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1. 

ABSTRACT 

This thesis describes the Kopon of the lower Kaironk 

Valley, between the Bismarck and Schrader Ranges in Papua 

New Guinea. I compare the lower Kopon in certain respects 

with the upper Kopon, living further up the Kaironk Valley 
I 

and with the Kalam, living further up still. 

There are predominantly ethnographic chapters on the 

economy; groups; kinship; marriage, vital statistics, and 

migration; social control; supernaturalism; ritual; and 

taboo. The penultimate chapter discusses r~tual, super

naturalism, and taboo, concentrating heavily on the latter, 

and the final chapter interrelates important aspects of 

material covered in the body of thethesis . 

The Kopon garden for the bulk of their food, but hunt-

ing and gathering contribute essential protein to the diet. 

The pig and the dog are domesticated. 

Settlement is dispersed, with houses handy to garden 

sites. Households are the largest moderately stable groups, 

but show some overlapping, and a degree of flux greater than 

would result from the demands of life cycle changes alone. 

Gardening groups, which range in size up to the equivalent of 

three or four households, show a high degree of overlapping 

and flux. 



2. 

The lower Kopon have a lower population density and a 

lower incidence of homicide than the upper Kopon or the 

Kalam, and there is a considerable down valley migration 

from upper to lower Kopon. Social control is on the basis 

of equivalence, self interest, and self help, and the only 

specialist role is that of curer. 

A higher mortality rate and richer natural resources in 

the lower than the upper Kaironk Valley plausibly explain 

much of the above. The high mortality keeps the population 

· density relatively low, and encourages flux . and overlapping 

of groups, both to guard against isolation should death occur, 

and to adjust to death when it does occur. This militates 

against the relatively clear-cut boundaries and undivided 

allegiance which would be to some extent nec~ssary conditions 

for the existence of larger corporate groups. Superimposed 

on local flux in the lower Kopon is the down valley migra-

tion from the upper Kopon. This is a movement to an area 

of lower population density, richer resources, and attribu

table to these, lower rates of killing. Moving down valley to 

die may be a feature of populations on the fringes of the 

Highlands. Riebe (1974) has independently related the fre

quency of Kalam killings to population growth, these having 

increased in parallel from the mid-19th to the mid-20th . century. 

In the relative absence of other indices of discrimina

tion, the use of taboo as a marker has been developed to a 

high degree. Beliefs in the supernatural account for the pro

cesses of life, growth, healing, illness, and death, and the 



-------------~ 

3. 

choice of a supernatural to which to attribute a natural death 

justifies either repaying the death with a k~lling, or letting 

it pass. 
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6. 

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE 

The following guide explains the orthography at points 

where it departs most widely from English conventions. 

Fuller information is to be found in Appendix A. 

1. Except after /m/ or /n/, a neutral vowel sepa

rates consonants in clusters. 

2. /w/ and /y/ function as· vowel or consonant depend

ing on environment. 

3. The following are voiced initially and medially 

but unvoiced finally, and are prenasalised med

ially and finally: /b,d,j,g/. 

4. The following are voiced initially and medially 

but unvoiced finally: /t/ (does not occur ini

tially), /cl (does not occur initially, pronounced 

as 'j' medially and 'ch' as in church finally), 

/i/ (flapped 'l'). 

5. /kl is aspirated and unvoiced initially, voiced 

medially, and unvoiced finally. 

6. /p/ is fricative and unvoiced initially, stopped 

and voiced medially, stopped and unvoiced finally. 

7. /q/ is used as a symbol for/~~ 

8. Sounds which h a ve not been assigned to a phoneme 

are occasionally indicated by symbols found in 

Appendix A. 

ABBREVIATIONS 

B brother cl. classificatory 

D daughter sp. species 

F father p.c. personal communication 

M mother 

s son 

z sister 
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INTRODUCTION 

the people tha t were before us 

this is what they always did 1 

This dissertation is about some 200 lower Kopon people 

living in the vicinity of Yha~. There are approximately 

4,000 Kopon in all, and with their neighbours the Kalam most 

of them live in the Kaironk Valley, between the Bismarck 

and Schrade r Ranges in Papua New Guinea. 

The possibility of working among the Kopon was suggested 

to me in 1965 by Dr Ralph Bulme~, then senior lecturer in 

social ant hropology at Auckland University and himself work-

ing with the Kalam. Anthropologically speaking, the Kopon 

were virtually untouched at the time. Since then the only 

other anthropologis t to do significant work with them has 

2 been K. Numazawa. 

It seemed sensible to take advantage of my medical train-

ing, and the topic chosen was "A study of social structure 

and concepts of medicine and disease among the Kopon". Dis-

ease is explained almost entirely in terms of supernaturals, 

and I c ame to focus attention on these rather than on disease 

as such. The most important shift of emphasis, however, lay 

in another direction. I started work among the Kopon little 

interested in t a boo, and bega n by noting, as a somewhat un-

1. Someth ing l ike the above is the ultimate Kopon 
answe r t o q ues tions about the reasons for any 
p r actice. 

2. 1968, and o t h e r publ ica tions, in Japanese, 
listed in R. Bulmer 197 4 :9. 



8. 

welcome extra duty, such things as "initiates not allowed to 

eat food cooked in the fire", and "initiates may not eat food 

cooked in the same oven as food for a woman". The material 

on taboo grew and grew till I realised that Nopon social 

distinctions are based largely· on taboos, and the social 

structure I set out to look for was not going to come to 

light in the form I had expected. 

I define taboos as prohibitions with automatic sanctions, 

but extend the ·term to cover all the prohibitions in any 

. 1 f h h .. 1 given set so ong as some o t em ave automatic sanctions. 

Since the voluminous writings on the subject in the 19th 

and earlier 20th centuries taboo has been somewhat neglected, 

both in theoretical writings and in ethnographic reports. In 

saying this I am not unmindful of the works mentioned in a foot

note. 2 It seems to me no accident that in 1888 the Encyclo-

paedia Britannica had a three and a half page entry on taboo 

(Frazer 1888) while in 1968 the entry on taboo in the Inter-

national Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences said "see Incest; 

Pollution". So far as I can discove~, I have given in this dis-

1. · This definition is discussed in detail in ch.X.6. 

2. Radcliffe-Brown (1939) is more about re
ligion and ritual in gene~al than taboo in 
particular. Steiner (1956) is a review 
rather than a new contribution. To some 
extent Fortes (1967), and to a much greater 
extent Fox (1967) and Levi-Strauss (1969) 
are concerned with totemic taboos rather 
than taboos in general. Tambiah (1969) 
discusses animal taboos chiefly. Leach (1964) 
and especially Douglas (1966) cover ground 
much wider than taboo as I have defined it. 

----- - --
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sertation more information on Kopon taboos, in the sense in 

which I use the term, than has been published on taboo for 

any other Papua New Guinea people. 

Overall, this thesis attempts to display the coherence 

of various aspects of Kopon life. The Kopon live by settled 

subsistence agriculture, hunting, and gathering. The lower 

Kopon, in the lower Kaironk Valley, have richer natural 

resources but a lower population density than the upper Kopon 

and Kalam, who live in the middle and upper Kaironk respect

ively. At the lower altitudes of the lower Kopon not only 

plant and animal life, but also diseases proliferate, keeping 

the human population down. 

Settlement is dispersed, and the only persisting groups 

are of household size. Membersh~p of households is to some 

extent overlapping, and membership of gardening groups over

laps considerably. Although people commonly work in small 

groups, oneperson 's labour is sufficient to exploit most 

resources. Where the sexual division of labour requires that 

men and women co-operate, n·o one is dependent on one person, 

such as a spouse, of the opposite sex. Kin classes are based 

largely on age, sex, and marriage. The importance of relations 

between pairs and very small groups of kin is reflected in 

the existence of special terms for pairs of kin and for three 

or more kin in any particular relationship. 

There is a continuous small scale redistribution of 

people on the land in response to life cycle changes, 

marriage, death, and the need to cultivate ties with a number 

of people. There is also a net down valley migration from the 

-----------------
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upper Kopon to the lower Kopon, an area of richer resources, 

lower population density, and lower rates of killing. 

The Kopon were dependent on trade for stone axe heads 

and shell valuables, giving in return bird of paradise plumes, 

black palm bows, and· tobacco. Formal exchanges are small 

scale, any man being able to assemble the required valuables 

without borrowing heavily. The largest ceremonials and 

accompanying feasts are staged by two or three households. 

Self interest and self help are the means of ensuring that 

those with whom one deals conform to recognised standards of 

behaviour. With qualifications for age and sex, no one 

possesses much more power or wealth than anyone else. 

The fluid and overlapping nature of lower Kopon groups 

can be accounted for at least in part by a high death rate, 

which makes it prudent to cultivate ties with a number of . 

people in case close associates die. Small overlapping groups, 

and the small scale of ceremonial exchange and feasting, make 

it difficult for any individual to accumulate power, or to 

cultivate a large following. 

The upper Kopon and probably the Kalam had higher rates 

of killing than the lower Kopon. More upper than lower Kopon 

deaths were attributed to witchcraft, and thus required 

ideally to be avenged. In the upper Kopon there were 'big 

men' whose influence depended on prowess in fightin.g, or at 

least in being able to arrange payment for killings, and on 

staging impressive ceremonial feasts. Most deaths were attrib

uted by the lower Kopon to ghosts rather than witches, which 

for the lower Kopon meant that they did not have to be avenged. 
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I 

Prowess in fighting was not specially highly regarded, nor 

was great status gained from staging feasts, and there were 

no true big me n to organise killings. The lower Kopon, 

then, had less occasion for fighting than did the Kalam and 

upper Kopan. These differences between upper ' and lower 

Kopan plausibly correlate with the differences in population 

density. Riebe (1974) analogously attributes differences 

between 19th and 20th century Kalam to a rising population 

density. 

Magic and the supernaturals are the explanation for all 

natural processes, and supernatural beings are thought to 

be vitally interested in social interaction, ritual, and 

taboo. In particular, as seen above, natural deaths can be 

attributed in such a way as to determine whether violent 

deaths occur. Counting funerals, every lower Kopan male 

goes through four extended life cycle rituals and numerous 

shorter rituals as well. Except for funerals, corresponding 

rituals for females are lacking or highly attenuated. All 

Kopan are subject t6 large numbers of taboos, notably kinship 

taboos, life cycle taboos, local inherited taboos, and taboos 

as~ociated with bleeding and death. Males and females are 

affected about equally, except for a vast proliferation of 

taboos observed by males about th~ time of initiation. Taboo 

is the outstanding Kopan classifier of people. The other main 

classifiers are kin terms, locality names, and sex and life 

cy.cle labels. 

In sum, a high de ath rate, and ample and somewhat 

sca tte red natural resources, are probably the basis of distrib-

--------- -
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uted dependence, divided allegiance, and a continuous small 

scale redistribution of people, including a net down valley 

migration. These factors favour social control based on 

self interest, self help, equivalence, and compensation, 

and militate against theemergence of influential leaders 

and large corporate groups. The level and scale of fighting 

remain lower than in the middle and upper Kaironk, which in 

the last century has experienced a dramatic increase in pop

ulation · density, and the emergence of 'big men'. Roles are 

little elaborated beyond the requirements of sex, age, and 

reproduction, but marked in detail by ritual and taboo. The 

whole is accompanied by appropriate supernatural beliefs. 

The following works are relevant to important topics 

in this thesis~ 

i) Riebe (1974) on Kalam fighting. 

ii) R. Bulmer (1967, 1975 and other articles 

consulted but not quoted) on Kalam 

ethnobiology. 

iii) Buchbinder (1973) and Clarke (1966, 

1971) on Maring ecology and demography. 

iv) Rappaport (1967a, 1967b) on Maring 

ecology, ritual, and taboo. 

The Kalam, though culturally .very similar to the Kopon, 

contrast with them in significant respects, some of which I 

have already noted. The Maring, neighbours of the Kalam, 

though culturally different, occupy an ecological niche com

parable to that of the lower Kopon. Other comparisons in this 

thesis are predominantly with Highlanders. The Kopon differ 

from Highlanders and from the Maring in a virtual absence of 
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leaders1 or corporate groups larger than the household. 

I do not compare the Kopon with peoples such as the 

Sarmi (Power 1960:109), or the Tor (Oosterwal 1961), in what 

from a subsistence point of view, is a "marginal situation" 

(Power 1960:109). Tor culture, and especially ecology, is 

far· removed from that of the Kopon. The Tor area has a low 

population density, and people eke out a precarious living. 

