was squashed by the 

native police. It was not until late in 1947 that the first Australian patrols passed 

through the area (Berndt 1962). They ordered the people to ‘stop fighting and 

throw down their fortifications’ (Berndt 1962:4). Berndt (1962:4) recorded that:  

‘…apart from the drive against fighting and cannibalism, the changes that 

occurred [were] not a result of direct force or threat’. Lindenbaum (1979:40) also 

reports ‘…the Fore readily acquiesced in the Australian-imposed peace of the 

mid 1950’s’. This form of non-violent, relatively late, colonial intervention in this 

area of the Eastern Highlands was largely due to the belief that Europeans were 

reincarnated locals (Berndt 1965:74-5), for all people, including Europeans, were 

‘children of Jugumishanta’ (Berndt 1965:81).  

 

But what is clearly described in the interview below, for the people of Moke, the 

end of tribal warfare was primarily based upon their own desire to put an end to 

inter-tribal warfare that claimed lives, destroyed crops and houses, and led to a 

somewhat chaotic and nomadic existence. For the Moke people, inter-tribal 

warfare and sickness were wreaking havoc on their lives, and they were in a 

state of constant relocation, chased by enemies and seeking refuge with their 

allies. Compounding this was the debilitating effect of illness through prolonged 

bouts of dysentery. Moreover, their numbers were also greatly reduced by the 

new ‘blood disease’ kuru.  

 

As explained by Ose Oso in December 2003: 



49 
 

I’m Ose, my father was Oso, his father was Peyamu, and his father was 

Anagabara. My father Oso brought me here to Moke. When I was just a 

small boy, all of our enemies surrounded us, and we all fled to Ibusa 

Moke, close to Emasa. When my teeth began to grow, we all came back 

to Moke, but our enemies pushed us back to Ibusa Moke again. But the 

Ibusa Mokes did not look after us, so we went to Keagasa. Around this 

time, I grew into a big boy. Sometime later we came back to Moke, and 

built a house at Porondi. When we were at Porandi, all Kasogana, 

Pusarasa, Ilabo, Kasoru, Anumba all grouped together to come and fight 

with us Moke. They punished us, destroyed our gardens, set fire to our 

houses, and destroyed everything. All Ogotoru (Ke-efu) Awande and 

Yasubi helped us fight and they helped us with food.  

Later all Kasoru and Anumpa asked: ‘will you agree to us all getting 

together at Moke to shake-hands and talk sorry?’ When the white men 

came and stayed at Ofafina, all the men and women of Anumba, Kasoru, 

Moke, Pusarasa ran away. Later we came back to Pomavinti/Moke and 

stayed.  

After we settled back here a big sickness came. Plenty of men and women 

died due to dysentry and the blood sickness [kuru]. My clan didn’t just 

have one person that died, we had one woman and four children die. 

Plenty of the Moke hauslain died. Plenty of Mage people also died. When 

the dysentry finished, all of the Mage people went back home. It was 

following all of this warfare and sickness that the white missionary Pelis 

came here on the horse. 

 

Here Ose Oso introduces the ‘blood sickness’, kuru, an emerging disease that 

mainly affected women and children. Kuru’s unknown origin and cure captured 

the imagination of the biomedical profession. The influxes of scientific 

investigators for kuru research lead to the development of the Okapa region. 

Coinciding with the emergent disease kuru was the arrival of the Lutheran 
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missionaries; prior to their arrival, were native police who had a house built in 

Moke village. 

 

As in other parts of Papua New Guinea, the Australian administration installed 

native police, and converted local leaders into the roles of luluai and tultul (Berndt 

1962:3, Lindenbaum 1979:20). By the beginning of 1951, the area as far south 

as Moke was declared ‘controlled’; that is, the administration had prohibited the 

practice of mortuary endo-cannibalism, and inter-tribal warfare. Traditional male 

activities associated with the secret bamboo flutes were halted at the command 

of the native evangelists, who were the first source of the ‘good news’ regarding 

Christianity in Okapa. 

 

In December 2003, Ose Oso (the then eldest inhabitant of Moke village, but now 

deceased), vividly recalled the coming of the native police, and the missionaries. 

Following is an English translation of his extensive and detailed recollections of 

the arrival of a European missionary in Moke: 

Pelis, the German missionary, came down on a horse. He bought with him 

Mutenge and Mitio. I was just a young man and at that time I was staying 

at Fomapinti. Sali, my small Papa, saw them and then told me that one 

white man came on a pig. At that time we did not know what a horse was, 

and we thought it was a pig. The Sali spoke to all of the Moke people and 

said: ‘Listen, one pig is carrying a white man’. Then he spoke to me and 

said: ‘Hurry up, I don’t know what this thing is that is carrying the man’.  

So, I ran quickly, broke off a stick from the fence, and put it near the 

swamp and then the horse and men came to here to where our hauslain is 

at Wakumati, near where the school is now. Then Sali and I held the 

horse’s rope, and the white man thought that ‘these two like me very 

much’, and stopped, then got off the horse. Then one of the Kafe speakers 

spoke in his Tok Ples, and said: ‘I have come to bring you these workmen, 
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and they will stay in Pakao’s (the policeman) house, as he has now gone’. 

So we said: ‘This is your house now’. Then all the Moke hauslain killed a 

pig, and got garden food and gave it to them. Then they said, ‘all of you 

Moke, you come back here tomorrow morning’.  

The next day all of us Moke came together, and they said: ‘Now, your 

workmen are Muntege and Mitio, and these two will stay with you and do 

the work of the mission. Then the white man (Pelis) cleared a space on 

the ground, and put down a shell, two bush knives, salt, and matches. 

Then he made Mena Tapasi the go-between the mission and the hauslain. 

Then Pelis said: ‘I am giving you two men, Mutenge and Mitio, they will 

stay with you and help you lead good lives, you follow the ways of the 

church and you will have a good life in the place called Heaven. This 

Heaven is a very, very clean place’.  

And then Pelis appointed two more men, Ogari and Nonanito to work 

alongside of Mena, then gave each of them a bush knife and an axe. Then 

Pelis said: ‘with this cargo I’m buying from you this ground where the 

missionaries will stay’. Then Pelis got on his horse and left. 

Mutenge and Mitio then took me and cut my hair short, and taught me to 

come to class. We then built a church (haus lotu), and then we began 

attending church. Then from Moke, fifteen men and women went to Mage 

village and got baptised. A white man named Pamura baptised us. We 

killed a pig, got garden food, had a mumu (earth oven) and then we were 

baptised. Following this, all these men and women who were baptised 

pooled together their money, and sent me to Kainantu to buy laplaps and 

clothes to wear only on Sunday.  

Of these fifteen men and women who were baptised, some have died, and 

only eight of us remain. When the three men, (Mena, Ogari, and Nonanito) 

died, then Poraka took over from them. When Poraka died, it was Aroara 

and he died in 2001. Only now has everyone become a church-goer (Ose 

Oso 25/12/2003 Moke village). 
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As clearly explained by Ose Oso, first the Moke people had dealings with native 

police, and had a house already built for them in Moke, before the Lutheran 

missionaries arrived. But the lack of fear shown by Ose and his small father17 

Sali, in taking the reins of the horse, gave the missionaries confidence to stay in 

Moke village, and so the Moke killed a pig and gave them garden food, and in a 

sense they became exchange partners. This exchange relationship was 

confirmed when the missionaries gave a shell, machete, salt and matches: a 

combination of traditional items (shell), and new forms of wealth objects 

(machete, salt and matches). As Anderson (2008:33) argues: 

[t]he exchange of goods was the most common and most powerful means 

of overcoming mutual fear and suspicion. Fore thus recognised similar 

needs and tastes in the strangers: these outsiders also knew the sort of 

things that moved people, they shared similar interests in consumption.  

 

Further associations with customary practice can be seen in the Christian act of 

cutting Ose’s hair (a maternal substance, and generally performed by a mother’s 

brother), and requires a payment to the affinal kin by the agnatic kin. But the 

cutting of the hair can also be seen as a form of re-fashioning the heathen native 

to embody the neat, tidy Christian demeanour (cf Eves 1996). The Moke’s own 

desire to purchase Western style clothing to wear to Sunday service also shows 

their willingness to adapt to the changing times.  

 

The 1950s was a decade of rapid social change principally brought about 

through pacification by the Australian administration. But with the increasing 

number of women and children succumbing to death by kuru, it was also a time 

of crisis. As Lindenbaum (2004:368) recalled: 

 
17 A small father is the father’s younger brother who is often younger than ego. 
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…in the late 1950s and 1960s when the epidemic reached its height …the 

Fore began to speak of a social and moral crisis. The sexual bias in kuru 

mortality, which resulted in male-female ratios of 3:1 in some hamlets, left 

many men without wives and many infants without mothers. 

 

Kuru profoundly affected gender roles. With the loss of so many women to kuru, 

men who a decade earlier aspired to be warriors, and lived separate to their 

women and children, were now busy in the domestic sphere; tending children, 

sick women and working gardens (Lindenbaum 1979, 2008:3718, Anderson 

2008:171). In effect, kuru radically transformed the gendered distribution of 

labour. The spread of kuru also amplified the fear of sorcery, which the Fore still 

today attribute to the ‘blood sickness’, kuru. Thus the decades of the 1950s and 

1960s that wrought such massive social change and depopulation, that reshaped 

gender roles, and ideology, can only be viewed as crisis years for the Fore (cf 

Lindenbaum 1979:7).  

 
 

Okapa Station – from thriving government outpost to ‘ghost town’ 

The crisis years were replaced by years of economic development. Okapa 

Station became a thriving government outpost, primarily built because of kuru 

and its scientific research. In the 1960s economic development and social 

change was reflected in bodily dress and adornment, and the changing 

landscape. Traditional practices such as oiling the body with pig fat, nose 

piercing and hair braiding were all abandoned. Western style clothing and laplaps 

became the new form of adorning the body. Houses began to be built rectangular 

rather than round, and hamlets were consolidated into hauslains or villages. 

Medical Aid Posts, schools and government departments were established. 

Trade stores proliferated and money circulated throughout the region (Anderson 

2008:170). In the early 1960s wives of the kuru doctors began the first Maternal 

Child Health clinics (Beasley 2010:47, Mathews 2008:3650). They even had a 
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tennis court built to support the social life of the kuru medical community 

(Beasley 2010:45).  

 

As the Fore landscape was changing, so too was the political sphere. By 1966, 

the first Local Government Council was established in the area, dividing Okapa 

into six constituency wards. The Councils were formed to enable rural 

communities to decide which local enterprises they desired, expand the base for 

cooperative regional development and ultimately contribute at a national political 

level. But along with the introduction of local politics, was also the introduction of 

state taxes. By necessity, this led to cash-cropping and wage labour 

(Lindenbaum 1979:vii-vii).  

 

In the early 1960s, large groves of coffee were planted (Anderson 2008:170). 

Indeed, Sorenson (1972:370) argues that for men, coffee production ‘filled the 

gap’ created by the cessation of warfare. Following stints of labouring on newly 

established coffee plantations in the region, men returned home with coffee 

seed, and ‘the coffee revolution was established’ (Sorenson 1972:370). Although 

local activities dominate the everyday of North Fore life, their coffee activities are 

globally orientated, and the international market has a direct bearing upon the 

quality of their lives. Coffee season is awaited for the promise of the goods that 

can be bought, and for the money that can be earned to enact traditional 

obligations such as brideprice and mortuary ‘head-payments’ (cf Strathern 

1984:158), all part of the ‘head-pay’ system. 

 

Reflecting the difficulties of maintaining development in the post-Independence 

era, the once thriving township of Okapa Station is now referred to as a ‘ghost 

town’. Since Independence in 1975, many government services were withdrawn, 

or not delivered and today there are many broken and abandoned houses, with 

pieces of machinery lying around in a state of disrepair. Essential services are 
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extremely limited. In 2004 a dusty building with no running water or electricity 

served as the Medical Aid Post. In 2004 there was no medical doctor, and the 

nursing staff often had no medical supplies to dispense. In-patients supplied their 

own bedding, and food. The vehicle known as the Ambulance had no working 

equipment. It was simply available to transport patients to Goroka for further 

treatment as needed. It also served to transport the medical staff and other 

government personnel to and from Goroka for them to access other services as 

necessary. 

 

In contrast to the lack of essential services available in the region, Christian faiths 

are in abundance.18 Today in, and adjacent to, Moke village there are three 

distinct religious groups: Lutheran, Seventh Day Adventist (SDA) and 

Evangelical. Most Moke villagers attend Lutheran or SDA services, and a handful 

attends Evangelical services in the neighbouring village of Kasogu. The SDA 

church has been labelled ‘the fastest-growing denomination in the country’ 

(Renali 1991:17 cited in Jebens 1997:33). In Okapa, its members have been 

recruited from the Lutheran church which was the first to arrive in the district.  

 

Unlike the SDA, the Lutheran faith is tolerant of traditional practices such as 

polygyny, and personal habits such as chewing of betel nut, smoking, and 

gambling, but only if a person is a member of the congregation. Those in 

positions of authority within the Lutheran church are forbidden to gamble and it 

seems to engage in politics. The SDA faith has also tabooed the eating of pork. 

This taboo against the eating of pork, now spoken of in Moke as a ‘law’ has led to 

a decline in pig production. Here we see the doctrine of the SDA church in 

opposition to ‘noble traditions’ of the past. The lack of pig production and its 

 
18 This is not surprising considering that within the Preamble to the Constitution of the Independent State 
of PNG are assertions of being a Christian country, that will pass on to future generations the ‘noble 
traditions’ of their ancestors, and ‘the Christian principles that are ours now’ (cited in Jebens 1997:33). 
These two principles however, appear to oppose one another. 
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counter-part within the growth cycle, the production of sweet-potato, has had a 

liberating effect on women. Despite this effect upon women, common to all 

religious groups is the primacy of ‘men on top and women under’, and the 

husband and wife relationship as opposed to the traditional Fore brother and 

sister relationship.  

 

In Moke in 2005, however, at a meeting of the Pindogori Cooperative, this 

traditional gender hegemony was confronted. Before expanding on this 

hegemonic challenge, a brief history of the Pindogori Cooperative is necessary. 

 
The Pindogoori Cooperative 

When coffee beans were sold on the local market, villagers received a poor 

return for their labour, therefore in late 2004, the villages of Moke, Pusarasa, 

Emasa and Kasogu came together to form the Pindogori Cooperative. 

Membership of the Cooperative was enthusiastically embraced and a dynamic 

social movement developed. The Cooperative expanded to include the villages of 

Ibusa Moke, Keanosa, Awande, Miarasa, Yagusa and Okasa (see Map 2).  



 
Map 2: Okapa Station, Moke and surrounding villages 

 
Membership of the Cooperative was limited to growers of organic coffee and 

other organic produce. Initially the membership fee was set at K300, and it took 

many meetings and much debate to get the membership fee lowered to K50. 

Initially all listed K50 shareholders were male heads of households.  

 

Cooperatives such as Pindogori, are governed by the Cooperative Societies Act 

(1987) PNG. This is administered through the Office of the Cooperative Society 

situated within the PNG government Department of Trade and Industry (DTI). 

The Pindogori Cooperative received its Certificate of Incorporation in February 

2005. 
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The conception of the Pindogori Cooperative began during a personal visit in 

August 2004, by Francesco Rampa, an economist with the PNG government, 

Department of Trade and Industry (DTI). Upon hearing that Francesco was an 

advisor to Prime Minister Somare, a forum was held at Wakumati to discuss 

ways in which the villagers could advance their economic opportunities. 

Francesco informed the assembly that the PNG government was currently 

promoting the Co-operative Society Movement19. Under the legislation, 

Cooperatives are required to ‘promote the social, cultural and economic interests 

of its members’ whilst also having the objective of running a commercially viable 

operation and returning a profit. The villagers became interested in this option.  

 

The initial meeting to promote the Cooperative was held in Moke village in 

September 2004, followed by several other meetings over a two-month period 

before voting in a Board of Directors to administer the Cooperative. The 

members elected 19 Directors with representatives from each village. The 

women had three representatives.  

 

The Directors voted Purago in as their inaugural Chairman. Hereafter, he was 

called ‘Boss’ or ‘Chairman’, and the honorary position carried with it both 

responsibility and personal threat. Following this appointment, he always had a 

group of young men around him, ready to protect him from harm and to do his 

bidding. Older family members would often caution him regarding threats of 

sorcery, and members of neighbouring villages would inform him of impending 

motions of no-confidence in the board of management emanating from within 

Moke village itself. 

 

 
19 This was part of the Somare government’s export driven economic growth policies, and Small and 
Medium Enterprise opportunities (SME). 



All Cooperative meetings began with a prayer, usually delivered by lay 

preachers. Along with the prayer was an admonition to ‘remove the marijuana 

from the gardens’ and to ‘stop playing cards’. Thus the Cooperative became a 

vehicle for moral discourse on social behaviour. People were urged to work hard, 

and not waste their time gambling, and smoking marijuana. 

 

Figure 5: Almost completed Pindogori Cooperative house 
 

In November 2004, members of the Cooperative began building an official 

Cooperative house on the Chairman’s land at Amukiyeti20. This house was 

variously used to hold meetings, to host video nights, and to store the members’ 

coffee following delivery to the cooperative, and before being transported to 

Goroka for sales.  

 

                                            
20 Fore, meaning ‘dusty savannah land’. 
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Before Francesco (or Franko as he was known locally) returned to Europe, he 

visited Moke at Christmas 2004 along with his female replacement, Ms Elise 

McAuley, a recent Oxford graduate in economics. In a village ceremony on 

Christmas Day, members of the Wakumati hauslain, performed a ‘fictive’ 

marriage ceremony by ‘marrying’ Elise to the Coop. Before she proceeded to the 

centre of Wakumati, some of the Moke women covered her western style dress 

of tight trousers and singlet with a lap-lap and meri-blouse, today the national 

dress of PNG women. In traditional Highland’s style, they also decorated her by 

putting a bilum on her head. She was then ‘dressed’ with a further bark bilum on 

top. This ‘dressing’ of Elise is similar to when a young woman is farewelled to her 

husband in marriage. 

 

 

Figure 6: Elise the ‘wife’ of the Pindogori Cooperative 
 
When Elise arrived at the centre of Wakumati, Ben Poraka, declared her to be 

the ‘wife’ of the Pindogori Cooperative. As her new ‘father’, he handed her 

‘brother’ Franko some spears and a bow and arrow as payment of her brideprice. 

She was proclaimed to be a Moke meri, a hauslain meri (Tok Pisin for ‘woman of 
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the lineage’) and incorporated into Moke village by the enactment of this 

symbolic marriage ceremony.21 Marriage carries with it the responsibility of hard 

work for the new couple, so, upon her return to Port Moresby, she was expected 

to work hard and not forget about the Cooperative. Furthermore, by incorporating 

her as a ‘daughter’ of Moke village, she now had a place (a home) to come to in 

PNG. 

 

The Cooperative held an official launching in April 2005, which Ricky Mitio the 

CEO of the PNG Coffee Industry Corporation (CIC) attended as the VIP. Mitio is 

well known and very much liked by all Okapians and particularly by members of 

Moke village as he is the son of the first Lutheran missionary in Okapa and was 

born in Moke village and was himself named ‘Moke’. In the early 1970s, when he 

first began working at the Coffee Industry Corporation, to fit in with his expatriate 

peer group, and his new cosmopolitan lifestyle, he changed his name to Ricky 

(Kila 2005). 

 

The evening prior to the Launching, a singsing was held at Wakumati, in honour 

of their Chairman, Purago. This was an impromptu moonlight affair, and upon 

hearing the jubilant sounds of voices arising from Wakumati, I (carrying a tape 

recorder) joined my fellow villagers as we danced and sang our way around the 

singsing ground. 

 

To allow for the large number of people who attended from around the district, 

the launching of the Cooperative was held at the Okapa School oval. It was 

reported that: ‘The sea of faces conducted a traditional procession from the Moke 

 
21 Sexton (1982, 1986, 1995) records a symbolic marriage ceremony being adopted by the Wok Meri 
groups in other parts of the Eastern Highlands, particularly around the Goroka and Daulo Pass region. In 
contrast with the Pindogori Cooperative which is open in membership to family groups, the Wok Meri 
groups, as the name suggests, consist solely of women, although most groups did have a male bookkeeper. 
These ceremonies are based around the growing of coffee and the saving of money, and were initiated by 
women initially as a form of protest over the unequal distribution of coffee income. 
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village square to the Okapa station rugby field for the launch of the Pindogori 

Cooperative Society, which Mitio had the honour of launching. The ceremony 

also doubled as the Mitio welcome’ (Kila 2005). As the CEO of the CIC, Mitio 

travelled with a Press Officer, James Kila, who published articles on the 

launching, and also on the condition of the Okapa Road. These newspaper 

articles in the PNG Post Courier and also in the fortnightly Wantok (a Tok Pisin 

newspaper) were a source of great pride to the villagers and to their countrymen 

residing in Port Moresby. 

 

At the launching of the Pindogori Cooperative, one very successful coffee grower 

spoke in Tok Pisin, encouraging people to plant more coffee. He said, ‘coffee is 

leva paip bilong yumi’, leva22 being ‘the liver or heart’ and paip being ‘pipe’ or in 

this context, the artery, which means that that coffee, like blood, is the life force 

of the North Fore, providing the means for modern transactions, and prestige. 

Moreover, as part of their horticultural lifestyle, coffee growing is spoken of as 

embodied and as essential to the physical wellbeing of their lives. 

 

Following the signing of a three year contract with the CIC, with the assistance of 

the Cooperative’s Australian Business Volunteer, Boyd Williams, the Cooperative 

then transported the members’ coffee to Goroka, where the coffee parchment 

was processed, and the resulting green-bean was then sold to exporters. From 

2005, the roadside marketing of parchment coffee was seen as a thing of the 

past for the villagers associated with the Pindogori Cooperative, who now 

collectively sold their coffee to the export market. 

 

Further aims of the Cooperative were to obtain organic certification and to 

become part of the Fairtrade Labelling Organisation (FLO). An application was 

 
22 Mihalic (1971:121) lists lewa, leva as ‘liver, heart, spleen, innards, mind, desire (seat of affection)’. In 
Moke, lovers are commonly spoken of as leva, and so too are some parents and their children. 



forwarded to the FLO in February 2005, with a follow-up letter sent in July 2005. 

But there was no response from the FLO. Fund-raising to obtain organic 

certification began, a lengthy process covering a period of four years, involving 

the Organic Certifiers to come from Australia, at quite an expense to the 

Cooperative. As the price of their coffee could be increased by a further $0.15c 

US per kilo, it was advantageous for them to acquire the certification. To this end, 

the Cooperative spent almost 2,000 kina on wool for the women to make their 

colourful bilums. Around 200 women each made a bilum, and many of the 

Directors donated bilums to be used for fundraising. The bilums were exported to 

Italy, Belgium, England and Australia. The European market was mainly 

interested in the ‘natural’ bark fibre bilums, whereas, the Australian consumers 

were appreciative of both the ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ varieties of these net-

bags.  

 

Aside from these economic uses of bilums, the Cooperative also used a bilum full 

of coffee-beams as its logo, designed and drawn up by the Chairman. The bilum 

logo signified the birth of this new economic endeavour, and became the unifying 

symbol for the Cooperative and its members. 

 

Figure 7: Logo of the Pindogori Cooperative 
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In its infancy, the Pindogori Cooperative had assisted its members to obtain a 

higher financial return for their coffee, and by continuing on the road toward 

organic certification even greater financial returns would eventuate. It was said 

that this local initiative, whose labour contributed to the export revenue of the 

nation state, needed government assistance in the form of complete 

development of the Okapa Road, to lower transportation costs, and a modern 

communication system to enable phone, fax and email services to be available 

from Okapa, as in 2004 these facilities could only be accessed from Goroka. This 

type of local development would lower the Cooperatives exorbitant administration 

costs (which also included a transportation cost), and help them to fully 

participate in the global market. 

 

Apart from fund-raising for organic certification through bilums, women were also 

encouraged to make bilums for their own personal sales through the 

Cooperative. In an attempt to get the women’s personal bilum money into their 

hands, a plan was devised by the ‘friends of Pindogori Cooperative’ to extend the 

initial K50 membership fee to five shareholders, to enable a married man and his 

wife or wives and some of his children over the age of eighteen years, as eligible 

shareholders. 23 Initially we held a meeting with the women, and put the motion to 

them, which was passed unanimously. However, when the same motion was put 

to a full meeting of the male members of the Pindogori Cooperative, there was 

uproar. Initially the men began by saying ‘where are the women getting these 

ideas’? One SDA man living in Goroka and married to a woman from Moke 

stated: ‘Those days are gone with men on top and women under, now we are 

standing side by side’. As I circulated through the tumultuous crowd, the women 

were saying to me: ‘Wait until my husband gets home, [I will be very cross with 

him]’. The meeting broke overnight and Purago (the Chairman of the 

Cooperative) accused me of orchestrating the motion. I tried, however, to 

 
23 This comprised of Francesca Rampa, Franka, Elise McAuley, Boyd Williams, my daughter Dusk Glass 
and I. 
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reassure him by saying ‘this was a debate that has been waiting to happen’. I did 

not attend the following day’s meeting, but the persistence of the women paid off, 

and the previous day’s motion was then passed unanimously by the men.  

 

The ‘Curse of Moke’: sorcery and the ‘reverse cycle of development’ 

In 2005, a situation was created in which the Fore men and women who were 

members of the Pindogori Cooperative became equal partners in their quest for 

development. However, some members of the Cooperative held grave fears for 

its future. In remote communities economic development is both difficult to 

achieve and maintain. The Moke people attribute their own lack of economic 

success to sorcery. This was clearly articulated in June 2005, at a meeting held 

in Moke village, which was called to discuss ‘the curse of Moke’ and to denounce 

the practice of sorcery. The village leader who gave the command for all to 

attend the meeting told those who assembled: 

The curse originally came about when the colonial government 

established what is now Okapa Station. The Station was originally named 

Moke. When all the men and women from South Fore, Gimi or other [of 

the Okapa] constituencies wanted to see the kiap, or doctor, all came and 

saw the strength and power [of the colonial government]. They saw white 

men, policemen, and became afraid. The curse came up on all workmen, 

and all of those who belong to the real Moke.  

The curse on the hauslain24 is very big. You understand that long ago 

when God gave the Ten Commandments to Moses, he also gave the 

curse. Suppose you believe along with me, you will get blessings, but on 

the other hand, if you do not believe, then you will get the curse. Now the 

curse has stayed here. 

 
24 Hauslain is a Tok Pisin phrase depicting the residential place of agnatic family groups. But in this 
speech, ‘hauslain’ refers to all residents of Moke village, surrounding the Wakumati singsing ground. 
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It’s not everyone, just one or two men and women who work at putting a 

curse on everyone. This came about during the time of our ancestors and 

its here today. People not only curse us men and women, but they also 

curse our garden food, such as yam, taro and bananas. Sometimes we 

have good harvests, and at other times it is not good. 

Now it is a chance for a change to come to our hauslain. Before I have 

said that this is a good hauslain. We were the first to have cars, to open 

stores, and embrace the customs of the white man. But today we don’t 

have any of these things. You understand the curse has come and stayed 

here. 

 

Whereas previously the Moke people were able to procure the desired goods of 

the modern world, particularly those in the form of cars, trucks and modern 

housing that the neighbouring village of Kasogu have, people now say that 

because of this ‘curse’ they have been unable to maintain and hold onto these 

material things.  

 

At this meeting, which was held at Wakumati, the centre of Moke village, Ben 

Poraka, a village elder, recalled that as a young naked child, he hid and watched 

while Esoeva, the old leader, gave a strong talk to the hauslain advising them to 

bring along all of their ‘poison’ things.25 Ben said:  

Spear, bow and arrow, they did not bring them to Okapa Station, they dug 

the ground at the bottom of this tree here at Wakumati. When they had 

finished digging, they broke the bamboo [flutes] and buried all the poison 

things… Now I was one bikhet26 boy, and hid and watched them bury all 

the ‘poison’ things. They said: ‘We have killed Satan, and buried him…’. 

 

 
25 A village elder is said to be one that you consult about ‘who to share food with’ at affinal prestations. 
26 Bikhet is a Tok Pisin term meaning ‘naughty or disobedient’ (see Mihalic 1971:69). 
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This event, which publicly revealed the secret male ritual paraphernalia to all who 

were assembled, and then buried them, signalled an apparent ‘end to the old 

ways and the adoption of the Christian faith’ (Kila 2005:1). For as Catherine 

Berndt (1992:101) noted, traditional practices were relegated as belonging to the 

‘time of Satan’ or ‘kanaka time’ a derogatory Tok Pisin term that signified non-

educated local people and their religious practices. Moreover, she (1992:101) 

also reports that ‘a new era had dawned’. Similar to other parts of PNG, the Fore 

perceive the lack of Western wealth and material goods as evidence of sorcery 

(cf Schram 2010:727).  

 

But it is not just sorcery that has persisted. Along with the destruction of bamboo 

flutes, another traditional practice that ceased with the coming of colonial rule 

and Christianity was the communal men’s house, in which the bamboo flutes 

were previously stored. Although some elements of traditional male life ceased in 

the early 1950s, the reduced practice of male rituals continued well into the late 

1980s, and female rituals continue to be held today.  

 

Today, a ceremonial mumu is held for young men, in which they are given a sum 

of cash which has been pooled together by members of their clan. As Knauft 

(1997) argues, due to the break-down of male ‘traditions’ such as warfare and 

initiation rituals, men are no longer so closely linked to ‘tradition’ and ‘custom’, 

but today can earn prestige through wage labour, politics or business. Whereas, 

in a village environment, women, are more closely linked to ‘tradition’ and the 

observance of traditional gender roles. This gender difference in relation to 

tradition may provide a fertile ground when dealing with the persistence of ‘head-

payments’. 
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Chapter Three 

The Wainama (Women’s House) 

The Women’s Song of Happiness27 

Derekamdereyo  

Let’s sing a happy song 

Derekamdereyo 

Let’s sing a happy song 

Derekamdereyo 

Let’s sing a happy song. 
 

Nayaneyo derekamdereyo  

Inside this house of song with all women, let’s sing a happy song 

Nayaneyo derekamdereyo 

Inside this house of song with all women, let’s sing a happy song. 
 

Nayarawaiveyo  

All of us are to sing a happy song 

Nayarawaiveyo  

All of us are to sing a happy song 

Nayarawaiveyo 

All of us are to sing a happy song. 
 

Nayaneyo nayarawaiveyo 

Inside this house of song with all women, all of us are to sing a happy 

song 

Nayaneyo nayarawaiveyo 

Inside this house of song with all women, all of us are to sing a happy 

song. 

                                            
27 This song of the menstrual house is only sung in a girl’s hausmeri (women’s house). 
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This chapter focuses on menstruation and outlines a key component of the 

‘head-pay’ system, the enactment of wainama, a ceremony which is held on the 

occasion of girl’s menarche. As Stewart & Strathern (2002b:351) point out, there 

is a need to examine menstruation ‘…within a framework of indigenous ideas 

about the cosmos in which notions about reproduction and fertility (and death) 

are of overarching importance’. This is clearly the case when we examine the 

significance of menstruation within the ‘head-pay’ system. For ‘blood’ as 

reproductive substance is the source of all ‘head-payments’, enacted throughout 

a person’s life, and following their death. I use data from Berndt (1962) that 

situates the basis of these ceremonies in Fore myth and cosmology. I also draw 

on Berndt’s material to highlight the complementarities between men’s and 

women’s ritual. This is followed by an account of how menstruation was 

discussed in the Highland’s anthropological literature, and argue that notions of 

‘female pollution’ can often be androcentric and male biased. In this chapter I 

move away from analysis of menstruation that would privilege ‘sexual 

antagonism’ and ‘pollution’ as the keys to analysis (Lindenbaum 1975, 1979). 

Her emphasis on danger and pollution and antagonism reflected the way the 

kuru crisis had intensified local concerns about reproductive substances and 

sorcery. 

 
 

A fit meri 

As the introductory song suggests, in Moke village, the occasion of a girl’s 

menarche is a time to celebrate and honour the ‘new’ woman, and in hosting a 

wainama (women’s house) to instruct the girls on correct female behaviour, 

women’s moral responsibility is being enacted. The North Fore women’s concept 

of a ‘good woman’, expressed in Tok Pisin as a fit meri, and also a rait meri 

encompasses the entire domain of female practices. Although the term ‘fit’ is not 

included in Mihalic’s (1971) Melanesian Tok Pisin Dictionary, in Moke it conveys 

a meaning of ‘good’ as does the Tok Pisin word rait. But ‘fit’ in the Moke context 

not only means rait or ‘good’, it also carries the English meaning of ‘a good fit’ as 
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in something that ‘fits’ together with another. In the Moke context fit as in fit meri 

combines both a moral realm, and the practices or actions that are deemed to be 

‘good’, and therefore the effect of such actions is morally apt. Other attributes of 

a fit meri or a rait meri include being a physically ‘fit’ strong and capable girl or 

woman. From a women’s perspective, one aspect of being a fit meri or a rait meri 

is in the observance of cultural menstrual taboos. The contrary to a fit meri is 

stated in negative terms of em i no fit ‘she is not fit’ and again the stress is on 

both the actions or behaviour and the moral effect upon others. Examples of this 

include lazy women who have an inclination to play cards, and do not put effort 

into working big gardens, and are therefore unable to contribute garden produce 

to clan and community activities. Female responsibilities encapsulated by a fit 

meri or rait meri include the making of gardens, the feeding of children and 

families, the making of string-bags (bilums), and the adherence to traditional 

gender relations that provide harmonious social relations, all of which form part of 

the instruction of the wainama.  

 

What then constitutes ‘harmonious gender and social relations’ for women within 

this male dominated society? I want to reconsider the dominant model that 

women solely serve the interests of men. Publicly women are subservient to 

men, but this does not mean that men do not value, respect and love their 

mothers and sisters and their wives and daughters. What it does mean is that the 

vast majority of women uphold those cultural practices which entail privileging 

their fathers and brothers and sons and in particular, their husbands. As one 

Moke woman told me when I suggested that she tell her husband to fetch 

something himself, ‘we do it because it makes our lives easy’ [by doing what men 

expect]. But within this patriarchal domain of gender inequality, by embodying the 

qualities of a fit meri and a rait meri, women and girls too are respected. 

Moreover, men often speak highly of them. Exemplifying this is the following 

comment to me by Ben Poraka, that when a certain young Moke man married, it 

was the hard work of his wife, particularly in their coffee garden, that ‘made a 
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man out of him’. Ben’s comment is suggestive of the prestige that men can gain 

through the efforts of their wives.  

 

This chapter is limited to a discussion of menstruation and has been purposefully 

chosen to lead the examination of the ‘head-pay’ system. For it is this sign of a 

girl’s maturity and fertility that heralds her marriageable status and anticipates the 

beginning of an entirely new cycle of ‘head-payments’, elevating her brothers to 

the position of potential mother’s brothers in recognition of their avuncular role. It 

could be said that women’s blood produces specific kinds of men, that is, 

potential mother’s brothers. A girl’s menarche is the time when her brothers 

discuss and put their mark28 on her for the collection of her brideprice. Moreover, 

at this time the girl’s parents and brothers make arrangements regarding the 

hosting of their sister’s/ daughter’s wainama. Due to all the ritual activity being 

invested in this ‘new’ woman, I suggest that in this ‘new’ bodily state, the ‘new’ 

woman is acquiring and enacting a new kind of agency. The entire ritual process 

of the wainama is in recognition of the shedding of a ‘new’ woman’s agnatic 

blood, for it is this blood and agnatic substance that is at the heart of the ‘head-

payments’. 

 
 
The wainama (women’s house) 

For girls in Moke village, the onset of menstruation is approximately around 15 or 

16 years of age, a little earlier than that recorded by Lindenbaum in the 1960s. 

She (1979:44) records that the onset of menstruation for the South Fore occurred 

at age eighteen, later than any other population then recorded, thus restricting 

the reproductive period for women. 

 

 
28 Berndt notes that this ‘mark’ ‘indicate[s] a claim on her [for collecting brideprice]’ (1962:121 square 
brackets are my additions). 
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On the occasion of a girl’s menarche (iyegaena in Fore), also called sik mun in 

Tok Pisin, a wainama or hausmeri (Tok Pisin for women’s house) is held, 

marking her new status as a marriageable woman. As Lindenbaum (1976:57) 

recorded, Fore men say that menstruation is ‘an assault by the moon, a little 

death’. This is evident within one of the North Fore words for menstruation, 

okasa’e (separates from the moon) which equates the shedding of menstrual 

blood with a lunar cycle. Similarly, as Mihalic (1971:282) explains, the Tok Pisin 

phrase sik mun (sick moon) carries the following meanings: sik bilong mun 

(moon sick); meri i painim mun (the woman found the moon) and also mun i 

painim meri (the moon found the woman). Mihalic (1971:282) also enunciates the 

verb ‘to menstruate’ in the following manner: karim blut (carrying blood), mun i 

lukim meri (moon looked at the woman) and mun i kilim meri (the moon strikes 

the woman). 

 

According to Berndt (1965:80) the sun and moon were two brothers, children of 

the creative beings Jugumishanta and Morufonu. He (1962:56 n18) notes that 

the Fore men drew an equivalence between their nasal bloodletting practices and 

female menstruation and the moon, which ‘did this for them [women] naturally’. 

As Berndt (1962:87) reported: ‘It is believed that intercourse brings on 

menstruation, although it is said that at such times the moon ‘kills’ or wounds a 

woman’. Gillison (1993:346, 1987:178) also notes the Gimi word for menstruation 

hibo fa literally translates to ‘Moon strikes, implants or kills’. Therefore, to 

menstruate is to be ‘killed by the moon’. The Tok Pisin phrase for menstruation, 

sik mun, also describes this cyclic occurrence. Gillison (1987:178) also records 

that for the Gimi, ‘the Moon is every woman’s “first husband” who deflowers her 

and induces menarche’.  

 

A wainama is held for each girl on the occasion of her menarche. The purpose is 

to prepare the young woman for marriage and motherhood by instructing her on 

correct female behaviour, both during menstruation and at all other times. The 
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wainama is staged over a one week period, culminating in a ceremonial mumu or 

‘party’ in which a large quantity of meat and significant vegetables, such as yam, 

taro and bananas, are publicly given to the ‘new’ woman by her father, her 

brothers and her maternal uncles. 

 

A girl’s hausmeri is not solely a female domain. Whilst the occasion honours the 

‘new’ woman, all of her brothers and her mother’s brothers are expected to 

participate. Both sexes are expected to participate in the ceremonies and 

activities that aid the young woman with the knowledge of her new 

responsibilities and conduct. Male participation can take many forms. These 

include: visiting the hausmeri in the evenings; offering instructions to the girls on 

the correct behaviour around boys and men; enacting dramas; providing firewood 

daily for the evening fires, or to assist with the cooking of the culminating mumu. 

This work involves cleaning out the earthen pit for the mumu, preparing the 

firewood and carrying the water. 

 

Similarly, women can also participate in many different ways, with a special role 

for the ‘new’ woman’s female affines (that is, the girl’s brothers’ wives, their 

amuvara). Their particular role is to provide the instruction at the wainama. These 

women are married, and are also often mothers, and by bearing and feeding 

children their responsibility to the family, and clan, has been demonstrated. Other 

women from the village contribute food, the cooking of which is done by the girl’s 

brother’s wives.29 Women also visit in the evenings, tell stories, and participate in 

the celebratory ‘coming out’ mumu. 