The Kopon have adequate natural resources, and their popu

lation density is not low. · The pattern of down valley 

migration to areas of lower population density, richer re

sources, and high death rates from disease, is shared with 

at least some other peoples on the fringes of the Highlands, 

and may be a widespread feature. · 

----- - - ----



1. GENERAL 

CHAPTER i · 

ORIENTATION 

There are some 4,000 Kopon, living mainly in the Kaironk1 

Valley between the Bismarck and Schrader Ranges. The upper 

Kaironk is occupied by the Kalam people. I worked mainly 

with some 200 lower Kopon in the vicinity of a ridge called 

Yha-l, and my statements about the Kopon should be taken to 

apply only to Yha± area Kopon unless otherwise specified. 

Wurm (1971: 548, 551) puts Kopon (which he spells Kobon) in 

the Kalam (which he spells Karam) language family of the East 

New Guinea Highlands stock. There are at least three dialects 

of Kopon,and customs vary considerably between the extremes 

of upper and lower Kopon . The upper Kopon share some features, 

such as cousin and sibling terminology, with the Kalarn rather 

than with the lower Kopon. Neighbouring Kalam and Kopon have 

quite. close relations but in the extreme lower Kopon the pop

ulation practically disappears and there is only slight contact 

with the neighbouring Wyaw. The people I call Wyaw are those 

for which R. Bulmer (1974:1) lists the names Arema, Arami, 

Wiyau, and Wiyapk. The term 'Kopon! is the Kalam term for 

down valley people, but it is used by europeans, and now by 

many Kopon the mselves, to refer to all speakers of what is 

now called the Kopon l a nguage. A cognate term kawon is used 

at Yha~ for down valley people. There is no indigenous pre

contact te rm f or the Kopon peop le as a whole. People in the 

loca lity o f t he speaker were simply hwn b :i:- gaw, "we people of 

the place ". Various t erms were used fo r people elsewhere. 

1. Known t o the Ko pon as the Wai~. 
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-The Kopon are of small stature. The average height of 

twelve adult males at Yhal was just under five feet. Kopon 

health is generally good except that in the lower Kopon, 

especially down valley from Yhal, some people have chronic 

malaria. Although the living are generally healthy, there 

is a high death rate from acute infections, mainly malaria, 

and pneumonia brought on by influenza. 

Houses are scattered about in ones and twos, never far 

from a garden. Gardening supplies the bulk of the food but 

_hunting and gathering make important contributions. 

I have obtained no tradition of original settlement by 

ancestors at Yhal but folk tales suggest a Jimi source. The 

nearest archaeological record comes from Wanlek, a day's walk 

up valley, where s. Bulmer (1975:19) has found evidence of 

human occupation going back at least 15,000 years. 

2. POSITION AND ACCESS 

The Kopon live in the lower four fifths of the Kaironk 

Valley and its tributaries. As seen in figure 1. the Kaironk 

River lies between the western extremities of the Schrader 

Ranges to the north and the Bismarck Ranges to the south. 

It runs west from its source, then ~urns south past the end 

of the Bismarcks to drain into the Jimi; which in turn drains 

into the Yuat, and finally the Sepik, before reaching the 

sea. There are also Kopon in the Aunjaq;
2 

in the headwaters 

of the Wularnur River which runs north, ultimately joining 

the Ramu; in the Gulo, which joins the Jirni below the 

Kaironk; in the Sal, the largest tributary of the 

1. Known to the Kopon as the Haw±o. 

2. Not shown in Figure 2 . 

-- - - -- -- ------



- ---- -- - - ----------

18. 

Kaironk; and in the Jimi itself about its junction with the 

Kaironk. The upper Kaironk and part of the upper Sal are 

occupied by the Kalam. Except where otherwise specified, 

upper Kopan refe rs to people living up valley from the junc-

tion of the Kaironk and Amboinek streams, and lower Kopon to 

people living down va lley from the Yod ridge.
1 

I use place 

names to r e fer to people between the Amboinek stream and the 

Yod ridge. 

There is no road access to the Kopon from the outside 

world. The nearest airstrip when I arrived was at Simbai, 

just ove r a saddle at the head of the Kaironk Valley. From 

Simbai a well formed track bridged this saddle and continued 

down the Kaironk for about two fifths of its length, the state 

of the t r ack deteriorating as it got further from Simbai. 

Yhal was about half way between the end of the track and the 

Kaironk/Jimi junction. To a european who was not too unfit it 

was a day's walk from Simbai to the end of the formed track, 

a day from there to Yha~ and another day to the Jimi. Travel

ling light the Kopon made the journey from Yha± to Simbai in 

a day. Carrying loads the return journey was made in three 

days. 

Simbai is about 100 miles from Madang, some 45 minutes 

in a Ces sna aeroplane. Madang is on the north coast of New 

Guinea and Simbai is a little south of west from Madang. 

By t he time of my second to last visit in 1970-71 a 

Nazarene mission station had been established at Dusin, only 

two or t hree hour s' wa lk up valley from Yhai, and the admini-

stration t rack c ame down t _o Yha l, and beyond. This made 

1. The Yod ridge i s shown in fi gur e 5, p.348. 

-- - - ----
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access a great deal easier but also caused considerable 

acceleration in the changes brought about by contact. A 

mission airstrip at Dusin is serviced by the Missionary 

Aviation Fellowship, mainly from the town of Mt Hagen some 40 

miles to the south. 

3. CLIMATE 

New Guinea is in the tropics but at the altitudes at 

which most Kopan live temperatures are not high. Records 

were made at my house on the Yhai ridge at about 4,500 feet 

above sea level. Table one is largely self explanatory. In 

two cases rainfall figures for two months have been recorded 

together. This is because I was away for some time at the 

end of one month and the beginning of the next so that it was 

not possible to tell how much of the rainwater that had 

accumulated when I got back belonged to each month. The same 

thing happened at other times but where the overlap was only 

4 or 5 days, rainfall was attributed to each month in the 

same proportion as the proportion of absent days. Where 

temperature records are incomplete, footnotes show the number 

of days for which recordings were made in any particular month. 

Yhai has a wetter season from October to March and a 

drier season from April to September. I had intended to keep 

records for only one year but 1967 seemed drier than 1966, so 

I began further records in October 1967. My impression is, and 

the records tend to confirm, that 1966 was unusually wet. A 

composite year's rainfall using 1966 figures supplemented by 

November and December 1967 and January 1968 comes to 112.3 

inches. A composite year using 1968 figures supplemented by 



Table 1: Rainfall and temperature records (in inches arrl degrees Celsius respectively) 

range of minimum average minimum range of maximum average maximum 
r a i n fall · t empera ture temp erature tempera ture temperature 

Month 196 6 19 67 1968 1966 1 967 1968 19 6 6 1967 1968 19 6 6 1967 1968 1966 1967 1 9 68 --
JAN 11. 6 15.0 16.5 21. 0 25.0 

18.0 30.5 

FEB 22.8 10.5 16.5 15.07 17.0 16.0 7 23.5 21. 07 27.5 25.0 7 

17.5 16.5 32 . 0 28 .0 

MARCH 20.4 7.6 15.5 16.0 16.5 16.5 21. 5 20.0 24.5 25 
17.5 17.0 27.5 27.0 

APRI L 6.5 9.3 16.0 15.0 16.5 16.5 23.0 23.0 2?.0 25.5 
18.0 17.5 27.0 27.0 

MAY 6.9 5.3 16.51 15.0 17.01 16.5 23.01 24.0 24. 0 
1 

26.0 
18.0 17.5 25.0 27.5 

J UNE ) I ~I ) 4.2 2.5 
J ULY ) 

AUG 3.0 6.2 15.52 15.07 16.02 16.5 7 
23.02 23.07 26.5 2 26.0 7 

17.0 17.0 29.0 29.0 

SEP 5.0 6.5 15.53 15.0 16.0 3 16.0 23.53 23.0 26.5 3 27.0 
17.0 18.0 29.0 30.0 

10.5 7.2 6.4 15. 05 14. ~ 14.5 4 5 
21.04 23.55 20.5 

4 5 OCT 16.0 15.5 16.5 25.5 26.0 25.5 
17.0 17. 17.0 28.5 27.5 30.5 

NOV 4.2 15.0 16.0 23.0 
17.0 28.0 26.0 

DEC 17.2 15.06 16.0 6 
23.06 25.5 6 

17.0 28.0 

1 23 days 3 24 days 5 12 days 7 21 days 
2 18 days 4 14 days 6 28 days 
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November and December 1967 comes ·to 87.3 inches. 1 Although 

June and July have a low rainfall, drought does not seem to 

be a problem. 

A good deal of rain falls at night, sometimes carrying 

on into the early morning. Even in the wetter season there 

is usua lly little rain between about 9.00 a.m. and 3.00 p.m. 

Afternoon rain almost invariably comes down valley from the 

northeast, and early evening rain usually comes up valley 

from the west. In both cases it often fails to reach Yhai, 

giving the impression that small changes in the prevailing 

conditions could considerably affect the total rainfall over 

any period of time, thus producing a variable annual rainfall. 

Up to May 1968 the thermometer was so placed that early 

morning sun may have shone on it. The extreme recorded maxi-

mum and minimum temperatures are 32.0 and 14.0 degrees Celsius 

respectively. Minimum temperatures varied from 14 to 18 de-

grees, with the great majority of readings falling between 15 

and 17.5 degrees. Maximum temperatures varied from 20.5 to 

32 degrees with most readings between 24 and 28 degrees. 

Neither average monthly minimum nor average monthly maximum 

temperatures varied by more than 3.0 degrees over the times 

for which records were made. Hail falls occasionally but it 

seems unlikely that ground level temperatures ever drop to any-

thing like freezing at 4,500 feet. The Kopon have a word which 

seems to be for snow (the same word as for the · lime which 

1. If the rainfa ll in February and March 1966 is 
a true indication of the rainfall for the 
earlier part of that wet season, the total 
rainfall from dry season 1965 to dry season 
1966 would have been in the vicinity of 140 
inches. 

----------
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some of their near neighbours chew with betel) but no one I 

asked has seen it falling. So far as I could tell the word 

was for snow rather than volcanic ash. 

4. CONTACT 

J.J. Jordan, a patrol officer, probably contacted Kopon 

living near the Kopon/Kalam boundary in 1953 (Gusinde 1958: 

517). Since that time whites have gradually covered more and 

more Kopan territory, but when I arrived in 1966 there had 

been no direct contact in the immediate vicinity of Yha~. A 

patrol had passed along one edge of the area in about 1963 after 

·a killing, and other patrols had skirted the area two to four 

hours' walk away on all sides. Since being able to speak Kopon· 

I have asked a number of Yha± whether they had seen a euro

pean before I arrived and all say no. There was initially 

considerable anxiety about meeting europeans, and people say 

they hid in the bush rather than go to see members of the 

patrols . There is little reason to doubt that the majority 

of Yhai had not seen a white person before I arrived . I stress 

this point to make clear the early stage of contact of the 

Yha± when I arrived and because of skepticism expressed by 

people familiar with the local situation when told that the 

Yha± had not had previous direct contact with europeans. 

There had of course been indirect contact and steel axes had 

been in use for some years. 

Kopon in the Lower Kaironk were at first administered 

from Tabibuga in the· Jimi, but had been administered from 

Simbai for some years· when I arrived in 1966. 
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· By the time of my last visit, spanning late 1973 and 

early 1974, several young men had travelled with patrols for 

two to four weeks and a few had been away for some weeks 

working on an air strip. The only ones who had been away for 

extended periods were three young men who had been in jail. 

Two or three young men had gone away to long term work but 

had not yet returned. 

Except where otherwise specified I write about the Kopon 

as they were about the time of my arrival in 1966. 

5. MEETING THE KOPON 

My work with the Kopon began in January 1966. First I 

stayed briefly with my original supervisor, Ralph Bulmer, 

who was working with Kalam in the vicinity of the Kaironk 

rest house, close to the Kalam/Kopon boundary. My aim was to 

find Kopon who had had little direct contact with europeans 

or the administration and who were likely to have the least 

interference, apart from my own, in the next few years. One 

area was rejected because frequent fights had attracted much 

attention from the administration, and another because it 

seemed likely that a Nazarene mission would be set up there. 

Kopon in the upper Kaironk had already had considerable con

tact. This left the Kopon in the lower Kaironk Valley as the 

centre of interest. 

I began a tour of this area on the 15th of January 1966. 

At the Kaironk settlement the presence of an extra white 

person was of some interest but did not arouse great excite

ment. As I moved down the valley with carriers, interpreters, 

- - - -----
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and others who just came, we attracted more and more atten

tion, with people calling out and corning to see us wherever 

we went. By mid-afternoon of the fir.st day we came to a place 

called Wiyrn, beyond the end of the track made for the adminis

tration. The little contact here had mostly been painful 

encounters with administration patrols, so that people were 

afraid, and no one came to see us till the following day. 