 

All the female children of the girl’s father’s line (the patrilineage) are included in 

the wainama, and they too receive the instructions. Girls as young as three or 

 
29Although it was said that the brothers and their wives would be the ones cooking for the hausmeri, this 
was purely metaphorical, with only the brothers’ wives doing the cooking. 
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four years of age participate. In addition to the participation of her female agnates 

(mainly her brothers’ daughters, her own sisters and classificatory sisters), the 

girl’s age-mates, school friends and church friends are also invited. Although the 

instruction is centred on the ‘new’ woman, some of her friends who have recently 

begun menstruating and have thus been through this process are also included. 

Whilst the instructions are centred upon the ‘new’ woman, the directives are for 

each girl present.  

 

For one week, the ‘new’ woman is secluded in the hut, leaving only to go to the 

toilet and to bathe, utilising a bucket bath, in the dark, behind the kunai-hut. The 

‘new’ woman stays in the wainama during the daytime with some of her female 

agnates and her closest friends who stay with her throughout the whole event, 

providing companionship and comfort. Her brother’s wife, who is hosting her 

wainama, is also present. The other younger girls go off to school or to the 

gardens in the mornings. In the afternoon, they return and sit around in groups 

outside the wainama working their bilums, acting in a mature manner and 

fulfilling their task of becoming fit meris. Normally they would be with their 

mothers in the gardens, or in the late afternoon, they would be fetching the 

evening’s water or they would be playing basketball at Wakumati. 

 

Towards evening, other clan women with kin ties to the father’s and father’s 

mother’s clan join them and they spend each night together. A large fire is lit. The 

fires consist of six or more large logs, radiating a great deal of heat. During the 

course of the week, women’s moral responsibility is taught. This includes 

chastisement for sitting incorrectly (and thus immorally), carrying a bilum 

correctly on the head (like a woman), and not the shoulder (like a man), 

instruction on working gardens, caring for a house, and feeding children.  

 

For ease of instruction, the house is segregated into two sections. One section is 

for the ‘new’ woman, her female agnates and her friends. They also sleep within 



this section. In the evenings, within this section of the house, the girl’s amuvara 

(brothers’ wives) sit with them and deliver the evenings instructions. The 

adjoining section is where the ‘new’ woman’s mother and the mothers of the non-

initiates sleep. The opposite side is for the visiting men and boys, women and 

children. Diagram Two depicts this gendered arrangement within the hausmeri 

ritual space. 

 

 

Diagram 2: The layout of the hausmeri ritual space  
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The evening proceedings 

Before the evening instructions get underway, the girls begin singing. They sing 

religious praise songs in both Fore and Tok Pisin, but the songs in Tok Pisin 

predominate, causing some mothers to bemoan the fact that the singing is not in 

their native tongue. Although the wainama is a serious affair, there are playful 

and enjoyable aspects, and for the girls this includes singing. For singing 

together as a group is a harmonious act, creating a pleasant diversion for both 

the audience and themselves. Most of these songs are sung on all sorts of 

occasions, whereas the celebratory Women’s Song of Happiness (the song of 

the menstrual hut) is specific to the wainama.30  

 

The Women’s Song of Happiness can be classified as both a ‘blood’ song 

(Gillison 1993:180) and a celebratory song sung to welcome the ‘new’ woman 

into the wider group of clan women. ‘Blood’ songs are also known by the women 

as ‘moon songs’ and are sung towards the end of the menstrual cycle to stop the 

menstrual flow. The ‘moon songs’ are often songs of lament (Gillison 1993:156). 

In 2007, a North Fore band Two Cups composed a song called Lament of the 

Menstruating Woman. Through being played over the radio, this has now 

become a popular song. Sung in their native tongue, the song describes a 

woman married to a far-away place, and whilst she is menstruating and 

secluded, she sings: 

You have thrown me away like an old piece of wood31  

Sun come swallow me up 

My ears hear the land of my mother 

My ears only, I don’t see it. 

 
30 Although the Women’s Song of Happiness makes no specific reference to the wainama (women’s house), 
it refers to being ‘inside this house of song with all women’.  
31 Glasse (1969:23) records that when the betrothal system of marriage was still being enacted, ‘a partly 
burned firebrand’ was utilised to seal the contractual arrangement. 
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This Lament of the Menstruating Woman is also descriptive of the sadness felt by 

the married woman who has departed from her natal family to reside on her 

husband’s land, and whilst secluded is shedding her agnatic clan blood, and 

remembering her natal family. Gillison (1993:176-7) too notes that Gimi women 

sung ‘laments to pass the hours of seclusion’. 

 

Further analysis of the Lament of the Menstruating Woman is possible through 

the following data. Gillison (1993:203) notes that for a Gimi woman to become 

pregnant, her husband has ‘defeated the moon’ and thus put an end to its 

periodic visits. Lindenbaum (1976:60 fn7) records that in Fore mythology, the sun 

‘a sibling of the moon, is the Celestial Being whose light rays like arrows pierce 

the sky’. Within the Lament of the Menstruating Woman, the sun could be likened 

to the husband whose penis is described as an arrow, who impregnates her, thus 

putting an end to this lunar cycle, just as the light from the sun outshines and 

thus swallows the light from the moon. 32  

 
 
The mother’s role in prompting the instructions 

When the evening instructions get underway, the ‘new’ woman’s mother begins 

the session by stating something about her daughter. For example, the mother of 

Avira (Julie) said: ‘Julie is a bit lazy; she does not follow me to the garden’. This 

cue prompted Delilah, one of the amuvara (sisters-in-law), to begin the 

instructions, and she told Julie and the other girls in Tok Pisin, ‘You must make 

gardens, you must go with your mother to the garden’. 

 

Amina, another amuvara, had a leafy branch to hit the girls with. During the 

delivery of the instructions about working gardens, the girls were frequently 

 
32 Berndt (1965:84), for example, writes: ‘Men are the wielders of the arrow, both literally, and 
metaphorically as the penis’. 
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loudly chastised and struck for not sitting correctly and for carrying a bilum 

incorrectly. Only those young girls who had not yet had menstruation were struck 

by Amina. Delilah told them loudly in Tok Pisin: ‘Girls, you must work gardens 

and feed children. You might be tired, but you cannot tell your child that you are 

tired, the child is hungry. LIFE IS HARD! IT’S NOT EASY [being a woman]’. The 

instructions continued: ‘Now, suppose your brothers want some food, you MUST 

feed them! You cannot say, first give me ten toea, NO, you MUST give them 

food!’ This admonition stresses the importance of the brother and sister 

relationship, in which sisters as described by their brothers are ‘the archetypal 

“good” woman’ (Lindenbaum 1976:59). According to Lindenbaum, (1976:59), the 

Fore men say ‘our sisters are our mouths’ denoting that food given by her ‘carries 

no threat of contamination, since these women represent no confusion between 

dominance and dependence, between food and sex, between the hand and the 

vagina’. But, as Lindenbaum (1979:51) points out, the statement ‘our sisters are 

our mouths’ makes another equally crucial point. The brother’s avuncular role is 

dependent upon his sister’s marriage, and on the birth of her children. As 

children’s mother’s brother, he will be the recipient of the child’s first ‘head-pay’ 

and subsequently of his sister’s mortuary payment. Therefore, the brother and 

sister relationship is also a long-term economic relationship. Moreover, it is to her 

brothers that the woman will turn to should problems arise within her marriage. 

For as Wardlow (2006:05) points out, the brother-sister relationship ‘…is not just 

about social roles and categories of kinship, but also about “structures of feeling”’ 

(Williams cited in Wardlow 2006:05). Therefore the instruction to the ‘new’ 

woman and girls in the wainama regarding how to look after their brothers 

conveys both layers of meaning and feeling. 

 

Today, within the wainama, some menstrual taboos are updated so that they are 

pertinent to the twenty first century. For example, one of the Avira’s elder 

brothers gave the following instruction: ‘At anytime, you cannot take food from 

your pocket to give to boys, NO! You can only take food from a bilum to give to 
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your brothers’. This is because the bilum is carried on the head, and only rests 

on the upper part of the body, whereas, pockets in shorts are generally close to 

the skin and genitals.  

 

On the second night in the wainama that I witnessed the emphasis of the 

instruction was on ‘do not play cards’. Generally it is stated that the women from 

Moke do not play cards, that the only women that you see playing cards are 

women who have come from Goroka. To reinforce this point, Delilah moved 

amongst the girls, pushing them, hitting them and yelling loudly in Tok Pisin: ‘DO 

NOT PLAY CARDS!’ 

 

When I discussed with the young girls the fact that they were being hit and 

pushed around, they told me that in neighbouring villages the women use salat 

leaf, a type of stinging nettle, which is very common in Papua New Guinea. It is 

used in traditional forms of healing to circulate the blood. In Moke, it is said to be 

‘our best medicine’. Many women told me that because salat leaf hurts so much, 

they would not use this leaf even when sick, despite its healing effects.  

 

As both as a form of teaching and entertainment in the hausmeri, a group of four 

young boys dressed as girls, and enacted a drama, about the girls playing cards. 

These boys were from the Wakumati and Mat Mat hauslains. One of the boys 

was Avira’s younger brother and another was one of her older brother’s sons. 

Within their skit, the boys started to push the girls around (as they have seen the 

older women do), and they got a little rough with the girls. At this point, Delilah, 

the mother hosting the wainama, interrupted their skit and sent the boys outside. 

 

A few days later, when I interviewed Delilah about the hausmeri and discussed 

with her the boys enacting the drama about playing cards, she told me the 

following: 
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All the boys see the girls doing things that only men should do. This is not 

good. So, the boys have told the girls, don’t do these things. Do what your 

mothers tell you and go make gardens. 

 

Reinforcement of these gender relations was approved by Delilah, the mother of 

three boys.33 She also informed me that her father had told her ‘never to play 

cards’. Because she respected him and the cultural norms pertaining to women, 

she never played cards. The playing of cards is seen as unproductive, as 

something done by lazy and often immoral people.  

 

Delilah’s deeds as well as her account highlights men and women working 

together to impose on young women their conformity to ‘traditional’ women’s 

roles in the division of labour. This statement brings us closer to Knauft (1997) 

who argues that due to the break-down of male ‘traditions’ such as warfare and 

initiation rituals, men are no longer so closely linked to ‘tradition’ and ‘custom’, 

but today can earn prestige through ‘wage-labour’. Whereas, in the village 

environment, women are more closely linked to ‘tradition’ and the observance of 

traditional gender roles as enacted in the skit.  

 

The inequality of gender relations in Papua New Guinea has long been noted (for 

example, Strathern 1982b, Strathern 1987). The young boys were eager to 

enforce the cultural practices producing gender inequality and female 

subservience. Although some young boys play cards and other games such as 

snooker and do little physical work, they are still able to instruct their sisters, and 

female cousins, in correct female behaviour. In the past a man was expected to 

become a warrior and engage in warfare, but the Pax Australiana put a halt to 

 
33 On the last night Delilah even enacted another drama, hitting adult women, and complaining that ‘her 
children did not follow her to the garden’. This produced fits of laughter from all that were gathered, as she 
ventured out of the girl’s section, and crossed the floor into the visitor’s section, ‘hitting’ all the older 
women and guests, as if they were her true recalcitrant children who did not follow her to the garden. 
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these practices. Moreover, the introduction of steel tools has halved the work that 

men do (Salisbury 1965:70). Today the majority of men work coffee and other 

subsistence gardens, or they become community policemen, school-teachers or 

public servants. 

 

As the purpose of the wainama is to instruct the girls on correct female 

behaviour, the heat from the fire also provides parents with such an opportunity. 

For example, on one occasion, when Posa came into the wainama to deliver 

some instructions to the girls, his daughter Awato was feeling very hot, and had 

taken off her outer layers of clothing, and, her upper torso was only covered by a 

singlet. Posa exclaimed. ‘Are you a man or a woman? Dress properly!’ Awato’s 

actions provided the parents with another opportunity to enforce and instruct the 

girls, moreover, she was sternly reminded that she was a young woman, not a 

girl, and no matter what the occasion was, she must correctly embody this social 

fact. 

 

One of the women demanded that the girls sit properly. As women spend a lot of 

time sitting directly on the ground, there is an art to how the women (and young 

girls) modestly arrange their clothing. The back of the skirt or lap-lap is tucked up 

tightly behind her knee, and the front is tightly arranged down over the knee, thus 

there is no chance of exposing any upper thigh or underwear. Beneath the skirt 

or lap-lap, women also wear a pair of long shorts, which are also not to be 

exposed. When young girls sit sloppily and expose their underpants, they are 

chastised by their older sisters and told ‘markets open’ signifying the 

transactability of their sexuality. Fathers also instruct their daughters on sitting 

correctly. One father sternly told his young daughter ‘you are burning my eye’ 

when she was sitting cross-legged without the precaution of having her clothing 

arranged correctly. This warning came to her regardless that she was indoors. 

Another phrase uttered in this context was: ‘You are fire, red’. Meigs (1991:32) 

too reports that the Hua from the Lufa district of the Eastern Highlands Province 
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(EHP) equate the colour red with the vagina. Moreover, women’s sexuality is 

often associated with heat (for example, see Gillison 1987:181-2 regarding 

women’s sexuality, heat and fire).34 These statements delivered to young girls 

are always stated in a rude manner. 

 

The instructions in the wainama to the girls regarding sitting correctly concerns 

sexual modesty and the containment of powerful female substances associated 

with sexuality and womanhood. This control is evident where today women wear 

three items of clothing on their lower torso, and even when they bathe they are 

clothed. Like women in former times, contemporary women cannot step over 

things associated with the ingestion of food, such as firewood, fireplaces, cooking 

utensils, and vegetables.  

 

Another concern of the wainama is on training the girls for marriage. The 

immediate instruction to them is to marry ‘good’ and therefore refrain from sexual 

contact with men and boys. For example, Posa, in his instructions to the young 

women at his sister Avira’s wainama said: ‘When you go down to the markets, do 

not hang around the boys’. He continued: ‘Now, should my daughter come home 

and tell me that she is carrying a child before getting married, I’ll cut her ears off!’ 

His comment signified that, should this occur, his daughter would forever carry 

the mark that she was wilful and did not listen to her parents. 

 

Following are some of the marriage related rules delivered to the young women. 

This advice is given to the girls in preparation for marriage. It is said that should 

they disobey these rules, they will destroy their family’s chance of collecting 

brideprice. 

• When menstruating don’t cook food or give food to men or boys. 

 
34 I discuss the use of heat and fire in the wainama ritual later in this chapter. 
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• When menstruating don’t go to the garden or make a mumu. 

• Work big gardens so that men and boys will not be hungry. 

• Obey your husband, father and all your family. Behave well to all, give 

them food and speak kind to everyone. 

• Look after your sisters-in-law (amuvara), give them food, and firewood. 

• Don’t go with another woman’s husband. Stay only with your husband. 

• Don’t play cards! If you play cards, your husband will not be happy with 

you, and your children will be hungry for food. 

 

In this manner, the young women are taught their duties, responsibilities and 

obligations toward their family and clan. These practices associated with the 

menstrual taboos are centred on the well-being of men and boys, for menstrual 

blood is dangerous to them, but not to women. Moreover, these cultural practices 

are enacted by both men and women and ensure agreed and expected gender 

relations.  

 

Are women’s practices mainly about the wellbeing of men and boys, or do they 

incorporate the wellbeing of both sexes? I suggest they include both the 

wellbeing of men, and, simply by adhering to agreed cultural practices, also the 

wellbeing of women. The young women’s perspective is that through the 

enactment of the above directions, they will embody their ideal of becoming a fit 

Moke meri, marry well, and make their families proud. Women and men too are 

active in enforcing restraints on younger women. The morality of being a fit meri, 

rather than an abstract notion of women’s collective interest, is a productive lens 

through which to analyse menstruation as both empowering and restricting 

women.  
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Comparison with other similar rites in the Eastern Highlands 

I now wish to briefly indicate important continuities between the North Fore rituals 

of menarche and those found in other, often neighbouring, regions of the 

Highlands. The present day North Fore practices upon the occasion of a girl’s 

menarche are similar to those reported by Lindenbaum & Glasse (1969) for the 

South Fore: singing, close companionship of her patrilineal kin and friends, and 

the cautions and advice about married life.  

 

In other parts of the Eastern Highlands, a girls’ menarche was celebrated in a 

similar manner to that of the North Fore today.35 Sexton (1995:207) recorded 

information on the Daulo hausmeri, and Godelier (1982:12-3, 1986:46-9) 

reported that the Baruya too hosted a ritual event to celebrate the menarche. 

Similarly, Newman (1964:263-265) reported a similar rite for the Gururumba, as 

did Faithorn (1975:134) with regard to the Kafe. Moreover, Salisbury (1965:72) 

wrote that for the Siane the rite for a girl’s first menses was treated with 

‘reverence, emotional intensity and secrecy’ and the released blood was seen as 

being ‘paternal’. The occasion was treated similarly to that of pregnancy. 

 

Sexton (1995:207) also noted that the Daulo made use of ritual to provide 

instruction on moral responsibility and cooperation. Instructions on gardening and 

pig husbandry were also included as part of the training within the Daulo 

hausmeri. But for the North Fore, religion has influenced some of the instruction 

given at the wainama. For example, Seventh Day Adventists (SDA) prohibit the 

eating of pigs. Therefore pig husbandry was not formally part of the instruction of 

the wainama that I attended in Moke village. Although the girls for whom the 

wainama were held were not SDA, their female in-laws were practicing SDAs, 

 
35 M. Strathern (1972:169) recorded for the Melpa speakers of the Hagen area of the Western Highlands 
that ‘no rites accompany menstruation or childbirth’. 
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and as they were the ones providing the instruction, pig husbandry was not part 

of the teaching.  

 

Common to all these groups was the building of very large fires within the 

hausmeris. For the Daulo girl/woman, heat is associated with learning, and ‘… 

the hearth fire is kept hot throughout the night’ (Sexton 1995:207). For the 

Baruya, fire was utilised to ‘cleanse the young girl of impurities and give her a 

new skin: more beautiful and glossy’ (Godelier 1982:12-3, 1986:46-9). Godelier 

(1982:12-3) reported that the heat from the fire was ‘intense’ and ‘appalling’, with 

the ‘initiate’ being placed close to the flame. Gillison (1993:158) reported for the 

Gimi, the purpose of the ‘enormous heat’ was to sweat the girls and ‘rid them of 

menstrual blood’, moreover, the initiates were not given water to drink for four 

days and nights. The fires in the North Fore wainama were also very large, and 

were constantly being replenished with large logs of wood to radiate an 

enormous amount of heat. I was told that the purpose of the fire was to allow 

renewal, to ‘burn off’ old habits and to make way for new ones. To cool down 

from the heat in the wainama, periodically all the girls were allowed to venture 

outside in the cool night air.  

 

In the Moke wainama, sugar cane was given to the girls to chew to provide them 

with a cool drink to counter-balance the heat of the fire. In contrast, Faithorn 

(1975:134) noted that on the occasion of a Kafe girl’s menarche the girl had to 

refrain from eating sugar-cane or from drinking water, ‘apparently to prevent her 

from menstruating too much in the future’. The Siane gave the initiate sugar-cane 

to eat as it contained paternal ‘ancestral spirit’ (Salisbury 1965:75). For the Gimi, 

sugar-cane was utilised too in women’s menstruation rituals, and was 

representative of the male creative being’s giant penis that went searching for 

food (sex) whilst its owner slept; and was chopped by the mythic first woman to 

accommodate the length of the vagina, and thus creating the first menstrual flow 
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(Gillison 1987:185-9). The Gururumba utilised sugar-cane so that its sweet juices 

would attract many suitors for the ‘new’ woman (Newman 1964:264). 

 

In Moke village, sugar-cane is given on many ritual occasions to assist people to 

forget about the past, and on this ritual occasion, the past was her girlhood that 

did not fully carry the responsibilities encapsulated in being a fertile woman. Just 

like the Siane, Moke people believe that sugar-cane contains ancestral agnatic 

spirit and feeding her sugar-cane reinforces her agnatic identity. People said that 

the sweetness of the sugar-cane allowed her girlhood to be forgotten. 

 

The sensual awareness stimulated through the intense heat, the cool night air, 

the sweet, sticky, juicy sugar-cane, all combine to bring awareness into the 

present moment. Further sensual evocation is through the aural delight of 

communal singing. But as discussed earlier, the sensual experiences are not all 

pleasant. Randomly, the girls (novices who have not yet begun menarche) are 

disciplined by being physically hit with a leafy tree branch, and literally pushed 

around by their instructors, and subjected to over-powering heat from the fires. 

All these ritual aspects are designed to heighten the awareness of each of the 

girls, but in particular to assist the ‘new’ woman to abandon her girlhood, and 

take on her new role with all the added responsibilities associated with 

womanhood. Thus there is a sensual aspect of embodying practices associated 

with womanhood. 

 
 
The culminating mumu for the wainama 

The final event of the North Fore wainama is the prestation of large quantities of 

ceremonial foods to the ‘new’ woman by her father and brothers. The older men 

from the woman’s father’s clan prepare the fire for the mumu and cook the food. 

They, and the woman’s mother’s brothers, jointly apportion the ceremonial food 

for the female participants of the wainama.  
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As previously stated, upon hearing about their sister’s menarche her brothers 

begin to negotiate amongst themselves who will be the major recipient of her 

brideprice. He is the one who makes a significant monetary contribution towards 

the purchasing of the ceremonial meat that will be presented to the ‘new’ woman. 

At the same time, other younger girls who are approaching menstruation may 

also presented with some ‘special’ food such as a whole chicken, that has been 

given to them by one of their father’s brothers as a ‘mark’ of their intention to be 

the major recipients of their brideprice.  

 

There are other avenues to claiming brideprice, and one of these involves the 

sons of the mother who hosted the wainama. Delilah, the mother who hosted 

Avira’s (Julie) wainama within her family hut, informed me that as a result of her 

role and responsibility, in enacting the hausmeri for Avira, her three sons would 

be the recipients of Avira’s brideprice. When I later discussed, with Purago and 

other male members of the Moke clan, this aspect of receiving brideprice, I was 

informed that Delilah’s role in Avira’s hausmeri did not determine who would be 

the recipient of a girl’s brideprice. It was rather one avenue towards claiming a 

major portion of a sister’s brideprice. Therefore, clan sons not only gain 

economic benefit but also prestige through their mother’s ritual expertise at the 

time of a girl’s menarche.  

 

The mumu for Avira’s wainama was delayed for several days as we waited in the 

village for the meat in the form of lamb-flap to arrive from Goroka. But other 

village events can impact on the timing of the enactment of the wainama mumu. 

For example, Awato’s wainama mumu was postponed due to a death in the 

village. The day after the burial, the culminating mumu took place, and during the 

prestation of meat, her birth parents presented and dressed her in a meri-blouse, 

signifying her change in status from girlhood to womanhood. And as part of the 

culminating mumu for Avira’s wainama, some of her younger classificatory 
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sisters were dressed in new skirts made for them by their older sister, Tai, who 

had taken leave from her job in the coastal town of Lae and was in Moke village 

visiting her family. The coincidence with Tai’s visit home, and the arrival of her 

sister’s menarche led to the suggestion that Avira had waited for her sister to 

come home, before beginning her menarche. Tai also made a bilum for Avira 

who wore it throughout the celebration. 

 

The North Fore say that women carry the health of their families in their bilums. 36 

The visibility of a swollen bilum full of garden produce or a newborn child 

conveys the productivity of women. As Garnier (2009:19) notes: ‘…this enhances 

her reputation, as well as the prestige of her husband and his lineage through her 

food producing activities’. Therefore the gift of a modern colourful string bag from 

older sister to younger sister to celebrate the younger sister’s change of 

personhood from girl to young woman also signifies the added responsibility of 

womanhood, that of marriage, motherhood and the feeding of families which are 

the responsibilities of women. Regarding the production and carrying of bilums, 

Stewart & Strathern (1997:5) note:  

Bilum making is thus closely integrated with the flow of life and sociality. 

Among women the netbag is used informally to denote the passage 

through the life cycle. Almost universally, [in PNG] the looping and 

subsequent carrying of a large domestic bilum indicates that a young girl 

is accepting the responsibilities of being a productive adult member of the 

community.  

When Avira emerged from the wainama, she was called to come forth for the 

prestation of a large quantity of ceremonial food. This prestation of ceremonial 

food to the ‘new’ woman is the first time that these cyclic ‘head-payments’ are 

given to her in her own right. Although other life-cycle ‘payments’ have been 

 
36 Women’s string bags (bilums) have long been associated with women’s fertility and productivity (see, 
for example, MacKenzie 1991). 
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made by her father’s clan to the clan of the mother following Avira’s birth,  and for 

other childhood events that may also trigger such compensatory payments, the 

ceremonial food following the wainama does not go to them. There is a large 

prestation of food, predominantly meat, to the ‘new’ woman herself, and therefore 

to the clan of her father. 

 

After Avira’s name was called, so too were the names of the other female 

participants. As the quantity of food given is very large, when the girls are called 

forth to collect their food, they look to their mothers for help. The mothers 

provision their daughters with a very large aluminium bowl, and the girls then go 

forward to collect their share. After the initial collection of the food, which includes 

meat, banana, taro, and sweet potato, the redistribution of food begins. The girl’s 

mother then instructs her daughter to give food to people who have contributed in 

some way to the hosting of the wainama. The mother must always remember 

who contributed, and the manner in which the contribution took place, and thus 

share this celebratory food with them. Portions of food are then handed out at the 

mumu, either by the mother, or by the ‘new’ woman herself. As Sexton 

(1995:208) points out, ‘this act is described as a sign that she can now assume 

the womanly duty of providing food’. Large quantities of food are taken back to 

the parent’s huts (especially the mother’s hut) for consumption and further 

redistribution to those members of their own natal family who are close by. 

 
 
Hard work 

At the mumu for Sharon’s wainama, it was her divorced mother who gave out the 

food. When giving her speech, she emphasised to the girls the necessity for hard 

work. She said that it was ‘hard work’ that provided the food they were about to 

eat, and they too must also be prepared to work hard to ensure they meet their 

responsibilities and obligations. It is in this manner that the girls are instructed to 

be good daughters, wives and mothers, sisters and sisters in law. Her speech 



echoed Delilah’s statement in Avira’s wainama that ‘it’s hard, it’s not easy [being 

a woman]’. 

 

Women are individually judged on how well they can publicly feed people who 

have come to witness these events. This in turn reflects upon her husband, and 

back to her own family. Avira’s mother used the occasion to educate me about a 

woman’s role and duty at these public events by instructing me to give pitpit (a 

type of edible sugar cane) and kaukau (sweet potato) to some of our guests. She 

informed me who to give the food to, and how much.  

 

Women of Moke village regard their role in providing food resources and 

preparing food as intrinsic to their identity as ‘fit’ Moke women. Referring to the 

Murik women from the Sepik area of PNG, Barlow (1995:88-9) notes that ‘[b]y 

providing food resources and preparing food, they derive influence in allocation 

of resources and descent-group activities, and they acquire reputations and 

respect for fulfilling their obligations as sisters, mothers, and wives’. This too is 

the case with the North Fore.  

 

Figure 8: Preparations for the celebratory mumu  
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Figure 9: Preparations for the celebratory mumu continued 

 

Figure 10: Preparations for the celebratory mumu continued 
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Figure 11: Avira (Julie) the ‘new’ woman 
 

Women’s ritual 

How prestigious is the women’s work in celebrating menstruation? Can the value 

be found in how anthropologists wrote about such activities? Here I have in mind 

the fact that Ronald Berndt did not consider the North Fore women’s rites could 

be viewed as ‘rituals’. He (1962:105-6) wrote: 

The female counterpart of male initiation and religious ritual are, then, 

mainly the physiological events of menstruation and childbirth. The actions 

relevant to such events are themselves considered to be ritual insofar as 

they are classified with other actions which can be so described, although 

they do not represent ritual in our terms. Songs and some dancing are 

associated with them (emphasis added). 
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Godelier (1986:46) too posed the question in a slightly different way: ‘Are the 

women’s initiations genuine initiations?’ and because he found that there were 

common ritual features in both the male and female initiations, he (1986:47) 

came to the view, that ‘Yes’ the rituals associated with womanhood were 

‘genuine’ rituals. Contrary to Berndt (1962:105-6), I concur that wainama is one 

example of North Fore women’s ritual for it involves the transformation of female 

personhood.  

 

Lutkehaus & Roscoe (1995:xiv) note that because female initiation rituals are 

small-scale and individual based, they have received little interest from 

ethnographers, whereas, because of the group nature of male initiation rituals, 

they have received more attention. From the information that I have described, it 

is clear that in a contemporary wainama the North Fore publicly acknowledge the 

transformation of female personhood from girl to ‘new’ woman. Therefore, as the 

initiate has undergone a classic ‘rite of passage’ (Van Gennep 1960) that has 

incorporated the three stages identified by Van Gennep (1960) in his seminal 

study of ritual processes and change of status, the North Fore wainama enacted 

to celebrate the ‘new’ woman’s change of personhood, should also be situated 

within the realm of ‘ritual’. Moreover, the woman, hosting the wainama and 

providing the evening instructions to the female initiates, as well as 

companionship to the initiate throughout the day, could be classified as a ritual 

expert.  

 

Berndt’s (1962) data, which derived from his work with the North Fore in 1952-3, 

highlighted the equivalence of menstruation to male ‘blood-letting’ practices. 

Berndt (1962:106) writes: 
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When a girl’s first menstruation is thought to be imminent, other women 

resident in the village [that is, her own relatives or her husband’s]37 take 

her to the seclusion hut. Here she is decorated, and some dancing takes 

place: women dress as men and posture with bows, arrows, and shields. 

Leaves of various kinds have been collected. The girl lies on her back, 

held by another woman, while her sister [actual or classificatory] inserts 

into her vagina a tightly wrapped wad of leaves, twirling it around and 

working it up and down. Each of a number of leaf wads are inserted in the 

same way, and finally a certain rough surfaced-leaf draws blood; it is 

followed by the leaf of a variety of red croton. Blood is now flowing 

profusely. This is to induce the menstrual flow; it is also said to be like 

coitus, which brings on menstruation. Afterward, the girl’s nose is bled in 

the same way as in the case of male novices. A few food taboos are 

associated with these rites. The shedding of blood has the same 

significance for the female as for the male. It not only induces the 

menstrual flow, which is secondary and would in any case be 

accomplished naturally; it is primarily to make her strong, to improve her 

bodily attraction: her skin glows ‘blood-red’. In order to maintain this 

strength and physical well-being, both vaginal and nose-bleeding are 

carried out periodically. This usually takes place after menstruation and 

childbirth, for strength and purification, but also before marriage, or when 

a woman is angry and wishes to fight or intimidate people (square 

brackets in original, emphasis added). 

 

Berndt (1962:87-8) also recorded the following regarding the onset of 

menstruation which from the Fore perspective was the product of male agency 

through sexual activity.  

 
37 At the time of Berndt’s fieldwork 1952-3, a girl was not married until after her menarche. It was 
therefore her betrothed’s family, and not her husband’s family that took care of her seclusion. 
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During a girl’s first menstruation the procedure is more formal. She is 

taken out to a small house accompanied by her mother and sisters, while 

her father and brothers collect firewood and make her a fire. Much 

depends upon whether she is already married. If so, she may be 

accompanied only by such of her close kin as are present in the village or 

district or by women married into her husband’s lineage or clan. Although 

betrothed, a girl is often not married until she reaches puberty. Before this 

she may have been having sexual relations with her betrothed and with 

others; and, now, feeling at last her premenstrual pains, she tells her 

mother, “Such and such a young man [her betrothed] has copulated with 

me. I carry blood.” The mother or some other relative then takes steps to 

arrange with the youth’s parents for betrothal payments. In any case, 

whether the man be married to her or merely betrothed, he must undergo 

a cleansing rite (square brackets in original).  

 

Berndt then goes on to describe how his father, mother and brothers cleansed 

the young man. Part of this ritual cleansing relied upon the steam created by 

heating stones wrapped with aromatic leaves over which water was poured; this 

steam is said to ‘remove the smell of menstruation which is said to adhere to him 

and making him pleasantly scented…’ (Berndt 1962:88). 

 
 
Men and blood 

Moreover, it could be stated that in the North Fore male initiation rituals, as 

described by Berndt (1962:106), it was not merely the letting of ‘maternal’ blood, 

or as one Moke man described it, the ‘baby blood’ of the initiates, to fully recruit 

their sons into the clan of their father, but also, the letting of maternal spirit in the 

form of blood. Therefore these male initiations that included nasal ‘blood-letting’ 

practices required a compensatory payment to the initiate’s mother’s brothers. 

Salisbury (1965:59) particularly emphasised this link between blood and spirit for 

the male initiations of the Siane also from the Eastern Highlands. He (1965:59) 
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stated that male rites of passage were ‘to remove the maternal spirit [in the form 

of blood], when it has done its job of causing early growth, and to replace it with 

paternal spirit’. As noted earlier, for the North Fore, these past male ‘blood-

letting’ practices were the male equivalent – in terms of purification and fertility – 

of the natural female cycle (cf Newman 1964:266). 

 

Previously it was within the male initiation rituals that the North Fore men were 

given instructions with regard to their own well-being in relation to women. For 

this (then) warrior society, these instructions centred on the ‘undesirable results 

from the transmission of food, under certain circumstances’ (Berndt 1962:111), 

and was concerned with: 

the development and preservation of strength, of all manly qualities, of 

ability and prowess in warfare, status and prestige, attractiveness to the 

opposite sex and so on. Such admonitions concern the eating of food from 

the hand of any woman, unless she is elderly (past menopause), 

irrespective of whether or not she is menstruating. Here it is not just fear 

that some power antithetical to strength may be transmitted through food 

taken from the hand of (or cooked by) a menstruating woman, but the 

suggestion that in taking food from any woman some weakening effect 

may be suffered by the eater. 

 

For the North Fore warrior society, traditional beliefs regarding the dangers and 

power of menstrual blood and the means of avoiding contamination have their 

roots within Fore mythology. For example:  

A man, after working his garden with his wife, went down to the creek with 

a number of other men. She followed to find out what they were doing and 

saw them squatting in the water swallowing their lengths of cane. They did 

not leave the two ends protruding from the mouth, but swallowed it 

completely, drawing it out through their navels. She pulled them out of the 

water and began to sew up their navels, telling them to only swallow the 
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cane and draw it up through the mouth. [A number of injunctions are then 

given.] “You must hide this thing from women. You must not eat from the 

hand of a menstruating woman, nor may she touch anything associated 

with cooking your food; if you eat of this and neglect to vomit, the result 

will be [similar to that mentioned above.] If you do this your body will be 

good, you will grow strong. All the women will look at you and like you… 

Should women see you doing this, you will all be transformed into red 

parakeets, and the women will remain by themselves without men (Berndt 

1962:53, square brackets in original).  

 

During the process of male initiation, the older men told initiates how to stay 

healthy by swallowing the vomit-inducing cane to purge the contents of the 

stomach, and thus counter the dangerous states of womanhood, particularly, 

menstruation and childbirth. Berndt (1962:51) recorded the following ritual 

instruction: 

Man, if a woman gives you food, take this cane and swallow it, and vomit. 

Should a menstruating woman give you food, take this cane and swallow, 

and vomit. Should a pregnant woman give you food, take this cane, 

swallow and vomit. Should a man commit adultery with your wife and she 

give you food, take this cane … and vomit. If you do not do this, your body 

will become no good, and you will become like an old man, and you will 

die…  If you eat food from the hand of a menstruating woman, it will turn 

to blood in your belly. If you take food from the hand of a pregnant 

woman,38 your belly will become large. Take food only from the hand of a 

“good” woman. Thus spoke the ancestors. 

 

The ingestion of the cane-grass by the men had a dual purpose, that of physical 

perfection and thus, sexual attraction. Although no longer taught in a male ritual 

 
38 This taboo applies only to unmarried men. I did question North Fore men about this taboo and was 
informed that a married man can take food from his pregnant wife. 
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context, but today to women in a female ritual context, this precautionary advice 

from the ancestors continues today.  

 

But the North Fore mythology emphasises the danger that men face by being in 

proximity of their menstruating wives. For example: 

A man and his wife lived in a certain village. One day she went to the 

menstrual hut used by women married to men of her husband’s lineage. 

Her husband was curious. Turning into a wojafa [red parakeet], he flew up 

into a tall flowering tree near the menstrual hut and perched there, eating 

the flowers. His wife came out of the hut and spoke to him, “Oh, my man, 

there you are eating igata flowers. Where is my man?” As she looked at 

him, the bird fell to the ground and lay dead at her feet in the shape of a 

man. 

The warning continues: 
If your wife goes to the menstrual hut, you must not seek her out and look 

at her face. It is not good that women should look at men at such times. 

She will stay there for five days and on the sixth will come to her own 

house; but five more days will pass before she handles a man’s food, and 

then only after washing her hands and rubbing them with aromatic leaves 

(Berndt 1962:53 square brackets in original).  

 

The above mythology speaks of the danger to men (and women) associated with 

the non-adherence to these taboos, through the very power of women looking 

upon men at such a time. But the story is also suggestive of the dangers of 

having intercourse during menstruation. Since a red parakeet is a symbol of 

menstruation (or blood), and of Morofunu, the male being from the myth of 

creation (Berndt 1962), and trees are phallic symbols, this narrative also captures 

the dangers of coitus with menstruating women. Moreover, following Gillison’s 

(1993) analysis of Gimi mythology, it could also be stated that by the non-
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adherence to these taboos, the men will return to the state of the mythological 

first child, the unborn, in the form of menstrual blood. 

 
 

Relational blood 

As mentioned above, Ronald Berndt (1962) highlighted the Fore equivalence of 

menstruation and the male practice of nasal blood-letting. However, Gillison 

(1993:183) writing on the Gimi women’s blood songs, sung at the time of female 

initiation (menarche) and also at the time of marriage, to instruct the bride on her 

responsibility to properly take care of her menstrual blood, does not merely draw 

a symbolic equivalence between a woman’s menstrual blood and their brother’s 

nasal blood, but suggests that these substances are one and the same thing. 

She (1993:183) records the Gimi saying: ‘[What ] the moon kills … is blood from 

our brother’s noses. Those boys give us their blood. A woman’s brother is the 

‘true source’ of her firstborn… [her menarche]’. Gillison (1993:184) continues with 

an analysis of certain Gimi myths that speak of the incestuous primordial union, 

when the first woman becomes pregnant ‘by actively expelling the ‘Moon’s 

leavings’, annihilating the primordial father, killing the killer inside her and 

carrying his bloody traces to the river’. She states: ‘Though women’s song names 

the bride’s brothers as, collectively, the ‘true source’ of her blood, their myth, and 

the songs a woman sings alone in her menstrual hut, or carrying out ablutions 

beside a river, suggest that her blood, and her brother’s ‘nose-water’, derive from 

their father the Moon’. Today, throughout Papua New Guinea women speak of 

this moon-derived blood, in Tok Pisin as the sik mun (sick moon).  

 
 
Female accounts of the menarche and their subsequent seclusion 

Following are some accounts of older North Fore women’s recollections of their 

menarche, or first sik mun. In contrast to Berndt’s (1962) anthropological records, 

Severia Oentuma the (then) oldest women in Moke village gave me the following 

account of her menarche. This event would have occurred around the time that 
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Berndt was undertaking his fieldwork with the North Fore. Her own account 

places an emphasis on being in the company of all her girlfriends and in 

particular the culminating mumu in which she was presented with large quantities 

of food by both her father’s and her mother’s line (cf Newman 1964:264). 

Furthermore, when referring to her regular cycle, she emphasises the 

complementary role played between her husband and herself during the ‘sick 

moon’ rites. She stated: 

At the time when I had my first sick moon, all [of] my father’s line and my 

mother’s line cooked plenty of food and had a large party for me. All my 

girl friends came to stay with me.  

During the [other] sick moon time I went to the small house, I didn’t cook 

food or go round. I told my husband, ‘it’s the time of the ‘sick moon’, so I 

can’t go to the garden and get food to cook for you’. My husband went to 

the garden and got the food for the children and for me too. He came and 

left the food near the door of the small house. I got the food and cooked 

and ate it. When the sick moon finished I came and joined my family. 

 

In contrast to previous presentations of gender relations in which cultural taboos 

surrounding menstruation were reported as ‘female pollution’ and ‘sexual 

antagonism’, these thoughtful domestic interactions between both husband and 

wife in enacting the cultural practices of separation and avoidance clearly show 

the management of these rites as a couple’s moral responsibility to one another 

and can be viewed as them acting in alliance (cf Stewart & Strathern 2000b:2) 

and with complementary ‘moral agency’ (Stewart & Strathern 2002a).  

 

Another of the older women from Moke (a woman married into the Moke clan) 

informed me that: 

At the time of my first ‘sick moon’ they did not work a party for me. They 

did not give me my first ‘sick moon’ food because this was the time of war, 
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and we did not have the food because of the war. I stayed inside the ‘sick 

moon’ house for some days, and then came out.  

Her emphasis, more than fifty years later was on the lack of ceremonial foods 

due to her on her emergence from the ‘sick moon’ ritual house upon the 

cessation of her menarche. Her reflection regarding the lack of ceremonial food 

highlights the importance of the prestation of food to a ‘new’ woman as a 

culmination of her menarche ritual. This pertains equally to both the past and the 

present day practices. 

 

Another older Moke woman (who married an Australian kiap) when interviewed 

by Nellie and myself about her menarche, which would have occurred around the 

time of the Pax Australiana, also emphasised the prestation of ceremonial foods. 

She stated: 

At the time of my first ‘sick moon’, I told my mother that I’ve seen the ‘sick 

moon’. Mama put me in the hausmeri. After three weeks all of my brothers 

cooked a large quantity of food and gave this to me. They also gave food 

to the other girls that came to my hausmeri. 

 

The ‘new’ woman is the focus of her clan’s attention when presented with these 

ceremonial foods to mark her status as a fertile clan woman. It is clear from the 

above data that the prestation of ceremonial food to the ‘new’ woman on the 

completion of the wainama ritual is a highly significant clan occasion. Newman 

(1964:264) also noted ‘[t]he celebration of achieved fertility is evident during both 

seclusion and the terminal feast’. In effect her transformation from girl to ‘new’ 

woman, has a transforming effect upon her brothers, elevating them from 

‘brother’ to potential ‘mother’s brother’, ‘brother-in-law’ and brideprice recipient. 

Thus the onset of a girl’s menarche is a significant clan occasion for the Moke 

and is ritually celebrated. 
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Menstrual taboos and the cultural background to these practices 

Berndt was insightful in his analysis with regard to menstrual taboos. Both he and 

Salisbury (1965) were the only anthropologists who did not use the term ‘female 

pollution’. Berndt (1952:56) particularly argued that this cyclic female state was 

not ‘ritually unclean’ nor ‘polluting’, but was dangerous.39 The full context of 

Berndt’s (1962:56) argument is as follows:  

There is, then, a current idea that women are potentially dangerous to 

men, apart from any consideration of interpersonal relations and lineage 

affiliations. This danger is intensified during certain periods: at 

menstruation, at pregnancy and childbirth and for a defined period 

afterward, and on the occasion of a wife’s adultery. It is not that woman is 

at such times ritually unclean, although we might view it in this way; there 

is no word used in this context which can be so translated. What is 

suggested is, rather, a state of danger. It is not the menstrual blood itself 

which is dangerous but the condition associated with it… (emphasis 

added).  

 

Considering that his fieldwork was one of the earliest undertaken in the 

Highlands of New Guinea, it is strange that not a single anthropologist, male or 

female, followed his lead or has referred to these data.40 Marilyn Strathern 

(1972:163 fn 2) did question the use of the term ‘pollution’ to describe this cyclic 

female state, noting its anthropological origins from the Indian caste system, but 

she also noted that the term had gained acceptance with Highlands’ 

ethnographers (predominantly male), so on that basis alone, she conceded the 

continuation of its usage.  

 

 
39 Berndt (1962:56fn19) emphatically states that menstrual blood is not in the same category as filth. 
40 Stewart & Strathern (2000b:189-207) in their thoughtful account of menstrual taboos and gender 
relations in Melanesia, noted Salisbury’s (1965) analysis of menstruation, but did not acknowledge 
Berndt’s (1962) original contribution to this discussion. 
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It is clear that Berndt (1962:112) grappled with how to present this concept from 

the North Fore male perspective for he states:  

It is not pollution, uncleanness, or sinfulness …. Failure of the part of the 

novice to conform involves physical harm, transmitted to him in a 

straightforward way through food containing a germ of weakness or as a 

counteracting influence from a female whose ‘oppositeness’ to the male is 

particularly apparent during her physiological crises and during sexual 

intercourse. It is the germ of femaleness which can be harmful to man 

under certain conditions, and this belief is apparent throughout other areas 

of culture and social relations (italics added).  

 

Other studies from the Highlands of New Guinea have shown that it is not only 

menstrual blood that is considered dangerous, but, as alluded to by Berndt in the 

above statement with regard to adultery, so too is ‘semen out of place’ (Strathern 

1972:163). Faithorn’s (1975:130) data on the Kafe also showed that ‘the capacity 

to endanger others through improper management of powerful substances is 

shared by both men and women’. Moreover, as Faithhorn (1975:138) points out: 

‘One problem has been that anthropologists working in the Highlands have 

focused their attention on women as polluting agents, rather than on the 

substances that, out of proper context, can be polluting’. There is then a 

‘culturally prescribed proper place’ for menstrual substances, for ‘powerful 

substances require managed flows and use within bodies, within time, and within 

space for them to produce desired effects and to avoid undesired consequences’ 

(Stewart & Strathern 2000b:352). Moreover, as Meigs (1978:306) so astutely 

points out for the Hua, it is not only sexual fluids that are so-called ‘polluting 

substances’, but any bodily emission or matter which contains ego’s nu or vital 

essence. According to Meigs (1991:110-111) ‘the positive aspect of nu is the 

aune, and all these bodily emissions contain ego’s “self”’. This too is the case for 

the North Fore, who have certain terminological and conceptual similarities with 

their neighbours, the Hua and the Gimi. For the North Fore, their ‘spirit’ or ‘vital 
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substance’ is called the aona; and as Gillison (1993:177) points out for the 

neighbouring Gimi ‘the source of a woman’s auna [her spirit or self] lies mainly in 

her menstrual blood’, for it is the retained menstrual blood that through the act of 

marriage will create children.  

 

While menstrual blood is avoided with great care and caution by men and women 

alike, Berndt’s analysis of the North Fore beliefs regarding menstrual blood, I 

suggest, provides a vital insight into the importance that the North Fore place 

upon a wife’s ‘agnatic’ blood. For it is this substance that is the source of the 

system of cultural indebtedness, known as the ‘head-pay’ and it is the kinship 

links to this substance which are publicly acknowledged during the crucial 

enactment of these life-cycle events. As previously stated, the North Fore call the 

‘head-pay’ to their affinal kin agona, meaning ‘going back to the roots’, 

acknowledging the vital role of women and their patrikin within this reproductive 

cycle. Upon a women’s marriage, the brideprice transaction and her detachment 

from her clan of origin, she carries her ‘agnatic’ identity and reproductive 

substance with her. This is the ‘gift’ to her in-laws that requires compensatory 

‘blood’ payments following the birth of each child.  

 

 

Re-interpreting menstrual taboos 
North Fore taboos associated with menstruation are focused upon the wellbeing 

of men and boys, and women’s role in this is vital. In enacting these taboos, the 

wellbeing, and thus reproduction, of the entire society is resolute. What is also 

clearly demonstrated is that these taboos have their basis in origin mythology 

and thus have cosmological origins. Berndt (1965:84) was ahead of his time 

noting that: ‘menstrual blood itself is not dangerous, although it is regarded as 

sacred’. Similarly, Keesing’s (1987) study with the Kwaio women from the 

Solomon Islands demonstrated that authority for these taboos is situated within 

the realm of the ancestors. He (1987) initially subscribed to the view that the 

Kwaio women were oppressed by the concept of ‘pollution’ in Kwaio culture. 
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Later when he began recording the women’s accounts of their own lives, he 

(1987:36) was forced to rethink his own account of ‘polluting women’ and argue 

‘that the indigenous concepts and practices were better translated as sacred 

danger’.41 As Margaret Jolly (2002:21) observed, these life stories and narratives 

as told to Keesing and his female assistant and wife Shelley Schreiner, ‘suggest 

that the women did not perceive themselves as forced to retire because of their 

polluted state, but rather that they removed themselves and by this separation 

sustained a life of cleanliness, harmony, and ancestral order’. Keesing (1987:36) 

stresses that like all the Kwaio customs, the women’s practices surrounding 

menstruation, were regulated by the ancestors:  

These rules are focused on the separation and containment of the 

reproductive power and substances of women, through menstrual and 

childbirth seclusion. …[men] in articulating the rules isolating the 

dangerous powers of women as manifest in menstruation and childbirth, 

were engaging [in] realms of life and responsibility from which they were 

systematically excluded. Women saw their task of filling in this gap in the 

codification of kastom, of making certain the crucial realm which they 

controlled was properly recorded. Women talked about their own lives not 

as autobiographical interpretations and revelations of self, but as moral 

texts illustrating the travails, responsibilities and virtues of A Woman’s Life 

(emphasis in original).  

 

For the North Fore, menstruation taboos are cultural taboos adhered to by both 

men and women. As the Fore mythology showed, instruction was initially given to 

the men by a woman and to men from men, and in the enactment of ritual, to the 

initiates by the older men. In the wainama, it is both men and women who 

instruct the girls and ‘new’ women regarding these cultural taboos. Moreover, in 

 
41 Akin (2005:183-206) reports that today there is an intensification regarding menstrual taboos, due to 
women speaking out about their own transgression and thus violation of taboos when menstrual flow 
begins without them being prepared for it. This leads to the abandonment of gardens, and court-cases 
regarding compensation.  
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everyday life, fathers also tell their daughters the dangers of not following these 

rules. For the North Fore in Moke village these cultural taboos are not just ‘men’s 

rules and values’ (Gillison 1993:7), but a custom derived from ancestral order, 

and adhered to today by both men and women because of the value to all 

participants. The acceptance and practice of the cultural rules surrounding 

menstruation and childbirth for women, demonstrates not only women’s 

adherence to ancestral tradition but also women’s active engagement with their 

responsibility toward their menfolk, family and clan. 

 
 

Historical changes that have intensified the fears associated with 
menstrual blood 

By the early 1960s, when Shirley Lindenbaum (1976, 1979) began her kuru 

research and associated fieldwork with the South Fore, there was a change in 

how female menstruation and associated taboos were conceptualised. During 

the kuru crisis there was a heightened awareness of sorcery and the items 

related to its practice. During these times sexual antagonism was at its height. As 

Lindenbaum (pers. com. 2010) states: ‘Sensitivity to the use of foods, food 

scraps, taking foods from people you may not trust (especially affines) was 

certainly at its height. The only safe food seemed to be food given by sisters’. 

The fear of kuru sorcery appears to have been a time in which the taboos 

associated with female menstruation were intensified. This is clearly evident in 

the manner in which Lindenbaum (1976:57) conceptualised the differences 

between male bloodletting practices (strengthening and purifying for men) and 

female menstruation (dirty and demeaning for women). 

 

But this appears to be at odds with how the women themselves experienced their 

menstrual seclusion. Lindenbaum (pers. com. 2010) clearly states: ‘I spent many 

hours with women in the seclusion huts which were in every hamlet at that time 

(for women during menstruation and childbirth), where women expressed a great 

sense of happiness and bonding, and some delight at not having to go to the 
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gardens!’ But concurrent with women’s happiness, bonding and delight during 

menstrual seclusion, was the heightened awareness of kuru sorcery and the 

Fore men were taking all precautions.  

 

Part of this paradox may be derived from the ideas about pollution then 

influencing Lindenbaum. At the time of writing about the Fore and kuru sorcery, 

Lindenbaum (pers. com. 2010) was influenced by the writing of Mary Douglas 

(1966) ‘as it gave us an additional way to think about gender relations’. Mary 

Douglas (1966:142) argued that in societies where male dominance was 

contradicted by female independence, or where relationships with women lead to 

conflict with men, sex pollution beliefs would be heightened (Hanson 1982:341). 

In my email discussions with Shirley Lindenbaum, I pointed out to her Berndt’s 

(1962) ‘equivalence’ model as opposed to her (1976, 1979) ‘pollution’ model, and 

queried whether this was simply a difference between how anthropologists 

conceptualised the issue of female menstruation and associated taboos, or 

whether because of the kuru crisis, things may have intensified on the ground, 

which led to the opposing styles of anthropological writing over one decade. She 

(pers. com 2010) stated: ‘I think the answer to your question is that both are 

correct to some degree. It is also the case that the Fore were very concerned 

with the possible dangers of pollution’.  

  

But there is also evidence of further intensification. For example, one elderly 

Moke woman that I interviewed with regard to the rites of menstruation, stated 

that when she was young, there was none of the hitting that is enacted today in 

the wainama menarche ritual, and that they were simply given [moral] stories. It 

is my proposition that this further intensification of menstrual instruction is due to 

the decline of women’s seclusion huts which were destroyed under the command 

of the missionaries who were seeking to convert the Fore people to a more 

domestic model of the nuclear family, but in doing so, intensified the danger to 

men and boys in cohabiting with a menstruating woman. By Fore women not 
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cooking food for men and boys at this time, it alleviates this danger. Gillison 

(1993:27) reports that for the Gimi-speaking people, at the time of her fieldwork 

in the mid 1970s, during the time of a wife’s menstruation, and also following 

childbirth, the husbands sleep in a nearby men’s house and eat from an adjacent 

garden, thus continuing the rites of separation and avoidance. 

 
 

Current practices 

Today in Moke village, women no longer go to the ‘small’ house when 

menstruating, although they still observe the taboos regarding not cooking or 

giving food to men and boys. In this regard a woman’s sister-in-law (HZ) will cook 

for the woman’s husband and boys, or alternatively, her own husband will cook 

during this time. The garden is also out of bounds. A woman cannot pick 

vegetables or cook them. Other practices include staying at her house and not 

‘going round’, but undertaking house-work, such as sweeping the house and 

yard, washing clothes and working bilums.  

 

Concerns over cooking, handling food and other menstrual taboos were clearly 

demonstrated to me in Moke village on the occasion of a public feast for the 

launching of the Pindogori Cooperative in April 2005. It was the men who 

ensured the wellbeing of the entire community. For, during the preparations for 

the launching of the Pindogori Cooperative, a mumu hole was prepared at 

Wakumati which was at least two metres square, large enough to hold sufficient 

food to feed thirteen villages associated with the Cooperative. While the women 

were preparing the vegetables for the mumu, it was the men who were on the 

ceremonial singsing ground weaving pandanus leaves into large baskets in 

which vegetables and meat were to be placed before being put into the earth 

oven. During my many visits to Moke village, and attendance at innumerable 

mumus, this was the first occasion to witness the men working these baskets. 



Generally, the women work a smaller ‘bundle’ out of tanget42 leaves to enclose 

their vegetables. I was informed that on large public occasions, it is the men’s 

role to work these baskets.43 Thus in performing this work, the men of Moke 

village were pre-empting accusations of sickness from contamination by 

menstrual blood. The men did not perform this work because they did not trust 

their women; rather it seemed to be more as a general precaution to ensure that 

no harm befell any of the guests from the neighbouring villages. Moreover, it 

served to prevent accusations of sorcery, and the resulting disharmony in the 

wider community. The only women on the mumu ground were two older women, 

Akeku and Luam, both of whom, I presumed, from their positive stance within this 

gendered space, had ceased menstruating. Of further interest to me, was how 

these cultural fears had enabled this ceremonial site of Wakumati itself to 

become temporarily gendered, and exclusively occupied by only those people 

who do not menstruate. In this model of the public sphere, women are still 

defined largely by the properties of their blood.  

 

Figure 12: Akeku, Luam and daughter Selina at Wakumati 

                                            
42 A Tok Pisin word for cordyline. 
43 Berndt (1962:62) also reports that during pig festivals in parts of the Eastern Highlands, the ‘men 
collected large quantities of food from their lineage gardens. They themselves prepared ovens and cooked 
the vegetables, the women being warned not to go to their gardens’.  
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Figure 13: Men preparing pandanus to make baskets 

 

Figure 14: Beginning work on the pandanus baskets 
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Figure 15: Men working on the pandanus baskets 

 

Figure 16: Completed ‘male’ baskets in readiness for earth oven 
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Regardless of the occasion, and regardless of whether they are menstruating, 

women must always be alert as to where they walk, so as to not step over 

anything associated with food and cooking. Whilst there is some taboo of men 

stepping over food, this is not as serious as when a woman does (cf Strathern 

1972:166). 

 

But when travelling this taboo for women and men to ‘not step over food’, 

appears to be non-existent. Many times when travelling between Goroka and 

Okapa, people (both men and women) sit on top of store bought food. On some 

occasions whilst travelling, I have been given bags of rice, or even cartons of 

meat to sit on.44 As this was at odds with the village practice, it was difficult to 

accept that in this transitory situation this was a suitable practice. Nevertheless, 

to sit on top of store bought food, is a very acceptable practice whilst in transit for 

both men and women. This may imply differences between food grown on 

patrikin land, and that purchased from the store which have layers of packaging. 

But implicitly a menstruating woman should not be travelling.  

 

In other parts of Okapa, those further away from Okapa Station, the practice of 

women using a menstrual house continues to occur. In Moke village the 

menstrual huts disappeared in the 1970s. It is said that the close proximity to the 

Okapa Station was the reason for the decline. That is, Okapa Station is symbolic 

of the modern way of life. According to one North Fore man, the disappearance 

of the menstrual huts was ‘one of the deteriorating parts of our culture’ implying a 

decline of cultural order and associated morality. In contrast, some of the North 

Fore who today reside on rural blocks on the outskirts of Goroka, have menstrual 

huts for the women to use during the time of her menstruation. Moreover, I have 

been told that other North Fore women who also live in Goroka come and stay in 

the menstrual hut during the time of their menstruation. It appears that despite 

 
44 This has nothing to do with my status as a ‘white meri’, as in the village, all female restrictions certainly 
applied to me too. 
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Goroka being also a symbol of the modern way of life, there is a desire by some 

to adhere to former cultural practices. 

 

Regarding the modification of practices occurring within the vicinity of Okapa 

Station, the abandonment of the menstrual huts for women in particular, I 

questioned one man in the village: ‘Why did it change, and why didn’t men 

enforce the rule on women’? He replied: Women are getting liberated, people 

know about hygiene. Women are saying: “We can wash our hands, we can 

cleanse ourselves with soap and water”.  

 

As I asked this question, I realised that I also fell into the androcentric trap of 

assuming that men imposed the menstrual taboos on women. As Buckley & 

Gottlieb (1988:9) point out: 

…the most pervasive interpretation of menstrual taboos in both popular 

and professional literature has been one that equates the notion of ‘taboo’ 

with ‘oppression’ and hence menstrual taboos with the suppression of 

women in society. This perspective, however, seldom recognises the fact 

that taboos surrounding the menstrual cycle may restrict the behaviour of 

others more than that of the menstruating woman herself. Again, it is one 

that usually regards the isolation of menstruating women as, by definition, 

a sign of lower status. Finally, it is a perspective that often treats taboos as 

no more than rules prescribing certain behaviours rather than as parts of 

religious systems that may have wide cosmological ramifications. Such 

collapsing of distinct taboos and rules into a single category for analysis 

has often reflected, ironically, an underlying androcentrism in explanations 

of menstrual taboos as means for the suppression of women in society. 

 

North Fore women do not see the taboos regarding menstruation as a form of 

suppression, but as a reprieve from the arduous tasks of womanhood. For 
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example, on one occasion whilst I was with members of the Moke clan in Port 

Moresby, one menstruating woman explained her non-participation in food 

preparation by: ‘I am on holiday’, that is, it was a time to be waited on. Moreover, 

her comment within the intimate circle of her husband and brothers from her 

natal family contained no hint of shame or embarrassment for this recurring 

female cycle. 

 

For as Strathern (1972:172) noted for the Melpa of the Western Highlands, 

‘[w]omen regard the taboos they observe not as an oppression but as a means 

by which they can protect their menfolk (sons, husband), … [and ensure] that 

“the good work of the men” is not spoiled’. Moreover, they said: ‘It is a bad, 

careless, lazy woman, who does not pay proper attention to the rules’. In this 

regard, in Tok Pisin, the women of Moke say ‘em i no fit’, that is, that the 

behaviour of such a woman is not good or right, or alternatively is even immoral. 

 
 
Conclusion 

To summarise, the material presented in this chapter has described how a 

wainama (women’s house) to celebrate a girl’s menarche was enacted in Moke 

village in 2004 – 2005. The purpose of the wainama is twofold: first and foremost, 

to seclude the ‘new’ woman from her male kin and the normal activities of daily 

life, and second, to instruct the ‘new’ woman and all the other girls on their moral 

responsibility towards their family and clan through the enactment of menstrual 

taboos and other female responsibilities, such as, marrying ‘good’, making 

gardens, feeding children, and their brothers, as well as of their future 

responsibilities towards their in-laws. Instructions were given to the young girls 

and ‘new’ woman by her brothers’ wives, and also by her older brothers. 

 

My major aim has been to emphasise the celebratory manner in which 

menstruation is heralded, contrary to what were dominant models in Melanesian 

ethnography. Although there are rules and taboos associated with menstruation, 
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it is a sign of a woman’s fertility. A woman is in no way ‘degraded’ or ‘demeaned’ 

by this. The wainama ritually transforms the newly menstruating girl into a ‘new’ 

woman with all of the responsibilities associated with womanhood. She is given 

instruction in preparation for marriage and motherhood, and by complying to of 

all of these instructions, she is on her way to embodying the North Fore women’s 

ideal of fit meri, of rait meri who will attract a husband, and become a wife and 

mother, which will allow her to embody the rightful position pertaining to all 

women. Her marriage in turn will produce brideprice for her family and clan, and 

the birth of each child, regardless of its sex, will also bring economic benefit to 

her brothers, elevating their status from ‘brother’ to that of ‘mother’s brother’, thus 

creating their avuncular role. 

 

Following Berndt (1962), I have indicated equivalences between male ‘blood-

letting’ practices and female menstruation. However, male initiation rituals were 

discontinued in the late 1980s, whilst the ritual for women continues with a 

stronger disciplinary focus than in the past. The reasons for this appear to be 

twofold: first, the kuru crisis intensified concerns with regard to items used for 

sorcery, the health of women and the wellbeing of the entire community. Second, 

the decline of the menstrual huts has led the Fore themselves to amplify their 

concerns about menstrual blood and intensify the female rituals associated with 

menstruation. 

 

Berndt (1962) variously described menstruation: first, as moon induced 

(1962:56), second, induced through the agency of women via vaginal bleeding 

(1962:106), and third, that sexual activity (or male agency) caused menarche 

(1962:87-8). Today, due to Christian beliefs and morality, premarital sexuality is 

frowned upon, whereas at the time of first-contact, the North Fore were less 

concerned with nuances of premarital sex (see Berndt 1962). Today, the 

menarche is neither induced by women nor by sexual activity with men, and can 
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therefore now more likely to be described as occurring naturally, or as a result of 

the activities of the moon (ancestral brother).  

 

What does the decline of male initiation rituals and warfare, when compared to 

the persistence of rites for women, inform us about changing gender relations? Is 

it simply as Knauft (1997) suggested that due to the introduction of wage labour 

for men in the 1960s, they are no longer so closely linked to ‘tradition’ and 

‘custom’ whereas in a village environment women are more closely linked to 

‘tradition’ and the observance of their more traditional roles? Preferably, in 

keeping with my examination of the ‘head-pay’ system it is more productive to 

enquire ‘what are the implications for men and women of North Fore beliefs and 

practices about blood’? Beliefs regarding the maternal spirit associated with male 

blood-letting practices may also have declined, but the inalienability of maternal 

agnatic substance persists, and it is through the continued enactment of these 

gendered life-cycle payments to matrikin that the maternal agnatic substance is 

now represented and celebrated both as something valuable and powerful. 

 

Within this chapter, I have situated the enactment of a girl’s hausmeri upon the 

onset of her menarche, in a ritual domain (contra Berndt 1962:105-6). By 

examining North Fore women and their cultural responsibility towards powerful 

menstrual substances which form part of the ‘head-pay’ system, we begin to 

move the analysis of these cultural norms and taboos ‘beyond pollution’ (Stewart 

& Strathern 2002b:351) and on a par with previous male ritual practices that had 

acknowledged cosmological origins.  

 

This type of analysis, initially forged by Roger Keesing (1987) and more recently 

by Stewart & Strathern (2002a, 2002b) has moved examination of these cultural 

practices away from the previous androcentric model, which focused upon 

taboos associated with the powerful, fertile female body as a form of suppression 



117 
 

of women. Moreover, as Stewart & Strathern (2002b:351) point out, the 

continued usage of the term ‘pollution’ which carries only ‘negative connotations’, 

‘is increasingly difficult to support’. For when menstrual fluids are viewed in a 

much wider context, they can be both powerfully reproductive as well as a source 

of danger (Stewart & Strathern 2002b:351). Moreover, in terms of the ‘head-pay’ 

system, it is the ‘gift’ of the reproductive female body that requires continued 

compensatory ‘head-payments’ to the woman’s agnatic clan. Flowing on from 

Weiner’s (1992) analysis of gift exchange, and particularly, in light of the 

continued matri-payments that are generated from the exchange of women for 

brideprice, a woman and her life giving substances can be seen as her clan’s 

‘inalienable possession’ which even though transacted, are paradoxically, ‘kept-

while-given’. 

 

In the following chapter, I outline the procedures that legitimise North Fore 

marriages, including the negotiation of brideprice, the exchange of brideprice, 

and finally the ‘dressing, loading and farewelling’ of the married woman by her 

natal clan. For, in examining brideprice in terms of the ‘head-pay’ system, as the 

North Fore themselves say, it is the beginning of the entire system of ‘head-

payments’, the replenishment of maternal substances of the woman’s agnatic 

clan. 
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Chapter Four 

Marriage and Brideprice 

Introduction 

 

Affinal relationships associated with the cycle of ‘head-payments’ begin with a 

couple’s marriage. In common with other Highlands groups, North Fore 

marriages are accompanied by gift transactions, which are referred to locally as 

brideprice or baim meri, and it is the payment of a woman’s brideprice by the 

husband’s clan that marks the beginning of the life-cycle of affinal transactions. 45 

Glasse (1969:16) reported that Fore marriages are based upon the principal of 

‘reciprocal exchange’, with marriage being one ‘single event in an elaborate 

chain of presentations’. Although reciprocity is indeed embedded within the 

processes that legitimise marriage, my argument is that these reciprocal 

transactions also form part of the ‘integrated cyclic system’ (Weiner 1978:177), 

known by the North Fore as the ‘head-pay’.  

 

When the North Fore pay brideprice, they say: ‘Waya ikapuma maiyune’, that is, 

‘we pay for the body, and get her’. Although the brideprice payment is the start of 

the North Fore ‘head-pay’ system, the payment of brideprice itself is not a 

payment for the ‘head’ of the woman, but for her body and its reproductive 

capacity.  

 

Marriage creates a generational ‘replacement’. For a sister’s marriage has a 

transforming effect upon her brother, elevating him to the position of potential 

                                            
45 I use the term brideprice, which refers to a series of bridewealth transactions including cash, pigs, goats, 
cloth, soap and ceremonial foods. Tok Pisin phrase meaning ‘buying a woman’ used to describe the actual 
brideprice transaction and transference of a woman from natal clan to husband’s clan. 



119 
 

                                           

mother’s brother. He replaces his own mother’s brother in this role. This 

generational replacement of the role of mother’s brother further highlights the 

salience of the brother-sister sibling set as the unit of reproduction. The salience 

of the tie between brother and sister is found in all transactions associated with 

marriage.  

 

In this chapter I present data from Moke on the three key stages in a North Fore 

marriage. The first is the brideprice negotiation which includes the autasaena 

pota-une ‘decorating the fertile body’ of the bride, the second, wayena is the core 

brideprice transaction, and the third component is the ibaena ‘dressing, loading 

and farewelling’ of the woman by her natal clan. As marriage begins the ‘head-

pay’ system, all of these stages help define the reciprocity between affines in 

marriage transactions. During the time of Berndt’s (1962) fieldwork in the early 

1950s, the reciprocal exchange of valuables between the parties to the marriage 

took place on the same day, but today there is a some delay between receiving 

the waya ena brideprice payment, and the reciprocal ibaena ‘dressing’, ‘loading’ 

and ‘farewelling’ ceremonies. 

 

Table One outlines the steps involved for the wife’s natal clan and the husband’s 

clan in the transaction of marriage for the North Fore.46  

 
46 It was not until January 2009 that I both witnessed and was one of the recipients of a brideprice 
transaction. I witnessed the negotiation of brideprice in 2005, and observed the ‘farewelling’ of the woman, 
and instructions given to her husband in 2007. 
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Table 1: Stages in marriage transactions for the North Fore 

Wife’s clan Husband’s clan 

AUTASAENA  
(Decorating the fertile body) 

Brideprice negotiation and ‘dressing in 
meri-blouse’ with prestation of meat and 
food by the woman’s natal clan to 
husband’s clan. Held at the wife’s father’s 
place. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

WAYA ENA 
(Woman’s payment – thing done) 

Payment of brideprice and prestation of meat, 
vegetables, material goods and cash 
component by husband’s clan to wife’s clan. 
Held at the husband’s father’s place. 

IBAENA 
(Dressing, loading & farewelling) 
Farewelling and ‘dressing’ of the ‘new’ 
woman and ‘loading’ her with all the goods 
necessary to form a new productive 
household, with prestation of meat and 
vegetables by wife’s natal clan to 
husband’s clan. Held at the wife’s father’s 
place. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

There are two occasions within the process of marriage in which the young 

woman is publicly ‘dressed’ by the women married into her natal clan. The first 

‘dressing’ occurs following the negotiation of brideprice, and in North Fore is 
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called autasaena47 pota-une, which loosely translates as ‘the woman’s fertile 

body’. Pota-une simply means ‘we did it on her’ carrying the further meaning of 

‘to decorate and put it on her’. The ritual ‘dressing’ (autasaena pota-une) 

transforms the female body and creates a ‘new body’ indicating her change of 

status and transformation from young woman to that of wife. The young woman 

is ritually ‘over-dressed’ in ‘married women’s clothing’, emphasising the 

transformation of her personhood. This ritual ‘dressing’ is to encourage the young 

wife to embrace her new social role, a new stage of female personhood, and to 

forget about her adolescent self. The creation of the woman’s ‘new’ body is a 

display of the natal clans’ productivity, fertility and wealth. 

The second and final ‘dressing’ of the now married woman by her natal clan 

occurs on the occasion of being ‘farewelled’ by her natal people and can take 

place up to six months or more after the payment of her brideprice by her 

husband’s clan. This last occasion called ibaena which translates to ‘dressing, 

loading and farewelling’ is the occasion when the wife’s natal clan ‘dress’ her, 

and ‘load’ her up with all the necessary household items to ensure a productive 

marriage, and then ‘farewell’ the woman to her husband’s clan. Again, the ibaena 

is a display of the wealth and continuing nurture of the ‘new’ woman’s natal clan. 

Often the goods given to their daughter, and her affinal clan, will cost more than 

that received as her brideprice payment. Therefore the perceived gain from the 

brideprice transaction is temporary only, as the bride’s natal clan is then 

burdened with the obligatory payment of the ibaena transaction.  

 

Having outlined the three stages in the process of creating a marriage, I will now 

describe the first phase, the brideprice negotiation and the ritual dressing of the 

bride.  

 
47 Autasaena are all the ‘leavings’ of the body and these items are used in sorcery (see Gillison 1993:30). 
Berndt (1962:211) notes that these ‘leavings’ of the body are in a sense an extension of the person. 
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Negotiating brideprice: autasaena pota-une 

Amongst the North Fore today, marriage arrangements are quite informal with a 

couple’s marriage being marked by the young woman going across and living 

with her husband’s family. This change of residence generally occurs before any 

brideprice negotiations and payments are made, and it can also occur against 

the wishes of the girl’s parents. Brideprice is often not negotiated until or the 

woman is pregnant or a child is born. Thus, for the North Fore, brideprice is 

primarily associated with fertility and fecundity and secondarily with the gain and 

loss of a woman’s labour. 

 

The definition of this work derives from the division of labour between husband 

and wife, where in common with most of Highlands PNG, women are responsible 

for daily horticultural tasks including the provisioning of family meals, and the 

caring of children, daily household chores including laundry, and for the non-

SDA, the raising of pigs. Men currently retain responsibility for the heavier work 

of fencing gardens and the management of public and ceremonial life. For a new 

couple, marriage holds the responsibility and obligation to become a productive 

unit, and as wives and mothers, women, are obligated to work hard, to make 

gardens, and produce more than enough food to feed their family and therefore 

be able to contribute garden produce on behalf of their husband to all clan and 

community events. Towards this end the new couple has the support of their 

respective families, who continue to provide for them until their own newly 

planted gardens are harvestable. The new couple does not eat from their first 

harvest. The produce is given to all their friends and family who have provided 

them with assistance. 

 

Moke couples have usually established their co-residential and working 

relationships before any brideprice negotiations are held. The occasion for 

negotiating a woman’s brideprice, I argue, acknowledges a woman’s powerful 
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fertile body that is both concealed and enhanced by covering, decorating and 

adorning her. This ritual ‘dressing’ by her natal clan indicates the married 

woman’s ‘new’ body. The following is an account of the ritual dressing from my 

diary. 

 

Alu, Silas Poraka’s adult son, invites me to a mumu that he is hosting for 

his adopted sister Suzie. She has been residing with her husband and his 

family in the nearby village of Pusarasa. She is now pregnant, so Alu’s 

family has sent word to Suzie’s husband’s family to come over to Moke 

village to negotiate her brideprice. Alu’s invitation to this village event 

catches me unawares, as together with Purago and the Australian 

Business Volunteer (ABV) Boyd Williams, we were on our way to Emasa 

to visit Purago’s mother’s brother Dennis, who was hosting a tiena (the 

first child-payment and to call the name of the baby) for his unmarried 

daughter’s first child. I change my plans and stay in Moke for the day to 

witness and participate in this event where it was said that they will ‘dress 

the young woman in meri-blouse’. Purago and I give a monetary 

contribution towards the cost of buying cartons of lamb-flap and clothing 

for the day’s event. This contribution is said to secure us a portion of the 

woman’s brideprice. (diary entry Thursday, June 23rd 2005, Decorating 

and covering the body). 

 

Upon hearing of this village event, I returned to Wasanamuti with Kundi, Purago’s 

grandmother’s adopted daughter. She routinely assisted me with gardening 

chores and collecting water. We took a large bilum from my hut and went to my 

sweet potato garden where we dug a large quantity of sweet potato for the 

mumu. We also picked cabbage leaves and pit-pit. When we returned to 

Wakumati we joined the rest of the village women at the mumu ground. I put my 

bilum of sweet potato on the ground, and sat next to them, and began peeling the 

sweet potato in readiness for making a ‘bundle’ of vegetables. Suzie’s mother 
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Wayaso, assisted me to tie the tanget to make my vegetable ‘bundle’. I offered 

some of my extra sweet potato to be used as part of the food that will be 

presented to Suzie’s husband’s family. 

 

At 3 p.m. the food was cooked and the mumu opened ready for the distribution of 

food. Banana leaves were spread out to place the food upon. Nearby, pigs were 

screaming. The Pusarasa line (the husband’s family) sat to the right and the 

Moke line (the wife’s family) to the left of the path descending from Wakumati to 

the Mat Mat hauslain. Children were playing hopscotch. Suzie’s husband’s 

people from Pusarasa invited Kathy, one of the Okapa schoolteachers who lives 

in government housing situated at Pusarasa, to come along. They told her: ‘We 

know that you will be contributing to [the monetary component of] the brideprice, 

so please come with us’. The women of Moke also gave Kathy a small amount of 

food. 

 

Suzie was sat in front of a large pile of lamb-flap, pit-pit, sweet potato and yam 

that was for her consumption and distribution. A further large pile of food was 

presented to her husband’s extended family, but not to his parents. The two 

families that were being linked through this marriage then sat together. Suzie’s 

maternal grandmother sat on her right, and her mother-in-law on her left. The 

husband was not present. 

 

Akeku, Suzie’s father’s older sister, spoke first. She spoke to Suzie’s husband’s 

family about looking after the young woman and paying her brideprice. Suzie’s 

father-in-law replied that they were really pleased with Suzie who had been living 

with his son and family for some time, and were very happy to pay her brideprice. 

Suzie’s mother (Wayasa) then spoke publicly to her in-laws. She talked of how 

hard they worked to raise the girl, and how they would continue to maintain a 
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watchful eye on her. Jack, one of Suzie’s ‘fathers’ then informed them that her 

brideprice was set at 2,500 Kina and five cartons of lamb-flap. 

 

Following the agreement about the brideprice negotiation, it was then time for 

Suzie to be ‘dressed’ and transformed into the status of an adult woman, a ‘wife’. 

She was ‘dressed’ by the women married into the Moke and Ofafina clans. 

Earlier I was told that her father was going to ‘dress her in meri blouses’. It was 

the women married into the Moke and Ofafina clans, however, that physically 

‘dressed’ her on behalf of her father and clan. This ritual ‘dressing’ and 

celebration of the new wife is a demonstration of wealth and family support and is 

reminiscent of earlier traditional practices when girls were dressed in grass 

aprons or skirts to signify their marriage status. Explaining marriage practices 

from the early 1950s, Berndt (1962:123) stated: ‘Her sisters then proceeded to 

put skirts on her, one after the other, until they reached to her navel and above’.  

 

At 3.40 p.m, surrounded by the group of clanswomen and agnates, the young 

woman had her outer clothes removed. She was standing in her T-shirt, bra and 

under shorts. The new clothing had been bought by her agnates through 

monetary contributions from those who will be recipients of her brideprice. First 

one new skirt was put on her, and this was followed by a new meri-blouse. Her 

shorts were then removed from beneath her skirt and modestly a new pair of 

shorts was put on. A second meri-blouse was put on top of the first, followed by a 

third colourful meri-blouse. Following this, one lap-lap was wrapped around on 

top of her shorts and skirt. A fourth meri-blouse was placed over the three that 

she was already wearing. On top of this went the fifth meri-blouse. Next, Suzie 

was adorned with three new bilums, and one headscarf. 