Though such a thing did not happen again it did reflect the 

radical decrease in the degree of contact seen in the course 

of a day's walk. 

On the third day we continued our walk. The two tracks 

pointed out as alternatives had both been used by administra

tion patrols. At first the existence of other tracks was den

ied, but after a time someone admitted knowing one. There was 

resistance to following this track, possibly because it passed 

just below an area where I found much later that 'thunder 

people' live. It seemed to go through the only blank area on 

sketch maps made by a patrol officer and a Nazarene missionary, 

so I was pleased when the resistance was overcome. After . 

two and a half hours of tramping through unrelieved forest a 

scared looking man came up behind us. His movements were 

lithe and springy like those of a giant cat. He had a black 

beard and his hair was covered with a bark hat stained red. 

His clothing was a strip of string net hanging down in 

front, held by canes round the waist, and some leaves hanging 

from the cane behind. He led us out onto a clear ridge 

where two men were waiting, and a few more people arrived 

after a time, but no young women or pigs were seen. Presum

ably they were hidden to prevent my stealing them. None of the 
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five or six adult men admitted having seen a white man before. 

They were all in traditional dress, all had beards, and al

though a little anxious, had a confident bearing. The view 

from the ridge was superb all around but especially down 

across the Jimi to the mountains beyond. I took a strong 

liking to the people and the place and I was pleased that when 

my tour was completed this spot, called Yhai, seemed the most 

suitable area in which to work. Some.young Yhai men had 

accompanied our party for the remainder of the tour and I told 

them I would like to work there if the local people agreed. 

When I arrived a week later a house had already been built for 

me. 

6 • FIELDWORK 

I have spent some 29 calendar months at Yhai, about 22 

months between January 1966 and December 1968 and 2 to 2~ 

months each in December to February 1969-70, 1970-1, and 

1973-4. Several weeks were lost through illness, mainly in 

the earlier parts of my stay when I seemed to go through all 

the local diseases, presumably acquiring immunity as I went. 

Another fortnight went in building each of two houses. About 

once a year there was an epidemic of influenza and while this 

lasted I spent a great deal of time treating people who were 

ill. The worst epidemic came during my last 2~ months in the 

field and for two weeks at its height I spent my whole time 

going round the countryside treating people. ·Altogether my 

effective fieldwork was cut down to about two years. 

Progress was sl6w and difficult for a long time. The main 

reasons for this were: 
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6.1 Language 

The Kopon language had not previously been learned by a 

european and the only materials on it were some verb para

digms and short word lists made by Andrew Pawley ~nd ·Bruce 

Biggs of Auckland University. The verb paradigms, though 

very useful, were for a different dialect of Kopon from the 

one I worked with. At first I had to work through two inter

preters, a Kalam translating from Pidgin to Kalam and a 

bilingual Kopon · translating from Kalam to Kopon. The Kopon· 

spoken by the interpreter was a different dialect from that 

spoken at Yhai so the Yhai had to make a final interpretation 

for themselves. The amount of accurate information conveyed 

in this way is virtually nil. Fortunately after a short 

time I was able to hire a Pidgin speaking Kopon, so that 

although the dialect problem remained, at least there were 

only two languages involved (Pidgin and Kopon) instead of 

three. During the next twelve months of effective fieldwork 

I used three different interpreters, keeping two at a time 

till I was .able to do some work in Kopon on my own, as I found 

that one does not work well for more than two or three hours 

at a stretch. Of the three, the first was the worst. He 

made little attempt to discover Yha~ Kopon dialect and customs 

as opposed to his own. The second had intelligence but 

insufficient application, and lost interest after a good start. 

The third was almost impossible at first but improved gradu

ally to become easily the best, though ingenuity was never a 

sirong point. I got a lot of information through these inter

preters but scarcely any of it could be relied upon, partly 

because the process of interpretation itself increases the 
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chances of error even when the interpreter is fluent in all the 

languages concerned, and partly because all the ·interpreters 

frequently failed to get beyond their own dialect and customs. 

I was able to do entirely without interpreters after a little 

over a year, and ever since then have been weeding out inform-

ation which does not apply to the Kopon at Yha1. Even after 

a year of work without interpreters however I am far from 

fluent in Kopon. I can understand most simple statements 

that are addressed to me, and can work out most things if I 

. get them on tape and transcribed, but I am unable to gather 

more than the general drift of conversations the Kopon have 

among themselves, and often not even that. Apart from the 

fact that I have no special talent for learning languages there 

are several reasons for relatively slow progress. One is that 

Kopon has a radically different structure from English. 

Ordinary nouns are not inflected at all. There are no arti-

cles, prepositions, or conjunctions, and scarcely any other par-

ticles, and there is no simple equivalent of the verb 'to be'. 

This might seem to make the language simple, and in a sense 

it does, but it is not easy to stop thinking and speaking in 

the way to which one has been accustomed for thirty years and 

to start thinking and speaking in other ways. Besides this, 

the grammatical simplicity that is gained in other ways is 

lost when it comes to verbs. Depending on what is regarded 

as a separate form, there are from a hund~ed or so to several 

1 
hundred possible fo r ms for each verb. 

Another di ff iculty is tha t the Kopon seem to speak very 

quickly, though of course s·peech in any unfamiliar language 

1. For details o f t he Ka l am l anguage, which is · 
c los ely r e l a t e d to Kopon, s e e Pawley 1966, 
1969. 

- ------------- - - -
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sounds fast. The difficulty of following Kopon is increased 

by the phonemic pattern. A number of phonemes have different 

allophones according to whether they are at the beginning, 

the middle, or the end of an isolated word. · In rapid speech 

the initial and final sounds of isolated words may become· 

medial. Other changes also occur, and words are run together 
. 1 

in unexpected ways. 

Names, in which . conversation abounds, add to the problem. 

It is difficult to sort out names from other words· tiii the 

. language is known, and it is difficult to learn the language 

without being able to sort out the names. Names are hard to 

learn, partly because they have unfamiliar sounds, but even 

more because to know them and recognise them in context means 

knowing hundreds of people, hundreds of plants, considerable 

numbers of other creatures, and hundreds of places. Every 

ridge, valley, spur, and gully has a name, and everyone knows 

the names of most of those for some distance around. 

Such difficulties with the language are not unique to 

Kopon or the New Guinea Highlands, but they are greater than 

in many other field situations. The only other language except 

P~dgin and English that I have any experience of speaking is 

Spanish. I learned as much of thii in two weeks without 

trying hard as I did in two months of hard work on Kopon. I 

1. Recently I listened in amazement to a tape re
cording by one of my colleagues of an inform
ant speaking the Fijian language. To an ear 
accustomed to Kopon the speech was slow and 
heavily punctuated. The frequent and distinct 
pauses were a Highland anthropologist's dream. 
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would expect to have adequate fluency in Spanish within a 

year, but in Kopon this would take about five years. The 

progress I have made in Kopon corresponds well enough with 

that expected of people working for the Surruner Institute of 

Linguistics. In a letter dated 6 September 1968 Associate 

Director Bruce A. Hooley says, "We normally expect one of 

our linguists to be able to converse fairly well on everyday 

topics after 12 to 18 months in the village situation .•. , 

After about five years spent studying the language in the 

village situation we would expect a fairly comprehensive know

ledge of the language, and the number of new things being 

learned would become much less frequent". 

The main linguistic materials I have recorded are a 

phonemicisation, verb paradigms, a word list, and a list of 

positionals. 

6.2 Buying and selling and maintaining an establishment. 

Another reason for slow progress in fieldwork was the 

seeming inevitability of maintaining a .large establishment, 

10 or 15 people and more at first. For longer than a year 

this was one of my greatest trials. It was essential to have 

interpreters, and no interpreter would stay without at least 

one or two of his friends. · He was among strangers and it 

was necessary to have at least some people he could trust 

and who would help . to defend him from witches. I tried to 

discourage excess visiting by friends but without success. I 

also employed local informants on a full time basis at first, 

and local boys to carry water and cook for these and the 

interpreters and myself. This amounted to some six employees, 
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and these and their friends had to be fed. I could not simply 

give them enough food for themselves as they had to share 

whatever food they had, so that if there was not enough food 

for everyone there was not enough food for them. On one of 

the several occasions when I complained, the interpreters 

took of fence and were leaving till I managed to persuade them 

to stay. Buying large quantities of food, as well as being 

a drain on money and a strain . on my nerves, meant frequent 

interruptions to work. It was not uncommon_ to buy something 

like a hundred pounds of food during the day and to see 

twenty people eating it at night. When carriers arrived, they 

and a variable number · of hangers on, plus my other employees, 

had to be fed, so that in one day I might buy 200 or 300 

pounds of food and feed 50 or more people. Food buying was 

finally reduced to manageable proportions when my only coresi

dent employees were two boys who were given trade goods with 

which to do their own buying. 

When I came, i had no intention of supplying trade goods 

beyond matches, salt, and razor blades, in exchange for food. 

However, requests immediately poured in. I was the only 

possible source of supply short of Simbai, a three day return 

journey, which was made only to get stores for me, and for a 

long time not by women at all. Besides, I felt an obligation 

to give people who were supplying me with food and information 

whatever they wanted in return. So it came about that I was 

running a virtual trade store on a non-profit basis, which 

though on a small scale as a trade store was still a seven 

days a week interference with the things I really wanted to do. 

I also bought a large number of items of material culture. 
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Of these some 450 axe heads and 30 mortars and parts of mor

tars, as well as a wide selection of other items, are now at 

the Papua New Guinea Museum and Art Gallery; 15 shields 

and a less comprehensive selection of other ubjects are held 

at the Waikato Art Museum, Hamilton, New Zealand; and 8 

shields and 150 odd axe heads at the Auckland War Memorial 

Museum, New Zealand. 

A further time consuming activity was the collection of 

zoological and botanical specimens. Lists of identifications 

are included in the appendices. 

6.3 Medical Care 

Because I had been trained as a doctor and there was no 

other western medicine available I naturally gave medical care 

to the nearby Kopon whenever it was wanted. Since I was in

vestigating Kopon beliefs about illness I was making discover

ies at the same time as I was giving treatment. However, after 

a while most of the time spent in this way, especially treating 

the never ending sores, added little to my knowledge. Only the 

more ·serious illnesses that had already been treated by a 

local sp~ll make r provided much new information. 

It will be appreciated from all this that progrea>was slow, 

especially ~t first. Life in the field up to the time I 

could dispense with interpreters was frequently a trial. When 

iilne ss was added to other problems I often felt like walking 

out but by the time I was sufficiently recovered to leave I 

regai ne d heart enough to stay. The longe r I stayed and the 

more I could talk to my Kopon friends the more pleasant life 
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became, but it continued always to have a good deal of stress 

and strain. This was compensated by the excitement of dis

covery, and by living in a beautiful spot with many people 

around that I liked. 

Progress gradually accelerated, but I stress that a 

great deal of my information on supernaturals and taboos, 

which forms a large part of the thesis, was obtained only 

on the three short return trips to the field. Because of 

influenza epidemics, and on one occasion my house blowing 

over in a storm, I did not spend much time on proper field 

work on these trips. Fortunately by now I had reached a break

through point and could get straightforward information quickly. 

There is still a long way to go before moie subtle information 

can be freely obtained. 
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CHAPTER II 
THE ECONOMY AND THE DIVISION OF LABOUR 

This chapter is about land and its use as a source of 

food and raw materials, and about material culture and the 

di~ision of labour. 

The Kopon distinguish between gardening land, wog rnnoq, 

and wild animal land, wal rnnoq. 1 Gardening land is mostly 

between 2,000 and 5,000 feet, with an upper limit approaching 

6,000 feet. Wild animal land or hunting land is of two kinds; 

steep forest land from round 5,000 feet to the tops of the 

highest ridges at about 8,000 feet, and land in and near the 

Jimi Valley from about 1,000 to ·2,000 feet. There are no 

strict divisions between these kinds of land but the Kopon 

may be said to use higher, middle, and lower altitude land. 

1. THE THREE ZONES 

High altitude . land is forest covered and is used for 

hunting and gathering. Rough shelters may be built but not 

proper houses. The following are the most prized game species 

of the upper forest. Wayoq is any cassowary, but the kind 

found here is Casuarius bennetti, the dwarf cassowary. The 

flesh is eaten, the plumes are made into ceremonial headdresses, 

the leg bones aw~ and ~ are used to make fruit pandanus 

splitters and byk to make awls, and the quills (twyn) are worn 

1. The term wal, 'wild animal', in a broad usage 
covers four legged animals that do not fly, 
and also ca ssowaries. In a narrower sense 
pigs and cas sowar ies are excluded, possibly 
along with flying phalangers, otherwise known 
as sugar gliders, and rats. 