 



 

Figure 17: Showing the first skirt 

 

Figure 18: Modestly putting on the first skirt 
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Figure 19: Dressed in first skirt  

 

Figure 20: Putting on the first meri-blouse and showing the second 
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Figure 21: Putting on the second meri-blouse 

 

Figure 22: Dressed in second meri-blouse and holding another 
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Figure 23: Dressed in third meri-blouse and showing another 

 

Figure 24: Putting a lap-lap on top of the skirt  
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Figure 25: Front view of ‘new’ woman  

 
Figure 26:  Back view of ‘new’ woman 
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The clothing in which the ‘new’ woman’ is decorated on the occasion of the 

autasaena  is for her use only. Thus there is a nurturing aspect to the ‘dressing’ 

of the ‘new’ woman by her paternal clan. As Suzie was carrying a child, and the 

North Fore women do not show the shape of their bodies, these clothes also 

served to hide her pregnant stomach from public view. Therefore, the voluminous 

meri-blouse and the expanding lap-lap are worn to cover and hide the female 

form, and thus contain female sexuality and fecundity. When placing the lap-lap 

around the ‘new-woman’, the older woman say in Tok Pisin, ‘pasim, pasim’, that 

is, ‘fasten it, fasten it’, or ‘conceal it’ referring to the securing of the lap-lap, but I 

suggest they are also referring to the containment of a ‘good’ woman’s sexuality.  

 

Upon my return to Moke village in January 2009, the salience of the meri-dress in 

creating the woman’s ‘new’ married body became all the more clear to me. When 

I met Nellie, who had become married during my absence, she proclaimed with 

pride: ‘Hello Mummy Dawn, look, I am wearing a meri-dress; I am a married 

woman’. 

 

Berndt (1962:123) reported that it was the woman’s sisters that performed this 

ritual dressing. Today, it is her mothers, her sisters in-law and her sisters who 

dress her. In North Fore, (clan) sisters-in-law have a unique relationship and can 

address one another as n’waigi which translates to ‘my husband’ or ‘the line of 

my husband’. 48 This was furthered explained to me by Nellie as: ‘You have come 

and married my brother, and now we have this special relationship. When we call 

each other n’waigi, its special, and it makes us feel good’. One explanation of the 

use of this term involves an elaboration of the unity of clan brothers and sisters. 

The sister is here terminologically equated with her brother, and becomes 

‘husband’ to her sister-in-law. But in addition, the wife is equated with her sister-

 
48 Lindenbaum (1979:53) notes that sisters-in-law call each other ‘my little mouth’ to ‘convey the life-
sustaining quality of this sibling-like tie, since one woman gives breast milk to the other’s child while the 
new mother is recovering from the labors of childbirth’. 
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in-law’s husband, so that she too is referred to as ‘husband’ by her sister-in-law. 

This is another example of North Fore women being transformed into male 

subject positions, in this case, by the application of male kinship terms. As Nellie 

suggests, this transformation is seen as a positive experience for women, rather 

than as a negative experience linked to their apparent subordination to the 

dominance of the male subject position, which the women here adopt. 

 

 

Waya ena  (brideprice payment) 

Some months later, following the autasaena (ritual dressing of the bride), the 

brideprice payment will be made. The payment of brideprice is held at the 

husband’s natal place, with his wife’s natal clan traveling to his village to receive 

the cash payment, the material goods and the prestation of ceremonial food. My 

understanding of the distribution of brideprice derives from both participatory 

observation and participatory action when Purago’s family received the brideprice 

for one of his mother’s brother’s daughters in January 2009. Typically, the 

brideprice transaction is divided into three recipient groupings: the first is 

classified as anondaninda (the ‘head food’ also known as the ‘mother food’, and 

glossed as ‘No. 1’), the second ayatisananinda (the ‘side food’ from the sister’s 

hands or commonly ‘No. 2’), and the third yaragerisa naninda (is ‘food placed on 

a platform or altar’, or ‘No. 3’).  

 

In this exchange, Purago was the No. 1 recipient, and he received the largest 

share of cash, food and ‘female’ goods. This made him (and I) chiefly responsible 

for the ‘dressing, loading and farewelling’ of his sister.49 The No. 2 recipients 

were his own brothers who received a smaller share; and in this transaction, the 

 
49 Although Purago is acknowledged as the major recipient of the cash and material goods associated with 
the No. 1 allocation publicly it was I that received them. This enacts a kind of ‘sociological’ equation of 
husband and wife that perhaps reiterates the terminological fusion of husband and wife discussed in the 
previous section.  
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No. 3 recipients included one of the bride’s own brothers and one of his friends, 

one of the bride’s sisters and her husband and also two of her mother’s brothers 

and their wives. The bride’s mother nominated the No. 3 recipients in 

acknowledgment of significant acts they had performed for the bride prior to her 

marriage being formalised. These significant acts included helping with ‘child-

payments’ following the birth of her children. 

 

The No. 3 is the yaragerisa naninda. Although this expression translates as ‘food 

is placed on a bench or altar’, it was in this particular case, simply placed upon 

the ground, as can be seen in the photograph below. However, the No. 3 

prestation holds further significance. Since it is classified as ‘food placed on a 

platform or altar’ it does not directly refer to the bride’s body and can therefore be 

consumed by her own kinsfolk. 

 

The following photographs depict the display of the brideprice transaction in early 

2009. As can be seen in Figures 27 & 28, the monetary component and the 

female goods in the form of bilums, blankets, meri-dresses and lap-laps and 

cakes of soap are aesthetically displayed in a floral design. The cartons of meat, 

and bunches of bananas and chickens, are placed behind the cash and material 

goods. The trussed pig was opposite the display of goods. And the live goats 

were tethered to a nearby fence. The aesthetic display of cash for various 

transactions between people appears to be common throughout the Highlands 

(see, for example, Strathern & Stewart 1999b:182, 2000:29). They (1999b:181) 

describe the display of the cash and other female objects in the following 

manner:  

…the bills would be artistically laid out in a fanning, centripetal shape with 

an empty circular opening at the middle. The bills were often but not 

always spread out in this fashion on top of brightly coloured fabrics with 

flower prints on them. These are the body-wraps and head coverings that 

…[are] worn by women. 



 

 
Figure 27: Brideprice transaction, Pusarasa, January 2009 

 

 
Figure 28: Close up view of the aesthetic display of brideprice 
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Figure 29: Two goats  

 

Figure 30: Brideprice Pig 
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As Strathern & Stewart (1999b:182) note, the aesthetic presentation allows for 

the receiving party to observe and register their approval. However, it is the 

complexity of social relationships as well as kin and affinal ties that dictates who 

are the major recipients. In the following paragraphs, I describe the brideprice 

transaction that Purago’s family received in January 2009. 

 
 
Brideprice transaction: a case study 
The bride was Ando, the daughter of Purago’s mother’s brother Epaga Taigi. She 

married Willie, a young man from the Bena Bena region. Ando’s clan is affinally 

related to Willie’s clan through the marriage of Epaga’s brother Eno and his wife 

Yayu from Bena Bena. Purago’s parents, Wabata and Igana had paid the bride’s 

mother’s brideprice, and, as Ando’s parents had separated before her birth, it 

was Purago’s parents who provided support and nurture to the mother and child. 

It was due to these circumstances, that Wabata’s family were the major 

recipients of Ando’s brideprice, rather than her actual clan brothers.  

 

 

Figure 31: Eno (right) and wife Yayu (centre) at the brideprice transaction 
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To add a further degree of complexity, the brideprice was being paid by a 

prominent member of the bride’s natal clan from Emasa, Eno, who owned a 

coffee plantation at Ivingoi in South Fore because his wife Yayu was part of 

Willie’s clan from the Bena Bena region. Moreover, the exchange occurred in 

Okapa at Eno’s property near Pusarasa.  

 

Some days before the exchange took place, Mama Lucy, the bride’s mother, 

instructed Purago and I about all of the people who had contributed in major 

ways to her daughter Ando’s wellbeing. This was done to ensure that during the 

redistribution of the brideprice, their previous good deeds would be recognised 

and rewarded, as it was in their No.3 placing.  

 

On the day prior to that nominated for the exchange, two events occurred. First, 

in order to provide a carton of meat for the husband’s family on the day of the 

exchange, there was a collection of money taken up by the Wabata family. It was 

Delilah, Purago’s sister-in-law who took care of this task. Between them, 

Purago’s brothers and their wives contributed 80 Kina and Purago and I 

contributed a further 80 Kina to make up the cost of the carton of lamb-flap. 

Second, in the late afternoon, Eno and Willie’s father came for a short visit to our 

home at Wasanamuti where the Wabata family had gathered. They nominated 

the time of transaction, and they were also interested to know how the family 

wanted to break-up the brideprice within the three nominated lots. Early the 

following morning, Purago sent a note to them detailing each part of the 

brideprice. 

 

Within Purago’s family, there was some confusion as to the actual amount of the 

brideprice transaction. When I asked one of my sisters-in-law (who was present 

at the brideprice negotiation) what the actual amount was, I was informed that 

due to the fact that Ando was marrying into Bena-Bena, we would be receiving 
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the amount given for a Bena-Bena women: 5,000 kina along with five cartons of 

meat (lamb flaps) and five live goats. With this amount in mind, Purago then 

allocated the three lots. His brothers were the No. 2 recipients, and those 

previously nominated by the bride’s mother, were the No. 3 recipients.  

 

On the morning of the exchange, there was a lot of excitement amongst Purago’s 

family, and a flurry of activity with members of the family bathing and changing 

into their best finery. But the elation was tempered when Eno sent word to hasten 

our arrival, as a young male member of his clan had just died. Eno wanted to go 

ahead with the exchange as planned, but he also needed to prepare for 

mourning and burying of his clan son. With this family death in mind, later that 

afternoon, I went to one of the Okapa stores, and bought supplies of rice, 

cooking oil, salt, coffee, and sugar for the mourners on behalf of Purago’s family. 

 

As Ando and Willie had been residing together for at least two years, and had 

already had a child, there was some concern over the delay in the exchange of 

brideprice. Should tensions arise between the parties, Lavie, the Pusarasa 

Councilor, was present to mediate. He gave a figurative speech concerning the 

building of a kunai hut. He explained that giving of the brideprice approximated 

only to building the walls of the hut, but the entire hut could only be completed 

when the receivers fulfilled their obligations in the form of the ‘dressing, loading 

and farewelling’ of the bride. This figurative speech demonstrated that the 

marriage was not complete until all exchanges had occurred. 

 

The Councilor then informed those assembled about the goods that made up 

each of the three lots. The anondaninda (No. 1) consisted of a large live pig, a 

large goat, three cartons of lamp-flap, one chicken, two bunches of cooking 

bananas, 2,000 kina, two blankets, four meri-blouse, six lap-laps and 

approximately forty cakes of soap, consisting of both body and clothes washing 
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soap. Also included, especially for me, were six colourful bilums. The 

ayatisananinda (No.2) consisted of one small goat, two cartons of lamb-flap, a 

bunch of bananas, 600 kina, one blanket, two meri-blouses, four lap-laps, as well 

as cakes of soap. The yaragerisa (No. 3) consisted of two cartons of lamb-flap, 

two chickens, 400 kina, one blanket, two meri-blouses, two lap-laps and cakes of 

soap.  

 

There was some grumbling amongst the brothers when they realised that it was 

not to be the anticipated 5000 kina, five cartons of meat, and five goats. They 

saw a window of opportunity in which they could harangue to increase the 

amount. But, as this was very much an in-family marriage, Purago gave a speech 

expressing his thanks to Eno and family saying that he was wanbel with the 

transaction. 50  

 

Following these speeches, they announced that the woman who had cut the 

bride’s umbilical cord should come forth. As she was not present, the bride’s 

mother went forward and was given a 20 kina note to pass on to her. This 

significant allocation of wealth for the midwife at the brideprice prestation 

highlights the responsible role she played in the delivery of the girl. 

 

Following this announcement, we were then summoned to receive the goods. I 

was instructed to put the 2,000 kina cash in my own bilum, and with the help of 

my daughter who was visiting from Australia, we placed the blankets, meri-

blouses, lap-laps and soap into the new bilums in order to carry them back 

across to Moke village. Simultaneously, the other recipients and their wives were 

also collecting their allocated cash, goods and animals. 

 

 
50 Wanbel is a Tok Pisin phrase meaning ‘agreement or unity’ (Mihalic 1971:67). 
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I was informed that normally the husband’s family would join the wife’s family for 

the reallocation of goods, and enjoy a feast together. But because of the death in 

Eno’s family, this did not happen. The carton of meat we purchased the previous 

day for the exchange, and which was left overnight in the freezer at the local 

trade-store, was quickly dispatched to Eno’s family.  

 

We made our way back to Wasanamuti for a further redistribution of goods, and 

the making of several mumus to cook the pig and cartons of lamb-flaps. Many of 

the bride’s family had traveled from Goroka to Okapa to take part in the event, 

but sensing the imminent arrival of torrential rain, and thus the impassability of 

the Okapa Road, they did not stay for the feast, but hastened to make their way 

back to Goroka with their share of the brideprice transaction as allocated to them 

by all of the Nos. 1 and 3 recipients.  

 

The largely female goods that I received (as the wife of the No. 1 recipient) were 

under Moke custom, for me to distribute in a manner that I saw fit. And with 

Purago’s mother’s assistance, we distributed one carton of lamb-flap amongst 

my women friends in Moke and neighbouring villages. This distribution of meat, 

meri-blouses, lap-laps and soap to my women friends ensured that they would 

provide bilums for the ibaena ‘dressing, loading and farewelling’ of the bride, 

which was set to take place in September 2009.  

 

 

Instruction of the bride and groom 

The North Fore are interested in assisting the new couple to form a harmonious 

relationship. They emphasise formal instruction as a way of assisting the parties 

into effectively taking up their new roles in the marriage. At her natal village on 

the evening before the ibaena the wife to be ‘dressed’ is given an evening of 

instruction from her family and clan regarding marital relations. The advice to the 
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wife is centred on being a ‘good’ woman and her moral responsibility in ensuring 

harmonious gender and marital relations. This is achieved through her following 

cultural rules and taboos during times of menstruation and childbirth, working 

hard in making gardens and in general, simply being productive. Moreover, 

throughout her life, she has followed her own mother’s moral example, and by 

the time of her marriage, she embodies what the North Fore commonly call a fit 

meri, or a rait meri. She will marry well, and as a result of marrying well, will bring 

an economic gain to her family and stability and happiness to her own married 

life with her husband and affinal clan. 

 

In the evening following the wife’s ibaena farewelling to her husband’s village, 

her husband and all young men of his village are also subject to an evening of 

instruction. Similar to a girl’s hausmeri, a large fire is lit, and men and women 

deliver the instruction to the men and boys, married and unmarried. Women have 

a stick of sugar cane wrapped in a bundle of leaves, and this is used to randomly 

strike the boys and unmarried men. Wives who have been married for some time 

urge their husbands to not simply observe these proceedings from outside the 

hut, but to enter and participate and receive anew these instructions. The female 

instructors urged the males not to waste their time gambling and hanging around 

the market place at Okapa Station. They were harangued to bathe more regularly 

and encouraged to go and enjoy all the beautiful creeks and waterfalls, the home 

of ancestral spirits, which form part of the wider Moke land. 

 

Following these separate instructions for the husband and wife, the North Fore 

provide an evening of instruction to the newly married couple, which is known 

locally as pasim man na meri, that is, ‘fastening the man and woman’. The young 

woman is instructed in being a ‘good mother’ particularly through the production 

of surplus food, and in being obedient and respectful towards her husband and 

his clan. For the newly married man, instruction is centred upon assisting his new 

wife in the production of gardens, and in not being too harsh when disciplining his 
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wife. As a married couple they are instructed by their elders on the importance of 

the marital union, and are urged not to seek other sexual partners, and to remain 

faithful to one another.51 

 

 

Ibaena:  farewelling the ‘new’ woman 

The best part of collecting brideprice is farewelling the young woman.  

Ando, Moke village, 2004. 

 

The ‘farewelling’ known as the ibaena is the final event in the marriage 

transaction. This ‘dressing’ of the bride to ‘farewell’ her in marriage can take 

place soon after the payment of brideprice, or can be enacted up to six months 

(or more) after it. The ‘dressing’ of the young woman demonstrates the 

reciprocity involved in the exchange of brideprice between the husband’s clan 

and wife’s clan, as the wife’s clan, who has received the payment of brideprice is 

obligated by custom to ‘dress’, ‘load’ and ‘farewell’ her to her husband’s village. 

All of the recipients of the brideprice are required to chip in ‘as much as they are 

given’ towards the hosting of the ibaena. This process of ‘farewelling’ the ‘new’ 

woman is by way of provisioning her (and her husband) with all the necessary 

items needed to equip their new household toward a productive future.  

 

The necessary items include items of personal apparel, clothing and equipment 

for the first-born child, household items, and tools for garden production as well 

as for the cutting of firewood. Following is a list provided to me by Mama Lucy, 

Purago’s mother’s brother’s first wife. 52 She was instructing me on what the 

 
51 Berndt (1962:158) records that unofficially the men were told to copulate as frequently as possible with 
their wives to stop her seeking extra marital unions. 
52 Here, women are defined by their reproductive history and named after their first-born child, in this case 
Lucy. 
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recipients of the brideprice were to provide in order to properly ‘dress’, ‘load’ and 

‘farewell’ a newly married woman. Personal items include underwear, seven or 

eight items each of skirts, lap-laps and meri-blouses, twenty or more bilums, a 

jacket or item of warm clothing, a mirror, a comb, body oil, and hair cream. If the 

‘new’ woman is pregnant, they are also obligated to provide baby nappies, and a 

baby bath, and a suitcase for all of the above to go in. Other items include four or 

so towels, four blankets, pillows, a double mattress, and sheets. To assist in the 

setting up of the kitchen, four large aluminum bowls, six plates, spoons, forks, 

three or four large saucepans, a kerosene lamp, a kettle, and approximately four 

buckets need to be purchased. For horticultural production, one spade, a 

machete, an axe and a tomahawk are necessary. Other items include a box of 

soap, and for a young SDA woman, one goat. Of great importance is the 

following display of clan wealth of around 300 kina in 5 kina notes visibly 

displayed upon boards, and one bilum filled with fifty 1 kina coins. For the 

farewell mumu, four cartons of lamb-flap and between ten to twenty chickens 

should be provided. Apart from the ‘new’ woman, the mother-in-law is also to be 

‘dressed’ in a new meri-blouse, lap-lap and skirt.  

 

There is a noticeable abundance of items with strong female associations in the 

farewell gifts to the ‘new’ woman: meri-blouses, lap-laps, skirts, and net bags or 

bilums. This display of personal female items associated with sexuality, 

fecundity, productivity and creativity, are provided to the ‘new’ woman by her 

mother, classificatory mothers, grandmother (FM), consanguineal and 

classificatory brother’s wives, that is, by women who have themselves proven 

their own fertility and productivity and who have previously undergone this 

transformation from a young woman to a wife. Merrett-Balkos (1992:46) argues 

that ‘…women’s prestations of items with strong female associations (net bags 

and grass skirts) not only articulate meanings about their fecundity and 

productivity but convey this efficacy to the bride. In this way, prestations of net 
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bags and grass skirts are central to the construction of woman’s same-sex 

relations across clan boundaries’ (see also Merrett-Balkos 1992:72).  

 

At a recent ibaena event in August 2007, when a woman from the nearby village 

of Waibisi, was being farewelled to her husband’s village of Moke, along with the 

necessary household goods her natal family had assembled, her brother also 

presented her with a hand-operated sewing machine. He stated to his sister in 

front of all those assembled: ‘You look after this sewing-machine, and this 

sewing-machine will look after you, just like your coffee garden, you look after 

coffee, and coffee will look after you’. The woman’s brother was ensuring that his 

sister would have the means to look after her new family through extra income 

earned through the use of her sewing machine. Moreover, her brother repeatedly 

told all assembled that to farewell his sister, his clan had spent well over 4,700 

kina. For the more goods the woman receives on the occasion of her 

‘farewelling’, the higher is the status of the woman, and her natal clan.  

 

Bilums 

Bilums are of great importance in North Fore marriages. The association 

between the womb and a bilum has long been noted (for example, MacKenzie 

1991:18). They are necessary items for carrying children and produce from 

gardens, both of which convey the fertility, productivity and nurturing role of 

women. Today in Moke village, two types of bilums are given to the ‘new’ 

woman, a traditional bilum called asiku in the Fore language which is glossed in 

Tok Pisin as kanaka bilum, and is made from the bark of the asiya, a slim 

suckering tree that comes up in fallow gardens, and the modern colourful bilum 

made from acrylic yarns imported from Indonesia. In general, it is the older 

women who make the bark bilums, with only a few of the younger women 

currently making them. Often a younger woman will collect the bark and give it to 

their older female relatives first to roll it into a rope and then weave it into a bilum. 

The younger generations of women prefer to use the colourful acrylic yarn that 
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has modernised the making of bilums and women too. This generational 

preference with regard to the medium used in the making of bilums and modern 

women too is well described in the following poem by Alphonse Kona of Moke 

village in Twisting Knowledge and Emotion: Modern Bilums of Papua New 

Guinea (Garnier 2009). 

 

Modern girl, you are so modernized in making bilum 

Modern girl, you are so modernized 

In your effort to collect cotton wools to weave bilum 

In the past, bubu mama usually wanders off into the bush with her 

bamboo knife53 

Looking for plant fibre to extract 

So that she could make a bilum out of it 

But now, you the modern girl 

Travel by bus to a shop, 

This time, not to extract fibre with a bamboo knife 

But to buy cotton wool with your kina and toea 

 

Oh Modern girl, you are so modernized 

In making your needles for weaving bilum 

In the past, bubu mama could send bubu papa into the bush54 

To shoot down bats and bring them to buba mama 

So that she could use the bat’s bones to make needles out of it 

 
53 Tok Pisin for grandmother. 
54 Tok Pisin for grandfather. 
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But now, you the modern girl, 

You send your loved ones to the backyard of your house 

To bring you metal umbrella frames 

So that you could make weaving needles out of it 

 

Oh! Modern girl, you are so modernized 

With the way your cotton wool is coloured 

In the past, bubu mama dyed the plant fibres in the pool of extracts  

of coloured petals 

But now, you the modern girl, you need not do that to your cotton wool, 55 

Because it has been dyed for you in different colours in the factory 

Unlike bubu mama, you only buy them and weave them without much 

effort 

And this makes you modern girl, so modernized  

(Kona in Garnier 2009:65). 
 

 
55 Although within this poem the yarn is named as ‘cotton wool’ it is acrylic, not cotton. 



 

Figure 32: The modern girl 
 

The making of bilums begins when girls are as young as five and six years old. 

The ‘new’ woman is also presented with simbunda (large banana shaped) bilums 

used for carrying large quantities of green vegetables, and the more everyday 

type of bilum which is smaller in size than the simbunda, and differently shaped. 

The association between women and bilums has long been noted, and this 
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female connection has become incorporated into Tok Pisin, the national 

vernacular. MacKenzie (1991:18) states: 

 

The pidgin term ‘bilum’ refers not simply to the string bag, … [but also] to 

introduced western functional equivalents such as pockets, and to natural 

objects including the marsupial pouch, [and] human placenta … The 

pidgin term is thus analogically extended so that the social product, the 

string bag, is linked through a relation of similarity in appearance and 

function to the fecund maternal belly, and to notions of nurturance, 

encompassment and protection. 

 

The ‘dressing’ of the ‘new’ woman’ with bilums is a display of female fertily and 

nurture. It is also a display of clan wealth and prestige. One ‘new’ woman who 

was recently ‘farewelled’ by her family, complained to her cross-cousin about the 

few bilums that she was given, suggesting both the stinginess and lack of 

reciprocity shown by her clan, and the lack of respect being demonstrated 

towards her (and her husband and his people) by her parents, family and clan. 

 

When I posed the question as to how the family feels when it is their own 

daughter who is being ‘dressed’ and ‘farewelled’ to another clan in another 

village, one father responded:  

 

We feel sad. First the mother will cry, and all the mothers will cry. The 

father will also be crying but he will not show that he is crying. The 

youngest brother will cry, but the older brothers will be like our father, 

inside we will be crying, but we will not show this. We cry because it is our 

blood who is departing us forever to her husband’s clan.  
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Whilst this may appear to be an overtly sentimental statement, similar sentiments 

regarding marriage of a daughter and a sister have been collected from various 

parts of the Highlands. For example, Langness (1969:51) recorded that the Bena 

Bena felt ‘sorry when their daughters marry’. Strathern & Strathern (1969:145) 

also record that the payment of bridewealth for the Melpa of the Western 

Highlands, is said to ‘soothe the hearts of the bride’s parents, so that they will not 

grieve her departure’.  

 

 

Prohibitions related to the ‘sharing of blood’ and the ‘consumption of 
ceremonial foods’ 

The brideprice is differentiated into payment for the bride’s ‘body’: her ‘head’ – 

her ‘arms’ or ‘hands’ and her reproductive capacity. These types of equations of 

payments and body parts, involving the ‘head’ or the ‘skull’ in particular, have 

been previously reported for the Western Highlands by O’Hanlon & Frankland 

(1986:189) and for the Enga by Cook (1967:220) as ‘carrying a skull in a netbag’. 

56 In a similar manner Stewart & Strathern (1997:3) point out that within the 

phrase, the ‘netbag’ refers both to the ‘bride’ and her ‘womb’. But more 

succinctly, Strathern & Stewart (1999b:174) also state: ‘Carrying objects in 

netbags signifies their translocation from one place or one state of being to 

another’. 

 

In most cases, a few younger clan brothers are appointed to receive what is 

known as a ‘side payment’ called ‘from her hands’ or the No. 2 food. There is a 

symbolic equation between food and parts of a person. Moreover, on these 

ceremonial occasions such as brideprice, the food is known as ‘big food’ that can 

effect a transformation in consumers, by causing harm to inappropriate 

consumers. The Fore say that immediate ‘brothers do not eat their sisters’, 

 
56 According to O’Hanlon & Frankland (1986:189) ‘putting a skull in a netbag’ specifically refers to a 
marriage back into the mother’s clan.  
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meaning that they do not consume the brideprice that is given for them. 

Lindenbaum (1979:52) states: ‘Men accept food from biological sisters and 

matrilateral cross-cousins, but do not consume the brideprice that is given for 

them’. Now, this prohibition regarding ‘eating’, involves both the consumption of 

food and money. Lindenbaum (1979:52) suggests that the taboos regarding the 

consumption of brideprice prohibit ‘…cannibalism of the “self”’. This is because 

‘true’ brothers and sisters, descendants from a common father and mother, share 

the same blood, hence the interpretation of ‘eating themselves’. Fore believe that 

violation of these rules will cause illness. Lindenbaum’s analysis of this 

prohibition, once again, emphasises the unity of the brother and sister pair in the 

generation of Fore sociality.  

 

But it is not only the brothers who ‘cannot eat [of] their sister’, as Glasse 

(1969:25) notes it is the entire immediate family: He (1969:25) writes: 

 

Her immediate family receives both valuables and pork but cannot 

consume the pork themselves. To do so would be equated with eating the 

flesh of their own daughter or sister. 

 

Currently among the North Fore, only those clansmen who have different 

maternal substance, that is, different mothers to the woman being exchanged for 

brideprice, are in a position to collect and ‘eat’ her brideprice. This current rule 

reiterates Lindenbaum’s emphasis on the importance of the biological 

relationship between brother and sister as determining who can ‘eat’ the 

brideprice. Equally Glasse’s (1969) data for the South Fore supports this point. 

He records an incident in which a luluai wanted to wed after the death of his wife. 

Due to the kuru epidemic, no wives were available, so, he engineered a partition 

of his own clan. The relevant subclan founder ‘had two wives and without 

contradicting the principle of descent, the descendants of each could be 
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regarded as independent lineages’ (Glasse 1969:29). Here, exogamy is defined 

as the difference between the two mothers.  

 

Among the Fore, as with the Gimi, ‘by “eating” a woman’s brideprice a man 

renounces her as a potential spouse…’ (Gillison 1993:191). The North Fore state 

that those with whom you ‘share the same blood’ cannot be married. Therefore 

you are also prohibited from collecting and ‘eating’ the brideprice. As also noted 

by Glasse (1969:28) the South Fore ‘do not allow marriages between those they 

regard as sharing “one blood”’. However, Berndt (1954:21) noted for the North 

Fore that ‘…marriages occur fairly frequently between close or classificatory 

‘sisters’ and ‘brothers’ who may belong to linked lineages of the same name’.  

 

Berndt (1962:67) hints on the greater salience on the matrilateral side. Berndt 

portrays the mother’s brother’s wives as crucial at the time of male initiation 

during district pig-festivals. He states that: 

 

In the morning all the nogago, who stood as mothers’ brothers’ wives to 

the novices, arranged themselves around the entrance to the men’s house 

and called out to them: “Take up your bows and arrows and come 

outside.” The boys left the house and holding their decorated arrows 

pointed downward presented them to their nogogo. The women returned 

them point upward, saying: “You shoot wild pig at Iboti [near Rivetiga, the 

place of Jugumishanta and Morufonu]. Your are strong now, you must 

shoot a man”. Holding their arrows upright, the novices returned to the 

men’s house (square bracket in original).  

 

Nowhere is it mentioned that the fathers’ sisters also enact this role. And during 

my time in Moke village, Purago’s brothers often joked about going to Emasa, 

their mother’s natal village, saying that when they went there, the young girls 
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were often shy and embarrassed because they knew they were eligible for 

marriage. Never was this stated in regard to their father’s sister’s village. In 

January 2009, when Purago’s family was seeking a wife for the youngest son, it 

was to the latter’s mother’s side that they turned. This data suggests that 

matrilateral connections were more important guides to marriage than patrilateral 

connections, and remain that way today.  

 

But it is not simply ‘blood’ relations that prohibit marriage. The ‘ideal’ is that not 

only those who share the ‘same blood’ do not marry, but those who are raised 

together as siblings, should also not marry (cf Glasse 1969:28). However, this 

kind of rules can also be broken. In 2004, when a divorced man wed a woman he 

called his classificatory sister, due to the fact that they had been raised together, 

although actually from different clans, the husband’s father stated: ‘I will be 

embarrassed for the rest of my life’. One of the husband’s older brothers as well 

as other Moke clansmen residing in Port Moresby were also perturbed by this 

marriage to his classificatory sister. However, most people in the village saw no 

problems with the marriage especially as the girl’s family had given their 

approval. They had stated that because their daughter had married locally, and 

would therefore be on hand to care for her parents in their old age, the husband’s 

clan were not even required to pay their daughter’s brideprice.57 Thus their 

daughter’s nearby residence was of more importance to them than the collection 

of the brideprice.58 

 

 
57 Although it was stated that no brideprice would be necessary, some of the older men were suspicious of 
the statement and suspected that at some point in the future, brideprice would be demanded. 
58 They possibly considered the fact that as her husband had previously divorced his first wife who was 
‘bought’ by the collective efforts of his clan, the brideprice for his second marriage would have to be raised 
by him, entirely. For North Fore the clan purchases a man’s first wife, and should he be inclined towards 
polygyny, the purchase of the second wife is his sole concern (cf Berndt 1962:37).  
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Along with diffusely specified rules of exogamy, Fore marriages are now being 

transformed by marriages with women from many different places within Papua 

New Guinea and even from as far afield as another country. These significant 

changes to the ‘ideal’ marriage rules as recorded by Berndt at the time of first-

contact reflect the historical changes that the Fore have undergone, with the 

encroachment of modernity, through agents of colonisation and western religions 

and their entry into wage labour and western forms of education that enabled 

them to venture out of their region and into other areas of the wider nation state. 

 

 

Transformation of brideprice 

In the past, brideprice consisted of payments of pork and pearlshell. The colonial 

introduction of wage labour and the cash economy to the Fore people in the late 

1950s and early 1960s, provided them with the means for substituting some 

objects in the traditional ‘gift’ economy, and replacing them with modern ones. 

These modern substitutions have included useful and pragmatic things such as 

‘steel axes, bush knives, clothing, and newspaper (used for rolling cigarettes)’ 

(Glasse 1969:19). Thus the substitutions themselves reflect the adaptation of the 

Fore to the colonial and historical processes occurring within their territory (cf 

Thomas 1991:57-9).  

 

Kona Waisa, an elderly member of the Ofafina clan, explained the transformation 

from the pre-colonial economy to an exchange economy that now also includes 

sums of state currency:  

When they put me in the hausman, all my uncles and kandere [maternal 

kin] put this around my neck [a string of shell money]. They made plenty of 

these [strings of shell money], ‘shot my nose’ [that is, initiated into 

manhood] and gave me these and plenty of pig to eat, then ‘bought’ my 

wife. In this way, it is our money. These strings of shells are the same as 

200 kina and they could be also used to buy one pig. This type of money 
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was a big thing for us from ‘before’. They were big things for our 

tumbunas. Now this kind of money from our tumbunas that I am showing 

you and talking to you about has finished. They all went to Kamano and 

exchanged them for bilums, bow and arrow, spear, and garden produce. 

At the time when our ancestors went to Kamano they all went to get these, 

this was our money. They were given kalipenda [ancestral necklace] as 

well as these [strings of small shells] too. They gave us fibre for making 

bilums, which we then exchanged with them for strings of shell money. 

Following our initiation we were given a head-dress, made from pigeon 

feathers, and then they put these strings of shell on us. This is something 

that belongs to men only. The women wore them only at singsings.  

  

In the above dialogue, Kona Waisa states that strings of shells were used not 

only in exchange, but also to purchase a pig. He also points out the parity 

achieved between shell money from ‘before’ and the PNG Kina and how a strand 

of shells was reckoned as being the equivalent of 200 kina.  

 

Today some of the more recent substitutions within a brideprice transaction 

include a large cash component as well as cartons of imported lamb-flap and 

chickens. 59 Seventh Day Adventists, who no longer eat pork, are also given live 

goats or cooked goat meat. Although an imported second-rate meat product now 

replaces a traditional substance such as pork, the purchase of imported meat 

does not appear to negate the meaning of the valuable as a token of the clan’s 

capacities and wealth. However, the use of lamb-flap does represent the 

importance of Christian edicts and choices in the lives of the modern Fore 

people. Cash, typically raised through the sale of coffee, is a product of clan land. 

Similarly, the cartons of lamb-flap are also realised through the sale of products 

 
59 ‘Lamb flaps are the fatty bits of mutton that are not considered edible in Australia and New Zealand. 
After the salable pieces of meat are packaged and sent to market these pieces are packaged and sent to 
Papua New Guinea’ (West 2006:255 n24). 
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of clan land, which is redirected to these commodity purchases that are used in 

the exchange economy. The monetary component of the brideprice transaction 

(typically 2,500 kina in 2005 and rising to 3,000 kina in 2007-9) encompasses all 

of the smaller contributions from both male and female clan members. I suggest 

that the monetary component of brideprice which is collective and unified is both 

symbolic of the unity of the clan and its members’ labour.  

 

The juxtaposition of cash-money (as opposed to shell money) within the 

traditional exchange economy has created debate regarding whether women 

have now been commodified through this brideprice transaction (for example 

Filer 1985, Marksbury 1993, Wardlow 2006). Filer’s (1985) article was prompted 

by a series of letters by the ‘educated elite’ published in the PNG newspapers 

questioning the continuing custom of brideprice payments. Some of these letters 

had distinct moral Christian overtones whilst others complained about the 

inflationary costs of brideprice that was making marriage unobtainable. I rarely 

heard the people of Moke expressing such sentiments. The real exception was 

an opinion expressed to me by an elderly non-western educated woman 

declaring that ‘brideprice was a custom that should be ceased’, who 

pragmatically suggested that today the cash component of brideprice could be 

put to better use, citing the high cost of modern education.  

 

There are basic differences between a commodity transaction and the exchange 

of women for brideprice. Regarding the former, Radcliffe-Brown (1950:52 cited in 

Valeri 1994) stated: ‘It is characteristic of a transaction of purchase and sale that 

once it has been completed it leaves behind no obligations on either the buyer or 

the seller’. This is quite contrary to a brideprice transaction in which the wife-

takers can only keep the woman, or if unhappy with her, return her to her natal 

clan (Valeri 1994:3). Although in Tok Pisin, a marriage transaction is spoken of in 

commercial terms, for example, baim meri, technically within a brideprice 
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transaction women are not viewed as commodities by the bride-keepers, but as 

potential producers of food and children for the husband’s lineage.  

 

As Godelier (1999:43) states:  

The logic of gift-exchange is entirely separate, as Christopher Gregory has 

shown so strikingly, from the logic of ‘commercial exchange’. In 

commodity transactions …things, or the services that are bartered, sold or 

bought are wholly alienable, detachable from the sellers. This is not the 

case in an ‘economy and a moral code based on gift-giving’, since the 

thing given is not alienated and the giver retains certain rights over what 

has been given, and subsequently benefits from a series of ‘advantages’. 

 

For the North Fore wife-givers these ‘advantages’ are linked to the inalienability 

of agnatic substance in the form of blood which creates further ‘head-payments’. 

They include ‘child-payments’ following the birth of their sister’s children to fully 

recruit the child into the husband’s clan, and on her death, wife givers will also be 

the recipients of her mortuary ‘head-payment’.  

 

For the North Fore, all goods received by the wife-givers during a brideprice 

transaction are distributed amongst clan members, who are then obligated to 

purchase goods that are utilised in the ibaena ‘dressing and farewelling’ 

ceremony. Often these costs are higher than those received in the form of 

brideprice. As Valeri (1994:3-4) comments, this:  

...seems to call for a view of marriage payments in which each side effects 

the establishment of a bilateral relation (as affinity always is) through a 

bilateral transfer of valuables that stand for both parties and their relations 

(cf Valeri 1975-6; 1980; McKinnon 1991). 
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In addition to such a relational perspective, the North Fore also have 

‘expressions from the sphere of commerce’ (Valeri 1994:1) regarding brideprice 

transactions. They too speak of ‘buying a woman’, but not of selling them. 

Rather, they speak in terms of consumption. For example when one of their 

sisters marries, and is exchanged for brideprice, the North Fore say: ‘Waya ena 

maema nauna’, that is ‘woman’s body-thing, we get, and eat it’.  

 

 

Brideprice distribution 

A further element of the gift-like qualities of marriage payment is revealed by 

considering who receives brideprice. Writing about the distribution of brideprice in 

the 1960s, Robert Glasse (1969:25), reporting on the South Fore, stated:  

 

The division of brideprice amongst the bride’s kin occasions no surprises. 

Suffice it to say that those who have contributed in any way to the 

upbringing of the young girl are entitled to share in it. 

 

These include the midwives who delivered the woman, those who provided 

nurturance by way of food and clothing, and today, those people who paid the 

girl’s school fees. The sons of the mother who hosted the woman’s wainama 

ritual are also positioned to collect a portion of the brideprice. 

 

Traditionally, brideprice received was used to procure a bride for another clan 

son. Today this rarely happens. With prior consent of the rest of clan members, a 

major recipient can claim the bulk of the money to try to start a business, or buy a 

block of land in Goroka.60 But a substantial portion of brideprice is always to be 

 
60 In my experience such major purchases never eventuated. 
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shared amongst clan members. This suggests a thoughtful balance regarding 

distribution between the collective and the individual.  

 

The distribution of brideprice often creates disappointment and disputes. It 

happens when those who, because of their prior contribution to the girl’s 

upbringing, are expecting to receive a fair portion of wealth, remain dissatisfied. 

What they receive does not match their expectations. Currently, this expectation 

is focused upon monetary transactions rather than upon the food, such as meat 

and vegetables, which form part of the complete brideprice transaction. 61 Marilyn 

Strathern’s (1999:95) discussion of money is helpful in this situation, as she 

points out that ‘…money is divisible, all-purpose and a measure of value as well 

as a medium of exchange’. It could also be stated that the very ‘divisibility’ of 

money can also serve to divide people.62 This divisibility of clan people, created 

by the recipients being left with a ‘divided mind’ is due to their opinion that the 

brideprice money has been wrongly apportioned. In North Fore, this is stated in 

Tok Pisin as mi no wanbel, that is, ‘I am not in agreement or unity’ with this 

disbursement of brideprice. 