-------------

34. 

in the hair. Gw~ ~ ~s the Epimachus fastosus bird of 

paradise which has tail plumes close to three feet long! 

Dw is almost certainly the harpy eagle, Harpyopsis 

novaeguineae, called dwk by the Kalam, (R. Bulmer 1967:10, 

12) and the largest flying bird known to the Kalam or the 

Kopon. None of these is taken frequently, and the eagle 

rarely. Many other birds and many animals are also captured 

on high altitude land, but wild pigs do not range much over 

· 5,000 feet. 

The only building material conunonly obtained from high 

altitude land is a pandanus leaf used for roofs and walls, 

but timbers that last well in the ground may be brought if 

they are reasonably close to where a house is being built. 

There are many edible plants and fruits in the upper forest 

1 but with the exception of a much valued nut pandanus these are 

used only casually. This forest is readily exploited on day 

trips by people about Yhai and when going into it they carry 

a little cooked food rather than collecting food from the 

forest itself. They do however pick up any food , such as 

fungus, that they happen to see in passing . 

Women, children, and old men go little into the upper 

forest, which is regarded as somewhat dangerous. No one goes 

there much in the wet season when there ar·e leeches reaching 

out to fasten on to passers by for a meal of blood. Special 

trips are made into the upper forest in the late drier season 

·1. Pandanus jiulianettii or brosimos, known to the 
Kopon as arqa and to the Kalam (Bulmer 1967:15) 
as alqaw.--

·I 
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to get game for the yearly ceremonials. This game is smoked 

and stored in the forest and brought down in a spirited and 

noisy procession just before the beginning of the ceremonial 

where it is to be used. 

Land under about 2,000 feet is used mainly for hunting 

but it is not usually called 'wild animal land' in the way 

that the upper forest is. The term ·mnoq, which I translate 

'land' . (and which also rnea,ns 'soil') is used for particular 

plots or tracts of land. The upper forest is made up of 

these tracts, claimed by small groups of kin, but the lower 

altitude hunting area is not. The lower zone is the only 

one in which there is much flat land, though the slopes do 

ease off gradually between Yha~ and the Jirni. The Jirni 

Valley is wide and easy, much of it being quite flat. There 

are considerable stretches of grass (Irnperata dominated) in 

the Jirni Valley itself, up to about a mile wide, but they are 

small compared to the total area, which is largely forest 

covered. · 

Shelters tend to be more elaborate in the lower than the 

upper zone and sometimes small, unfenced, ill tended gardens 

are planted. People may spend several days here at a time, 

and there are even a very few permanent or intermittent 

settlers. Visitors are mainly young to middle aged men, the 

chief hunters. Yha~ area women, children, and old men come 

little into this area, especially the Jimi Valley itself. 

Food for gathering is more plentiful than in the upper forest, 

and includes breadfruit (in season) and wild yarns. The follow

ing is the most prized game in the lower zone. Wayoq is the 

---- --- --------
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cassowary, both Casuarius bennetti and C. casuarius, thoµgh 

I have no information on whether the habitats of these two 

overlap. Kaywl is the hornbill, Aceros plicatus. Like all 

the other species mentioned, this is eaten. The bill is 

hung round the neck as an ornament or trophy. Yabal is the 

Paradisaea minor bird of paradise, the plumes of which are 

the crowning feature of the headdress of the overwhelming 

majority of men who dress up for the main annual ceremonial. 

Rwry is a large pigeon, Ducula zoeae. Kaj is the pig. Knm 

is the terrestrial cuscus Phalanger gy mnotis. It corresponds · 

to the species so identified by R. Bulmer (1967:15) and its 

Kopon name is an alternative to the common Kalam name. Haw 

is the eel, large ones being called haw asnaq. Of these 

species, at least pigs, eels, the hornbill, the pigeon, and 

the bird of paradise are plentiful. Most large species are 

prized by the Kopon but although catfish are taken I heard 

about them only on .my last field trip. None of the three 

young Kopon who were with me recognised the very large pigeon 

Goura victoria when we saw it in the Jimi. A~amo is the 

large snake Python amethystinus. The Yha~ Kopon may kill this 

if they see it but although they know other people eat it 

they do not eat it themselves. A good deal of the above game 

is eaten where it is caught but some is taken home. Eels are 

captured in larger traps and carried home in smaller traps 

in which they are stored for several days in small streams 

till nee de d for ceremonials. 

The upper and lower zones are used almost exclusively 

for hunting and gathering and I have made brief reference only 
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to the important species taken there. The middle zone is 

where people spend most of their time. On the north side of 

the Kaironk in the vicinity qf Yha~ it is in various stages 

of bush regrowth, with some Imperata dominated grass, and a 

remnant of forest that does not appear to have been cut. In 

it are proper houses and gardens, and much hunting and gather

ing is also done here. Before passing to these activities 

I will comment on the three zones as a whole. 

These zones do not generally extend from ridge top to 

valley floor in a continuous strip. There are two recognised 

routes to the Jimi, one down the Kaironk and ·one down the Gwlo. 

It is convenient if not essential to be able to pass through 

the land of people in the lower parts of these valleys to get 

to the Jimi. Similarly, people living near the Kaironk Valley 

floor have to go through other people's land to get to high 

altitude areas. This means that there are a number of people 

with whom it is desirable to be on good terms. In contrast 

to the situation at Yha~, Maring land for the most part is 

in clan territories which "consist of adjacent strips of land 

which run from the crest of the range to the river below". 

(Buchbinder 1973:23). This makes access to natural resources 

less dependent on safe passage through other people's land. 

2. HUNTING AND GATHERING 

Hunting and gathering provide only a small proportion of 

food but are important sources of proteins, vitamins, and 

minerals. The Kopan obtain pigs, some 30 or more species of 

rodents and marsupials, a python, several kinds of lizards 

and of bats, at least 150 species of birds and their eggs, some 
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200 species of ants, termites, beetles, spiders, grasshoppers, 

grubs, cate rpill a rs, and other insects and/or their eggs and 

larvae, Pueraria, two or more kinds of wild yams, about 40 

kinds of wild fruits and nuts, some 30 kinds of wild leaves 

and vegetables, and about 10 kinds of fungus. Fish are of 

little importance except for eels. 

Hunting strategies include all seven kinds listed by R. 

Bulmer (1968:308-312), namely stalking, ambush, luring, be-

setting, the chase, the drive, and trapping. In trapping 

alone there are various kinds of snares for birds and 

mammals, including cassowaries; cone shaped traps that are 

pulled down over a bird when it alights on the nest; large 

pit traps for pigs; deep narrow pit traps for wallaby; and 

box traps with clap doors for eels. The drive is used to my 

knowledge only in the Jimi grasslands. Ambush is used es-

pecially at feeding a nd to a much lesser extent drinking 

places. I can only express profound agreement with R. Bulmer 

when he says (1968:316) "the strategies applied in intensive 

forest hunting necessitate a very great deal of accurate in-

formation on the part of the hunter". Hunters know not only 

the likely movements and location of game but when and where 

large numbers of fruits, nuts, and other foods are to be 

found, even those that attract only small birds. A minor 

point is that Kopon use the shells of nuts, especially Y!!Q. 

(mentioned below as a food) to make bird calls. R. Bulmer 

(1968:310) reports this only for parts of west Irian. 

Only ma les use bows and arrows or dogs, or climb trees 

or set trap s to any e xtent. Anything that can be taken at 
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or near ground level without these aids is obtained by women 

and children. Men collect grubs, the axe being used to split 

wood and get them out, and men also eat grubs, which are re

garded as a delicacy. Grubs may also be pulled out by in

serting into their holes a vine with innumerable fine, 

sha~ply recurved hooks. Apart from grubs, many insects and 

a few small animals are collected and eaten only by women and 

children. Most insects and other small creatures are taboo 

to men and youths. By collecting them children make a 

small but nutritionally significant contribution to their 

own protein intake from an early age. 

3. GARDENS, PROPAGATED TREES, AND FALLOWING 

The great bulk of Kopon food is grown in gardens. Of 

roughly equal importance are sweet potatoes, of which there 

are some 20 varieties, and Colocasia taro, with 35 or more 

varieties. Next come bananas, with about 25 varieties, then 

Xanthosoma taro. No other single food makes up more than a 

small part of the total intake. Yams, with close to 20 

varieties, are highly valued. Pitpit (Saccharum edule), 

also with close to 20 varieties, is eaten a great deal, and 

sugar cane, with ten or more varieties, is particularly 

popular when people are hot and thirsty. Other garden plants 

are cucumbers, gourds, maize, manioc (cassava), winged beans, 

and recently pumpkins and potatoes. At least two kinds of 

yams which grow wild are also cultivated, and of these at 

least one is a variety of Dioscorea bulbifera (R. Bulmer, 

p.c.). In addition to the tubers, the aerial bulbs of this, 

which have a bitter taste, are also eaten, though perhaps not 

-----------
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regularly. Another tuber which grows wild but is also 

cultivated is Pue raria. R. Bulmer has seen this growing wild 

near Yha3:. 

There are several trees and other large plants most of 

which grow wild but are also propagated. Important among 

1 
these are breadfruit, pawpaws (papaya), mangoes, a · nut pandan, 

marita pandanus (Pandanus conoideus and possibly close 

relations, about 15 varieties), hog,~' and w3:amo. The 

seed of breadfruit is eaten but unless they are hungry when 

. travelling, people usually give the flesh to pigs and dogs. 

All breadfruit in the lower Kaironk has seeds. Hog is a nut 

which is usually roasted in the fire. Ymj is a nut which is 

soaked in a muddy pool for a long time and then cooked, in the 

process of making it into a strong smelling sauce. W3:amo is 

an orange sized fruit with a half inch thick outer layer of 

yellow flesh, which is always cooked before eating. Pawpaws 

and marita pandanus are available all the year round, though 

mari ta is more plentiful in the wet season·. The rest of 

these plants have a harvesting season of about two months each. 

Gardens are of two main kinds, sweet potato, and 

Coloca sia taro, the latter referred to simply as 'taro 

garden s'. In them are found any of the garden plants listed 

above except sweet potatoes. Sweet potato gardens usually 

have no other plants. Xanthosoma taro, as well as being planted I 

round the edges or in patches in taro gardens, is often planted 

in little patches of its own, and bananas are planted at 

hous e site s as well as in gardens. 

1. Pa ndanus jiu lianettii or brosimos. 
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Taro gardens are cleared, burned, and cultivated in the 

drier season, about May to September, and planted about 

August to November as the drier season comes to an end. 

Though Colocasia taro never completely disappears, one har-

vest is nearly ended a month or so before the next begins, 

and Colocasia taro is very scarce about the turn of the year. 

At that time what taro remains is mainly left over planting 

1 stock. Sweet potatoes are planted a good part of the year 

round and harvested all year round. Xanthosoma taro may be 

harvested at any time but is used most when Colocasia taro 

is short. Most of the other foods listed are available a 

good part of the year round, though corn, cucumbers, and 

gourds have a shortish season determined by the time it takes 

them to mature from when taro gardens are planted. 

In the Yha± area gardens are fenced only in places where· 

wild pigs are likely to come, which means, roughly, areas 

nearer the Kaironk Valley floor. Tame pigs are expected to 

be kept under control. As Burnett (1963:79) notes for other 

parts of the Simbai administrative area, there is cultivation 

of "extremely steep slopes". Burnett saw the purpose of 

fences as being partly to prevent erosion, but this can hardly 

be deliberate in the lower Kopon where fences are not made 

even on the steepest ground unless there are wild pigs about. 

In any case, a fence at the bottom of a garden does not do 

much to prevent erosion. As with the gardens seen by Burnett, 

some have limbs of trees across them at intervals, but the 

1. Steamed with young taro shoots from the new 
crop, this is a delicacy. 

-----------------
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purpose of these at Yhai is not to prevent erosion but to mark 

off individual plots. They run down as well as across, 

and are not found in the steepest gardens, where not being 

pegged, they would easily slide or roll down the slope. In 

most parts of the lower Kopon there is no shortage of handy 

fencing timber, and there is no ditch digging. In the Asai, 

Burnett (1963:79) saw ditches up to four feet wide and six 

feet deep. Ditches are also common in the upper Kaironk 

Valley. As in other parts of the Simbai administrative 

district seen by Burnett there is no mounding of sweet pota

toes. Some taro gardens extend into wet ground round small 

watercourses but there is at Yhai no irrigation by ditch 

construction such as seen by Burnett (1963:81-84) . 

Secondary bush is cut to make both taro and sweet potato 

gardens . Burning is usually followed by cultivation with 

black palm digging sticks. In the last few years spades · have 

been coming into use. Sweet potato gardens are often made by 

burning off grass and cultivating. I do not know of sweet 

potatoes being planted in taro gardens as a second crop be

fore fallowing. Casuarinas, which are important fallow 

cover in the upper Kaironk, have scarcely appeared yet at 

Yhai. Useful trees are spared if they appear in gardens, but 

fences are not maintained to foster fallow cover by keeping 

pigs out. In the drier season grass fallow is often set on 

fire for no apparent reason, sometimes to the annoyance of 

land owne rs. Although I have asked about these fires several 

time s I h a ve only once had an explanation, which was that 

some one might want to make a garden there. The usual answer 

is that the y are lit 'for nothing'. The fires in the Kaironk 
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val~ey are not fire drives for the purpose of hunting, 

though some of those in the Jimi are. R.Bulmer suggests that 

the purpose of some fires could be to make travel and access 

easier. Having struggled through heavy growths of predom-

inantly I mperata grass this seems plausible. The fallow 

period is sometimes as short as two or three years, but 

usually five to ten years or more. In general the north side 

of the Kaironk produces bush if left fallow for a few years, 

whereas the south side remains in Themeda and Imperata ·dom-

inated grass. The land on the north side of the valley on 

the second hour's walk up valley from Yha~, from the ridge 

called Yod to the ridge called MagJ; is an exception to this, 

being mainly in grass. People have an explicit preference 

for areas where there is bush as opposed to grass, and there 

are few people living where there are extensive tracts of 

grass. Bulmer and Tyler (1968:337) present a similar picture 

for the upper Kaironk, and name several of the plant species 

that are important there. Possible reasons for differences 

between the north and south sides of the valley (based partly 

on personal corrununication from Bulmer) are earlier settlement. 

on the sunnier south side and poorer thinner soils with 
' 

a ·different geological base. Apart. from direct effects, more 

sun could explain the more extensive burnoff s on the south 

side of the Kaironk. 

With few special techniques, sufficient land to allow 

long term fallow, and conditions which lead to a regrowth 

on the north side of the valley mainly of bush, the lower 

Kopon c ome somewhe re n e ar the extensive end of "what could 

be stages along a line of change from extensive to intensive 

1. Se e f i g ure 5 , p. 348. 
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shifting cultivation" (Clarke 1966:355). Kopon and Kalam in 

the upper Kaironk Valley are nearer the intensive end , the 

upper Kaironk being one of the areas described by Clarke 

(1966:350-353). It is apparent from walking the length of 

the Kaironk Valley that population density is higher at the 

upper end and that fallow cover on the north side, which 

carries most of the population, is more varied and heavier 

in the lower Kaironk. 1 There is also a greater abundance and 

variety ·of food plants and game animals in the lower Kaironk . 

. This is recognised by the Kopon themselves, who give it as 

a reason for people shifting from the upper to the lower 

Kopon. 

Overall the lower Kopon, so far as plant and animal re-

sources go, are in a good position. In the middle altitudinal 

zone gardening land has time for adequate regeneration before 

it is used again. The upper and lower zones are little used 

for gardening but provide extensive reservoirs of game and of 

plant materials for food and other uses. 2 

The division of labour in gardening is as follows. Men 

do most of the heavy clearing work and turn the 'soil. These 

tasks require axes and large digging sticks, which are not 

used by women. Other work is done by both sexes, though women 

spend more time weeding than men. Gardens are subdivided to 

1. Population density is two and a half times as 
great in the upper Kaironk as in the lower 
Kaironk. Figures will be given in Chapter 5. 

2. It is possible that this favourable situation 
is dependent on a high death rate, and there 
will inevitably be changes as systematic medi
cal care is introduced. In this connection 
see Clarke 1971:192. 
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plots owned by individuals, and children,helped by older kin, 

have plots from an early age. Food from all plots is used 

by the household rather than the individual. Most gardens 

are shared by several people, though a few are made by one 

person alone. Men feel a responsibility to prepare gardens 

for. women, and in some cases do not even have plots of their 

own in gardens they prepare for female kin. Practices are 

different among the Kalam and Maring, where men have little 

part in the routine care of gardens once they are prepared 

(Burnett 1963:79, Riebe 1974:4-6, Buchbinder 1973:33). With 

the Maring, male-female pairs work as partners, each person 

usually belonging to more than one pair at a time (Rappaport 

1967b:43). 

4 . MATERIAL CULTURE 

The main items of material culture are houses, axes, 

digging sticks, bows and arrows, clothes, string bags, and 

ornaments. 

Although the building of a house may stretch over two 

to six weeks or even longer, I estimate that a house big 

enough for three adults and their children can be built by 

six adults and their children in the equivalent of 7 - 10 

days' labour, with more of that time spent on gathering 

materials than on construction. Men do the heavy work, and 

work which requires using axes or climbing. Thus they cut 

and carry the poles and vines used in the frame .and do all 

the construction. The walls, and often the thatch, are made 

of pandanus leaf, collected by men. Both men and women col

lect a bamboo leaf used for thatch and attach the leaves in 

----------------- -
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pairs ready for use. Houses thatched with bamboo leaf are 

round, and houses thatched with pandanus leaf are 'turtle 

back'shaped. Houses built for ceremonials are the same as 

other houses except that they are larger than average. 

Occasionally an old house is used for a ceremonial instead of 

building a new one. Houses last as long as the thatch, some two 

to five years. Thatch is not replaced, but is adjusted if there 

are leaks. Men, women, and children all live in the same house 

but men and women have separate rooms. In this the Kopon re

semble the Kalam (Riebe 1974:9-10) but are unlike the Maring, 

who have separate houses for men and older boys on the one hand, 

and females and younger boys on the other (Buchbinder 1973:32). 

The stone axe blades of precontact times were obtained by 

trade but all men made handles for them. Heavy digging sticks, 

bows, and arrows, are made and used only by men. The black 

palm from which digging sticks, bows, and some arrows are made, 

grows locally. 

Clothes comprise a string net covering the genital area in 

men, a string drape covering the genital area in women, and 

bark drapes covering women's buttocks. All of these are made 

by women. The waist bands from which they hang may be made of 

string (manufactured by women) or alternatively, but only for 

men, of cane. Men's buttocks are usually covered with leaves 

hung from the waist band. Hair coverings, made by men of beat

en bark, are worn by both sexes, but are not obligatory. 

String bags are in constant use by both sexes for carrying food 

and firewood, and by women for carrying babies. As well as 

actually making the bags, women gather the raw materials 

and make the string. All these tasks are very time consuming. 
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There is a great variety of necklaces, nose ornaments, 

and ornaments worn on the head, made.of a variety of sea 

shells, seeds, bird plumes, bones, teeth, insects, and other 

materials. Some are made by men and some by women, but most 

are worn by both sexes. Women, however, do not wear the 

large bird of paradise plumes. 

5. OTHER ACTIVITIES 

Fighting was done entirely by men, though both sexes 

might be victims. I have no record of children being killed, 

and it does not seem that fighting ever took up a great deal of 

time. The weapons were bows, arrows, axes, shields, and short 

spears for killing at close quarters. 

Infants are cared for mainly by women, but from the time 

they are about 18 months old children spend increasing periods 

with their fathers. 

Pigs have to be provided with harvested sweet potatoes, 

and taken each day to be tied up where they can forage in old 

gardens or in regrowth. Women do much more of this work. than 

men. 

6. TRADE AND EXCHANGE 

The trade items most important to precontact Kopon we~e 

stone axe heads and shell valuables, notably goldlip pearl 

shell, greensnail, and nassa. The main items they provided 

in return were bird of paradise and other plumes, bows made 

of black palm, and tobacco. Trade is conducted in the course 

of everyday visiting rather than between trading partners or 

by making special long journeys. Some visiting howevei is 

mainly for trade, especially about the time of the ye~rly 
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ceremonial cycle, when people are trying to obtain bird of 

paradise plumes and other articles of adornment. Being re

latively isolated in the lower Kaironk valley , the lower Kopon 

are not on· a trade route of any consequence. The overall 

movement of inward trade is down valley and of outward trade 

up ~alley, though there was some trade in other directions. 

The upper Kopon, who are just off the top left corner of 

trade maps by Hughes (1973:102-3, 106-7), have salt springs, · 

but the lower Kopon are not important sources of goods shown 

entering at the top left corner of the map. The lower Kopon 

do not seem to have experienced a boom in shell trade result

ing from white contact in distant places as some peoples did 

(Hughes 1973:105) though there has been some inflation since 

about the time I arrived in the valley. 

The chief formal exchanges are associated with marriage, 

compensation for killings, and the yearly ceremonial cycle. 

They are modest in size, unostentatious in manner, and involve 

individuals rather than groups. There are no major distribu

tions of food. Except for pork, little food served on 

ceremonial occasions is carried away. Though exchanges of 

pork between affines are important, they do not seem to be 

regarded as essentially different from exchanges with cognates. 

7. SUMMARY 

The Kopon may be said to exploit three main altitudinal 

zones, but these are scattered in varying degree rather than 

running in simple strips from ridge top to valley floor. The 

need to have access . to all zones might favour co-operation 

between people living some distance apart, whereas neutrality 
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or hostility could be more likely between discrete groups each 

defending a narrow strip of land. There does not seem to be 

pressure on the land, and adequate time is allowed for re-

generation. 

There is a wide variety of both wild and domesticated 

species which supply all nutritional needs and most technolo-

gical needs. This, and the fact that the lower Kaironk is 

somewhat of a backwater, may account in part for trade and 

exchange being small scale and uncompetitive compared to ·ma.ny 

Highland societies. 

The Kopon live by gardening, hunting, and gathering. 

There is no specialisation in these activities, and though 

several people usually co-operate , a minimum team is two 

persons of opposite sex. Where there are wild pigs, larger 

numbers of people in the same garden area make fencing more 

economical, and this would have been particularly important in 

the days of the stone axe. 

There is a division of labour according to sex and age. 

Women depend on men in housebuilding and in preparing 

gardens. Men depend on women for string net clothing and 

string bags. In pig keeping women are indirectly dependent 

on men since pigs are fed in part on garden produce. Women 

take on more of the care of pigs than do men. In tending and 

harvesting gardens, gathering wild foods, and preparing food, 

essential work can be done by both sexes. Delib.erate hunting 

however is the province of men, and the animals that women 

take casually are small . 

The young and old of both sexes are dependent on those 

·I 
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in between in varying degrees. Children are obviously com

pletely dependent at first but by six or seven years of age 

they collect wild foods for themselves and have or soon will 

h a ve their own gardens. Apart from the most strenuous aspects 

of hunting, gardening, and housebuilding, the old keep up 

their activities as long as they can. Total disablement, 

except temporarily through illness, is rare. Dependencies 

consequent upon the age and sex division of labour are dis

tributed. There are always several people of the appropriate 

age or sex that a person can turn to for help. 

Though food can be a little short at the turn of the 

year, it is generally plentiful, and not stored for more than 

a few days. The main crops can be lef~ in the garden till 

they are used, and pigs eat whatever people leave. 
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CHAPTER III 

HOUSEHOLD, GARDENING, AND LAND OWNING GROUPS 

As will be seen in the next chapter the Kopon lack groups 

defined by kinship alone. There are however groups of kin 

def·ined by living in the same households, sharing the same 

gardens, or claiming the same small tracts of land. This 

chapter begins with accounts of land names, boundaries, and 

rights, then discusses household, gardening~ and land holding 

groups. 

1. PLACE NAMES 

There are many terms such as 'ridge', 'stream', 'gully', 

'hillside', 'spur', 'headwater'; and the like for features 

of the landscape. Place names · are frequently used in combina

tion with landscape terms, especially to refer to small areas 

of ground used by particular people. When speaking of larger 

areas the names of main streams and ridges are used to refer 

to the whole area even though at a lower level they refer 

only to the land actually part of or close to a stream or 

ridge. 

2. BOUNDARIES 

A stream or ridge may provide a clear boundary but often 

boundaries, though their rough position is well known, are 

not exactly defined. To take a common example, a gully has 

a name, and the spur next to it has a name. The· names may 

be the same, but more usually different. There is no exact 

line at which one ceases to apply and the other begins. It 

is common for different groups of people to make use of a 

---------------
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single landscape feature, such as the side of a long spur, 

which has only one name for the whole of its length. In 

such cases one group may have the upper and the other the 

lower section, but there is no strict demarcation of the 

boundary even where such a demarcation appears to be readily 

available in the form of a natural feature such as a large 

rock or isolated tree. Cordylines and other plants, if present, 

identify old garden and homestead sites, and the pattern of 

regeneration also identifies old garden sites. Such marks 

denote ownership, but do not usually constitute boundaries. 