 

The disagreement with the disbursement of brideprice is not generally displayed 

as open conflict during the actual brideprice distribution at the husband’s village; 

it is openly discussed back at the wife’s natal village. For example, one older 

woman married into the Moke clan who had continuously paid the school fees for 

a young woman from the Ofafina clan whose brideprice had just been collected, 

 
61 Disputes over food often occur at prestations for the mortuary ‘head-pay’. 
62 As told to Strathern (1999:95) shells and pigs are ‘entire’ items, with specific uses. ‘But money is 
different. Money has a lot of work to do…, money [unlike pigs and shells] can be divided into small 
amounts’, and this division of clan wealth, (I suggest), creates the means to divide people. As pointed out 
by Strathern (1999:96) ‘[t]oo many thoughts accompany its use: [therefore] money divides the mind’. It is 
plausible that in the past disputes were raised over the distribution of pork. Although from a thorough 
examination of Berndt (1962) he cites only one example in which there was a dispute regarding the 
distribution of pork from a brideprice exchange. In this case, the bride’s brother who was absent at the time 
of the exchange was responsible for the dispute.  
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was given only K100 from the cash component. Back at Moke village, she 

complained bitterly to other family members of how the monetary component of 

the brideprice had been distributed, and how she, along with other members of 

the Moke clan, had been unfairly treated by only being given a small portion of 

the cash. 

 

In one recent brideprice transaction in Moke village in 2008, the total payment of 

brideprice inclusive of cash, goods and food went entirely to the bride’s mother’s 

brothers. Not one kina or scrap of meat went to the young woman’s natal clan. 

Her mother’s brothers had provided for her education, and had also sent her to 

Business College. Although no public disputes occurred, there was a lot of 

private grumbling regarding the thoughtless allocation of this brideprice 

transaction. But as the woman’s father had been the one who made this 

agreement, there was little that could be said or done about it. But it certainly did 

create bad feelings within the woman’s natal clan. Whilst this may appear to be a 

rupture in the ‘head-pay’ system, what must be kept in mind is that for the Fore, it 

is both actors from the wider social world as well as blood relations that 

determine who are the recipients in these types of exchanges. 

 

While the distribution of brideprice may create disputes as outlined here, the 

Moke emphasise that the brideprice received should flow into purchases of gifts 

that a new wife takes with her when she moves to her husband’s village. Clan 

members who received cash, meat or material goods from brideprice are then 

obligated to provide the equivalent in largely female goods (such as bilums, meri-

dresses and lap-laps or household items), or garden produce and cash for the 

bride’s ibaena ‘dressing’, ‘loading’ and ‘farewelling’ to her husband’s place. It is 

the No. 1 recipient and his wife who are chiefly responsible for this event, and 

part of their task is also to supervise the other recipients’ contributions. At the 

time of first contact, this reciprocal exchange of brideprice occurred on the day of 

the brideprice exchange (Berndt 1962).  
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Polygynous marriages 

Another source of tension in affinal relationships concerns polygynous marriage. 

Highlighting the marital discord that often emerges within polygynous marriages, 

the North Fore say: ‘a man will have many troubles if he has many wives’. 

However, in common with other Highlands’ groups, some of the North Fore 

continue with the institution of plural marriages. Indeed, it is stated that as part of 

the Dog amani, (ancestral story) the Moke ‘Dogs hold no shame and can’t easily 

be sexually content’ and thus there is an increase of polygyny in Moke (in 

contrast to other places within the Fore speaking territory).63  

 

Whilst polygyny continues as one of the norms of village life, so too is the female 

discontent within these plural marriages. This is particularly so, for the first wife, 

who will often be disregarded by her husband while he gives all of his attention 

towards the new wife, and he will then be accused of being ‘one sided’. Upon the 

husband taking a new wife, the first wife will often depart back to her natal 

village. Often she is counselled by both her kin and affines to return to the 

marriage, not for reasons of having to repay the monetary component of the 

brideprice, but as a way of maintaining her presence in the marital relationship. 

For the longer that she stays away from her husband and his village, the more 

effectually she concedes to the new wife her own rightful position within the 

marriage. 

 

Today, young North Fore women are not inclined to marry a man who already 

has a wife, for they are aware of the antagonistic and often violent relationship 

that they will have with their husband’s first wife. Fights between co-wives, were 

and are, commonplace. Women assert that ‘it is their custom’ to fight with their 

 
63 During the kuru crisis in the early 1960s, this disease affected women ‘four times as frequently as 
males’ (Glasse 1969:19) and a decline in polygyny occurred. Moreover, as a result of kuru and the 
frequency of female deaths, the payment of brideprice also included the mortuary ‘head-payment’ 
(Lindenbaum 1979:92). 
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co-wives. Moreover, it is often said that the second wife does not ‘respect’ the 

first wife. When a younger sister flew to Port Moresby to visit her older married 

sister and subsequently became the second wife within this marital union, it was 

said by a village woman that ‘she did not respect her sister’. But regardless of 

speaker’s perception, this polygynous marriage is successful, and Fore men 

admire the husband who is spoken of with high regard for successfully marrying 

two sisters. But not all polygynous marriages involving sisters are harmonious. 

For example, one young man from Moke married two sisters, but the older sister 

continually fought with the younger one, until the latter finally packed her things 

and went back to her natal village. 

 

In Moke village today, religion has impacted upon polygyny with the Seventh Day 

Adventist faith opposing polygynous marriages to the extent that the husband 

must divorce one (or more) of his wives. In contrast, the Lutheran faith has fully 

accepted this custom.  

 

As noted by Strathern (1972:51), the polygynist has moral obligations to all his 

wives, and  

... cannot make eating, sleeping, stock-raising and gardening 

arrangements simply as suits his convenience, for it is through these 

activities that each wife establishes her own relationship with him. The 

wife of a polygynist not only has the general right to gardens, pigs, and so 

forth, but in addition has a right against her co-wives for an equal share of 

these things and for an equal share of her husband’s attention. A 

successful husband must be scrupulously fair. In particular he should 

apportion his hours so that he eats and spends time in the house of each 

one. 
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But in the new millennium this is not always the case; and a North Fore 

polygynist can be accused by one of his wives as being ‘one sided’, that is, being 

too generous in his time and attentions towards one of his wives and in 

neglecting the other. When this ‘one-sided’ relationship occurs, the neglected 

wife accuses the other wife of ‘keeping the husband locked-up’. 

 

Women’s discontent with plural marriages has been well recorded. For example, 

Berndt (1962:91, 150, 153), Lindenbaum (1979:46), Gillison (1993:43-4), Sexton 

(1986:31), Strathern (1972:52) all provided data on the inharmonious relations 

and rivalry between co-wives. However, Sexton (1986:31) also reported on the 

amicable relations between some co-wives. As can be seen, polygynous 

marriages cannot clearly be defined as not being harmonious. 

 

Strathern (1972:52) reports that co-wives also make efforts to get rid of their co-

wife through the use of ‘spells and magical devices’. For the North Fore, not only 

do co-wives work magic against each other, but they can also work a type of 

magic against their husband. This type of love magic is said to stop one’s 

husband thinking of going with other women. Indicating the efficacy of such 

magic, I was told of a man who once had several wives, but now they had all left 

him, and he had never been able to find another wife. 

 

 

Two court cases 

Village courts can also provide certain relief to parties involved in marital conflict. 

Co-wives are able to initiate village court-cases against one another, but only 

after they have fought twice. Charges often include trespass into the other wife’s 

yard and assault. Women can be fined up to 100 kina on each charge, but often 

the fine imposed will be less. To counter the charge of trespass, fights between 

women often occur in public places, and in Okapa, this includes the station 

market-place.  
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Conflicts over ibaena and brideprice transactions can also play a role in court-

cases and domestic disputes. The following assault case highlights some of 

these themes. Following a domestic dispute with her husband, the husband’s first 

wife then marched into the yard of the second wife and proceeded to initiate a 

fight. 64 Later, when the first wife failed to apologise for instigating the fight, she 

was dispatched back to her natal village. Due to her painful injury that was 

incurred in the fight, and with the husband’s consent, some days later, the 

second wife sought advice from some of the older women, who informed her that 

she could only proceed with a court-case against her co-wife if the attack 

occurred a second time. The older women then referred the incident to a local 

komiti man.65 

 

Upon speaking to the komiti man, who said that ‘in his experience, it was 

inevitable that the fight occurred, and that it would occur again’, the second wife 

then initiated court proceedings to deter her co-wife from attacking her again. For 

fairness in the dispute, komiti men with no kin ties to the parties involved were 

chosen to preside over the case. Due to the prominence of the husband, the 

court was presided over by four local komiti men. 

 

In the initial court case, the aggrieved second-wife bought charges of trespass 

and assault against her co-wife. In retaliation, the first wife filed charges against 

her husband for assault, and initially against her co-wife for adultery.66 When the 

second case was heard, the husband insisted that the case was really about the 

partial payment of brideprice, and thus the village court was not the appropriate 

forum for the dispute to be heard. His clan had only paid half of the monetary 

 
64 I am the second wife within this marriage. 
65 A village court case can be initiated by the aggrieved person speaking to their local government 
councilor, (known locally as the komiti man), and paying a prescribed fee of 15 kina. 
66 This charge against the co-wife was subsequently withdrawn following the payment of fines from the 
original court-case. The villagers pointed out that as the first wife had now apologised and was wanbel (that 
is, in agreement) she could not possibly proceed with the original charge against the co-wife.  
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component of her brideprice of 1,500 kina and had not as yet provided the 

brideprice pig. 67  

 

It appeared obvious to me that the court was biased in its attitude towards the 

woman, and was endeavouring to have the case thrown out to appease the 

husband. But the wife had called upon her brothers to represent her, and they 

insisted that the proceedings were only to do with the assault charge, and had 

nothing to do with the outstanding brideprice payment. The court fined the 

husband 50 kina, whereas, in the preceding case his wife was fined 100 kina for 

trespass and assault against her co-wife.  

 

As it is usual for the onlookers to voice their opinions, the villagers decided that 

for fighting with her co-wife, the first wife had not deserved to be sent away, that 

is, it was not a serious offence. One of the village leaders said: ‘You are the 

mother of our children’, suggesting that through the birthing of the children and 

the spilling of blood on her husband’s clan land, the first wife had earned the right 

to belong in Moke village, and that the husband had erred in his judgment in 

sending her away. The wife’s rights to remain with her husband’s clan also came 

from the partial payment of her brideprice. According to those assembled, she 

was only ‘fifty percent her husband’s property’, and also remained ‘fifty percent 

her brothers’ property’, and thus she had not been fully transferred to her 

husband’s clan. Moreover, despite being the mother of two daughters, due to the 

partial payment of her brideprice she had never been ‘dressed’, ‘loaded’ with 

ibaena goods and ‘farewelled’ by her natal people, and thus her natal clan had 

not acted reciprocally within the exchange cycle. Ironically now, her husband’s 

clan was complaining that they had not benefited from the goods that she would 

 
67 This details the inflation in brideprice from 1500 kina in 1993, rising to 2500 kina in 2004, and 3000 
kina from 2005 – 2009. 
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bring back with her on the occasion of her ibaena ‘farewelling’ and ultimate 

transference to her husband’s clan.  

 

The above case draws attention to the political importance of brideprice and 

ibaena transactions especially when obligations are only partially fulfilled. The 

partial payment of brideprice confers partial rights in people and therefore 

produces ambiguities and complexities that can be deployed in different forms of 

conflict. It can particularly have an impact upon relations between the parties to a 

marriage.  

 

During my time in Moke there was only one other court-case that involved 

violence between co-wives, and in this instance they were from the nearby 

village of Waibisi. The court-case was held at the Okapa police station. This fight 

took place inside one of the classrooms at Wakumati in the heart of Moke village. 

Fed up with the perceived disrespect shown to her by her husband’s recently 

acquired second-wife (a school-teacher), the first-wife boldly walked into the 

classroom, and violently attacked the teacher whilst she was at work, disrupting 

the entire class. Not only did the teacher get hit on the head with a rock, but 

damage was also done to items in the schoolroom. The first wife was not only 

charged with assault, but also with damage to school property. At the court-case, 

what the first wife kept reiterating was that she was not shown proper ‘respect’ by 

the recently acquired second-wife, particularly when she walked past her house. 

Here, the aggrieved wife perceived her position as first-wife to be elevated above 

that of the recently acquired second-wife. Being the mother of her husband’s 

children, surely she commanded respect? Moke people were particularly upset 

that this fight occurred in our village, and that their children not only witnessed 

the fight, but also could have been hurt in the incident. 

 



166 
 

                                           

Physical fights between co-wives and subsequent village court cases are not the 

only problems that the women in unhappy marriages are faced with. As shown in 

the following section a woman may be accused of a variety of transgressions 

when divorce becomes one, although not an easy option out of her troubled 

marriage. 

 

 

Divorce 

Some recent divorces in Moke village have been over women’s adultery (which 

was tolerated in the past), losing a pig and not sharing food, and for accusations 

of sorcery against the husband. At the time of colonisation, female suicide was a 

one means of ending an unhappy and often violent marriage. 68 

 

In the modern era, some women do successfully divorce their husbands when 

they take other wives. For example, Daphne was the first of three wives. 

Although she was not afraid to fight, she got tired of continuously fighting with her 

co-wives. So, she took her husband to court for ‘breaking the marriage’, and was 

awarded 500 kina. Now she only has a small piece of land allotted to her by her 

brothers to work her gardens back in her natal village. When a tree fell on her 

newly built hut, she was forced to live with one of her brothers and his wife and 

family. This also led to discord within the family, so she went to reside with her 

daughter in her daughter’s husband’s village.  

 

In the village, divorced women are forced into a purely subsistence lifestyle. Their 

only access to the cash economy is through their own market endeavours. 

Divorced women do not have an easy time when returning to their natal village 

 
68 Cf Glasse (1969:25) regarding threats of suicide by young woman to prevent a pre-arranged and 
unwanted marriage. I was informed of one example of this, but was also told not to write it down in my 
notebook. 
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as their brothers have already allocated land to all of their wives, and the 

returning (divorced) sister only gets land on which to make gardens, but not to 

plant coffee trees. This is the case in Moke, but in other nearby villages some 

divorced women have been allocated land on which to work coffee gardens. It is 

the availability of land that determines this type of resource allocation. 

 

Here, Daphne (a divorced woman) speaks about her gardens, and lack of coffee 

garden, and how she spends time selling goods in the marketplace to pay for her 

children’s school-fees. 

 

I was really happy to come back to live in Moke with all my family. I’ve got 

gardens in Aviri and Porandi, but I don’t have a coffee garden. All of my 

brothers have used the land for their coffee gardens. I pick their coffee 

and help them in coffee season. When I have a large harvest in my 

garden, I take my vegetables to the market. I need money for soap to 

wash my clothes and the clothes of my children. Some time I sew lap-laps 

and meri-dresses and sell them in the market to buy school fees for my 

sons.  

 

As the above data shows, women are not entirely submissive, and if in an 

unhappy marriage, they can find various avenues for ‘breaking the marriage’, and 

often with assistance from their agnatic kin. Daphne’s narrative informs us that in 

the modern era, women’s work has increased due to the higher demands for 

income. They are now burdened with paying their children’s school fees, 

laundering modern clothing, and have an added workload in coffee season. 

Daphne’s story also tells us that her options to earn income have increased 

enhancing her capacities and choices. 
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Historical changes 

At the time of first-contact, the betrothal system of marriage was the norm, with 

the girls being transferred to the husband’s village before the menarche. 

According to my informants in Moke village this system of marriage no longer 

exists as it was outlawed by the Australian administration in the early 1950s with 

the Laik bilong meri edict. Today both men and women exercise choice with 

regard to marital partners. Berndt’s (1962) data provides ample evidence that 

pre-marriage and pre-menarche, young women were sexually active and today 

this is frowned upon. With regard to the Fore men, since the late 1980s they no 

longer undergo painful initiations and rites of purification, and as Berndt 

(1962:115) points out, since the early 1950s, ‘they have not necessarily fulfilled 

the obligation’ of killing a man before marrying. With regard to extra-marital 

liaisons, Berndt’s (1962) data again provide many instances in which both of the 

transgressive partners were hauled in front of ‘native police’ and the village court 

system and were physically and sexually assaulted, and forced to perform 

various sexual acts in front of a bemused audience. Then, some form of 

compensation was paid to the adulterous wife’s husband and following this, they 

resumed marital relations. But today, a female extra-marital liaison is an outright 

cause for divorce. This is possibly due to the fact the Fore men no longer 

practice rites of purification as they did in the past to rid their bodies of harmful 

substances. Strict Christian moral codes concerning women and sexuality which 

were introduced during the 1950s have also had a significant influence on 

people’s perspective on fidelity, sexual activity, and marriage generally. 

 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has highlighted the procedures characteristic of a North Fore 

marriage. Emphasis has been upon three stages of the process: the brideprice 

negotiation (the autasaena  ritual), the payment of brideprice (waya ena), and the 

ibaena ‘dressing’, ‘loading’ and ‘farewelling’. I have outlined how a waya ena 
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(brideprice transaction) is typically enacted, being divided into three distinct 

recipient groups. The first is classified as anondaninda (the head food also 

known as the ‘mother food’, and glossed as No. 1), the second ayatisa naninda 

(the ‘side food’ from the sister’s hands or commonly No. 2), and the third 

yaragerisa naninda (is ‘food placed on a platform or altar’, or No. 3). 

 

I have outlined the changes within the actual brideprice transaction, from that of 

pigs and shells, to large amounts of money, imported meat, goats, chickens, and 

goods such as clothing and household items. Berndt (1962) informs us that the 

reciprocal brideprice exchange occurred on the same day, but now some period 

of time elapses before the reciprocal exchange occurs.  

 

Brideprice is the precursor of the ‘head-pay’ system. I have outlined certain 

differences between commodity transactions and brideprice exchange, and 

argue that an understanding of these essential economic differences is the key to 

recognising that women are certainly not commodities in a brideprice exchange. 

Moreover, for every child that the woman gives birth to within the marriage, her 

husband’s clan will give ‘payment’. When viewing brideprice as the precursor to 

the entire system of ‘head-payments’ as the Fore do, it becomes clear that 

women are producers of wealth for their natal clan.  

 

In the following chapter I will continue to examine the life-cycle of affinal 

exchange by focusing on childbirth and the ‘child-payments’ presented to affinal 

kin. I again emphasise the transactable elements of the body through the loss 

and replenishment of the mother’s agnatic clan substance. When viewed as a 

complete cycle, these affinal exchanges emphasise the procreative and nurturing 

role of women in producing entities for another clan. 
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Chapter Five 

The Tiena: The Ceremonial Event for the First ‘Head Pay’ 
 

Introduction 

Next in the cycle of life-payments within marriage, are payments for the birth or 

life of each child that the marriage produces. These ‘child-payments’, called 

yagarama naninda (the child’s food) are enacted in an event known as a tiena 

(the first ‘head-pay’) in which large quantities of meat and other significant foods 

such as bananas, taro and yam are presented to the child’s mother’s brothers 

and other matrikin. 69 But significant others, particularly the midwives, are also 

acknowledged with ceremonial foods at the tiena. 

 

A tiena is a happy occasion, held to celebrate the life of the new child and to 

make the first ‘child-payment’ to the wife’s patrikin. During the tiena, the child is 

publicly named, and, if an adoption, the name together with the new parentage is 

ceremoniously sealed with the cutting of sugar-cane. 

 

This chapter which is based around the tiena, is structured in three parts. First, I 

discuss the anthropological literature relevant to these ‘child-payments’; and 

second, I discuss aspects of pregnancy and birth, as it is these processes that 

the North Fore acknowledge as the basis of the ‘child-payment’. Third, I detail the 

enactment of a tiena, the public ceremony taking place for the first ‘head-pay’ for 

a child. This is followed by a discussion of adoption. I include field data on 

naming practices, particularly those of a first time mother. I also build upon 

Lindenbaum’s (1976, 1979) data of the namesake relationship, pointing out that 

                                            
69 Glasse (1969:35) states that a payment made upon a couple’s marriage, which was generally held before 
a girl menstruated, called for ‘a special meal given by the groom’s family to that of the bride (ti ena)’. 
Today for the North Fore a tiena is the event in which the child is formally named, and the first ‘child-
payment’ is made by the father’s family to the child’s mother’s brothers and other matrikin. 
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this unique bond is focused upon building a persona around the junior party. The 

namesake relationship as an inter-generational practice, also serves to repair the 

family ‘skin’ broken through long periods of absence or death.  

 

 

‘Child-payments’: from North Fore to Melanesia 

North Fore ‘child-payment’ prestations are made by the child’s father (and 

mother) with some assistance from the father’s patrikin. As indicated earlier 

gendered rules govern the recipients of these ‘child-payments’. For a boy the 

recipients are the child’s mother’s brothers, and they too will be the recipients of 

his mortuary ‘head-payment’. For a girl, although the mother’s patrikin are the 

essential recipients in the allocation of food at the tiena, their ‘name’ will follow 

that of one of the father’s brother’s sons.70 Calling his name first, which is a 

nomination of the father’s brother’s son’s position, signifies that he will be the 

main recipient of her brideprice, and following her marriage, will also be the major 

recipient of ‘child-payments’ and her mortuary ‘head-payment’. 

 

For the North Fore, the ‘child-payments’ are made because the husband has a 

responsibility to compensate his wife’s brothers for her carrying the child, her loss 

of blood during the birthing of the child, as well as the pain endured. In common 

with other Highlands groups, these compensatory ‘child-payments’ are made to 

ensure that they do not attract the wrath of the child’s mother’s brothers 

(Lindenbaum 1979, Gillison 1987, 1993, Wagner 1967, Errington & Gewertz 

1987, Bonnemere 1993).  

 

 
70 Should a girl’s father’s brother’s son not be nominated at the time of the tiena, the major recipient of the 
girl’s brideprice will be determined during the wainama (women’s house) at the time of her first 
menstruation. 
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James Weiner (1982:9-10) records the following groups that all variously 

emphasise the links to maternal kin, for example: 

… payment for maternal blood’ among the Daribi (Wagner 1967) and 

Melpa (Strathern 1972); ‘getting rid of maternal influence’ among the 

Siane (Salisbury 1962:132-133), Huli (see Glasse 1968:78), South Fore 

(Lindenbaum 1975:71) and Enga (Meggitt 1965:163); ‘compensation for 

maternal nurturance’ among the Gururumba (Newman 1965); ‘forestall 

sickness and the curse of the maternal uncle’ among the Wiru, Polopa 

(Wagner 1972:16) and Kutubuans (Williams 1940:57), or, more 

commonly, a combination of several of these notions. 

 

As Strathern (1984:169) has noted, ‘it is common in these patrilineally-orientated 

societies for special attention to be paid to maternal sources of nurture’. 

Moreover, this kind of attitude has been classified by Weiner (1982) as part of the 

‘blood complex’ of Highland groups, who in a ritual context practiced purificatory 

rites associated with eliminating the effects of maternal blood to enhance 

masculine (agnatic) attributes. In contrast to the Highlands ‘blood complex’ 

groups, are the ‘semen’ complex groups of southern New Guinea who ‘…stress 

the weakening and depleting effects of the loss of semen….’ (Weiner 1982:29). 

Groups within the ‘blood’ complex ‘… usually stress marriage by bridewealth as 

the normal means of wife-acquisition, and make certain equations between types 

of food and vital substance’ (Weiner 1982:29, citing Gayle Rubin 1975). 

Moreover, these ceremonial foods that constitute these cyclic ‘head-payments’ 

have profound anthropomorphic qualities. 

 

‘Child-payments’ also have recruitment effects. It is only through the prestation of 

these ‘child-payments’ to the mother’s patrikin that the child belongs to the 

father’s clan. As has long been noted by anthropologists, these ‘child-payments’ 

primarily by men to their affinal kin, serve to recruit the child into the agnatic clan. 

Failure to enact these ‘child-payments’ to the child’s matrikin, and thus not 
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formally acknowledging their maternal substance that has assisted in the 

formation of the unborn child and a loss of maternal substance during birthing, 

would mean that the child is never fully recruited into the father’s clan (cf Gillison 

1987:168, Bonnemere 1993:17, A. Strathern 1971:460, Wagner 1969:59).71 In 

the North Fore, this is clearly expressed in the idea that a divorced mother can 

take the children with her if these child payments have not been made. 

 

Thus there are two principles at work with these ‘child-payments’. The first is the 

acknowledgment of the maternal substance conjoining the child with the matrikin, 

for which the compensatory ‘child-payment’ is made. The second is the 

intensification of the child’s link to the patriclan and serves as a mechanism of 

recruitment.  

 
 
Conception, pregnancy and male and female agency 
Berndt (1962:90) and Lindenbaum (1976:58) outlined a form of male agency in 

the Fore beliefs and practices associated with the carrying of an unborn child, the 

successful birth, and its childhood development. Unlike the Gimi-speaking 

people, who believe it is semen alone that creates a child, nourished and 

protected within the mother’s body (see Glick 1963:100), Berndt (1962:90) 

recorded that the North Fore speakers believe that ‘the accumulation of semen 

and menstrual blood combines to form a fetus’. But it was explained to me by the 

North Fore that the semen comes from the father, but they also say that ‘the child 

 
71 Speaking about recruitment in the New Guinea Highlands, James Weiner (1982:9) notes that: 

Blood and semen provide an individual with an ineradicable substantial link with both his parents. 
The two substances relate him equally, but in different ways to his mother and his father. The 
recognition of this difference in the two kinds of substance ties is actualized by the following 
principle that is universal in the New Guinea Highlands: an individual will be recruited to his 
father’s group. That patrilineality is the normative recognition of the valuation placed on the 
substantive link between a child and his father. And yet, an individual remains related to his 
mother through the link of blood. The recognition of this continuous link is represented in the 
following principle: a man must compensate his child’s maternal kin (his wife’s agnates) for the 
blood that the wife and child share with them. Recruitment is thus contingent upon both 
patrilineality and maternal compensation (emphasis in original). 
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is housed within the mother’s blood, acknowledging not only the male and female 

role in the conception of a child, but also the mother’s clan’s role in nurturing the 

foetus through ‘housing it in her blood’, and that blood is shared with her 

brothers. 72 

 

Gillison (1993) attributes only male ‘agency’ to the conception of a Gimi child and 

its growth whilst in the womb. But contra to dominant models of agency, what the 

following North Fore data reveals is that whilst conception is the result of male 

agency, there are also collective female actions involved in the nourishment and 

development of the unborn child. In Strathern’s (1988:272) model of ‘agency’: ‘an 

agent is one who acts with another in mind, and that other may in fact coerce the 

agent into so acting’, here it can be seen that it is the pregnant mother together 

with the unborn child who exhibit agency, causing other adults to act. As noted 

by Strathern (1988:273), ‘agency and cause are split’ between a number of 

persons.  

 

In many areas of the New Guinea Highlands it is thought that several acts of 

coitus are needed before the foetus is formed (for example Gillison 1993, 

Newman 1964:261). An example from the North Fore mythology confirms such a 

perspective: 

In the garden at Figagiat at Rivetiga … are two stones, a ‘male stone’ 

upon which Morufonu ‘sharpened’ his penis, and a ‘female stone’ upon 

which Jugumishanta ‘sharpened’ her vagina. They sat separately, one at 

each side of the garden; Morufonu looked at his wife’s vagina, and his 

penis grew long and stretched out across the garden. Jugumishanta 

‘sharpened’ her vagina on the stone, making it large; Morufono 

 
72 Strathern & Stewart (1999:176) when describing Melpa perceptions of foetal development use the phrase 
‘surrounded and nurtured in the womb by maternal blood’. Bonnemere (1993:5) records that the Ankave-
Anga from the northern Gulf Province believe it is the mother who solely nourishes the child whilst in the 
uterus. 
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‘sharpened’ his penis, making a pointed apex to facilitate entry. They were 

both working at opposite sides of the garden. He now extended his penis 

so that it went across the garden and entered her; but after he had 

ejaculated, Jugumishanta turned around. “What is this that enters my 

vagina? Ah, it is his penis!” She caught hold of it and cut it. Morufonu drew 

it back and began to ‘sharpen’ it to a point again, and Jugumishanta also 

‘sharpened’ her vagina. The same thing happened again. She turned, 

exclaimed, grabbed hold of his penis, and cut it. This continued until his 

penis was normal size, and the two could enjoy intercourse in the usual 

manner. Jugumishanta then became pregnant (Berndt 1962:42).  

 

From the above North Fore mythology, it can be seen that it is a combination of 

both male and female agency at work in the definition of the male and female 

body in a manner necessary for conception and reproduction. Moreover, it details 

the original non-human size of the male genital which through consistent acts of 

female agency in the form of a series of diminishing detachments of the male 

genital it becomes human size for the reproduction of humans via coitus. The 

origin story gives some emphasis to male bodily transformations that were 

necessary for any conception to occur. Moreover, it also implies a gendered 

opposition between growth and reproduction (pregnancy, attachment) perceived 

as female, and diminishment and detachment seen as male. Both processes and 

the involvement of both male and female agency are necessary for reproduction.  

 

The fetal body is composed of both male and female substances, with the semen 

forming the skeletal structure (the permanent paternal identity) and blood, which 

forms bodily flesh and skin (the impermanent maternal identity). Conception also 

involves the production of a child’s spirit, soul or life-force, their auna (a 



176 
 

                                           

compound of au ‘self’ and na ‘thing’).73 A child is infused with the mother’s auna 

as are all products of a women’s labour, such as pigs, gardens and the produce 

within their gardens.). A child’s auna is formed at conception, and for women, it is 

the source of their nurturing ability. 

 

Whilst pregnant, women must be careful to protect and nourish the growing 

foetus. Delilah Wabata (herself heavy with child) explained women’s 

responsibility to assist the unborn child (andavindi) in the following terms:  

When a woman becomes pregnant, for the first two months, she can’t do 

big work such as digging gardens; after two months the women are still 

not expected to carry heavy loads including firewood and garden food. 

They must stay close to the house. After four months pregnancy, then the 

women can resume heavy tasks, and the child that she is carrying will also 

be strong.  

 
These explanations, centred around the early stages of pregnancy when the 

foetus is said to be weak, are told to expectant mothers by their own mothers and 

also by their husband’s mother. 

 

During pregnancy all of the pregnant woman’s female in-laws, such as her 

husband’s brother’s wives or husband’s sisters are expected to provide her with 

garden produce and firewood. All these activities are thought to assist her to 

grow the unborn child. In return, her sisters-in-law will also be given assistance 

with garden food and firewood throughout their own pregnancies. These female 

nurturing practices highlight the social reciprocity and moral responsibilities of 

women in ensuring the growth of a healthy child for their husband’s clan. 

 

 
73 Gimi use the same word auna for a person’s breath or life force (Gillison 1991:177, 1993:108). 
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Cultural taboos during pregnancy 

Both the father and mother contribute to the wellbeing of the unborn child. 

Although Berndt (1962:90) recorded that there is ‘no restriction on sexual 

intercourse until the pregnant woman actually leaves for the seclusion hut…’, my 

field data differs from Ronald Berndt, as it has been my observation that when a 

woman is visibly pregnant, her husband appears to spend most of his time apart 

from her, for example, staying elsewhere, even going as far as staying in Goroka 

for some months before the child is born, and remaining there until some weeks 

after the child has been born. This too is the case with fathers of unmarried 

(pregnant) daughters. For pregnancy is one of the times of danger for men, and it 

is apparent that North Fore men do not stay close to their pregnant wife at such 

time. For, the North Fore believe that being close to one’s pregnant wife and 

having sexual intercourse with her whilst pregnant, makes men especially weak. 

Moreover, sexual intercourse is believed to damage the child’s fontanel and even 

can kill the child. In response to these beliefs, men adopt extraordinary 

precautions to avoid contact with pregnant women. 

 

During his wife’s pregnancy a North Fore man must observe taboos other than 

just mere avoidance. For example, Ronald Berndt (1962:90) recorded that the 

expectant father must observe a number of ‘small taboos, mostly relating to 

gardening, the eating of certain vegetables, and so on….[which are] intended 

chiefly to safeguard the child and facilitate its birth’. For example: ‘the father must 

not drive a fence post into the ground, in case the mother’s vagina be obstructed 

and the child be prevented from emerging; he must not loop or knot twine or 

creepers, in case the child should be strangled by the umbilical cord’ (Berndt 

1962:90). Not only does a North Fore man observe the above taboos during his 

wife’s pregnancy, but the expectant father also observes taboos associated with 

food that pertain to his own wellbeing. For example, Berndt (1962:90) records: 

‘For some time before and after the child’s birth he should not eat edible leaves – 

because these, when cooked in the usual way, are said to resemble the feces of 
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a young baby. By eating them, therefore, the father is in danger of losing his 

strength and becoming as weak as a baby’.  

 

This taboo recorded by Berndt regarding the eating of certain greens (ebia) is still 

in effect today for North Fore men. Moreover, Lindenbaum (1979:51) recorded 

that these greens are symbolically female. Lindenbaum (1976:58) records that 

‘…once the child is born, the responsibility for its future lies almost entirely in the 

father’s hands. By the food taboos and sexual self-restraint he, rather than his 

wife, exerts, and by the appropriate payments to his wife’s kin, he steers the child 

safely through the post-partum period’. Although the issue of male taboos 

surrounding childbirth has been emphasised in the literature on the North and 

South Fore (see Lindenbaum 1979, Berndt 1962), more recent analysis reveal a 

more cooperative model between the sexes. As Stewart & Strathern (1999:345-

346) point out, these gendered acts reveal ‘collaboration and complementarity’ 

between the sexes, and that abstinence is ‘…no less collaborative than sexual 

intercourse’ (Stewart & Strathern 1999:347). 

 

For the North Fore, the post partum period lasts until the child has its first tooth. 

This tooth signals that the child is ready and able to consume solid food. Only 

then it is said that North Fore men resume intercourse with their wives. But in the 

modern era, this taboo is not practiced by all, with some younger couples having 

children quite soon following the birth of another. These young mothers will then 

be advised to use some form of birth control to ensure the spacing and timing of 

their children.74 

 

 
74 In PNG, according to women to whom I have spoken, there is an unofficial ‘five child policy’ for 
women, but not men. Following the birth of a woman’s fifth child, medical authorities may insist on some 
form of sterilisation for the mother, generally the tying of the fallopian tubes.  
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The North Fore and other Highlands groups believe that during times of 

‘menstruation, at pregnancy and childbirth and for a defined period afterward’ 

women are ‘potentially dangerous to men’ (Berndt 1962:56). For it is during these 

natural female cycles that women’s ‘otherness’ is viewed as being particularly 

harmful to men. But, as Berndt (1965:84, 1992:79) astutely observed, it was not 

just that the menstrual blood or the afterbirth blood that is dangerous to men 

(unless ingested); but it can potentially influence other women too (see Berndt 

1992:79).  

 

The North Fore beliefs about the power of blood are crucial here. They believe 

that whenever blood is present, so too are the spirits of dead ancestors whose 

behaviour is unpredictable and even quite capricious (Berndt 1954:205, C. 

Berndt 1957:42). Thus, when menstrual or afterbirth blood is present so too are 

these dangerous spirits who like to eat blood in its many different forms. Berndt 

(1954a:206) states that ‘spilt blood is the food of the spirits’. This ‘state of danger’ 

from spirits (Berndt 1962:56) requires women’s seclusion during menstruation 

and childbirth and for male avoidance at these times. In former times, on these 

occasions salt and other medicinal leaves were utilised in a propitiatory manner 

to counteract the perceived danger of the spirits (see for example Berndt 

1952a:51, 1954a:195 cf Berndt 1962:65). Previously, pig’s blood was utilised to 

both call spirits and to supplicate the spirits (see for example Berndt 1952a:54, 

1952b, 1954a:196, 1954a:207, 1954b, 1962:65). Moreover, at the end of ritual 

occasions, at the culminating feasts, ‘the spiritual essence from the blood itself’ 

(Berndt 1962:65) attracted the ancestral spirits.  

 

Links between blood and spirit are also evident in Scott’s (1980:179) account for 

the North Fore term for menstrual houses iyegaena namane (iyegae 

‘menstruation’, na ‘thing’, n - ‘my’, amane ‘spirit’, ‘ancestral story of origin’). This 

translation provides a greater understanding of Berndt’s (1965:84) analysis that 

‘…menstrual blood is not dangerous [unless ingested], although it is regarded as 
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sacred’ (square brackets added). The sacred properties that Berndt reflects on 

here are derived from the spiritual associations of menstrual blood and these 

associations are also found in the North Fore understandings of the menstrual 

house. 

 

In highlighting the Fore perspective of the ‘danger’ associated with women during 

menstruation, and childbirth, it is evident that menstrual and post-partum 

substances cannot simply be defined as ‘polluting’. For women were confined to 

counteract the dangers associated with not only menstrual blood, but also the 

spirits that were also inevitably present. As Salisbury (1965:75) writing on the 

Siane of the Eastern highlands province noted, ‘[w]omen … continually produce 

spirit in the form of blood’. 

 

To summarise so far, both male and female agency was evident in the origin 

narrative regarding human reproduction via sexual activity. Moreover, in 

discussing the cultural taboos associated with pregnancy, what was also elicited 

was male and female actions in protecting and nourishing the unborn child. Male 

actions for the well-being of the pregnant wife and unborn child is evident in the 

(male) taboos associated with gardening and the ban on eating of certain green 

(female) vegetables. Collective female actions in aiding the wellbeing of the 

pregnant clan-woman and the unborn child is evident in the activities associated 

with offering firewood and garden food, particularly in the early stages of 

pregnancy. Again, what is evident is that women in this bodily state exhibit 

agency, as does the unborn child. 
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Birth 
Describing North Fore birthing practices from the early in 1950s, Berndt 

(1962:90) wrote: 

 

…when the unborn child’s bones become strong it is said to ask itself, 

“Which road shall I take? The doorway is there below!” Then, in a normal 

birth, it emerges head first from its mother, finally being pulled out by the 

body and hands of another woman (the mother’s sister, mother-in-law, co-

wife, or even conditions permitting, her own mother): the afterbirth is 

covered up in a nearby hole in the hut. On the day following the birth the 

child is rubbed with cassowary or pig fat, and intermediaries tell the father 

whether the baby is male or female. If it is a boy, the father may prepare a 

paste of animal fur or scraped bark and send it to the hut to be rubbed into 

the child’s chin and upper lip to retard the undesirable growth of facial hair. 

On the third day, the child drinks milk for the first time. On the fifth day his 

skin and face are said to look “good”, and on the following day mother and 

child return home. There the father particularly may make a great deal of 

fuss over the [boy] child, rubbing his body with cassowary fat to make him 

strong so that he will grow quickly. Much the same attention is paid to a 

girl, but with less emphasis on the development of strength (square 

brackets added). 

 

Today in Moke village children are birthed at home, or alternatively, at the nearby 

Okapa government hospital, and for complicated births such as twins, at the 

Goroka hospital.  