3. LAND RIGHTS 

Land is used for homesteads, gardening, and hunting anq 

gathering. People use the land of those with whom they 

associate and thus acquire an interest in it themselves. 

Children garden with their parents or whoever they are living 

with, from as early as six or seven years old, and thus ac

quire a strong interest, over a period of years, in a number 

of named pieces of land. A person may garden alone on land 

in which an interest has been obtained in this way. People 

have some interest in many pieces of land which are used by 

v~rious natal kin, but are only likely to use these at first 

in association with these kin. If ~his association becomes 

close and a homestead is built or shared, they might garden 

alone on this land and it will be spoken of as theirs. When 

asked how they came to have claims in a piece of land people 

commonly say that it was the land of a parent or of some other 

cognate, generally one with whom they have actually made 

gardens. The person quoted is not usually more than one gen-
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eration senior to the person making the claim. In no case 

has a claim beei justified to me by quoting an ancestor more 

than two generations back. When asked who originally culti-

vated a parcel of land people usually say they do not know, 

and descent from an original cultivator has not been used to 

jus.tify a claim to me. The Kopon differ from the Kalam, where 

claims of descent from an ancestor several generations back 

are important, and enhanced where the ancestor is the original 

cultivator (Riebe 1974:13-16). 

A person can garden on the land of a spouse, at first 

in company with the spouse, but later independently. After 

a few years an incoming husband is quoted as an owner on his 

wife's ground. In cases where a couple both from the same area 

had been married for many years only the closest kin knew 

whether land on which they were gardening was that to which 

the husband or the wife originally had rights. 

No individual has exclusive ownership of any parcel of lan~. , 
Questions about ownership usually result in a short list of 

names which may include boys, girls, and women. The names of 

women and children can be obtained by further questioning 

if not volunteered. After this may be given the names of 

siblings, cousins, or other kin who garden elsewhere. It is 

said that these people could make gardens on the land if they 

wanted to but the impression is given that their claims are 

not so strong. It is usually clear who are the main claimants 

of any particular plot but there are always other people who 

might use it either for a season or permanently. 

It is common for people to garden with kin to whom they 

--------
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are not closely related. This maintains contact with a wide 

range of kin, and provides openings for permanent shifts. 

Although no one inherits exclusive rights to a piece of 

land there is a form of words which does make the right to 

land explicit. This is of the general form "X spoke and went" 

where X is any kinsperson. This means that X said before he 

or she died that their rights in a certain piece of land were 

to go to a certain person. 

No two persons exercise rights in all the same plots of 

. land. Siblings usually work some inherited. parcels of land 

in common and some separately. Arrangements are subject to 

change, and there is unlikely to be complete separation in 

the absence of long distance moves. 

A man asked about his land initially lists some half 

dozen areas of hunting ground and perhaps a dozen areas of 

gardening ground. If pressed the names of several more 

parcels of land will be given. There is a continuum from full, 

clear, and indisputable claims right through to the most 

shadowy. When a person is born there are perhaps a hundred 

parcels of land in which he or she has a potential interest. 

As active gardening is taken up some 20-odd of these are worked 

in any period of a few years and an interest maintained in 

perhaps 30 more by occasionally using one or two in each area 

where they are situated. At any time, for various reasons, 

the concentration of activity may change. 

Practically anyone, asked in private whose land he is 

gardening on, will say it is his own. In the presence of 

people with stronge r claims he may say it is theirs. If the 
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primary claimants are asked in the company of other gardeners 

who a piece of land belongs to they are likely to name all 

those who are present. When those with lesser claims are 

elsewhere their names may be left out. 

I have not separated the discussion of hunting land and 

gardening land, as rights are transmitted in the same ways. 

Women have rights in hunting land though their names are not 

given unless specifically asked for . Incomers are not quoted 

as owne.r:Sof hunting land as soon as they are of gardening 

land. Kalam rights to forest land also change more slowly 

than rights to gardening land (Riebe 1974:20-21). Except for 

enemies, anyone known to the owners can hunt on hunting land, 

but only the owners and those in their _company should gather 

nut pandanus or shoot birds with valuable plumes. Both the 

Kalam (Riebe 1974:20-21) and the Maring (Rappaport 1967b:l7) 

place more restrictions on the use o f hunting ground than do 

the Kopon. 

Rights to fruit bearing trees in general go along with 

rights to the land they. are growing on,but if a tree has been 

deliberately planted the planter has rights to the fruit or 

its disposal even if not currently using the land for anything 

else. Such rights may be passed on by a statement of the same 

form as used to pass on rights in land, "X spoke and went". 

Fruits that are much appreciated but not highly valued, such 

as mangoes, are collected by any local kin who happen to be 

passing a tree, especially if it is away from a house that is 

currently in use. At the other extreme, fruit pandanus where

ever it is growing is collected only by individuals who have 
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clear rights to it. I have not heard of disputes over rights 

to planted trees. 

No cases of lethal disputes among the Kopon over land 

have come to my notice. So far as I am aware everyone has 

access to sufficient good quality land for growing taro. 

· some sweet potato is grown on relatively poor land. The only 

major dissatisfaction over land has been in relation to that 

shared with or taken over by a group of immigrants. The first 

of these came some 50 years ago and their kin have been coming 

and going ever since, with a few, plus descendants, settling 

permanently. The immigrants are identified as the Ba±p people, 

Ba±p being the name of the area from which they came. They 

are Kopon but speak a different dialect from that used at Yhai. 

There are now about 13 adult male Ba±p living near Yha±. 

Although the land they live on is not all contiguous it is 

concentrated along the head and part of one side of a major 

tributary of the Kaironk River. More land is being taken over 

as time goes by, this being facilitated by. intermarriage 

People deny that there was any intermarriage between Baip and 

Yha± before the immigrants arrived. One of the first two men 

to come soon married a local girl and both men then made 

gardens on the ground of her kin. .one local man says that his 

grandfather, with whom the immigrants had no previous ties, 

offered them land. Unlike other immigrants, who have settled 

singly, or in pairs, the Ba±p people have settled as a more or 

less discrete group which has maintained its separate identity. 

Other immigrants form a minority of one or two in groups that 

garden together, but the Ba±p people often make gardens with 
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few or no loca l people in the group. Several plots of land 

are spoken of as theirs, and -some probing is required to find 

out who had claims to it before they ·came. They have on a 

numbe r of occas ions been described as stealing the land and 

there is rese n tment at their continued expansion. There has 

so far been much muttering but no fighting, and with the arriv

al of administ r ation influence it is unlikely that serious 

strife will occur. 

I see each Kopon person as having a number of tentacles 

attaching to the land. They may be concentrated on a few 

parcels of ground which are close together, but commonly one 

or two stretch out a little distance, sometimes up to half 

a day's walk away. They are repositioned throughout life, 

though to a highly variable degree. Except in the case of 

long distance moves only one or two are shifted each year. It 

is only in rare cases that an individual maintains two sets 

of tentacles for long periods at a distance of more than about 

an hour's walk apart. Riebe's (1974:36) summing up of Kalam 

ties to land could also apply to the Kopon. 

People see themselves, I think, as on a path that 

is part o f a network linking them to a number of 

places on which they have claims or for which 

they have strong feelings. Wherever they are on 

the network, the n e twork remains and anchors 

them, giving a continuous identity to their 

shifting existenc~s. 

4. GROUPS 

The Kopon do not h a ve groups defined by kinship. There 
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are however a great· number of groups of people who are in-

variably kin. What defines each groµp is the sharing of a 

homestead, a garden, or a piece of land. The membership of 

these groups overlaps considerably. Before discussing the 

groups in general I will detail those to which two indivi-

duals belong. Groups have been lettered consecutively for 

each informant regardless of function. All groups include 

the informant as a full member unless otherwise specified. 

Ayqa is a young man of about 19, married some 18 

months. 1 He is in two household groups (and visits a third 

freely), three taro gardening groups, and two sweet potato 

gardening groups. His mother died three weeks before this 

information was obtained in January 1974 but I have included 

her in the groups. 

a. First house 

This is shared with: 

a.l His wife 

a.2 His father, mother, and four younger brothers 

aged about 10, 8, 5, and 1. 

From the first house are worked a taro garden and two 

sweet potato gardens. 

b. First taro garden 

This is shared with: 

b.l His wife and her widowed mother, his wife's father's 

brother, and that man's wife and son. 

1. This estimate o f Ayqa's age implies an early 
marri age~ He wa s a small boy whe n I arrived 
in 1966, and could not have bee n ove r 10 at 
the time . Some o f his younger brothers, 
whose age s I estimate at 10, 8, 5, and 1, were 
born unusually c l ose t oge the r. A baby born 
IDetween the 1 and 5 year olds died at about 
one we ek. 

. I 

I 
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b.2 His mother's widowed brother and that man's three 

sons, ages about 6 to 15. 

b.3 A classificatory sister (genealogical connection 

unknown) and this woman's husband. 

b.4 A classificatory sister of about 16 (genealogical 

connection unknown) . 

b.5 A wife's classificatory cousin and her husband, 

single sister, single brother, married brother, 

and his wife and her adopted child. 

The people in this gardening group live in four differ

ent households. 

c. First sweet potato garden 

This gardening group is formed by:-

c.l His wife. 

c.2 His mother (but not his father). 

c.3 The same classificatory sister as in b.3. Her 

husband helped to make the garden but does not 

have his own plot. 

c.4 A widowed classificatory mother's brother, his 

teenage son and married daughter, and the 

latter'.s husband. 

d. Second sweet potato garden 

d.l His .wife, mother, and married sister. 

d.~ The same classificatory sister as in b.3. 

Although women do more of the planting, weeding, and 

. harvesting of sweet potatoes than men, this garden is un

usual in that three men helped to prepare the garden but did 

not have plots in it. These were the informant's father, 

his mother's brother, and his mother's brother's. teenage son. 

e. Second house 

e.l The informant's wife, mother, father, and younger 

brothers. 

-------
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e.2 An old couple, the husband being the informant's 

mother's classificatory brother. Since the couple 

caredfor the informant when he was young he calls 

them 'mother' and 'father'. 

e.3 The same widowed classificatory mother's brother 

as in c.4. 

Second and third taro gardens and a third sweet potato 

garden are worked from this house. 

f. Second taro garden 

f.l The informant~ wife, mother, father, . married sister, 

and younger brothers. 

f .2 His mother's widowed brother. 

f . 3 The same classificatory sister as in b.3. 

f .4 A classificatory young male adult cousin who was 

fostered by the old couple mentioned in e.2. 

g. Third taro garden 

g.l The informants wife , mother, married sister , and 

the married elder brother. 

g . 2 The married daughter of the .classificatory mother's 

brother who shares the house from which this garden 

is worked (see c.4, e.3). 

h. Third sweet potato garden 

The sweet potato garde n worked from the second house 

is shared by the informant's wife, married sister, and mother. 

He and his father prepared the ground but did not work 

further in this garden. 

i. Third house 

The houses and gardens mentioned so far are all within 

an hour's walk of each other. The third house, where the 

informa nt visits fr ee ly but does not have his own garden, is 

two hour s' walk away. It b e longs to his p a r e nts and is built 

on ground to wh ich his mot he r has claims. This informant is 
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in at least one group with all his immediate living kin ex

cept his sister's husband and his brother's wife (the 

.marriages took place after the gardens were planted) but does 

not share a house with his slightly older married brother. 

His groups show a wide variation in membership and a strong 

tenoency for more people to share gardens than houses. None 

of the gardening partners are related through the informant's 

father, who is an immigrant from the upper Kopon. 

A s.econd informant, Kk:i:p, is an unmarried male of about 

16. He is a member of three households, five taro gardening 

groups, and two sweet potato gardening groups. His situation 

is unusual in that all three households contain the same peo

ple, namely his mother, father, two brothers aged about 18 

and 6 , and a sister of about 10. 

a . First house 

The informant and his mother, father, two brothers, 

and sister. From here are worked the first two taro gardens. 

b . First taro garden 

b.l The householders, as in a. 

b . 2 A widowed classificatory mother's brother. 

c . Second taro garden 

c.1 The householders, as in a. 

c.2 The informant's father's classificatory male cousin , 

the cousin's sister and her husband, and the cousin's 

widowed mother (but not the cousin's wife). 

c.3 The informant's father's decease d brother's wife and 

her three young ·sons. 

c.4 A widowed classi f icatory father's brother and his 

young daughter. 
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d. Second house 

The householders are as in a. From here are worked the 

third and fourth 

garden. 

taro gardens and the first sweet potato 

e. Third taro garden 

e.l. The householders, as in a. 

e.2 As in c.2. 

f. The fourth taro garden 

f.l The informant's elder brother. 

f.2 The classificatory mother's brother mentioned in b.2. · 

g. First sweet potato garden 

g.l The informan~s mother and sister. 

h. Third house 

Householders as in a. From here are worked a taro 

garden and a sweet potato garden. 

i. Fifth taro garden 

i.l The householders, as in a. 

i.2 A young male friend of the informant who is a classi

ficatory brother (genealogical relationship unknown). 

j. Second sweet potato garden 

j.l The informant's mother and sister. 