 

Although in Moke village I was never in attendance at a birth, in August 2001, in 

Port Moresby whilst staying with a Moke clansman both his wife (a Kerema 
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woman) and I assisted her sister to give birth. 75 This came about as Port 

Moresby was in a state of curfew at that time.76 No-one was allowed on the 

street after 6 p.m. We were therefore unable to use a nearby public phone to ca

for someone to take her to the Port Moresby hospital. When I was called to 

assist, labour was well underway; the birthing mother lay on her back, with knees 

raised, her body was covered with a bed-sheet. This birthing position is similar

the bio-medical mode of deliver

 

The day after the successful delivery of a girl, many of the young unmarried 

Moke clansmen in Port Moresby congregated at Brian’s home at Nine Mile and 

cooked a very large meal for all present to consume. Their assistance with the 

preparation and cooking of the meal was because we women, due to our 

assistance with the child’s birth, were unable to perform these domestic chores, 

particularly for consumption by men and boys. These young North Fore men 

acted to ensure that no harm befell their fellow clansman and his male children. 

Thus there was a collective male element involved in the wellbeing of their fellow 

clansman and his entire family. For one week, the wife was not required to cook 

for her husband, young son (and daughters), with her husband doing most of the 

cooking for his family that week.  

 

Gillison (1993:48) notes that in order to safeguard men from the weakening 

effects associated with childbirth: ‘anyone who touches the newborn or the 

mother, or the mother’s food, cannot handle the father’s food, nor touch his 

hearth, nor blow into embers of his fire lest he fall ill and die’. People believed 

that contact with a newborn child would weaken, and soften a man making him 

 
75 Although I expressed my interest to attend births in Moke village, I was never called upon or invited. 
When I questioned one woman as to why they did not come for me for the birth of her child, she replied 
that I had a ‘different skin’. As there was some obvious discomfort felt by them in having me present, I 
never again pursued the matter. 
76 This state of unrest was due to the killing of two UPNG students by Police whilst demonstrating against 
the privatisation of government owned utilities. 
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like the weak, soft child. For the North Fore, this belief and associated practices 

also extends not just simply to the child’s birth ‘father’, but to all men and boys.  

 

In Moke village today, for the first three weeks of a child’s life, the mother cannot 

cook food for her husband or her sons. After three weeks during which time the 

new baby has grown a little, makes noises and smiles, the mother can cook for 

the male members of her family. Although I was informed that it is only after a 

period of three weeks that the father of the child will come and see the baby, this 

was not my observation. I saw proud (young) fathers holding their child in the first 

week or so of the child’s life. Today, some of the younger men are rejecting some 

of the traditional cultural practices that centred upon the strength and wellbeing 

of men.  

 

Despite these innovative practices, childbirth and the substances flowing from 

childbirth are considered dangerous to men. The processes and substances of 

birth create moral responsibilities for women. As soon as the baby is born, the 

mother must be washed thoroughly, so that men do not see any of the signs of 

childbirth. Because of the fear of the power associated with menstrual blood, the 

newborn child must also be washed so that the baby’s skin is also cleansed of all 

traces of childbirth. 

 

It is the women’s responsibility to ensure that no man sees the placenta 

(andagu); only women can see, smell and touch it. For women who give birth at 

home, the placenta is buried secretly in the garden. During the time of kuru, the 

placenta was also eaten by the midwives (in-laws of the birth mother), or 

alternatively disposed of into the latrine or fire for fear that sorcerers would use it 

as a sorcery item (see Lindenbaum 1972:243, 1975:281, 1979:20). 
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In the past, the North Fore buried the placenta and the umbilical cord in the 

husband’s patriclan’s garden under newly planted yam, banana or sugar cane, 

which were given to the mother’s family to eat, as part of the first ‘child payment’. 

The foods represent the transformation of the child’s umbilical cord and placenta 

(maternal substance) into the fertility of the patri-clan’s land. Today, some 

continue to adhere to this practice. But as noted earlier, ancestral spirits are 

present whenever blood is found. To protect the agnatic clan from the dangers 

associated with blood and spirit, great care and attention is necessary. This 

burial of the child’s placenta, which in essence is the mother’s maternal 

substance infused with spirit, was then buried under significant plants, which are 

regarded by Fore as male, such as the banana, yam and sugar-cane, on the 

father’s patri-clan land. 

 

The burying of the placenta on the father’s clan land is a secret thing done by an 

older female family member, such as the father’s mother. Although the father has 

not seen this, both he, and his wife, know where the placenta has been buried. 

They know that some of the food given to the mother’s brothers has derived from 

the garden where the placenta was buried. The wife will think, ‘I felt pain, so it 

[this food] is rightfully theirs’. It can be seen here that the first child-payment is a 

compensatory payment to the wife’s natal kin for her carrying the child and the 

loss of blood and substance as well as for the endurance of pain. 

 

The practices associated with birthing in a village environment, as opposed to a 

hospital birth, ‘secures attachment to place through the blood spilt there, a 

groundedness further enhanced by planting the exuviae of birth – placenta, 

umbilical cord, or both – in the earth to affirm the attachment of the body of the 

child to the land’ (Jolly 2002:13), are common throughout the Pacific and 

Melanesia. But as previously described, the North Fore take this groundedness a 

step further, by incorporating the placenta and umbilical cord through a 

compensatory cycle of ‘male’ clan foods that are utilised in the ‘child-payment’ 



(see Diagram 3). This cycle of reproduction was a major part of the process of 

recruiting children into the husband’s agnatic clan. 

 

 

Diagram 3: The North Fore placenta cycle  
 
Andrew Strathern (1982b:119-20) recorded a similar occurrence with the 

placenta and umbilical cord amongst the Melpa from the Western Highlands, as 

did Merret-Balkos (1998:220) with the Anagen speakers from the Southern 

Highlands. Following the child’s birth, these maternally derived items are buried 

in the patri-clan garden, and then a cordyline or banana tree is planted on top. In 

contrast to the Fore, it is the father who performs this ‘cordyline ritual’. Regarding 

the cordyline, Stewart & Strathern (2000a:177) remark, ‘this plant is one of the 

sacred plants associated with Female Spirit …’, and Newman (1964:264) states 

that one specific type of red cordyline is a symbol of menstrual blood. Strathern 

(1982b:119-20) notes that the father also constructs a fence around the newly 

planted cordyline, and this becomes the site for the disposal of the child’s 
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faeces.77 Strathern (1982b:120) argues that for the Melpa, this planting of 

placenta on patriclan land is to ensure the growth of the child, and the child’s min 

(soul). He states: ‘The navel-string, which once connected the child to the mother 

in the womb, now connects it to the earth, and this link is represented by the 

cordyline…’. Moreover, he (1982b:120) states that the cordyline ‘is a marker 

between life and death’. Here again, it can be shown that the above practices are 

a major recruitment principle for the agnatic clan through the transformation of 

female spirit into patriclan spirit. 

 
 

Taboos and practices that protected men and women following childbirth 

In the early 1950s when Ronald Berndt and his wife were stationed at Pusarasa, 

the nearby village to Moke, salt was an important ritual item utilised by North 

Fore men to counter not only the female ‘states’ such as menstruation and 

childbirth, but at all other times when blood or spirit were present (Berndt 

1962:57, 88, 123; see also Berndt 1952a, 1952b, 1954a, 1954b). Salt, together 

with certain aromatic barks, was firstly masticated, and then sprayed across food 

that was ready for consumption, this acted as a prophylactic to counteract the 

dangers present from blood and ancestral spirits. Berndt (1962:49) recorded that: 

salt (or mineral ash), ‘is one of the most valuable commodities in this region…’ 

traditionally utilised ‘not only for seasoning food but for what might be called ritual 

purposes’. Moreover, salt ‘is especially significant at times of human crisis, when 

people are most vulnerable: at childbirth, marriage, menstruation, and during 

sickness’ (Berndt 1962:49). As the following myth informs us, salt is ‘the body or 

essence of Jugumishanta, [and] protects the partaker’ (Berndt 1962:41). Berndt 

(1965:83) adds: ‘Through eating it people derive strength; and the act itself, in 

whatever context, has a sacramental quality’. 

 
77 Considering that beliefs regarding the dangers of maternal substances to men are common throughout the 
Highlands, it is likely that a female member of the clan actually disposed of the placenta and umbilical 
cord, with the husband contributing by planting the cordyline which is a symbol of female blood and spirit.  



187 
 

                                           

Jugumishanta, the original female creative being, has many manifestations, but 

the principal ones are ‘… Rivetiga, the swampy site [near Moke out of which the 

creative beings are said to have come]; Kabito, a type of red croton, or Jagami or 

jagu, a special variety of ‘salt’’ (Berndt 1962:41 square brackets added, cf Berndt 

1965:83). 78 Berndt (1962:41fn7) notes that: 

 

These are her principal names. Red croton leaves are immersed for some 

time in the swamp water at Rivetiga, then dried in the sun. This yields a 

thin layer of “salt”… Collected in this way it is chewed and expectorated 

over food for seasoning or it is used in propitiation to avoid sickness, 

sorcery, and so on. Net bags, too, are left in this water and on being dried 

are stiff with “salt”. 

 

This customary use of traditional salt or mineral ash, itself of female origins, 

utilised to prevent contamination through female contagions suggests a 

homeopathic curing system, that is, of like curing like.79 Today, salt is no longer 

utilised in this protective manner. Although the significance for the need for the 

salt for both male and female protection was not stressed, older female family 

members informed me of the traditional importance of salt making prior to the 

birthing of children, and the amount of hard work to produce this salt.80 

 

 

 

 

 

 
78 Her other manifestations are: ‘Jugu:jugufanta, meaning a species of grass used for nose-piercing, and 
Guriguri, the stone barrier of a waterfall’ (Berndt 1962:41). 
79 During her kuru research, Lindenbaum (1979:19) also recorded aspects of the Fore homeopathic curing 
system. 
80 See Sorenson (1972:60-61) for a pictorial record of prior salt-making activities of the South Fore. He 
(1976:62) records that salt production was the work of men only, and ‘[w]omen were not allowed even to 
look upon the site of salt production’. 



188 
 

Female practices following birth: cooking of ebia in bamboo 

For women, another key product in the production of children is the small soft 

green vegetable, ebia (Rungia klossi or ‘mushroom plant’). As the following data 

shows, ebia is used extensively following childbirth. After the birth of a child, the 

amavara (the wife’s female in laws) all go to their gardens and pick large 

quantities of ebia, a type of soft small-leaf green vegetable, that is used in large 

quantities on these ritual occasions. All of the women who come to visit the 

mother and her newborn child carry with them two bilums of food. One bilum 

contains the female food of ebia and other leafy greens and vegetables for the 

mother, and the second bilum contains garden vegetables, but not leafy greens 

(that is, hard foods and not soft foods), for the husband and other male members 

of the household. The husband will note who has provisioned them with food, 

and will reciprocate with a small pile of ceremonial food at the child-payment.  

 

There are two types of ebia, one with small green leaves, and another variety 

that has a variegated leaf. All of the women married into the child’s paternal line, 

and if living nearby, all the women of the mother’s maternal line also congregate 

at the hut with the mother and newborn child. They fill a length of bamboo with 

the ebia by stuffing and then thumping the bamboo container on the ground to 

force the ebia to the bottom, repeating this process until full. They cook the ebia 

in bamboo over the fire, turning the tube until finally it begins steaming, and is 

cooked. When cooked, the bamboo container is unplugged of the ball of leafy 

greens that is being used to hold the ebia within, then the bamboo container is 

held aloft, and the woman holding it, uses a strong downward force and jerking 

motion, and the ebia falls from the bamboo, into a plate, or alternatively, it is 

placed upon a cabbage or banana leaf. They give this largely soft female food to 

the new mother, and also share it amongst themselves. Moreover, these largely 

soft ‘female’ foods are what a man cannot eat during his wife’s pregnancy. This 

food called naninda is food for the new mother. The ebia is said to assist the new 

mother to replace blood that she lost in childbirth. The women talk amongst 
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themselves, and cook more ebia and share it. The women have come to admire 

the newborn child and to assist the mother with any duties concerning the child. 

Some wash the child’s nappies; others assist her with firewood, or saw off 

lengths of bamboo suitable for the process of ‘cooking in bamboo’. 

 

The practice of cooking ebia in bamboo occurs at important life cycle events such 

as birth, at the time of burial, as well as during the mourning period. 81 To ‘cook 

ebia in bamboo’ at these ritual events, signifies replenishment within the life 

cycle. 82 Although it is said that the bamboo flute was symbolic of female 

subjugation (Berndt:1962:55) the bamboo itself is a symbol of fertility, 

symbolising the equivalence of the male penis (Lindenbaum 1976:56, Strathern 

1988:111) and the female birth canal (Strathern 1988:11). These gendered 

elements are also found within the following account of Fore mythology in which 

‘…a pair of ….modest founders, create[d] a population of fellow humans from a 

bamboo container of leafy greens (symbolically female) cooked with a human 

bone (symbolically male), or from a shower of cooked pandanus’ (Lindenbaum 

1979:51). Lindenbaum (1979:51) states that the myth is a message of 

‘transubstantiation; food becomes humanity, the very idea of kinship’. This 

combination of soft green (female) ebia, and the (male) bone, was also 

previously utilised following the death of a person, by grinding down the 

deceased’s bones, and then mixing the powder the ebia. This combination was 

both eaten (see Berndt 1962:243, 273) as well as buried in the garden. 

Moreover, on many occasions, Berndt (1962)83 reported that the deceased’s 

bones were rubbed with their own blood before being buried in the patriclan 

 
81 Although the practice of cooking food in bamboo is significantly utilised at these life-cycle events, it can 
be done anytime. This traditional form of cooking is said to preserve meat for a number of days, and often 
when ceremonial transactions are being held, and there is an abundance of meat, some will be cooked 
together with greens within a bamboo container. 
82 At the time of burial, the ebia in bamboo is called avaninda. It differs from purely green vegetables 
(ebia), eaten at the time of birth, by being enriched with pork or other meat. 
83 For example, Berndt (1962:183, 1962:184, 1952a:44). 
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garden. Berndt (1952a:44) reported that this ‘final feature’ was ‘ritually the most 

important’ aspect of ensuring ‘fertility’. 

 

This past practice of anointing bones with blood, and mixing greens with ground 

down bones ensured the regeneration of male and female ancestral substance. 

This process of replenishment continues in modified form following childbirth and 

mortuary ritual in the form of ‘cooking ebia in bamboo’. For the North Fore, it 

could be said that the practice of ‘cooking ebia in bamboo’ on these ritual 

occasions following birth and burials signifies the regenerative aspect of the life-

cycle combining both male and female realms.  

 
 

Practices associated with infancy today 

Having discussed women’s ritual practices following childbirth in the form of 

‘cooking ebia in bamboo’, I now briefly outline child strengthening practices. For 

the strength and wellbeing of the new-born child, women tell their daughter’s to 

warm their hands near the fire, and to rub her warmed hands over the new-born 

baby’s hands, feet, head and navel, heating and strengthening them. This 

strengthening procedure of applying heat to the new-born’s extremities and navel 

is followed for some days. 84 I was informed that one particular child’s deformed 

hand was the result of his mother failing to perform this strengthening and 

warming routine. 

 

As the child grows, all the young children and older family members 

affectionately tell the child: ‘I’m going to cut off your ears, I’ll break your nose, I’ll 

break your face, and so on’. These aggressive statements, accompanied by 

mock actions of pulling ears, and being punched in the face, are designed to 

make the child grow bold and strong. These mock threats are not common to just 

 
84 Gillison (1993:240) speaks of the Gimi applying the ‘heat of life’ to newborn children. 
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one family, but are used by all North Fore as the conventional form of 

communicating with babies or ‘baby talk’. Goldman (1987:452) too recorded the 

Huli in some of their ‘baby-talk’ also ‘mockingly attempt to hit the infant’ whilst 

simultaneously gently touching the particular part of the body being named.  

 

Today children are greased with baby oil rather than the pig fat that was 

previously used. The oil is often given to a new mother as a gift for the child. 

Mothers receive gifts of nappies, baby blankets, clothes for the new child and 

most importantly – blocks of soap, both body soap and soap for washing clothes. 

Both the mother’s and the father’s kin will provide these gifts. Soap is considered 

an important item and it is one of the few items that the Fore need to purchase. 

 

These gifts for the child, particularly a girl, are said to ensure the giver receives 

the child’s assistance in the future, and in particular, with the carrying of water 

and firewood. Moreover, these gifts to the mother and child are recognised 

during the tiena, and the donor will often be given a dish of meat and vegetables 

by the child’s father’s clan. 

 
 

‘Child-payments’ - tiena 

A tiena (‘child-payment’) can be enacted at anytime following the birth of a child. 

Similar to other types of ‘head-payments’, the hosting of this event is generally 

held over to occur in coffee season when everyone is flush with cash. In 

comparison to the other cyclic head-payments, ‘child-payments’ are relatively 

inexpensive to host, today requiring only one to three cartons of meat to enact. 

But as Gillison (1993:242) points out, the size of the ‘child-payment’ is dependent 

upon the status of the father and father’s father.  
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The North Fore say that to receive the food on behalf of the child is ‘a big 

honour’, because it is their blood that is being recognised. The ‘food that belongs 

to the child’ (yagarama naninda) is known as ‘a big food’. Thus food given and 

received at any of the ritual events associated with ‘head-payments’ is given the 

status of being a ‘special food’ and in the case of a tiena, is given on behalf of the 

husband’s clan in order to supplant the ties to the mother’s clan and thus recruit 

the child into the father’s clan. A husband’s failure to host a tiena and thus make 

a ‘head-payment’ to his wife’s patrikin is a source of shame. By his inaction, he is 

seen as a man of no consequence, and is shown no respect by the wife’s 

patrikin.  

 

On the other hand, the husband who regularly enacts these ‘child-payments’ and 

gives food to his wife’s patrikin may reap the benefits of fulfilling his obligations. 

For example, one man from Yagusa village in North Fore informed me that his 

affines were so pleased with him that they gave him a large tract of land to plant 

further coffee trees. Such offers are not made if these ‘child-payments’ are not 

forthcoming. 

 
 

Adoption 

In these kind of kinship exchanges, adoption is also a crucial feature. As 

Lindenbaum (1979:44) wrote: ‘Fore pay no heed to the distinction we make 

between real and fictional kinship … Adoption is … common and easily 

arranged’. Lindenbaum also noted that for the (South) Fore, there are many 

avenues for arranging adoptions, for ‘[c]hildren, like women, bind their donors 

and recipients in an economic, legal, and effective interchange’.  

 

In the past, due to deaths of mothers from kuru, and fathers from warfare, 

adoption was commonplace between members of agnatic kin. But Lindenbaum 

(1979:44) reported that other pragmatic concerns also governed adoption, not 
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merely the creation of families. For example, due to the late onset of 

menstruation, at around the age of eighteen, coupled with the post-partum 

taboos, Fore women (then) only had a limited span of fertility. As a consequence, 

the Fore had a unique method of overcoming this limited female fertile span and 

boosting the reproductive capacity of the women. This intensification of a 

woman’s fertility was achieved by newly married couples adopting a child, 

through the customary practice of initiating an exchange relationship through: 

 

offer[ing] food to the biological parents of a young child. When the child no 

longer depends upon the mother’s nurture, it comes to live with the new 

parents, who now hold jural rights in the infant (Lindenbaum 1979:44).  

 

Lindenbaum (1979:44) points out that this custom, does in fact improve the 

fertility of women, for it ‘may encourage quicker conception by both women 

involved; relieved of nursing, [and the post-partum taboo] the biological mother is 

free to become pregnant again’, presumably by stimulating ovulation. As noted 

by Lindenbaum (1979:44) ‘[t]his is not adoption to solve the emergencies of 

abandonment or orphaning, or even of infertility, since it occur[ed] during the first 

few months of a marriage’.  

 

Adoptions between small groups of classificatory kin may also be seen as 

gifts of labour and an exchange of wealth that intensifies the relationship 

between the adults concerned. It gives them an identity of interest in the 

survival and development of a single child (Lindenbaum 1979:45). 

 

Whilst Berndt was undertaking fieldwork, the concept of an ‘unmarried mother’ 

was inconceivable. He (1962:197-8) writes: ‘It is important that a child should 

have a social father … should an unmarried girl become pregnant the marriage 

proceedings are hastened so that the birth can take place with the full co-

operation of the child’s father and his lineage’. In Moke village (as in other parts 
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of the Eastern Highlands), a young unmarried woman must give up her child to a 

married woman, and included in this category are elderly widows. Today, an 

exception to this rule is that of an older divorced woman who is financially 

independent. In 2005, when one unmarried woman gave birth to a girl, first, one 

of her mother’s brothers wanted to adopt the baby. But instead of watching her 

daughter give up her child, the child’s mother’s mother, decided to assist her 

daughter raise the child within the family home. She stated that when her 

daughter finally did marry, her grand-daughter would then accompany her mother 

to her new husband’s village to be on hand to assist her mother with her 

multitude of female chores.  

 

The social fathering of the child continues to be of importance today, and it is for 

this reason, that the young unmarried mother has to relinquish her child. In the 

case of an older financially independent divorced woman, all of her brothers are 

considered the child’s father. Regarding the relinquishment of children, Sexton 

(1986:27) commented: ‘[a]lthough it is shameful for an unmarried girl to become 

pregnant, her child is not at a loss for loving parents. Grandparents are pleased 

to raise a young child again and childless couples are eager to adopt children’. 

 

There are many families keen to adopt a child, and in particular, elderly couples, 

or elderly widows, are eager to adopt and raise a young child. Moreover, it is a 

common practice of the elderly North Fore, to adopt a young girl to assist them in 

their old age with such chores as carrying firewood and fetching water. These 

girls are denied the opportunity to attend school, as they must provide constant 

companionship, particularly in accompanying their elderly mothers to the garden. 

 

Obligations between the adoptive parents and the birth parents continue into 

death. For example, Glenda, and her husband Meme, adopted a young man 

named Sawie. In 2004, sorcerers killed Sawie’s father, Simon. When Simon’s 



mortuary ‘head-pay’ was being enacted Glenda and Meme killed a pig and 

cooked it together with one carton of lamb flap in an earth oven at their place. 

Then along with members of Meme’s clan, the cooked food was carried to 

Tumundi near Paendani where the mortuary ‘head-payment’ for Simon was 

being held. Some of Glenda’s brothers and their wives assisted her with 

contributions of money and also participated at the mumu and carried the food 

down to Tumundi. Glenda’s brothers are in a mother’s brothers relationship to 

Sawie, and were displaying their support for their sister and her husband by 

contributing to the payment that Sawie’s adopted parents were making to 

Simon’s clan brothers, who in turn were making a ‘head-payment’ to Simon’s 

mother’s brothers.  

 

 

Figure 33: Food being carried to Tumundi as contribution for Simon’s 
‘head-pay. 
 

Whilst adoption to the Fore may be commonplace, the adopted child is shielded 

from this fact, and raised to believe that they are the biological children of their 

parents (cf Glasse 1969:30). Following an interview with one clan mother, she 
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became very concerned with that she had told me about adopting two of her 

children, and wanted me to erase it from the tape-recorder. She insisted that the 

children were adopted because she ‘loved’ them, just as she loved her own 

children. She felt enormous guilt as if she had betrayed her children by telling me 

of their biological origins.  

 

In Moke village many women talk about adopting children, and jokingly purport to 

be cross with one of their female in-laws for not having a child and giving it to 

them to raise as their own child. This is particularly the case with women with an 

abundance of girls, who want a boy, but also, mothers (and fathers) of a 

predominantly male family are eager to have a girl to assist the mother with the 

family duties. In adopting a child of a different sex to those predominant in the 

family, a balance can be achieved. Therefore, the women appeal to their in-laws 

to give them one of their children to be raised as their own.  

 

Margaret Jolly (1998:2) points out the labour involved in nurturing a child through 

the adoptive process. She states: ‘… we must not forget how many have become 

mothers [and fathers] not through pregnancy but through processes of adoption 

and the labour of nurture’ (square bracket added). Some Fore women are 

‘known’ for adopting children. For example, one that I know has three sons by 

birth and two adopted children. She emphasised to me how ‘hard’ it was to raise 

these children in comparison to those she raised on bodily substances occurring 

naturally through lactation. Although she did suckle the adopted children, the 

hormonal process needed to stimulate lactation does not occur overnight. The 

North Fore say that the adoptive mother and child bond through sharing bodily 

substances, as well as preparing and sharing other food. To assist the bonding 

process between my adopted child and myself, the child’s mother’s mother, Kilo 

who married into Kamila in South Fore, whenever she saw me, constantly 

impressed upon me the need to give my breast to the young baby to suckle. For 

as previously noted, the adoption of a child can stimulate hormones and cause 
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the adopting mother to lactate, thus creating female bodily substances to hasten 

the bonding process, and, moreover, to indeed merge the new mother with her 

child.  

 
 

Calling the name of the baby 

In October 2004 a tiena that was enacted by Purago and I for the adoption of a 

child. 85 I begin this account of the tiena by firstly describing the public 

proclamation made by myself to those assembled to witness this customary 

‘head-payment’ to the child’s mother’s brothers. I had been coached by Purago 

to make this speech, in which I was also encouraged to inform everyone present 

that at some point in the young child’s future, she would accompany me to 

Australia where she would do her schooling, but first we wanted her to be able to 

converse in Fore, and to know all of her mother’s paternal line. 

 

At the tiena in which I actively participated to customarily formalise the adoption 

of a child, the prestation of ceremonial foods was made to the birth mother’s 

brothers, which was also the clan of the adopting father. Diagram 4 captures the 

genealogy of the Wabata family, outlining the key players in the adoption, 

including the child’s birth mother Karondo, Purago, the adopting father, and other 

recipients of the ‘child-payment’. 

 
85 He was not present at this event. Whilst the tiena was being enacted, so too was the voting for 
the Chairman of the Pindogori Cooperative.  



 

Diagram 4: Genealogy of Wabata family for ‘child-payment’ 
 

The child’s biological mother, Karondo, is Purago’s father’s sister’s daughter. She 

is Purago’s classificatory sister. Karondo was ‘grown up’ by Purago’s paternal 

grandfather (Marabe, now deceased) and grandmother, Ando. This occurred 

when her own mother, Kilo, remarried, and went to live at Kamila in South Fore. 

In discussions with the family regarding the adoption, Purago’s father insisted 

that Karondo was his ‘business’, and not his sister Kilo’s ‘business’.  

 

With the assistance of two village elders, after the food was cooked in the earth-

oven, we began by lining up and piling up lamb-flaps, chickens and bananas and 

taro, which was to be given out to the various recipients. One of the elders 

assisting me called their names, and pointed to their specific pile of food. The 

women came forward with large aluminum bowls for their share of food. Very 

little food was publicly consumed at the mumu ground. Most of it was carried 

back to places of residence for further distribution. I said: 

I’d like to give this special girl three names: Dusky Grace Ameriyamba. As 

you all know, this girl is the namesake of my own daughter, Dusk, Grace is 

my mother’s name and Ameriyamba is Ando’s mother’s name. 
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One of the village men assisting me with this ceremony stated: ‘And these names 

will never change’. Then, I cut a piece of sugar cane that my co-wife was holding 

on the baby’s blanket. Upon cutting the sugar-cane, she then carried it over to 

the child and her birth mother. As noted earlier, sugar-cane is utilised by the 

North Fore on all ritual occasions to forget the past. At the time of adoption it aids 

in transforming a new paternal identity.86  

 

It was well known that I had been looking after Karondo while she was pregnant. 

At the time of her pregnancy, she had a suitor, her prospective husband visiting. 

The family did not see a lot of him. He was in training to become a medical 

orderly, and used to visit Karondo every month or so, at night, and leave again 

early in the morning. After February 2004, he was never seen again. We heard 

that he had gone to Gimi, and married another woman. I spoke with Karondo, 

and yes, she too had heard that story. I asked her if she would like to become his 

second wife? She replied, ‘No!’ For today young women are aware of the 

(mostly) antagonistic relationship between co-wives, and they are reluctant to 

begin married life knowing that their marriage will incur their ongoing wrath. 

 

It is the custom for an unmarried woman to give up her child. As I was the only 

married woman in the village without a young child (and despite having an older 

daughter, I was perceived to be barren), Karondo’s maternal grandmother, Ando, 

insisted that the child was coming to me. Ando, Purago’s paternal grandmother 

said: ‘See where this finger is pointing, that is where she is going’ and the baby 

was definitely coming to Purago and I.  

 

In adopting baby Dusky (as she become known), we had to prepare a mumu and 

give food to all of the child’s mother’s line. However, a successful ‘head-payment’ 

 
86 See Salisbury (1965:73) regarding sugar-cane and ancestral spirit. 
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not only provides adequate food for the true lineage recipients, but will also 

provide a few pieces of garden food and at least one piece of meat to those that 

simply came to witness the event. In being generous, the host’s name will be well 

spoken of. As it was my first ‘head-payment’, I sought the advice of Ando, as to 

who would receive the food. I wrote a list of the names given to me: 

 

Mother – Karondo, two chickens 

Midwife – Takos (Purago’s brother’s wife) 

Midwife – Amina (Purago’s first wife) 

Wabata (Purago’s father) and Ama Kongoni (son of Kongoni, one of the former 

leaders of Moke) 

Kamila line (Karondo’s mother’s family) 

Sinamo (Purago’s paternal grandfather’s brother’s family) 

Mother’s brother’s line from the child’s perspective (Purago and his brothers) 

2nd mother’s children (Purago’s father’s second wife’s children) 

 

All of the above, including the midwives, are members of the Wabata family. This 

is a normal ‘head-pay’ to the child’s mother’s family. The meat and other foods 

such as taro, banana and yam were being distributed to her family. Ando linked 

Purago’s father, Wabata, and Ama Kongoni, together due to the close 

relationship between their deceased fathers, Marabe and Kongoni whose 

mothers both originated from the nearby village of Anumba. At the time of the 

tiena in October 2004, both Wabata and Ama Kongoni resided close to one 

another in the matmat hausline (named after the nearby matmat ‘cemetery’), as 

did their fathers. 
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The midwives were being given food to thank them for taking good care of the 

mother and child in childbirth. The midwives are Karondo’s classificatory 

brother’s wives. It is the traditional role of the female in-laws to assist their 

husband’s brother’s wives (and today, their unmarried sisters) with childbirth.  

 

Gillison (1993:45) also states that for the Gimi, there is a special relationship 

between a woman and her brother’s wife, or husband’s sister, and it is the role of 

the female in-laws to assist in the delivery of a child. 87 She (1993:240) notes the 

contradictory role of the female in-laws: whilst they are in the seclusion hut to 

care for the mother and the child, they are also protecting their brothers from any 

potential harmful action of his wife. For example, the midwives rid the hut of any 

trace of placenta or blood so that the mother cannot use these substances for a 

harmful attack against the husband. The female in-laws are also present to make 

sure that no harm comes to the child, that is, that the mother does not practice 

infanticide. Whilst this may also be the case, I suggest these women are also 

assisting on a more cosmological level to ensure the protection to all from not 

only the immoral or improper use of these maternal substances, but also 

because spirit is invariably present whenever blood is present. Thus, in ridding 

the mother and child of all traces of maternal substances following childbirth, the 

midwives are also protecting those present from harmful attack by spirit. 

 

The Gimi too make a payment to the midwives, ‘for life-giving services, for having 

assisted the birth, washed the newborn in the river, given it its first breast milk, 

impressed the ‘heat of life’, netted a string bag as a cradle, bought food and 

firewood to the mother in confinement etc’ (Gillison 1993:240). Today for the 

North Fore, this payment to the midwives occurs publicly at the hosting of the 

 
87 As the North Fore do not practice sister exchange in marriage, which was the custom of the Gimi-
speaking people, it is only a woman’s brothers’ wives and not her sisters that perform the role of midwife, 
therefore it is being performed by an in-law of the expectant mother. 
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tiena, the first ‘head-payment’ to the mother’s kin for the birth of the child, and 

again at the exchange of brideprice. 

 

The preparation of the tiena, or ‘calling the name of the baby’, required us to 

prepare a mumu ground. As we had only been in the village for a few months, we 

had not cleared the ground in order to develop the mumu hole and the area used 

to prepare earth-oven feasts. After being cross with the child’s biological father 

for not showing up to claim the child and to marry his classificatory sister, Purago 

enlisted the help of one of his classificatory elder brothers, Sinamo, who 

meticulously dug the mumu hole. A path was prepared from our hut to the mumu 

ground, and named First Street. Then both sides of the pathway were 

landscaped with flowering shrubs to provide decoration for this special occasion.  

 

Although the ‘ideal’ system has a couple marrying and exchanging brideprice and 

having children before hosting a tiena, to enact the first ‘head-payment’ to the 

husband’s new affines, for various reasons, these exchanges between affines do 

not always flow in that specific order. For example, on one occasion in Moke 

village, following the birth of Gisilla and Aaron’s first child, the husband’s family, 

enacted a tiena, where they made prestation of the child’s first ‘head-payment’ to 

the wife’s parents, to the midwife, and to other guests who had contributed in 

some way to the welfare of the new child. This event hosted by the husband’s 

family and took place before any brideprice negotiations or payments were 

made.  

 

Further exemplifying the common complexities in ‘child-payments’, in this case, 

the wife’s parents and her natal clan also prepared and contributed a substantial 

amount of food which was formally carried by women, to the husband’s place. 

This contribution towards the tiena was done to demonstrate to their daughter 

and her husband’s family that although Gisilla was now resident on her 
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husband’s father’s land, she still had the continued support of her natal family. 

Moreover, in giving this food to the husband’s clan, the ‘name’ (reputation) of the 

wife’s natal clan was significantly increased. Thus Moke people innovatively 

contribute to boost the ‘name’ and status of the family and clan. 

 
 

Naming practices 

Current naming practices in Moke, particularly the ‘namesake’ relationship and 

the custom of renaming of a mother following the birth of her first child, are 

relevant for further understanding of ‘child-payments’ among the North Fore. 

 

A mother is known as the mother of their first-born child. In this naming practice, 

she appears as an extension of the child. For example, because Evelyn’s first-

born child is named Kavage,88 Evelyn is known as Mama Kavage. Similarly, 

Delilah’s first-born child is named Brendan, and now she is commonly called 

Mama or Mummy Brendan. In naming the mother after her first-born child, the 

North Fore are acknowledging the salience of motherhood in defining a woman. 

By becoming a mother, she has brought honour to her husband’s family and 

clan. Moreover, Fore women who produce sons are held in high regard. This 

female achievement through producing sons for her husband’s agnatic clan will 

particularly be acknowledged following the mother’s death, through a very large 

mortuary ‘head-pay’ to mother’s agnatic clan. 

 

Lindenbaum (1979:43) argues for the Fore that socially expanded kinship was as 

important as ‘biological’ or ‘true’ kinship: 

…Fore do not use biological ties to demonstrate extensive consanguinity. 

Instead, they expand the classes of people they treat as kin. They 

 
88 She became a namesake of her father’s mother’s brother’s first wife Kavage, herself known as 
Mama Lucy after her first-born child. 
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accomplish this lateral expansion of affiliates with remarkable ease. They 

readily permit adoption. They have a means of formally creating kinship 

between previously unrelated persons, and they elevate to kinlike status 

other categories of social relations such as agemates, namesakes, trading 

partners, and friends. 

 

Lindenbaum (1979:49) records that the South Fore have ‘built bridges’ by naming 

their children after the ‘government officials, coastal policemen, anthropologists, 

and medical research workers who lived and worked for several decades in the 

area’. She (1979:45) notes the benefits of the relationship: ‘As with adoption, the 

tie benefits those who initiate the link as much as the intermediary in whose 

name the association is made’. For in effect the namesake relationship becomes 

an exchange relationship, firstly one of shared identity, and further extrapolated 

to that of their social identity, with obligations to be fulfilled. For example, should 

the older namesake (auka) be the recipient of a ‘head-payment’, then, by the 

same token, a share of this must be portioned off to the younger auka.  

 

There are two different types of namesake relationships dependent upon whether 

a family names their child for someone, or whether someone approaches the 

family to name the child after them. If the former, then no special responsibilities 

are entailed (but this is up to the individual), but if the latter, the person embarks 

on a future of obligations to the named child. As noted by Lindenbaum (1979:48): 

‘Parents name a child in honor of a person with whom they wish to establish a 

relationship, a desire fulfilled if the original name-holder acknowledges the bond 

with a gift’.  

 

The namesake relationship is about building alliances. For example, during the 

time of my fieldwork, one child in a nearby village was named after me. When my 

older daughter arrived on holiday, the parents of my namesake came bearing a 

gift of a bilum and a cooked chicken for my real daughter, from her ‘little 
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namesake mother’. Moreover, since adopting a child, my auka (namesake) is told 

that she is also the ‘mother’ of my younger daughter.  

 

A child and their auka (namesake) have a unique relationship, with the child 

being told stories as if they are their senior auka (namesake). For example, 

Purago’s auka, young Purago, is also called by all the many names that his older 

namesake has.89 The younger auka is also told that he is like the senior Purago: 

a twice-married man, and the father of four daughters. I was informed that he is 

my ‘small husband’ and because of this status, I should send him food and 

generally look after him as if he was my husband. On one occasion, when the 

young Purago was being bathed outdoors by his mother, she told everyone: 

‘close your eyes, he is a married man’. This identification between namesakes 

also occurs between females.  

 

Moreover my adopted child is told stories by her birth mother that she is her 

senior namesake, ato Duski, (my real daughter). 90 The child is told that she 

owns a car, and has many books. When the young girl coughs, she is told tha

she must stop smoking cigarettes as her senior auka does. She is also told 

(because she is also named after my own mother, Grace) that she is ‘a really big 

woman’, and the mother and grandmother of many children. In this manner 

namesakes have a persona built around them sharing the identity and ‘s

their namesa

 

Having a namesake involves a joking relationship. Brendon is also named 

Marabe after his great-grandfather. Marabe was Ando’s husband and is one of 

the Wabata family’s ancestors. Brendon and Ando have a unique relationship. 

When the elderly Ando appears, people tease him by saying: ‘here comes your 

 
89 Wagner (1972:91) similarly notes that namesakes ‘…should share all of their names’ (emphasis in 
original). 
90 Ato is a common term for sister. 
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wife’. Ando (in the absence of the late Marabe) is always pleased to see Brendon 

(Marabe), and will save food especially for him. 

 

The relationship between namesakes is also extrapolated from the individual to 

the family. For example: Ando’s friend Monica named one of her daughters 

Ando. Not only does the younger Ando refer to the older Ando as auka, but also 

all members of Monica’s family call Ando auka. Similarly, the mother of the young 

Purago calls her son’s namesake, who is her own brother-in-law, auka. The 

namesake relationship is not simply dyadic but is extrapolated to other family 

members. Wagner (1972:98) too records this extended sharing of the namesake 

relationship from the individuals involved to other family members.  

 

The namesake relationship although generally specific to same-sex relations, 

does have the odd exception. For example, Purago’s mother calls her last-born 

son auka. When I questioned her about this, she told me that not only did he 

resemble her in likeness, but that he always listens to her regarding 

responsibilities (such as planting coffee) and family obligations (unlike her other 

sons), and acts appropriately. The namesake relationship is not gender specific, 

and is often based on a similarity of physical resemblance, or behavior. As 

Wagner (1972:86) points out, for the Daribi, ‘…naming involves a relation of 

correspondence between the bearer of a name and its source, and naming itself 

implies resemblance, just as resemblance or similarity connotes naming’. 

 

The namesake relationship is in part about absence (and death). The North Fore 

speak about the family as forming a ‘skin’, and when one family member is 

missing, it is as if there is a gap, or hole in the ‘skin’ of the family. During 

Purago’s own absence from the village, his family felt as if there was a hole in the 

family. So when his younger brother’s son was born, who so resembled him, they 

named the new child ‘Purago’. Now this child, who shares the ‘same skin’ as his 
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father’s brother, filled the social gap in the family network of kin. Lindenbaum 

(1979:48) states that the namesake relationship is known as ‘my one skin’ and 

that namesakes share ‘a mutual identity’.  

 

A namesake identity can also be developed through ‘inheriting’ the name of a 

deceased family member. In this manner, the child named after the deceased 

person will inherit the personality of the original bearer of that name. ‘Inherited’ 

names are also used to recreate the family’s ‘skin’, punctured by the death of a 

family member. Being given an ‘inherited’ name invokes the memory of the 

deceased who is transformed again into the realm of the living. These ‘inherited’ 

names ‘become treasured possessions, passed on as ‘social heirlooms’’ 

(Wagner 1972:87). ‘Inherited’ names serve to keep current a pool of family 

names, identities and personas through an inter-generational re-pairing process 

that keeps intact the family ‘skin’. 

 
 

Concluding thoughts: changes and continuities 

Historical changes have occurred since the time of first-contact till the present in 

the production and rearing of North Fore children. First, all births previously 

occurred in the menstrual huts, which no longer exist in the vicinity of Okapa 

station. Today births continue to occur in the village environment, as well as the 

Okapa government hospital and on occasions, the Goroka Hospital. With the 

introduction of Maternal Health Clinics in Okapa in the early 1960s, babies are 

weighed regularly and early childhood inoculations are given as part of the 

general care and wellbeing of the infant. Family planning is today focused upon 

the use of biomedical forms of contraception replacing the post-partum taboo as 

a form of natural child planning. The prophylactic use of salt to counter the 

effects from harmful spirits has also ceased, as has salt production. In contrast to 

their own parents’ and grandparents’ beliefs with regard to the detrimental effects 

of babies on male strength and manhood, young men no longer hold such 
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beliefs, and enjoy closer contact with their young children. Having pointed out 

some of the more obvious social changes that have occurred in the production 

and rearing of children, it is clear from the ethnographic data presented, that 

many traditional practices persist. These include gendered taboos surrounding 

the birth, taboos associated with post-partum women cooking food for men and 

boys, as well as continuing food taboos for the expectant father. Another 

continuing practice for women is the essential food for new mothers following 

birth, that is, ‘cooking ebia in bamboo’ in order to replenish the blood. Another 

continuing and essential practice is the prestation of food to the mother’s 

brothers.  

 

The role of the ‘child-payments’ for the North Fore is to compensate the mother’s 

patrikin for the loss of maternal substance in the form of agnatic blood used in 

the formation and birthing of her children. In the life-cycle of ‘head-payments’ 

based upon ‘reproduction, regeneration and replenishment’ this ceremonial 

prestation of foods acts to replenish the maternal substance of the mother’s 

agnatic clan. On a pragmatic level, it aids in promoting harmony between affinal 

groups created through marriage and the payment of brideprice. Moreover, North 

Fore naming practices constitute a regeneration of people’s identity and secure 

inter-generational continuity. This is particularly evident in the institution of 

namesakes and the sharing of the names between the living and the dead. 

Name-sharing in the context of either absence or death both literally and 

figuratively repairs and regenerates the ‘one skin’ of the family.  
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Chapter Six 

Death and Mourning 
 

Introduction 

The cycle of ‘head-payments’ culminates in mortuary payments. All aspects of 

Fore life are gendered, and so are the practices associated with death. In the 

present chapter I therefore discuss the gendered practices of the mortuary ‘head-

payments’ between affinal kin. They highlight the shared substance of the 

brother-sister sibling set and the agnatic clan as the relations of reproduction.  

 

The central part of this chapter is an ethnographic account of the death of Anna, 

a six year old girl. The events surrounding her death are supplemented by other 

mourning practices that took place in the vicinity of Moke village during the 

course of my fieldwork. Singing represents a major part of the mourning process 

which customarily lasts over a period of two-weeks. The mourning songs help to 

relocate the spirit of the dead into the deep forest away from the village 

environment. As Stewart & Strathern (2005:40) note these kinds of songs ‘are 

sites of memory and history, embedded in the landscape and in the environment. 

They are … death conversations that serve to affirm a new phase of existence 

through repetition of emotive utterances’.  

 

In the present chapter I also provide data from Berndt (1962) on prior mourning 

practices of the Fore, and in particular the consumption of the corpse practiced 

during the time of the first-contact, and outlawed by the Australian administration 

in the early 1950s. My aim in recounting these data is to show the historical 

changes surrounding death, and to analyse the way in which these endo-

cannibalistic practices have been reported. I emphasise the regenerating aspects 

of gendered bodily substances through consumption. Analysis of regeneration, 
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and its importance to the ‘head-pay’ system, represents a significant theme of 

this chapter. 

 

 

Anna’s death  
Early in the morning on 31st January, 2004 a song publicly announced Anna’s 

death: 

Anayabata eso maunamo Amainota kavaiye nanoneba iye 

Yagonamata eso maunamo Amainota kavaiye nanoneba iye 

Taketake lusogamba Ilobotabo bintinsa kinatene maunamo 

Nasatanai eso kama Ilobotabo bintinsa kinatene maunamo 

Taketake lusogamba Ilobotabo bintinsa kinatene maunamo 

Nasatanai eso kama Ilobotabo bintinsa kinatene maunamo. 

 

Mother, chew and give me [edible leaves] from the slopes of Anayabata 

and Amainota, she said 

Mother, chew and give me yaganamata [leaves] from the slopes of 

Amainota, she said 

Chew and give me [edible leaves] from Taketake waterfall, from the slopes 

of Ilobotabo, you are mine 

Chew and give me nasatanai [leaves] from the slopes of Ilobotabo, you 

are mine  

Chew and give me [edible leaves] from Taketake waterfall, from the slopes 

of Ilobotabo, you are mine 

Chew and give me nasatanai [leaves] from the slopes of Ilobotabo, you 

are mine 
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The song, in which the words are put into the mouth of Anna, calls up the places 

of the spirits of the dead. Yaganamata and nasatanai, the edible wild greens, 

which grow at these places, provide a spiritual connection between the living and 

the dead, between the past and the present. Anna’s song emphasises the 

chewing of the yaganamata and nasatanai, which refers to the power of these 

wild foods in the cyclic regeneration of ancestral spirit and the whole society. 91  

 

Over the following fourteen nights all the matri-kin and members of her patri-kin 

as well as other social kin who reside in Moke village and other nearby villages 

came together and sang a variety of traditional songs in the Fore language until 

daybreak.  

 

It was only after the immediate relatives and village elders have been personally 

notified of the death that the public announcement in the form of the above song 

was made. The previous day, we heard that Anna, a member of our hauslain, 

had died. The young six-year old girl had been ill for some time. She was Ben 

Poraka’s niece, the daughter of his younger sister, Susan. Anna’s own father had 

died about one year previously, and her death was said to remind everyone of 

her own father’s death. Susan and her daughter had been residing back on 

Susan’s natal land with her brother Ben and his family in Moke village on the 

edge of the Wakumati sing-sing ground and Moke village centre.  

 

In the evening, in the company of Purago, we attended the ‘mourning house’, 

commonly known in Tok Pisin as the hauskrai. The hauskrai at Wakumati was a 

quickly built temporary bush hut, covered with blue plastic tarpaulins; the walls 

were made of banana leaves and swamp lilies. The men had built it earlier in the 

day. The hauskrai had three fireplaces, and the dirt floor was covered with dry 

 
91 C. Berndt (1966:251) in her analysis of ‘secondary myths’ recorded a young widow picking nase leaves. 
But, unbeknown to her, she was being accompanied by the ghost of her husband. 
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leaves and kunai grass. It was brightly lit with several pressure lamps, and was 

packed with mourners. Up to one hundred (or more) people were huddled closely 

together on the ground. Inside was very smoky and the smoke produced from the 

three fireplaces was billowing out from the hut. Women, generally the wives of 

the deceased’s patriclan, were gathered around the fireplaces attending to the 

cooking of the large quantities of white rice that was to be served to the 

mourners. Formerly it was taro and yam, but this has now been replaced with 

white rice. A large quantity of food was given to the mourners to enable them to 

stay up the entire night, singing and mourning the young girl’s death and thus 

supporting one another in their grief. We gave Wayaso (Anna’s mother’s younger 

brother’s wife) a large tin of fish, some packets of rice, tea and sugar as a 

contribution towards the mourner’s evening consumption. 

 

Women have particular duties within the hauskrai. Severia, wife of Oentuma, 

(herself now deceased) then the oldest member of the Ke-efu clan and the oldest 

woman in Moke, told me the following regarding a women’s duties at the time of 

death of a clan member: 

 

At the time when someone dies, all the women (only) go to our gardens 

and get plenty of food, and come back and cook and give it to the men. 

We are full of sadness, and we cry a lot. 

 

Another elderly woman, Apa Tabau, a Ke-efu woman who married into the Moke 

clan gave a similar version, but emphasised that the food was for all who came, 

male and female alike. She said: 

 

At the time when someone dies in our hauslain, all the women go to the 

gardens and get plenty of food, enough for everybody who comes to the 

hauskrai. They can eat, and then bury the body. 
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Whilst the women were fetching food from their gardens for the hauskrai, the 

men were collecting the material to assemble the temporary structure of the 

mourning house, in order to accommodate the mourners who began arriving 

before sundown. Sometimes, when a death is imminent, this temporary structure 

will be erected before the death occurs. 

 

Before the burial, the deceased’s female relatives (predominantly sisters) were 

secluded in a separate hut to the hauskrai. In the case of Anna’s death, it was 

Ben’s (Anna’s MeB) own hut that was transformed to house the body of the 

deceased and Anna’s close kin.  It was these women who bathed, oiled and then 

dressed the body in new clothing before wrapping it in blankets and placing it in 

the coffin. Flowers were also put in the coffin around the body. The women 

remained secluded until the time of the burial. After the burial they gathered there 

each evening until the end of the mourning process, two weeks later. Here, they 

sang laments every night until daybreak, when they return to their daily activities. 

 

At the time of death, auna, a personal spirit or a life force, leaves a deceased 

person and enters a deep forest where it is slowly transformed into kore, 

ancestral spirit.92 In the state of kore, this recently transformed spirit of a 

deceased person can make trouble for people in the form of high winds and 

falling trees. In Moke it was said that on the day the old man Marabe died, there 

were really big winds and the ground shook. Consequently, the singing was 

enacted to assist the deceased’s auna travel into the deep forest where it will 

settle in the tall trees and waterfalls. The mourning songs aid in releasing the 

spirit from the body and in resituating it within the deep forest.  

 

 
92 Gillison (1993:122-3) records a similar path of transformation upon the occurrence of death among the 
Gimi. 
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The old man Marabe repeatedly told his grandchildren that when he died he 

would dwell in the trees, and provide them with shade. My field assistant Nellie, 

along with others, believes that when she dies she will go to Heaven, which she 

imagines as paradise in the form of the Garden of Eden. Her perception of 

paradise is a grand and opulent place, resembling the Bird of Paradise Hotel in 

Goroka. It has a gleaming tiled foyer, with vases of beautiful flowers, and its 

overall shining cleanliness is in stark contrast to the village and kunai huts. Nellie, 

along with others, also believes in the literal translation of the Bible that a Day of 

Judgement will come, and Heaven will part and the trumpets will sound, and 

Jesus will descend. On this day, all true believers as opposed to the ‘backsliders’ 

who do not attend church will ascend to Heaven.93 I was told that some years 

ago a salvation day was announced, and believers assembled for their 

ascendance to Heaven, but Jesus did not appear as planned, so they returned 

home disappointed. Those who did not go along with this prophesised event and 

join the worshippers, thought that if the ascendance came to pass, they would be 

the beneficiary of their relative’s pigs, chickens, goats and worldly possessions 

including land.  

 
 
The songs from the hauskrai 
The mourning house filled up every evening with mourners who spent the night 

chatting, eating, but most of all expressing their sorrow by singing mourning 

songs. Besides attending other death related events, I spent time with mourners 

in two hauskrai: the first time was in Moke when Anna died, and the second time 

in Pusarasa when Wabata’s ‘sister’ died. While the songs preserve the same 

structure, the place names and the contents are adjusted according to sex, age 

and personal characteristics of the deceased. Generally all the songs construe a 

 
93 In contrast to current Christian beliefs regarding Heaven and the Day of Judgement, Catherine Berndt 
(1966:249) stated that the Fore believed that: ‘…after death the spirit goes into a deep pool, where it is 
welcomed by kin who have preceded it’. She (1966:249) also noted that ‘[a] very few accounts speak of a 
sky world. But, in what seems to have been a more widely held view, the Land of the Dead … lay in the 
shadowy country beyond the Markham River … where Jugumishanta and Morufuno ended their travels – 
or, alternatively, where they paused before moving on farther to create Europeans’. 
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path for the spirit of the dead to move from the village environment of the living to 

the bush environment of ancestral spirit. When Anna died her mother’s brothers 

began their mourning with the following song:  

 

Mama mama I’m here but I am tired 

Mama I’m at the house but I am getting stiff 

Antiaru bush flower, leaf, I am stiff 

Atia bush leaf, tree, I am stiff 

Mama I am too tired 

Bush leaf, tree, you come and cover me up. 

 

The words are put into the mouth of the deceased. Anna longs for her mother 

while her dying is expressed in terms of tiredness and stiffness. The song refers 

to the trees and leaves from the forest, where the spirits of the dead go.  

 

Another song expressed both the sorrow of the mourners and the importance of 

being interred on the mother’s brother’s clan land, rather than Anna’s father’s 

land. In the late afternoons, the mists of Wasanamuti silently blow in and 

enshroud the mountain in an eerie veil of whiteness encompassing Wakumati.  

 

The mist of Wasanamuti is calling out to me 

I am not letting you go to a place that belongs to others 

I am letting you go to my own place 

That’s it, I am sorry for blood has come from your mouth and nose, it is 

falling down. 

Guiding the soul of the deceased to its rightful resting place, through song, they 

lament the loss of their sister’s daughter’s blood and her life-force. In the 
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following song, the mourners sing of significant ancestral places such as 

waterfalls replete with splendid flowers. Interring the body in a coffin is also given 

significance within the song. 

 

Anti you sleep and lay in a whiteman’s bed 

Nice bed, oh yes Anti, now you sleep in a really nice bed 

Kangasimuti on the banks of the water 

They are really nice flowers 

Akonamiya Pakosayari waterfall 

You have really nice flowers, the Kaiya is there 

Now you lay down and sleep. 

 

Through naming the ancestral places, the mourners guide the spirit of the 

deceased into the deep forest to reside beside waterfalls, and crystal clear water. 

Throughout the night the singing continues. 

 

 Mento water source, you talk to me 

Your water source belonging to the banks of the river, you talk to me 

Rosanavi hill, you talk to me 

Water source belongs to you, crystal clear water, you talk to me 

Igitoya, it’s your source, my agemate, I am dressed and oiled 

Tubeta, it’s your source, with beautiful feathers, I’m dressed and oiled 

Waiba, it’s your source, my agemate, I am dressed and oiled 

Tabata, it’s your source, with beautiful feathers, I’m dressed and oiled. 

The songs reflect the life of the deceased and speak of places and phenomena 

special to the deceased, or to his or her family. As Stewart & Strathern (2005:41) 



217 
 

point out in regard to the mourning songs in the Western Highlands: ‘Clearly, 

there is an aesthetic of sorrow here, as fragile borders and boundaries between 

the living and the dead are crossed. These songs show how the landscape is 

alive with memories of the dead’. Similarly the named places in Moke mourning 

songs guide the spirit of the deceased to the ancestral life-force or auna, which 

has its source around pools, springs and waterfalls in the deep forest. 

 

The songs induce the mourners into the grieving process. For example, on the 

occasion of the death of Wabata’s ‘sister’, a particular song touched one of her 

adult sons so deeply, that he got up in distress and left the hauskrai sobbing. 

 

 

The day of Anna’s burial 

As I had not extended my condolences to the young girl’s mother, this 

morning, I returned to the hauskrai to extend my sori. I then stayed with 

her family around one of the fireplaces drinking Nescafe instant coffee 

(Diary entry, Monday 2nd February 2004). 

 

As Mallet (1998:2) notes, this kind of offering of condolences is a demonstration 

of sympathy and support, and it is also seen as a mark of respect for the 

deceased’s kin. After some time, I took my leave, and went down to the Okapa 

marketplace. Upon returning to Wakumati, a large number of men and women 

were preparing a mumu for the mourners who had come from far away, to eat 

before the burial. Men and women sat around on the peak of the hill, and down 

below, the women were preparing the vegetables for cooking. There was a 

strong smell in the air that was unfamiliar to me. The smell pervaded Wakumati.  

 

Being a newcomer to the village, and unsure of the etiquette in these 

circumstances, I asked Silas Poraka (Susan’s mother’s younger brother) for 



permission to take photographs of the mumu preparations. He agreed. So I went 

to my hut at Wakumati and got the camera. I then proceeded to take shots of 

women preparing the vegetables, and making their individual bundles that would 

be put inside the earth oven. Despite the occasion, they were happy to be 

photographed.  

 

 

Figure 34: Tugu preparations at Wakumati, Moke village 
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Figure 35: Tugu preparations continued  

 
Figure 36: Tugu preparations continued 
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Ben Poraka, the deceased’s mother’s elder brother, told me that he would like 

me to take photos of Anna in the coffin. I shot the photographs. It was the first 

time that I had ever seen this child. She was lying in the coffin, covered with 

blankets, with her orifices plugged with what appeared to be cotton-wool. Flies 

were buzzing around and children were covering their noses. Upon seeing this, I 

realised that the strong smell that I had smelt earlier in the day was kanoulusie, 

the smell of death.  

 

Inside the coffin, the body was wrapped in several new blankets. For the death of 

a child, today, the buying of the blankets and the coffin are the obligations of the 

deceased mother’s paternal kin. 94 Monetary contributions from as little as two 

kina come in from all the clan members. When a death occurs, small amounts of 

coffee are sold on the local market to fulfil the obligations of contributing to the 

buying of rice, blankets and coffin. The obligations of family members to make 

‘head-payments’ are a very expensive clan exercise. Whilst the primary onus is 

on the immediate family to make the ‘head-payment’, the entire clan makes 

contributions as part of their obligations, support and compassion (‘love’) for one 

another.  

 

The deceased girl’s family waited for one of Anna’s classificatory older brothers 

to arrive from Tabubil in Western Province before proceeding with the burial. In 

the middle of the afternoon, from our hut at Wasanamuti, we saw the burial party 

coming from Wakumati. I was informed by one of my sisters-in-law, to close up 

the house when the burial party came past. We locked the house, and 

accompanied the mourners to the place of burial. The site chosen for the burial 

 
94 Although these store-bought blankets do not have the significance afforded to traditional tapa cloth 
within other parts of Melanesia and are not invested with spirit or clan name (for example see Jeudy-Ballini 
& Juillerat 2002) for the North Fore the gift of a store-bought blanket both at the time of burial and at all 
other times, signifies the donor’s compassion and wealth.  
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was at Amonganiti, a largely uphill walk of about fifteen minutes from the main 

part of Moke. It’s a beautiful site, surrounded by pandanus trees. During the 

burial a rainbow appeared in the sky. 

 

When Anna’s coffin was lowered into the grave, the coffin itself was covered with 

blankets. The men were working the gravesite, placing pieces of wood 

underneath the sides of the coffin to enable the fluids/ ‘grease’ of the decaying 

body to be absorbed into the ground (cf Stewart & Strathern 2005:39). Women 

wailed, and the child’s mother threw the girl’s clothes into the grave, saying, 

‘place them on the side’. Then in her grief, the mother attempted to throw herself 

into the grave and join her infant in her final resting place. Some women grabbed 

her, and physically restrained her. They then lay with her on the ground and held 

onto her legs and lower torso. In the late afternoon, after the burial, we slowly 

made our way back to the village. 

 

Because burial is a costly affair, from the purchasing of blankets, and coffins, as 

well as the obligatory ‘head-pay’, it is often said that ‘we look after our dead 

better than we look after our living’. For example, when the old man Marabe died, 

his mother’s people from Anumba, purchased a new mattress for his grave. His 

coffin was then lowered down on top of the mattress. Many of the blankets used 

to decorate the coffin cost close to 100 kina, which is ‘big money’ in these remote 

villages. Because of the expensive nature of these obligations, some villages 

even put a cap on people’s contributions for the mortuary ‘head-payment’. For 

example, in Emasa, a North Fore village approximately two hours walk from 

Moke, the village has decided that an individual contribution toward a ‘head-

payment’ is no more than five kina, and a married couple can give no more than 

ten kina. No such restrictions are placed upon the family who is obligated to 

make the ‘head-payment’.  
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The relatives dress the body in new clothing, and cover it in blankets to give the 

show social wealth and prestige (see Battaglia 1992:8). People come from afar 

for the last look at the deceased. Therefore, the Fore want their dead to look 

good. As Lindenbaum & Glasse (1976:47) state, ‘[d]eath mobilises all the people 

who have been important to the deceased. They come to ‘see the face’ of the 

dead person for the last time, and to partake in the funerary meal’. Today, this 

‘seeing of the face’ of the dead can be further assisted through coffins that have 

a glass plate at the head, which enables this viewing to take place.  

 

Should the death occur in the Goroka hospital, the bathing, oiling and dressing of 

the body, and the wrapping of the body in a blanket before being placed within 

the coffin occurs within the hospital morgue. The body is then transported back to 

the village from Goroka, in a vehicle that is draped with a ribbon of red material. 

Most of the occupants on the vehicle (generally members of the deceased’s 

patrikin) will also have a band of red material either around their neck, or 

oftentimes around their upper arm. This band of red material signifies the blood 

ties between the deceased and themselves. Whilst some mourners continue with 

the customary practice of covering their body in mud or clay, today, many of the 

women dress in black clothing, for the entire period of mourning.  

 

 

After the burial and the final feast 

Called into the hauskrai and gave them three large bilums of ebia that I 

just purchased in the Okapa market, one for each of the fireplaces. I 

explained that because my garden was new, the ebia was not yet ready 

for picking. I also wanted to be able to contribute on behalf of Purago and 

I, so I have shopped in the market. Purago’s father’s second wife, Iyo 

(my second mother-in-law), assisted me in the market, and to carry our 

bilums of ebia to the hauskrai. We left the bilums of ebia at the mourning 

house, and told them that we would return in the evening. In the 
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afternoon, three bamboos of avaninda were sent from the mourning 

house to Wasanamuti for Purago and I to enjoy (Diary entry, Friday 6th 

February 2004). 

 
Mourning in the hauskrai continues after the burial. From the ‘mourning house’, 

the women come and go to their gardens, market enterprises and homes. They 

return each afternoon. People call in to pay their respects. Some stay only a 

short while; others stay overnight. Each day until the enactment of the tugu (the 

feast to ‘farewell’ the mother’s brothers), women come in the late afternoon and 

cook ebia in bamboo. This meal is known as avaninda (literally, ‘father’s food’) 

and it is a traditional food of the mourning house. The women prepare avaninda, 

sometimes only with ebia, other times adding arikoko (bean) or even soybeans. 

But on the day of the burial, meat in the form of lamb-flap is added to the ebia for 

‘cooking in bamboo’.95 It is a traditional food for the mourners.  

 
 
Tugu –the feast to farewell the mother’s brothers  
On Saturday February 14, 2004 it was the final day of the mourning house for 

Anna. The mourners had been coming together for two weeks. They were now to 

be farewelled back to their own villages, and after their departure, the hauskrai 

would be dismantled. A large mumu was prepared and the meat and other foods 

such as yam, taro and banana would be given to her mother’s brothers.  

 

For the preparation of the feast to farewell the mother’s brothers, the tugu, I 

counted fifty-eight women preparing vegetables for the mumu. They put their 

vegetables into bundles wrapped in and tied up with tanget leaves. Each woman 

has a special mark that she puts on her bundle to differentiate it from all the other 

women’s bundles. This mark known as ara anayae (identifying mark) is only 

 
95 Sexton (1986:74) reports that the final ceremonial obligation in the mortuary feast for the Siane speakers 
to end the mortuary period is called ‘cooking bamboo’. She states: ‘[t]he loud noise made by heating a 
piece of bamboo to bursting keeps the spirit of the deceased away from the village’. 



made at a public mumu. Some women use a small piece of bamboo, others use 

some wild flowers from the bush with which to mark their bundles. This 

identifying mark is usually the same as the one used by their mother. 

 

 

Figure 37: Ando’s ara anayae (identifying mark) 
 

Later in the afternoon, Purago and I both went down for the opening of the 

mumu. When we got there, we parted ways. I sat under the lone tree and 

observed. I counted between 120 and 140 people participating in the sharing of 

food. I then found Iyo and sat with her family and shared some of the food.  

 

 

The tugu 

The tugu ‘the feast to farewell the mother’s brothers’ is the culminating event of 

the mourning process and concludes the life-cycle of affinal transactions. This 

obligatory ‘head-food’, anondaninda, is presented to the mother’s brothers (for 
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adult men and children) and enacted to farewell the deceased person’s mother’s 

brothers from the central place of mourning back to their own village. Upon 

receiving a ‘head-payment’, the North Fore men say ‘korandeka nauwe’ which 

translates as ‘your blood, it’s mine, so I eat’. This statement is proclaimed as an 

‘honour’, both to receive the ‘main food’ and thus be recognised as the rightful kin 

of the person on whose behalf the ‘head-payment’ is being made.  

 

The tugu prestation is a formal occasion. When the food is cooked, and the earth 

oven opened, food is allocated to the recipients by way of their kinship to the 

deceased. Family names are called in an order dependent upon their kinship 

connection with the deceased. It is not only blood relatives who are recipients of 

the mortuary ‘head-payment’. In the case of an adult male, his agemates (agaiya) 

too are recipients of it. The agaiya (agemate) relationship is not simply given by 

being born at the same time, but needs to be achieved and created by being 

initiated together. As Lindenbaum & Glasse (1969:172) state: ‘In life they are 

expected to have an identity of outlook and experience, men who arrive in the 

world at the same time and who endure the trauma of initiation together, 

duplicates in life’s experience’. They add: ‘The behaviour of agaiya suggests that 

they regard each other as twin brothers or symbolic equivalents of themselves’. 

96 They note that the term nagaiya is also the Fore word for a twin

 

After the recipient’s name is called out, the women who are related to him 

through either kin or affine relationship come forth to collect the food and carry it 

back to the place of the named recipient, where the redistribution will begin. 

Many onlookers gather to observe this formal prestation of food. Traditionally, the 

tugu was enacted at the end of the mourning process, to farewell the mourners 

from their central place of mourning, and their return to ordinary daily life. For a 

man of prominence, men will come from other parts of the Okapa district, and far-

 
96 For contemporary Fore poetry regarding the nagaiya relationship, see Marabe in Watson (1994:95-97). 



226 
 

away places such as Goroka, and Hengonofi. When this occurs, it is place 

names rather than people’s names that are called for the recipients of the food. 

 

 

Gendered mortuary payments 

For deceased children and men, the tugu is paid by the patrikin to the 

deceased’s matrikin, but significantly, upon the death of a married woman tugu is 

paid by her husband’s kin to her own patrikin. The matrikin holds rights in their 

sister’s sons beyond death, but this ceases for a sister’s daughter upon the 

apportioning of her brideprice.  

 

 

For children and men –The deceased’s matrikin (mother’s brothers) provide the 

blankets and the coffin. Each evening prior to the burial the matrikin are 

apportioned a significant quantity of (white) rice and other garden foods provided 

by the patrikin, the consumption of which enables them to stay awake all night to 

sing and cry for the deceased. The patrikin makes tugu, the mortuary ‘head-

payment’, to the matrikin of the deceased for both male and female children, as 

well as adult men. 

 

For a married woman –The deceased woman’s patrikin provides the blankets 

and the coffin. Each evening prior to the burial the members of the patrikin are 

apportioned a significant quantity of (white) rice and other garden foods provided 

by the deceased woman’s husband’s kin. The husband’s kin makes the mortuary 

‘head-payment’ to her patrikin. 

 

Table 2: Gendered obligations at the time of death  
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Regarding the burial of her husband Marabe, Ando (Purago’s father’s mother) 

told me the following to illustrate first, the obligations on the deceased’s mothers 

agnates that follow the death of an adult male, and second, the obligations of the 

deceased’s patriclan to the deceased’s mother’s agnates: 

 

His mother’s people are from Anumba [village]. At the time he died those 

from Anumba gave money to Epaga [who was raised by the Moke clan] to 

buy the coffin box. He bought the coffin. We buried Marabe, with plenty of 

bilas [special finery]. All Moke clan members [Marabe’s clan] and all of his 

children and grandchildren organised a big party [that is, anondaninda, the 

‘head-food’ that constitutes the mortuary ‘head-payment’] and gave it to 

the people from Anumba. 

 

To clarify the above statement by Ando, the following commentary is necessary: 

Epaga Taigi is Purago’s mother’s youngest brother. When Purago’s mother, 

Igana Taigi married his father, her parents had already died, and her young 

orphaned brother accompanied her from their natal village of Emasa to Moke 

village. The newly married couple then undertook the responsibility of raising 

Epaga. Marabe considered Epaga to be his first grand-child. Therefore, when 

Epaga was given the money for the coffin, it was considered that it was given to 

a member of Marabe’s family, to his patrikin. This story also shows that Epaga, 

initially an affine to the Moke clan, not only became incorporated into it, but was 

given precedence in the funeral arrangements of his adopted clan. 

 

Another woman who got married into the Moke clan but is now widowed told me 

about her involvement during the time of Marabe’s death. Apa Tobau from the 

Ke-efu clan described her obligations towards Marabe’s mortuary payment: 

 



Marabe is the [classificatory] big brother of my husband. Marabe helped 

my husband pay my brideprice. When Marabe died, I killed a big pig, and 

bought one carton of lamb-flap. This food was given to all of Marabe’s 

mother’s people. 

 

Marabe participated in the payment of brideprice when Apa got married to 

Tobaru of the Moke clan. Regardless that Apa, at the time of Marabe’s death, 

had already been widowed, she nevertheless took upon herself her late 

husband’s obligation to contribute towards his ‘big brother’s’ mortuary payment 

(see Diagram 5). This suggests that wives can take up obligations of their 

husbands. This reiterates the idea that a wife is partially recruited to her 

husband’s clan. 

 

 

Diagram 5: Mortuary obligations flowing from the payment of brideprice in 
the case of Apa Tobaru  
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Death is a time to claim 

People worry in advance about the responsibility involved in (mortuary) ‘head-

payments’. In some cases a person starts to implement mortuary ‘head-

payments’ well in advance of a death and a person does not have to die for the 

family to make the obligatory mortuary ‘head-payment’. These can be made 

before a person’s death, and can be executed by the person himself. For 

example, Purago’s father, Wabata, started planning to make the mortuary ‘head-

payment’ for himself and his first wife (Purago’s mother) in 2006. By doing this, 

he took the pressure off his children to produce enough pigs to make the 

payment. The family was given advance warning, and had time to fatten the 

animals and to gather the necessary resources, in the form of garden vegetables 

and cash.97  

 

Another example of the anxiety associated with mortuary ‘head-payments’, is 

when people do not have enough wealth on hand. For example, when his mother 

was ill, Apeki (Purago’s FBDS) worried that she might die. At that point in time he 

did not have a pig with which to contribute towards the mortuary ‘head-payment’. 

People can feel ashamed for not being able to manage a significant mortuary 

‘head-payment’. And by the same token, those receiving the ‘head-payment’ can, 

and sometimes do, publicly vent their anger at not being given an appropriate 

amount of food that in their eyes reflects the status of the deceased.  

 

A member of the Moke clan told me of the following incident that occurred, when 

Kaka, a member of the Moke clan died, and members of the Moke clan were 

making the mortuary ‘head-payment’. Kaka’s mother was from the Ke-efu clan, 

and therefore, the Moke clan were preparing the mortuary ‘head-payment’ feast 

to be given to the Ke-efu clan members. 

 
97 Although money is collected, it is only used to buy cartons of meat and live chickens that are a 
necessary part of the mortuary distribution. Cash is not part of the mortuary distribution. 
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The Moke clan hired the Okapa Council four-wheel drive and went down 

to the Markham Valley to secure a cow for the occasion. But, they had an 

accident, and everyone got cut and bruised. They did not get a cow, but 

they came back with eight or nine domestic pigs, and three to four wild 

pigs. They came back, and prepared the mumu ready for the prestation to 

the Ke-efu clan. The Moke clan deemed the quantity of food to be 

sufficient for the status of the deceased, and in their eyes, they were ‘well 

prepared’. Meanwhile, a member of the Moke clan, a businessman, now in 

self-exile, did some stirring of old grievances and gave beer to an elder 

member of the Ke-efu clan.98 When the Moke clan presented the meat to 

Oentuma,99 the eldest member of the Ke-efu clan, there was muttering 

that there was no cow that suited the occasion, therefore, what was given 

was not good enough and would therefore not be eaten by the Ke-efu. It 

was said that one of Oentuma’s sons threw some rubbish and put his leg 

on top of the food.100  

 

His actions made some members of the Moke clan very angry. They got 

sticks, and began fighting members of the Ke-efu clan. A fight broke out, 

and due to the inter-marriages between families and clans, nephews were 

even hitting their uncles! Mickey used a piece of sugarcane as a weapon. 

Sticks and sugarcane were used to fight with, and cartons of meat were 

thrown into the coffee gardens. Whoever found the meat, took it home. 

 

All the men of the Moke clan began fighting with the men of the Ke-efu 

clan. All the women of the Moke clan began fighting with the women of the 

 
98 In this circumstance, 'self' exile' means that the person by their own choice no longer resides in Moke 
village. 
99 See Berndt (1962:260-2, 373-4, 453) regarding Oentuma. 
100 It is a gross insult in the Fore culture to refuse food. It reflects a suspicion that the food contains sorcery 
contaminants (Lindenbaum 1979). 
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Ke-efu clan. The fight lasted for two days. We finished in the late 

afternoon, and began again at first light in the morning. We (the Moke 

clan) had a coffee night at Ben’s, and the Ke-efu clan had a coffee night at 

Lawrence’s to ready ourselves for the next day’s fight. 101 

 

So as not to disturb people’s flower gardens [that is, the gardens around 

their houses], they took the fight down to the market place. 

 

When we all ran out of breath, the Ke-efu clan said, now, it is alright, we 

will get the food that belongs to us and eat it. But none of the food was still 

at the place that we left it. All of the people from nearby had come and 

taken the pig, the cartons of meat and the chickens.  

 

5,000 kina was spent by the Moke clan on the food for Kaka’s mortuary 

‘head-pay’.  

 

The fight between the Moke and the Ke-efu clans highlights the point that 

mortuary payments must reflect the status of the deceased. Men of prominence, 

and also women who have borne many sons, should have their status reflected 

in the scale of the mortuary payments. Moreover, it is due to the ‘status’ of the 

deceased and the need for significant resources that these mortuary transactions 

are often postponed until the next coffee season. For example, while I was in 

Moke, an elderly man from the neighbouring village of Kasogu died. As his 

mother was a member of Wabata’s mother’s family, the Wabata family was due 

to collect a large portion of the ‘head-payment’. He was buried at the end of May 

 
101 A coffee night is simply an evening when everyone gets together and drinks coffee, and makes plans, or 
discusses something of importance. 
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2004. But it was not until the next coffee season in July 2005 that the mortuary 

payment was finally realised.  

 

It was on this same occasion that fear of sorcery was expressed in connection 

with the prestation of food. When my in-laws, the members of the Wabata family, 

were preparing to go across to Kasogu to deliver the blankets necessary for the 

burial, and to be apportioned a large quantity of white rice for consumption that 

night, I was informed that they would only be eating food prepared by a Moke 

clanswoman who was married into Kasogu. Despite the close blood ties, the fear 

of sorcery contamination was a constant threat. That mortuary payments, and 

other ‘head-payments’, can be influenced by sorcery, adds to the tensions often 

associated with these transactions.  

 

It was during the enactment of this mortuary ‘head-pay’ that Kalabe, the oldest 

son of the deceased, made the public statement regarding the need to modify the 

customary practice of elaborate mortuary ‘head-payments’. Kalabe stated that 

school fees needed to be given more prominence in the allocation of resources. 

His proclamation demonstrated the conundrum of fulfilling obligatory practices vis 

a vis demands of the modern world, and how the North Fore perceive kastom 

associated with mortuary ‘head-payments’ as an obstacle to development.  

 
 
Death outside of North Fore country 
When death occurs in the capital, Port Moresby, the North Fore residents follow 

village practices upon the death of their fellow countrymen and organize a 

hauskrai. Just like in the village setting a temporary shelter (hauskrai) is 

specifically constructed; laments for the deceased are sung over a period of 

fourteen nights beginning each evening at dusk and finishing at daybreak, and 

mortuary payments (tugu) are made to the maternal kin. Reflecting the 

importance of being interred on clan land, bodies of the dead are flown from Port 

Moresby to Goroka, and then transported to the village for burial. All members of 
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the Moke people in Moresby contribute to the costs of the burial and often, to the 

transportation of the body back to Moke. They also collect money for the tugu 

that will take place in the village. 

 

It is interesting to note that ‘head-pay’ is being used to expand kinship and 

custom onto celebrities beyond the nation state. In other words, events and 

people from the wider world can be used to broaden their social relationships and 

modify their custom. In 2008, for example, a hauskrai was enacted by a group of 

Moke youth to mourn the passing of an internationally renowned reggae artist, 

the African singer Lucky Dube. Saddened upon hearing of his tragic death in 

August 2008, the young men gathered each evening for a fourteen-night period 

to mourn his death and to pay tribute to this musician who had brought so much 

enjoyment to their own lives. This type of unique hauskrai was enacted for the 

global reggae star mainly due to the violent nature of his death. One of their own 

huts was used for this unique gathering. In appreciation of his music, they sang 

Lucky Dube’s songs rather than their traditional songs to mourn his passing. 

Following the fourteen-night period, they all chipped in a small amount of money, 

bought some packets of rice and shared a meal. This reveals that internationally 

renowned ‘black’ music has become a unifying factor in the identity of indigenous 

youth. It also demonstrates how these young Moke men reveal their own modern 

identities through a synergy of modified customary practices and modern forms 

of music. 

 
 
Changing mortuary practices for widows 
Certain mourning practices characteristic of the pre-colonial period have slowly 

become obsolete. One of these is related to the way in which women dressed 

after their husband had died. When widowed, the North Fore women used to put 

all their old bilums upon their heads and remained covered with them throughout 

their mourning period. The following two photographs show how a widow was 

attired after the death of her husband. The widow in these photographs, Aunty 



Soma, donned these old bilums in order to show me previous mortuary attire for 

widows.  

 

Figure 38: North Fore widow’s obsolete mortuary attire 

 

Figure 39: Demonstration of how mortuary attire was worn 
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Interestingly, in Catherine Berndt’s (1966:257) account of kinihera (literally 

‘stories’ but termed ‘secondary myths’) a major account referred to the death of a 

husband or wife or a betrothed, who ‘returned’ in a ghost-like state to entice their 

partner to accompany them to the Land of the Dead. Due to the guile of the 

ghost-like partner and its ability to lure their partner to their death, the moral of 

these kinihera was that people should quickly inform the husband, or wife, of the 

death of their partner, so that they will be aware that this apparition is a ghost. 

Catherine Berndt (1966:248) states that: ‘[p]eople talk about being harried by 

new ghosts, with or without adequate justification. The behaviour of ghosts is not 

wholly predictable, but the survivors most likely to be assaulted or disturbed are a 

spouse, especially a widow, and a dead woman’s young children’. It is for this 

reason that a widow covered herself with old bilums in order to hide from the 

malevolent eyes of the ghost. 