In the case of this informant, although the houses are 

shared only by the nuclear family, the gardens are shared by 

a variety of kin. 

Most Kopon are in at least some of the same groups as 

their closest surviving kin, but many of their closest kin 

may be dead. People who share the same house usually share 

some of the s ame gardens and some of the same land. Gardening 
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groups change fr om ye a r to year, households more slowly, 

and l a nd claims more slowly still. The changes however are 

essentially the same. People make a garden with those they 

are not currently gardening with. A garden any distance from 

currently occupie d houses implies staying some of the time 

in the houses of the new gardening companions. After two or 

three years the newcomer is spoken of as an owner of the 

house, and in a few more years, of the land. Most gardens 

are close enough to be worked from a household of which one 

is already a member, so that joining a new gardening group 

in most cases does not necessitate joining a new household. 

The constant formation of gardening groups (each individual 

makes some six new gardens each year) means that gardening 

groups show a much greater flux than households. 

Asked who a house belongs to, people are likely to name 

older before younger, males before females, consistent 

residents before intermittent residents, and longstanding 

residents before recent arrivals. All people have one or two 

houses in which they spend most of their time, and valuables 

are kept in these. Further houses are smaller, or more 

dilapidated, or belong primarily to someone else. 

All houses except temporary garden shelters have male 

and fe male rooms. Apart from kin between whom there are 

strict t a boos, it is permissible to enter rooms of the opposite 

sex. Rooms fre q ue ntly h ave male a n d female areas without 

any vi s ible partition between them, but with separate 

entrance s from the outside . Pigs hav e small pens either in

side o r outside o f houses, but pigs that are not large are 

frequentl y kept i n t he fema l e par t of the house at night. 

. l 
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Most houses have one to three adult males, and gardening 

groups one to five adult males. However, larger groups may 

build and garden together, especially when there are going 

to be initiations and associated ceremonials. Where there 

are more than two or three adult men claiming a piece of 

ground they tend to garden in subgroups, and the land is 

eventually subdivided, or else some of them make most of 

their gardens elsewhere. Households and land owning groups 

are about the same size but two, three, or even more households, 

complete or incomplete, frequently combine to make gardens. 

I have no evidence on whether the size of gardening groups has 

changed since the introduction of steel tools. 

Gardening groups are in such a st9-te of flux that no one 

has all the same gardening partners two years in succession, 

and no one makes all their gardens . with the same people in 

any one year. Apart from migration, changes are most dramatic 

when there is a marriage. If a couple have been living 

within an hour or so's walk of each other they are likely to 

join each other's gardening groups, and a young husband helps 

in his wife's parents' gardens. A woman usuaLly goes ~o live 

with her husband but is likely to make gardens with her natal 

kin at least intermittently. Changes also occur when there is 

a death. On the whole a fair balance is kept between adult 

males and females in gardening groups. Over a period of 

years, quite apart from life cycle changes, people are likely 

to share gardens with all or most of their kin within half 

an hour to an hour's walk, and odd ones further away. Within 

this constant flux however parents and subadult children 

regularly make at least some gardens together, and parents and 
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their married children very frequently garden together, as do 

siblings. Any other kin with common grandparents ordinarily 

garden together at least once every 2 or 3 years. Other kin 

of these kin are also likely to be included.· Contacts are 

drastically reduced where kin are living more than an hour 

or so's walk apart. 

In one sense changes are a matter of choice of friends 

and work partners . In another sense they result from 

marriage, migration, multiplication, infirmity, an·d death, 

and from distributing interests among kin. Although there 'is 

not a well defined cycle which determines household member

ship, a young or ari old couple never lives alone in a house. 

Middle aged people with some well grown children sometimes 

have a house or houses in which members of the nuclear f arnily 

are the only regular residerits. 

Groups of people are commonly referred to by a place 

name without specific reference to a household, gardening 

group, or land holding group. Locality names do form some

thing like an ordered series. Thus a small number of people 

are referred to by the name of a single· parcel of land, or a 

subdivision of a named parcel according to landscape features. 

The people on a number of parcels of land may · be referred to by 

the name of the most prominent landscape feature, usually a 

valley or a ridge. The people in a number of small valleys 

can be referred to collectively by the name of the larger 

Vqlley into which the small valleys drain. This system of 

naming runs to about four levels, the widest level including 

such terms as b± wbol (the people in the upper Kaironk Valley), 

kawon b~ (the people further down the Kaironk Valley than the 
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speaker), and Hagawy b-i- (the people over the ridge in the 

general area known as Sanggapy). Reference to people ·by such 

terms is not straightforward in the sense that all people 

living in a particular area are included. The context makes 

it clear whether the reference is toi:he people in a certain 

arep who attended a particular 'singing', the people who 

share a particular taboo, those who took part in some fight, 

or those who visited a certain funeral. 1 

There is no set of people who have claims to a set of 

parcels of land, either dispersed or contiguous. Nor is there 

any set of people who do or did regularly unite in fighting 

or in staging ceremonials, the two activities which require 

more co-operation than others the Kopon engage in. Reference 

to people by place names, from afar, gives an impression of 

solidarity. People of an area are .said to have fought, to 

hold ceremonials, and to observe taboos. On closer approach 

however the impression of solidarity disappears. There are 

no ceremonial centres shared by the people of a given area, 

nor do the individuals or households of a named area all 

support each other in fights. Though some taboos are assoc-

iated with particular areas it is only the most stringent of 

these that are observed by everyone in a particular area. 

Whether or not such taboos are stringent they are also observed 

by some people outside the area. In short, there is nothing 

to identify the people of any one area in contrast to the 

people of any other area except the fact of living on a piece 

1. Similar contextually defined use of names 
that do not refer to ongoing corporate 
groups is discussed by Wagner (1974). 
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of ground that has a certain name. 

5. DISCUSSION 

The Kopan conform in general to the pattern of land 

ownership described by Harding (1973:115-6) for Papua New 

Guinea as a whole. In particular, "a large part of the land 

utilized by a fam.ily during its lifetime consists of plots 

owned, in a primary sense, by others". The following account 

by Riebe (1974:22-3) of Kalam attitudes to land applies in 

detail to the Kopan:-

The whole basis of Kalam use of land has been the 

abundance of this resource. Kalam individuals are 

not concerned to maximise control over land that 
-

they have some rights to because the labour that 

a person is capable of has so far . been the limit of 

his productivity, and people have not anticipated 

a shortage of land .... stating a claim to land, which 

is in use by someone else, is an assertion of the 

possibility that one, or one's descendants, 

could return to use that land in the future. People 

feel, and they express, ties to many areas includ

ing future ties and ~xpectation of claims to the 

land of their affines, and in that sense land is 

owned communally ..•. 

In the Kalam view, as I understand it : there is the 

land, there are the people who have individual but 

overlapping claims over land, and there i~ the 

expectation that in various culturally acceptable 

ways some land will .be allocated to the use of 

every person. 

Harding (1973:11 5 ) describes co-operative gardening in 

Papua New Guinea in the following terms, which fit the Kopon 

case:-
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Frequently a number of households join in making 

gardens, or they co-operate during such phases 

as clearing or tillage. In pre-European times 

technology, considerations of defence, and social 

sentiments . required or were conducive to co-opera

tive forms of labour .... 

The composition and variation in Kopon household and gard-

ening groups is similar to that described . by Riebe (1974:9-12) 

for the Kalam except that warfare probably did not play such 

an important part among the Kopon even before contact. 

Among the Kalam:-

Despite ... nuclei of closely supportive households, 

Kalam inter-household ties are best represented 

as an extended continuous network .. ,.There is a 

wide range in the regional extensiveness of the 

ties upheld by individuals, but no one limits 

their support groups to neighbours. Nor are 

ties to neighbours necessarily closer or stronger 

than ties to more distant friends. (Riebe 1974:27). 

The Maring pattern differs considerably, with males over 

7 or 8 in the men's houses and each married woman and widow 

having a separate house (Rappaport 1967b:l3-14). Gardening 

is done by male female pairs, and although any individual is 

likely to be a member of more than one pair in any particular 

year, and more than one pair may co-operate, it seems 

(Buchbinder 1973:33, Clarke 1971:122-130, Rappaport 1967b: 

43) that Maring do not garqen in groups the size of the larger 

Kopon groups. 

At a level above the household, garde n, or parcel of land 

both the Ka lam (Riebe 1974:25-7, 35-6) and the Kopon lack the 

local land owning and politica l or local communities described 
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by Rappaport '(1967b:l8-20} for the .Maring or by Hogbin and 

Wedgwood (1953:253), Lepervanche (1973:2), and Harding 

(1973:i07-8) as typical for Papua New Guinea. 1 

Any system of land holding has to provide for the re-

distribution of land in response to demographic changes. 

Kelly reviews the situation in the New Guinea Highlands and 

argues (1968:36) that the results of pressure on land differ 

with the "structure, ideology, and composition of descent 

groups''. The Kopon do not have pressure on land, and further-

more, models based on descent of any kind, even unrestricted 

descent (Goodenough 1955:80) are of little relevance. 

Goodenough (1955:71) points. out that bilocal extended famil-

ies could function as land owning bodies provided outmarrying 

persons lose membership and inmarrying persons gain member-

ship. Kopan land ownership is roughly of this kind, but it 

takes some years for membership of people moving in to be 

firmly established, and at least a generation for membership 

to be lost by those who move away. Furthermore, marriage is 

usually virilocal, and owners are a set of individuals 

rather than an extended family as such. Except for · some 

areas far from habitation Kopon land is not a "free good" 

(Frake 1956:171) but the restrictions o f a segmentary system 

(Kelly 1968:48) are avoided, and there is a continuous, un-

obtrusive, and efficient redistribution of people on the land. 

As Lepervanche (1973:42) has pointed out, "The uniform-

ities as well as the cultural and social variations in Papua 

1 The Gar ia do not have parishes, but strips of 
territory are owned by patrilineages (Leper
vanche 1973: 29 ). The Bena Bena case remains 
debatable despite Langness' statement (1964: 
170) that the ultimate ownership of Bena Bena 
land is not in the hands of groups. 
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New Guinea make arguments that rest on ecological determinism 

difficult to support". The Kopon pattern of land holding 

is doubtless influenced by factors other than ecology but it 

nevertheless functions well in a situation where there is 

lack of pressure on land, and where because of a high death 

rate there is a need for people to keep a number of options 

open at all times, and for continuous redistribution of people 

on the land. Corporate groups with control of land could do 

nothing to make redistribution work more smoothly and eff-

ectively than it already does ·in the Kopon case, at least so 

far as the movements of small numbers of people at a time are 

concerned. With such a high death rate, in the midst of such 

flux, it might be difficult for larger corporate groups to sur-

vive. Group boundaries would be hard to maintain, and the 

fictions which tend to be associated with changing member-

ship might not work fast enough to keep up with the facts. 

I have argued that the small, fluid, and overlapping 

Kopon groups can be attributed at least in part to a high 

death rate and lack of pressure on resources. It might be 

asked why the Kalam, who have a higher population density 

and presumably a lower death rate, have a similar pattern of 

settlement and movement. This question can not be answered 

with conviction, since there are not even crude figures for 

Kalam vital statistics available to me, but I make the 

following points. 

i) Kalam population density seems to have risen 

rapidly in the last century, and if there are to be adjust-

ments in the direction of the formation of larger corporate 

groups the se could take some time to occur. 

I 
· 1 
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ii) Using material from Riebe and R. Bulmer, I have 

pointed out that the Kalam are more exclusive in their 

allotment of certain resources than the lower Kopon. They 

show a clear tendency to patrilineal inheritance of rights 

to nut pandans, and reluctance in some circumstances to 

admit cross cousins to taro gardens. 

iii) Kalam big men, unlike Kopon big men, have signifi

cant influence beyond their own households. This implies that 

the network pattern of allegiance has focal points, which 

could, over a period of time, become the nucleus of larger 

corporate groups. 

iv) There is no quantitative information available on 

the degree of flux in Kalam household and gardening groups. 

There could be less, or even more, _ than in the lower Kopon. 

v) In any event, my position is not one of ecological 

determinism. ·I argue that the Kopon pattern makes good 

ecological sense, but it seems unlikely that ecological forces 

are the only determinants. More probably, a cultural heritage 

which is to some extent shared is also important. 