 

In the Eastern Highlands, widows were ‘…partially segregated in a seclusion hut 

outside the mainstream of ordinary life’ (C. Berndt 1966:248). Three recourses 

were open to them, either to marry into the same patriline as their husband, to 

marry one of the husband’s agemates102 (aigaya), or to commit suicide by 

hanging and thus ‘take the same road’ as her husband (C. Berndt 1966:248). 

Today, following the death of their husband, widows are also partially secluded, 

but they no longer have to wear the previous mortuary attire of old bilums upon 

their head. After a period of time, a ceremony is held to bring a widow out of 

seclusion. Also, today widows have a choice in whether or not they will remarry 

and with whom. 

 

 

 

 

 
102 Lindenbaum & Glasse (1969:170). 
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Previous accounts of Fore mortuary practices 

Having documented current North Fore mortuary practices, I now return to the 

literature, as mortuary endo-cannibalism associated with ‘head-payments’ has 

been a dominant theme in the literature on the North and South Fore, as well as 

the neighbouring Gimi-speaking people (for example see Berndt 1962, 

Lindenbaum 1979, Glasse 1970, and Gillison 1983, 1993). In examining this 

literature, my aim is to show that the practice of mortuary endo-cannibalism (as a 

part of the mortuary ‘head-pay’) for the North Fore was not limited solely to the 

consumption of the deceased’s flesh. The mortuary feast also included the 

deceased’s ground bones and blood mixed with wild greens and cooked together 

in a bamboo container. This ensured the regeneration of ancestral substances 

through bodily consumption. 

 

Both Berndt (1962) and Lindenbaum (1979) argued for the ‘ritual’ ‘fertilizing and 

regenerating’ aspects of mortuary endo-cannibalism. Berndt was the first to 

publish accounts of North Fore mortuary cannibalism. He (1962:271-2) writes  

 

In the ordinary course of events, when a man (or woman) dies in his own 

district, pigs are killed, a feast is held, and a mortuary distribution of goods 

takes place. The body is carried to one of the local gardens (ideally, one 

belonging to the dead person’s lineage) and either buried or cut into 

portions there. If it is buried in the garden, this encourages the growth of 

crops by fertilizing the soil; the body is ‘given to the ground’ in return for 

the food it will produce. (This is equivalent to giving up the body to 

Jugumishanta, who symbolizes the earth). If it is cut up, the blood spilled 

is a libation both to the lineage ancestors and to Jugumishanta and has 

fertilizing properties as well. The actual eating of the body, as in pig 

festivals, has the same significance, “Cut my body”, a dying man or 

woman may say, “so that the crops may increase”. “Eat my flesh so that 

the gardens may grow”.  
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Berndt (1962:272) continued: 

Certain parts (penis, testes, vulva, hands, fingers, toes, hair, skull, or jaws) 

may be kept not only for sentimental reasons but also because they have 

a special efficacy. They may be hung around a child’s neck to encourage 

his growth or rubbed on the back of a pig to make it fat. Pig fat may be 

kept in a skull, which enhances its power when used in anointing babies, 

children or adults, or water may be drunk from a skull with the same 

curative properties. Ideally, the remaining bones are always placed in the 

deceased’s lineage garden so that the crops will flourish… 

 

According to Berndt (1962:271) these practices did not constitute ‘ritual 

cannibalism’. He (1962:271) wrote: ‘Human flesh is not eaten to absorb the 

‘power’ or strength of the deceased, nor do men consider that female flesh will 

have a weakening effect on them’. Similarly, Lindenbaum (1979:22) stated that 

‘there was no thought of acquiring the power or personality of the deceased. Nor 

is it correct to speak of ritual cannibalism, although medical and journalistic 

accounts do so’. 

 

Lindenbaum (1979:22) however, emphasised the regenerating affect of the 

consumption of human flesh, particularly on invalids, as well as the fertilising 

effect on gardens through burials. She (1979:22) states: 

 

While the finger and jawbones of some relatives were retained for 

supernatural communication, Fore attitudes toward the bodies they 

consumed revolved around their fertilizing, rather than their moral, effect. 

Dead bodies buried in gardens encouraged the growth of crops. In a 

similar manner human flesh, like pig meat, helps some humans 

regenerate. The flesh of the deceased was thought particularly suitable for 

invalids. 
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Thus we see that for the North Fore, mortuary cannibalism was part of a wider 

set of practices concerned with regeneration, fertility and health that involved 

human body parts, pork and vegetable foods. All these foods formed part of the 

mortuary ‘head-payment’ to matri-kin. Moreover, mortuary meals also included a 

combination of wild greens (female), and pulverised bone (male) (see Berndt 

1962:243, 273). Berndt (1962:273) states: ‘Some of the bones of the dead, but 

never all, may be crushed or pounded, sometimes chewed, and finally mixed with 

edible leaves, sprayed with salt, and cooked’. Berndt (1962:243) does not say 

what category of kin ate this meal, but on another occasion he (1962:273) 

mentions men doing the pounding of bones, mixing with edible greens and 

eating. The consumption of crushed bones and greens, which were cooked in 

bamboo containers in an earth oven, occurred after the consumption of the 

corpse (see Berndt 1962:269-290, cf Gillison 1983). 

 

Gillison (1980, 1983) working with the Gimi-speaking people also published 

accounts of mortuary endo-cannibalism. She provided a symbolic analysis of 

these funerary rites. Similar to accounts recorded by Lindenbaum (1979) for the 

South Fore, Gimi women were reported as the dominant consumers of the 

deceased. 103 But Gillison (1980:148-154) states this occurred ‘only upon men’ 

and in order to release the male auna (spirit) back to the pool of ancestral kore, 

‘the locally-situated store of clan essence’. Gillison (1980:144) states: ‘After 

death, men’s spirits collectively constitute a forest reservoir from which emerges 

the animating life-force of new generations’. According to Gillison (1980:157) this 

cannibalistic rite performed by women ‘upon men’ was solely a ‘women’s idea’ 

and came into being ‘at a time in the past’, forever interrupting the mortuary 

custom of taking the body of the deceased from his mother’s house, where he 

was placed upon death, to his garden, where he was laid ‘to sleep’ within a 

 
103 Following an ‘intriguing’ reading of Gillison (1983) in which she reports that ‘cannibalism was 
exclusively associated with women…’, Berndt (1992:81) stated that he : ‘…would query such an 
assertion’. 
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roofed platform. Gillison (1980:157, 1983:35) states that Gimi women ‘…had too 

much compassion for the dead to let them rot away in isolation’. When the body 

of the deceased was cut up, the women ‘…shove[d] the meat into bamboo 

containers together with wild greens they secretly collected’ (Gillison 1980:157, 

see also 1983:36). Following this culinary preparation of the deceased’s body 

parts, the women returned to the house of the deceased104 to consume their 

meal.  

 

Secluded inside the deceased man’s hut for a period of four to five days, the time 

it is said for the digestion of the deceased to occur, the women were fed ‘wild 

meat’ in the form of possum and wild pig in order to force the deceased’s auna 

(spirit) from their body. Gillison (1980:157-8 n 7) writes:  

 

The eating of the male body together with wild foods is a means to ensure 

its regeneration as kore. Such details in men’s accounts reveal that the 

women themselves take steps to ensure the transformation of the male. In 

their own renditions of cannibalism and in their myths, women say that the 

elevation of the male spirit is a prime purpose of their acts. 

 

As was clearly argued by Gillison, this practice of eating (wild) pork following the 

consumption of human flesh was to expel the deceased’s auna (spirit) from their 

body and into the reservoir of ancestral kore. Gillison’s (1980, 1983) data clearly 

demonstrated Gimi women’s role in the regeneration of ancestral kore, thus 

purposefully assisting in the regeneration of life. By examining Berndt’s 

 
104 Gillison (1980:158, 1983:36) initially thought that the women entered the communal men’s hut to 
consume their cannibalistic meal. Gillison (1993:84) later changed her mind: ‘Elsewhere I mistakenly 
reported that women carried the stolen corpse back to “the men’s house” and remained secluded there for 
the duration of their meal (Gillison 1983a:36ff). Informants made continual references to the dead man’s 
‘own house’ which I mistook for his men’s house. Women remained (and still remain) in seclusion with the 
corpse inside the house of his wife or mother. During the various rites which immediately follow a man’s 
death, his close agnates treat his mother’s house as his own house or ‘womb’…’.  
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(1962:271) data, it is clear that the North Fore were also consuming the 

deceased’s body, bones and blood together with pork and wild greens. These 

practices also ensured the regeneration of ancestral spirit (auna) though bodily 

consumption.  

 

However, Lindenbaum (1983:101-4) questioned Gillison’s (1983) symbolic 

analysis of Gimi myth and ritual enactment of mortuary cannibalism, and 

emphasised the need for more historically grounded data. Lindenbaum (1983) 

suggested that Gillison’s rendering of the Gimi’s own account of the consumption 

of the parts of the human body followed by the consumption of pork, could be 

understood literally, historically, environmentally and socially. For example, the 

intensification of pig production that followed the introduction of the sweet potato, 

allowed Gimi men to maintain a ‘relative monopoly on pork consumption’. Here 

Lindenbaum (1983:102) suggested that women’s lower social status explains 

their role in mortuary endo-cannibalism. 

 

However, in her publication Thinking about Cannibalism (2004), Lindenbaum 

appears to turn to the more relational and less materialistic perspective on 

mortuary cannibalism. She (2004:478) states that: ‘[e]ndocannibalism usually 

occurs in the form of funerary or mortuary consumption, in which all or part of the 

body is ingested as an act of affection (Glasse 1963, 1967, Lindenbaum 1979, 

Conklin 2001)’. ‘Affection’ for the deceased has been a dominant theme in the 

reporting of this past practice. For example, Patrol Officer Linsley reported the 

Fore as saying that: ‘…by consuming their dead they incorporate them into 

themselves and so lessen not only the sorrow, but even the idea of loss’ (cited in 

Anderson 2008:15). Another major theme associated with mortuary endo-

cannibalism has been that of ‘regeneration’. Dr Michael Alpers, a renowned kuru 

researcher, in a 2007 publication followed Gillison’s (1980, 1983) lead arguing for 

the ‘regenerating’ aspect of mortuary endo-cannibalism. He (2007:14) described 

the Fore practice of mortuary cannibalism as ‘transumption’ which is defined as: 
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‘the mortuary practice of consumption and incorporation of the body of the dead 

person into the bodies of the living relatives, thus helping to free the spirit of the 

dead’ (Alpers 2007, cf Collinge, Whitfield, McKintosh, Frosh, Mead, Hill, 

Brandner, Thomas & Alpers 2008:3725). Anderson (2008:107) also followed the 

theme of regeneration, describing that: ‘…the ritual consumption of loved ones 

after death, perpetuated the social bonds constituted in bones, tissues, and body 

fluids and thus helped humans regenerate. It allowed a modulation and 

amplification of customary exchanges between mourners, enhancing the transfer 

of social value from one generation to the next’. 

 

As we have seen, the reporting on Fore mortuary endo-cannibalism has involved 

various ideas. It was portrayed as ‘incorporation to prevent sorrow and loss’ 

(Linsley 1951-52), ‘non-ritual cannibalism, but with an emphasis on fertility’ 

(Berndt 1962), and as ‘gastronomy and respect’ (Matthews, Glasse & 

Lindenbaum 1968). Lindenbaum (1979), followed Berndt (1962) and argued it 

was ‘non-ritual cannibalism’, but emphasised that women’s role in mortuary 

endo-cannibalism was a result of ‘the lower status of women’ and they being 

‘protein starved’. But, she also pointed out the ‘fertilizing and regenerating’ 

aspect of this practice. Gillison (1983) however, took the lead with a symbolic 

analysis of Gimi women’s ritual cannibalism, arguing for the ‘regeneration’ of the 

(male) human spirit.105 Alpers (2007) followed this lead, describing the Fore 

practice of endo-cannibalism as ‘transumption’, while Anderson (2008) reiterated 

the theme of ‘regeneration’. 

 

Andrew Strathern (1982b:118) writing on the Western Highlands argued that 

garden fertility involved a ‘grease’ cycle: the maternally derived body 

decomposes into the earth, ‘and contributes to the earth’s ‘grease’ or ‘fertility’. He 

(1982b:118) says that there is: 

 
105 I suggest extending this analysis from that of ‘male’ spirit to ‘agnatic’ spirit. 
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… a ‘grease-cycle’ which passes through people, plants, and the earth, 

and which contrasts with the creation and deposition of bone: bones 

represent individual claims to soil or claims to power as a means of 

access to a ghost, they are associated with the jural and political world, 

while flesh is associated with the cycle of fertility, reproduction, 

consumption and rot. 

 

This impermanent ‘flesh’ is associated with ‘female values’, whereas bone is 

linked to ‘maleness’, and thus permanence (Strathern 1982b:117). He 

(1982b:118) argued that it is this impermanence of the maternally derived body, 

which drives the payments given to maternal kin, ‘as compensation for their loss’. 

Gillison (1993) also stressed the loss of maternal substance driving the ‘head-

pay’ system, but gave greater emphasis to the intricacies of Gimi cosmology. 

 
 
Conclusion 
My argument is that in the ‘life-cycle of reproduction, replenishment and 

regeneration’, the previous practice of anointing bones (male) with blood 

(female), and mixing greens (female) with ground down bones (male) ensured 

the ‘regeneration’ of agnatic spirit. Moreover, I argue that women’s ritual practice 

of ‘cooking in bamboo’ following births and burials is a modification of prior 

funerary practices, and demonstrates their current role in regeneration. For as 

Weiner (1982:56) argues: ‘… regeneration, constitutes the replacement of these 

values at death so that some measure continues, i.e., is regenerated for the 

living’. 

 

This chapter has outlined the contemporary mourning practices of the North 

Fore. My aim has been to demonstrate the transformation in these practices 

when compared to those described by Berndt (1962). As the mourning process is 

today heralded by the initial song with subsequent laments sung for the 

deceased over a period of fourteen nights, some of these songs are included. 
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This singing, which is spoken of as ‘crying’, guides the auna (spirit) of the 

deceased into the deep forest to join the ancestral pool of auna (ancestral spirit) 

and assist in the regeneration of life. I argued that mourning songs facilitate this 

process.  

 

The gendered aspect of the ‘head-pay’ and the reciprocal exchange between 

affinal groups that is embedded within the mortuary ‘head-pay’ has been 

emphasised throughout this thesis. In pointing out the gendered nature of these 

mortuary ‘head-payments’, what is also clearly demonstrated within this chapter, 

is the overarching strength of the brother-sister relationship and the agnatic clan 

as the unit of reproduction. For it is the shared maternal substance of the brother-

sister sibling set (and thus the agnatic clan) that is at the heart of the ‘head-pay’ 

system. For Highlands’ women, their lower status has been variously attributed to 

the mythic loss of the bamboo flutes (Berndt 1962) and to the negative powers 

associated with menstrual blood. Yet what is clearly demonstrated is that this 

loss of maternal agnatic substance, shared with their brothers, is the driving force 

of the entire system of ‘head-payments’.  

 

I emphasised women’s role in ‘regeneration’ as there has been a series of 

anthropological debates (for example Weiner 1976, and Strathern 1981a) 

regarding the role of women, and their spheres of production and reproduction. 

Weiner’s (1976) data on the Trobriand Island women and their mortuary 

exchanges of banana leaf bundles and skirts placed women in a sphere that was 

other than mundane. It was Weiner’s (1976) data and her analysis that triggered 

this debate regarding women’s role in ‘regeneration’. In the concluding chapter, I 

follow these anthropological debates to provide further data on the 

complementary actions and agency of the sexes and in particular the supporting 

role of Fore women in all clan events including rituals that entail the 

transformation of personhood. 
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Chapter Seven 
 

Conclusion 
 

The main aim of this thesis was to explore the North Fore cycle of ‘head-

payments’ and the role the women play in it in particular. I intended to represent 

the women in a manner in which they perceive themselves, that is as fit Moke 

meris (fit Moke women) whose lives are imbued with moral responsibility. The 

Moke concept of a fit meri includes cultural practices such as the observance of 

menstrual taboos, their role in reproduction of children, the making of bilums, the 

feeding and nurturing of clan children through the making of gardens, and the 

utilisation of surplus production for all clan and village events. Women take pride 

in their roles in production and reproduction; moreover, they are judged on how 

well they fulfil their role. 

 

Strathern (1981b), in her construct of Melanesian personhood, emphasised their 

moral orientation toward the social interest. Following Poole (1979:3), Strathern 

(1981b:189) argued that Melanesian ‘personhood’ involves ‘attributes, capacities, 

and signs of ‘proper’ social persons that mark a moral career’. The North Fore 

phrase a fit meri covers the entire range of ‘proper’ female social behaviour and 

the complementary role that a fit meri plays in all male social endeavours. I have 

argued that North Fore women’s lives are imbued with moral responsibility, 

originally towards her natal clan. Upon marriage some of her obligations shift to 

her husband’s clan.  

 

Moke women are aware of their subordinate position. As wives, they ensure 

harmonious gender relations by following cultural norms that demand ‘respect’ 

for husbands. In a male dominated society, as nurturing mothers, this ‘respect’ 
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for husbands is passed to their daughters in the form of respect for ‘fathers’ and 

‘brothers’. 

 

Complementing Berndt’s (1962) publication Excess and Restraint that largely 

focused upon male ritual practices, this thesis is predominantly focused upon 

currently enacted women’s rituals, all of which are associated with different 

aspects of the ‘head-pay’ system. When applying the wider lens of the ‘head-pay’ 

system, the high value of women as mothers, sisters and daughters is prominent. 

Menstrual beliefs and practices represent the central part of a system upon which 

this high value of women is based. In examining the ‘head-pay’ system it 

becomes clear that it is associated with recognition of maternal substance in the 

form of blood, the brother-sister sibling set, and the mother’s brother - sister’s 

child relationship. They all derive from the same womb (bilum) and share the 

same blood. It is the loss of this shared maternal substance that drives the life-

cycle of exchange. I purposefully included the Women’s Song of Happiness, 

which is specific to the wainama (hausmeri), to demonstrate that women are not 

demeaned by or ashamed of their association with blood. On the contrary, the 

enactment of the wainama appears to value women’s fertility and points to their 

key role in further economic transactions that their marriage will bring to the 

agnatic clan.  

 

I examined the three-part process of North Fore marriages, beginning with 

brideprice negotiations, and the autosaena pota-une ritual enacted by women at 

this event. This ritual ‘over-dressing’ of the woman in married women’s clothing, 

signifies her married status, and is a demonstration of the strength and nurture of 

her agnatic clan. I have argued that in undertaking this ritual dressing women are 

acting on, and controlling, the powerful female body. Through detachment, 

marriage creates a wife out of a sister, but it also creates a (potential) mother’s 

brother out of a brother. This mutual transformation of the brother-sister sibling 
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set upon a sister’s marriage, highlights the saliency of the cross-sex sibling 

relationship, and marriage as the origin point for a new cycle of ‘head-payments’. 

 

Pregnancy and childbirth are important events in the life-cycle, characterised by 

yagarama naninda, the affinal ‘child-payment’ to the mother’s brothers enacted at 

a public event known as the tiena. This ‘child-payment’ is essential to recruit the 

child into the agnatic clan, demonstrating that only partial rights in women are 

transferred upon marriage. By linking these practices to Berndt’s (1954) data 

about blood and ancestral spirits, I placed women’s cultural practices during 

childbirth into the cosmological realm.  

 

I argued that women’s practice of ‘cooking ebia in bamboo’, which follows both 

birth and death, signifies the ‘regenerative’ aspect of the life-cycle, and women’s 

continuing role in regeneration. Cooking ebia in bamboo can also be traced back 

to myths of origin, as can the entire system of ‘head-payments’. The kin-based 

transactions that constitute the ‘head-pay’ not only bring harmony between affinal 

and kin groups but, on a more cosmological level, also replenish the maternal 

substance derived from a women’s agnatic clan. Specific food plays an important 

role in the process of regeneration in terms of both gendered person and 

cosmology at large. As Jolly (1991:46) argues:  

 

Food in many parts of Melanesia, is equally central to the gender of the 

gift. Food crosses the boundary of the body, negotiating the permeable 

border between object and subject. It is made by human subjects, 

becomes a detachable object which is transacted, but then reincorporated 

in human subjects by consumption. In these several phases of production, 

transaction and consumption food is often seen as affecting a 

transformation in the embodied subject. 
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Concluding the life-cycle of affinal transactions is agona, the mortuary ‘head-

payment’, enacted at an event called the tugu or the feast to farewell the 

mother’s brothers. I emphasised the gendered aspect of these ‘head-payments’, 

with men’s and children’s ‘head-payment’ being made by the agnatic clan to the 

mother’s brothers, and married women’s ‘head-payment’ being made by the 

husband’s clan to the wife’s agnatic clan.  

 

Having established women’s role in ‘reproduction’, and her pivotal role in 

‘replacement’ of a mother’s brother for her own brother upon her marriage, I 

turned to women’s role in regeneration. Gillison (1983) wrote that women’s 

previous cannibalistic practices were to ensure the generation of the male spirit 

into an ancestral pool of kore (ancestral spirit). These practices have since 

ceased. Today, all night vigils are sung to entice the spirit of the deceased to its 

proper resting place in the deep forest to reside in the ancestral pool of spirits. 

The singing takes place for all who die, whether male or female, married or 

unmarried, including children.  

 

This thesis has evolved and expanded through a network of kinship relations that 

drew me to Moke village in a similar way to the making of a bilum. By weaving 

together current cultural practices and linking this to cosmological 

understandings about the past, this thesis has become like a bilum containing the 

Moke people’s beliefs with regard to blood. At the heart of the Fore ontological 

beliefs, the life-cycle events, and affinal transactions that constitute gendered 

‘head-payments’ is the maternal substance of the agnatic clan. This maternal 

substance connects a brother with a sister and a mother’s brother with a sister’s 

child, in an overarching structure, in which this shared maternal substance is 

most powerfully expressed by the symbol of bilum or womb. 

 

Such symbolic use of bilum, for example, occurred at one of the meetings held at 

Wakumati to elect the inaugural Chairman of the Pindogori Cooperative. When 



the meeting stalled, one of Purago’s mother’s brothers from the village of Emasa, 

made the following statement on behalf of his clan, referring to his sister’s son 

who was a contender for the position: ‘We return home now, but just so you all 

know, that when we return [to continue with this election], we will put our money 

and our vote in our bilum’. 

 

  

Figure 40: Child sleeping in bilum 
 

Another link to bilums involves Weiner’s (1976:13) argument regarding the work 

of Marilyn Strathern (1972). Weiner (1982) was endeavouring to shift the 

standard of anthropological debate about the role of Highlands women away 

from that of status and position based upon the negative power associated with 

their biological ability to reproduce children and women’s lack of political power, 

and to place some of women’s practices into a cosmological realm. Her (1976) 

research with Trobriand Islands women highlighted their transactions of large 

quantities of banana leaf bundles and skirts in mortuary rituals. Women’s active 

participation in mortuary exchange placed Trobriand women’s actions into a 

sphere that was other than mundane.  
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Weiner advocated an alternative perspective for PNG women by way of 

examining Strathern’s (1972) data on the Melpa from the Western Highlands of 

PNG on the making and giving of traditional string-bags (bilums) in marriage 

rituals. Weiner (1976:13) argued that ‘…the distribution of net-bags across 

affinal, consanguineal, and intergenerational lines’, was not given serious 

analysis by Strathern. Marilyn Strathern (1981a) in her paper Culture in a 

Netbag: The Manufacture of a Subdiscipline in Anthropology utilised the occasion 

of the Malinowski Memorial Lecture (1980) to refute Weiner’s argument. By using 

her own data from the Western Highlands, she argued that as Melpa women did 

not participate in the moka transactions, they were merely ‘producers’ of pigs, 

and not ‘transactors’. But, in Women In Between, Strathern (1972) argued that 

the pivotal role of women lies ‘in between’ and as the ‘road’ to these affinal moka 

transactions that evolved from aspects of the matrilateral ‘head-pay’ system. But 

the moka transactions profoundly eclipsed these matri-payments (cf Jolly 

1992:53). Moka and tee exchanges that involved incremental exchange have 

been reported as ‘ceremonial exchange’ in opposition to the ‘mundane’ kin-based 

transactions associated with the ‘head-pay’. 106 Gillison’s (1993) analysis of Gimi 

myth and ritual clearly demonstrated the cosmological origin of the ‘head-pay’ 

system. As the Fore appear to share a body of cosmological data with the Gimi, I 

have argued that as the ‘head-pay’ system had cosmological origins, the kin-

based exchanges associated with it cannot easily be classified as ‘mundane’. 

 

MacKenzie (1991:21-22) in her in-depth study of bilums further addresses this 

debate between Weiner (1976) and Strathern (1981) regarding the study of 

women and bilums. MacKenzie (1991:22) states: ‘I take up Weiner’s suggestion 

of making the string bag the central subject of study, and follow her call in 

questioning the assumption that only men are the carriers of cultural knowledge’. 

 
106 See for example Merlan & Rumsey (1991:84) and Nihill (1988). 
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MacKenzie (1991:22), however, points out: ‘I do not follow her [Weiner’s] female-

centred approach, and reject her assumption that analysis of the string bag will 

reveal an exclusive realm of female power’. 

 

Similar to Strathern (1981a) and MacKenzie (1991) I too reject the notion of a 

‘female-centred study’ particularly in the Highlands of Papua New Guinea. This 

study has largely been informed by cultural practices that are today focused upon 

women. These include women’s rituals and women’s bodily practices. But what 

emerges from these data is a ‘realm of female power’ in relation to menstruation 

and childbirth. For the cultural taboos and norms surrounding these practices bar 

men, and set in place, an exclusive domain of women. But male behaviour such 

as food avoidance and taboos of separation during pregnancy, childbirth and the 

post-partum period, demonstrates their active participation in reproduction. As 

Jolly (2002:23) argues: ‘…although birthing might constitute a ‘separate’ female 

sphere, men were crucially involved in the broader domain of reproductive life…’. 

Hence a woman’s domain overlaps with and incorporates men’s practices as 

helping and supporting (and co-constituting) women’s activity. 

 

The separation of the sexes has been a dominant feature of ethnographic studies 

in the Highlands of New Guinea. Male initiation rituals were previously reported 

as the ‘exclusive domain of men’. More recent studies, particularly that of 

Bonnemere (2004), have demonstrated that women have also played an 

important role in these rituals. Moreover, a careful study of Berndt’s (1962) data 

also reveals aspects of female participation. For example, Berndt (1962:82) 

argued that women were essential to male ritual. He argued that: ‘… the 

ceremonial actions of women, even if primarily orientated around mundane 

duties like providing daily food and water and finally, a feast, are essential to the 

efficacy of the ritual’ (emphasis added). Berndt pointed out another essential role 

of women within the sphere of male ritual. He (1962:65) wrote ‘mothers, sisters, 

brothers’ wives and mothers’ brothers’ wives’ manufacture bilums, armbands and 
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waistbands leading up to male initiation, that men further decorated utilising bark 

and orchid fibres before presenting them to the initiates. The initiate’s bilum, 

armband and waistband, the product of the labour of both men and women, 

symbolises women’s initial role in reproduction and the nurturing of boys, and 

men’s role of making these boys into men through painful initiation rituals. Thus 

the bilum previously used on the occasion of a boy’s initiation symbolised the 

complementary actions of men and women in male reproduction. 

 

These complementary actions of North Fore men and women were also evident 

in brideprice negotiations and exchange. Although men were the dominant social 

actors, women publicly participated in these transactions. This thesis has 

demonstrated the active participation of women during brideprice negotiations 

and women’s role in ‘dressing’ and ‘farewelling’ the newly married women by the 

natal clan. The use of bilums in all of these marriage transactions highlights the 

centrality of bilums to the identity of North Fore women and to the processes of 

the marriage exchange. I argued that through women’s active participation in 

these life-cycle exchanges, particularly marriage transactions, women gain a 

form of prestige.  

 

In Berndt’s (1962) recording of the origin myth cited in Chapter Two, the original 

creative beings carry bilums and after making an earth oven, place their cooked 

food in their bilum before going off on their travels to populate the countryside. 

For the North Fore, bilums originated from the tumbuna (ancestors), as did the 

‘head-pay’ system that is itself involved in exploring the possibilities of expanding 

identities and similarities between a bilum and the womb. Regarding potential 

semiotic flow between womb and bilum Stewart & Strathern (1997:2) argue that:  

 

the fact of birth from the female body and the immediate acts of caring 

associated with this fact form a powerful template for the expression of 



252 
 

ideas about social transitions generally. The netbag becomes an 

elementary material form objectifying the powers of female fertility and 

making them accessible for further semiotic production.  

 

In a similar way to Weiner (1976, 1978, 1980), I have looked beyond women and 

bilums and their quotidian role as objects of material culture in Highlands 

exchange and their value as utilitarian receptacles for carrying children, garden 

produce, and their use in brideprice negotiations and exchange. I have examined 

the symbolic and cosmological association between women and bilums. This 

encompasses the brother-sister sibling set, and also the mother’s brother - 

sister’s child relationship through shared maternal substance. It is the loss of this 

shared maternal substance which forms and triggers the system of ‘head-

payments’ in the form of brideprice, child-payments and the mortuary ‘head-pay’ 

to affinal and other social kin.  

 

Evidenced by its endurance, the ‘head-pay’ system is a total social system, 

compelling in its nature and practice. It could even be said that the ‘head-pay’ 

system constitutes and is constituted by cosmology where recognition of the 

‘sacred’ essence of blood and thus maternal agnatic essence is prominent. It 

comes as no surprise that Berndt (1962:39-113) viewed the flute mythology and 

subsequent male ritual action that centred on ‘blood’ practices as a religion. He 

(1965:83) also noted the ‘sacramental quality’ to prior purificatory and 

prophylactic practices through the use of salt, which symbolised the body of 

Jugumishanta. In my analysis, the ‘head-pay’ system and the affinal exchanges 

transacted have cosmological origins creating a ‘religion’ of the maternally and 

paternally derived body. 

 

Meigs‘s (1984) publication Food, Sex and Pollution subtitled A New Guinea 

Religion has an entire chapter entitled A Religion of the Body. She (1984:131) 
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states that the Hua male practices associated with food taboos and rituals that 

imitate female fertility and ‘reproductive power’ are a ‘male’ religion, in 

recognition of ‘female vital essence or nu’. As stated in Chapter Three, the Fore 

equivalent of the Hua concept of nu is the auna. Meigs (1984:131) approaches 

the question of supposed exclusively ‘male religion’ dialectically:  

 

What is religious about male imitation and adulation of female powers? 

Any nu is powerful, but female nu is most powerful. Any body is awesome, 

but the female body, possessor of the mystery of fertility and nurture, is 

the most awesome. In this religion of the body the female body plays the 

star role (emphasis added). 

 

Whilst I agree with Meigs regarding the male rites of imitation of the female body, 

I disagree that it is an exclusive ‘male religion’. The following data suggest that 

women were aware that these male rites, which included ‘blood-letting’ practices, 

were similar to, if not the same as, female menstruation. Berndt (1962:69) 

records that upon hearing the sound of flutes a North Fore mother told her 

daughter the following: 

 

Do not speak about them, you have no penis. The rain is falling and the 

flutes cry from the mountains, from the bush: there men are playing. But 

blood stops within your body. Do not cry. You sit down and blood will fall 

upon the ground, you are a woman.  

 

Berndt (1962:69) adds:  

As if to say: ‘If I had borne a man instead of a woman you would have 

looked at this; but you are a girl instead of a boy, blood will flow from you 

like water. This is the same as playing the flutes’. 

 



254 
 

As Berndt (1962:69) notes, ‘…women are not as ignorant as men assume them 

to be’. He also states: ‘There is no feeling of apparent injustice because the flute 

is a peculiarly male possession. Women have their role, men theirs’. Both Berndt 

and my ethnographic data from Moke village, Okapa District, have continuously 

emphasised the complementary role of the sexes in all ritual and social 

endeavors.  

 

Moreover, in examining these kin-based transactions that constitute the entire 

system of ‘head-payments’ that pivot around women and their patrikin, and the 

bilum (womb) as the link between the brother-sister sibling set, and the mother’s 

brother-sister’s child relationship, we place these cyclic ‘head-payments’ and the 

North Fore women’s bodily and ritual practices into the cosmological realm. 

These cyclic ‘head-payments’ value the role of women and their patri-kin in the 

reproductive cycle.  

 

Gillison’s (1983, 1993) analysis of Gimi myth and ritual practices traces the 

‘head-pay’ system back to the origin myth of the flutes, initially owned by women 

and stolen by men. The theft of the women’s flutes by men created the first 

menstruation; and according to Gillison (1993) a ‘mythic guilt’ that needs to be 

redeemed through the compensatory life-cycle payments associated with the 

‘head-pay’ system. But Gillison (1993) makes little mention of the consequences 

for men resulting from stealing the flute. This male theft made women bleed and 

their pubic hair was transformed into men’s facial hair (see Berndt 1962:50). Both 

of these substances (blood and male facial hair) are maternally derived. The 

male gain and female loss was the genesis of the ‘head-pay’ system and the 

exchanges within it.  

 

However, in Myths of Matriarchy, Hays (1988:98-120) argues that when women 

owned the flute, their life-world was in a state of ‘disorder’; the theft of the flutes 
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by men was a necessary act to create ‘order’ in their world through the power of 

men. This ‘order’ was not only evident in the growth of boys into men, but also in 

the growth of pigs and all garden fertility. The flute myth contains bodily 

transformations arising through the actions of both sexes creating gendered 

sexual maturity upon one another. Moreover, it parallels the origin story (amani) 

cited in Chapter Three, where Jugumishanta and Morufonu are agents in the 

transformation of their mythic bodies enabling conception and reproduction. The 

theft of the flute created a fertile female, as evident by menstruation, and 

conversely, this theft also created ‘men’ from boys, evident by the growth of facial 

and other bodily hair. Here again, in aspects of reproductive power, I argue, we 

can see the roles of the sexes as essentially complementary. 

 

Similarly to Hays’ (1988) analysis of the flute myth, the one by Godelier 

(1996:133) of the Baruya flute myth also relates to ‘order’. However, Godelier 

states that because the flutes were stolen by the men and not voluntarily given 

by the women ‘[t]hese powers remain fundamentally attached to women; it is in 

them that they have their primal, inalienable source’. Godelier (1996:133) also 

argues that this primordial act of male treachery and violence is the very reason 

for the subordination of women. He (1996:133) writes: ‘…were men to relax this 

violence, this constraint they exercise over women, for  a single day, a single 

month, a single year, disorder would again well up and subvert society and the 

cosmos’.  

 

Anthropological accounts of Highlands women have long noted their lower 

economic and political status vis a vis men. Those on Fore women in particular, 

emphasised their lower status by focusing upon the role of women as ‘wives’ and 

therefore as ‘affines’. The major line of argument explaining women’s 

subordinate position as ‘wives’ focused upon their reproductive fertile bodies, 

particularly emphasising their so-called ‘polluting’ power towards men during 

times of menstruation, childbirth and lactation. By following Stewart & Strathern’s 
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(2002a and 2002b) approach to gender relations in Chapter Three, I examined 

menstruation in positive terms and moved the discussion ‘beyond pollution’. I 

argued for a more complementary perspective between menstruation and male 

bloodletting practices. Both Berndt (1962) and Gillison (1993) have given 

accounts of the cosmological origins of menstruation. Berndt (1962:106) pointed 

out the equivalence of menstruation and male ritual ‘blood-letting’ practices, and 

Gillison (1993:184) stated that menstrual blood and male ritual ‘blood-letting’ 

during times of initiation are ‘one and the same’. Berndt (1962:56) argued that 

the North Fore women were during times of menstruation and childbirth, not 

secluded due to their ‘polluting’ power, but because of a ‘state of danger’. The 

co-presence of blood and spirits forced women into seclusion to minimilise the 

possibility of people being hurt. In moving the analysis of these cultural practices 

‘beyond pollution’, we radically alter the analysis, perception and role of Fore and 

other Highlands women. When examining menstruation and women’s bodily 

substances in terms of the ‘head-pay’ system, it is the loss of agnatic clan’s 

substances that drives the entire exchange system creating a debt for the affinal 

clan (cf Geweertz & Errington 1983) to be continuously redeemed through these 

cyclic ‘head-payments’.  

 

These cyclic ‘head-payments’ are structured around parts of the body, and over 

the entire life-cycle affinal matri-payments are for the total body – body, blood 

and head. The payment of brideprice detaches a woman from her agnatic clan. 

The payment is for her reproductive capacity, and labour. Payments to her 

patrikin for her ‘blood’ begin with child-payments, and upon her death, the 

husband’s clan will pay for her ‘head’ by making the mortuary ‘head-payment’ to 

her patrikin. The totality of the transactions to the wife’s agnatic clan takes the 

form of a single body.  

 

With this in mind, it can be seen that women play a key role in creating wealth for 

the agnatic clan. Moreover, it can be stated that women’s agnatic maternal 
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substance is a key gift that is ‘kept while given’ (Weiner 1992) and is thus 

‘inalienable’. Weiner (1992) utilised the concept of ‘keeping while giving’ to refer 

to items of material culture, that had inalienable qualities within gift exchange. 

But, within the ‘blood-complex’ of PNG Highland societies where emphasis is on 

the importance of ‘blood-letting' practices previously through male ritual action, 

the issue lies in the maternal origins of ‘blood’. It is the pairing of loss of this 

maternal substance and the compensatory ‘matri-payments’ that produces the 

partial or qualified alienability of maternal substance in the form of blood. This is 

evident in a North Fore term for ‘head-payments’, agona, meaning ‘going back to 

the roots’.  

 

These cyclic ‘head-payments’ are recruitment payments for the agnatic clan. It 

appears that despite ‘child-payments’ to maternal kin following their birth and the 

loss of maternal substance during initiation, men retain their maternal identity 

beyond death, with their mortuary ‘head-payment’ going to their matrikin. For 

women, on the other hand, their agnatic identity is secured through the 

apportioning of her brideprice to maternal kin, with her mortuary ‘head-payment’ 

made by her husband’s clan to her agnatic kin. It is through the gendered 

mortuary payments of the ‘head-pay’ system that the ‘inalienability’ of shared 

maternal agnatic substance is manifest.  

 

 



 

Figure 41: Preparing for the homeward journey 
 

Anna’s death in 2004 was the catalyst for my interest in matrilateral ‘head-

payments’. That same year, young Duski’s birth provided me with first-hand 

experience by taking part in a ‘child-payment’. Now, concluding this thesis on the 

eve of her 7th birthday, my thoughts return to Anna, who died before reaching 

this age. My thoughts return to Wakumati, the central meeting place of Moke 

village, and the seasonal children’s game of catching falling eucalyptus leaves. It 

was on the occasion of Anna’s death that Purago Murabe wrote a poem 

dedicated to her. 
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For Anna 

Laughter of awaken children 

Beneath the cascading eucalyptus 

Bright red and green falling leaves 

The catches, so joyous of moments 

The suspending meadow mist of suspense 

A night after passing of a young woman 

 

Of Moke origin, she became part of herself 

Past medication, waiting and agony 

She fell, Anna; of a loving mother and clansfolks 

It’s the same of leaves of higher 

She’s laid to count her eternal sleep 

In varied directions, same as the leaves 

 

It’s the Moke’s night, one for Anna alone 

Leaving tears of sorrow and unmatched love 

It’s the moment of returning 

To your roots, for return in the morning light 

The children miss you 

This misty morning, you fall as a leaf 

And many leaves for your lifetime playmates fall. 
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