Pouwer (1966b:274) has pointed out the possibility of 

"a conceptualisation of society in spatial terms". Kopon 

society however is not "conceived as a series of local 

autonomous aggregates of equal status associated with a more 

or less define d tract of land". It is rather an endless over

lapping network with named areas of land giving the appearance 

of discontinuities. Pouwer contrasts the spatial model 

with the segmentary (descent) model. It is possible however 

for a spa tial model to be segme ntary, as I have already shown 
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by describing the rough four tier naming system that the Kopon 

have. In this case the political implications of segmentary 

descent systems are lacking. The Kopon arrangement is not a 

tidy one in the sense that the same pieces or the same number 

of pieces of land are always grouped together, or that there 

is .a regular four tier structure (any more than is necessarily 

the case with descent groups) but the pattern is nevertheless 

there. Names are used to refer to collectivities of people 

but there is no corresponding hierarchy of groups or leaders. 

6. SUMMARY 

Households usually include one or two men with wives and 

children, and often one or two other kin. There are seldom 

more than two houses in any one .place. Larger groups come 

together at intervals to build a sizable house in which 

ceremonials are held, and often one or two smaller houses close 

by. Though many people spend a good deal of their time in the 

same house, all Kopon share in more than one house, and most 

in three or four, if semipermanent garden shelters are taken 

into account. The members of a household seldom share all 

the same houses, especially· if the household consists of more 

than a nuclear family. 

Co-operation in gardening follows a similar pattern but 

there are often two or three households in a gardening group, 

and no two gardening groups are likely to have identical 

membership. Rights to the use of land change more slowly than 
~ 

the patterns of shared houses and gardens but work in much 

the same way. People of either sex may use the land where 

they were born, where their parents come from, or at the homes 
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of their spouses or other kin, and actual use over a lifetime 

is likely to include most or all of these. Use must be 

added to inheritance to give unquestioned rights in a piece 

of land, and use alone is sufficient if kept up for a number 

of years. People living with a spouse or other kin are 

accepted by virtue of this but after a few years are spoken of 

as having rights of their own. Such a pattern of land use 

means that any gaps left by death or migration are readily 

filled and any buildup of population readily dispersed. 

Rights are not held by finite corporate groups which require 

that incomers are related in some particular way. With so 

much choice of association and with a lack of pressure on land, 

disputes over land, in the ordinary course of events, are un-

likely to occur. 

From the point of view of the individual it is an advant-

age to exploit numerous and often scattered pieces of ground. 

If contact is kept up with a wide circle of kin there are 

always some to fall back on if others die or move away. 

The pattern of local grouping and co-operation then is 

one of flux and flexibility, with the greatest interaction 

between those who are most closely related and live closest 

together. What defines group membership is the use of a cer-

tain homestead, garden, or tract of land. By virtue of shared 

membership, groups form an interlocking or overlapping net-

work which has no central point of reference, but parts of 

which can be referred to by the use of place names, and in 

other wa ys. The high rate of overlapping ensures that there 
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is no local group which can be relied on to present a united 

front at any level. Any individual is a member of several 

groups at any one time, and in the case of conflict divided 

loyalties are inevitable. The household is the largest 

collection of people that may act as a unit in making up 

other groups. Gardening groups are often larger than house

holds but their members do not act in concert in any other 

context than gardening. The people on any named area of 

land larger than a single parcel do not have a common claim 

to the area as a whole. The Kopon and Kalam lack of descent 

or other groups with collective claims to land is unique 

among Papua New Guinea people on whom there are well known 

published reports. 

----~--------
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CHAPTER IV 
KIN TERMS AND KINSHIP 

For the Kopon, the behaviours expected of people in any 

category of kin have a lot to do with the features used in 

classifying kin. The features (bases, criteria) which define 

almost all categories of kin are sex, generation, recipro-

city, and the distinctions ·between natal and spo~se's kin. 

In this .chapter I first look briefly at the behaviour associ-

ated with these features, then at kin terms, terms for groups 

and gatherings of people, and Kopon knowledge of kin. Follow-

ing this I discuss terms for own and proximate generation 

cognates, and then selected topics concerned with kin cate-

gories and kinship behaviour. In appendix B I examine sex 

indicators in kin terms, and exceptions to the overall pattern 

of kin categories. This will be done by looking at the use in 

classifying kin of the features already mentioned. 

1. FEATURES USED IN CLASSIFYING KIN 

Here I outline the behaviour associated with the main 

f t d . 1 'f . k' 1 ea ures use in c assi ying in. On the whole the behaviour 

of kin in any category approximates the sum of the behaviours 

associated with the features that define the category. For 

example a man behaves towards his mother's brother in a way 

appropriate to someone of the same sex, one generation senior, 

who is a natal (as opposed to a spouse's) kins person. I treat 

each feature separately in an attempt to give meaning to the 

1. The fur ther feat ure s necess a ry to define terms 
fo r own and proximate gene r a tion cognates are 
me ntioned in a f ootnote to section 6 of this 
chapte r. 

--------------- -
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later description of kin categories, but these features in 

practice do not appear in isolation. They are superimposed 

on each other, with different combinations of features defining 

the various categories. 

The features the Kopan use in classifying kin are among 

tho·se set out by Murdock (1949:102-105). Where Murdock speaks 

of polarity I speak of reciprocity. Terms become reciprocal 

when polarity is ignored. 

1.1 Sex 

The importance of sex distinctions is obvious. Sex, 

reproduction, and the . sexual division of labour create mutual 

dependence. The sexes look different, dress differently, 

and to some extent decorate differently. Overall, men play a 

more prominent part than women. in public discussions such as 

those of bride price and other kinds of compensation. In 

public, other things being equal, there are less restrictions 

between people of the same sex than between people of opposite 

sex. People of the same sex come physically closer together 

than people of opposite sex, and often touch each other. 

Same sex older children and y9unger adults who have not seen 

each other for some time may take each other's hands or arms and 

jump up and down, smiling and laughing excitedly. Sarne sex 

people of any age may express pleasure and excitement at meet-

ing or .at some remarkable statement by snapping each other's 

knuckles. 1 People of opposite sex do not behave in these ways. 

1. One person squeezes a knuckle of the other 
between two of his own. A snap results as 
his two knuckles come together when the 
other is pulled away. 
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1.2 - Generation 

For purposes of kin classification age is transmuted 

to generation. · Kin are divided essentially into five genera-

tions, the number a person who lives a full life span is 

likely to have contact with. The generational division of 

labour acknowledge s that the young, and to some degree the 

old, are dependent on those in their prime. To the extent 

that people enter into competition or dispute it tends to be 

with those of their own generation. Younger people are 

likely to defer to those considerably older than themselves. 

Although old people are treated with respect they tend not 

to play such an important part in organising household 

affairs as the middle aged. In some contexts and with some 

people . tendencies do not follow the patterns described above. 

1. 3 Reciprocity 

The significance of the fact that all Kopon terms are 

more or less reciprocal will be discussed later. Suffice to 

say here that I regard this as one facet of egalitarian relat-

ionships between kin. 

1.4 Natal and spouse's kin 

Relationships with spouse's kin are more restrained and 
' 

more tense than with natal kin. All spouse's kin are taboo, 

and some are so taboo that a close physical approach is never 

made. On the whole, relations with wife's kin are more re-

strained than those with husband's kin. There may be strong 

bonds with spouse's kin, especially those of the same sex and 

generation, but bonds are not taken for granted to the extent 

that the y are with natal kin. 
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2. KIN TERMS 

Kin terms are shown on four charts. Chart I, in genea-

logical form, is self explanatory. Chart II, with the 

explanation given below, should ~ake the overall pattern of 

the terms easy to grasp. Chart III is a detailed chart 

for use once the overall pattern is understood, and Chart IV 

sets out miscellaneous terms which do not fit easily on the 

other charts. I refer to the person who is the presumed 

reference point as ego, and to the person for whom ego uses 

a term as alter. Where there is a generation difference ego 

is junior and alter is senior. For spouses' kin ego is the 

one who has married and alter is any person to whom ego is 

related through his or her own marriage. Unless otherwise 

specified the point of view throughout is that of ego. The 

following account of Kopon kin terms is in some sense a 

componential analysis, but in a different form from that used 

1 by Goodenough and others. My sole aim has been to devise . 

the simplest presentation which will enable Kopon kin cate-

gories to be grasped as a set . 

2.1 Comment on Chart II 

Kopon kin terms nearly conform to a simple pattern. To 

the left of the thick line chart II shows that kin may be 

natal kin, wife's kin, or husband's kin. Each of these has 

three generations; own, first ascending, and second ascend-

ing. Each generation has two sexes; male, and female. Kin 

terms, with the exceptions . and qualifications noted, are 

reciprocal. This means that first and second descending 

1. For ref ere nee to a number of componential 
analyses see Goodenough 1965:259. 

----------------
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8.3. 

generations are also covered. 

To the left of the line then, under natal kin, there 

are terms for males and females in each of the three genera-

tions, making six terms. These terms have been given the 

translation labels 'brother', 'sister', 'father', 'mother', 

'grandfather', and 'grandmother'. Since the terms are 

reciprocal, the term for grandfather is also the term for a 

man's grandchildren of both sexes, and so on. 

The pattern is the same for wife's kin and husband's kin. 

Note however that ego can be of either sex for natal kin but 

has to be male for wife's kin and female for husband's kin. 

With the exception of three terms ('cousin', 'wife's 

sibling', and 'husband's parent') the sex of alter is fixed. 

To the right of the thick line there are five more terms, 

one for cross cousins, and four for parents' own generation 

cognates. These kin must be discounted where they are sub-

sumed left of the line. Four terms are affected, as follows. 

Discounting male cross cousins, 'brother' is left covering 

brothers and parallel male cousins. 

Discounting female cross cousins, 'sister' is left covering 

sisters and parallel female cousins~ 

Discounting parents' own generation male cognates, 'father' 

is left covering husbands of first ascending generation female 

cognates, including own father. 

Discounting parents' own generation female cognates, 'mother' 

is left covering wives of first ascending generation male 

cognates, including own mother. 

• 1 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
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Notes:-

1) As in many kin terminologies the conventional division 

into consanguines and affines is not strictly correct. Kopon 

use the same terms for people married to ascending generation 

cognates as they use for their own parents and grandparents. 

Reciprocally, the descendants of spouse's own generation cog

nates, though related by marriage and not blood, have the same 

terms as one's own descendants. Instead of consanguineal 

and affinal kin I speak of natal kin, husband's kin, and 

wife's kin, and of the latter two collectively as spouse's 

kin. The Kopon do not have unambiguous collective terms for 

natal kin, wife's kin, husbands kin, or spouse's kin, but 

with one exception, natal kin, wife's kin, and husband's kin, 

have separate sets of terms. The exception is that second 

ascending generation terms are shared by natal and husband's 

kin. The distinction between spouse's kin collectively, and 

natal kin, I base on the fact that there are numerous 

taboos on ail spouse's kin, but none on natal kin except for a 

name taboo between 'cousins'. The affines included among 

natal kin are not subject to the taboos that affect other af

fines. The terms consanguineal and affinal may still be used 

where only consanguineal or only affinal kin are referred to. 

ii) Translation labels have meanings quite different from 

those of the English terms. For example 'wife's father' 

includes, as well as the actual wife's father, wife's other 

ascending generation male cognates. Being reciprocal it in

cludes the husbands of a man's female descendants. A qualifi

cation shows that it is also the reciprocal for 'wife's mother', 
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. 
and so covers the husbands of a woman's female descendants. 

iii) "Cross cousin" above means child of parent's own genera-

tion opposite sex cognate, and "parallel cousin" means child of 
I 

parents own generation same sex cognate, regardless of the sex 

of any intervening kin. 

iv}- The terms for WZH and HW, shown on charts I and III, are 

omitted from chart II as they fall outside the pattern shown. 

v) The use of terms for cross cousins often differs from 

the pattern shown. This and other variations are discussed 

later. 

vi) Terms for husband and wife are on chart IV. 

2.2. Comment on Chart III 

Chart III is for routine reference once the pattern of 

kin terms has been grasped from chart II. Variant forms of 

some terms have been omitted. Most terms have four forms. One 

form is used for kin of self whether speaking to them or about 

them. Another form is used when speaking about the kin of 

others. This is simple, but will confuse anyone who tries to 

see these two forms either as terms of address and terms of 

reference, or as first person and second or third person, or 

as inclusive and exclusive. 

The form for the kin of others can be made in most cases 

by putting 'n' in front of the term for own kin (plus other 

more or less regular modifications such as dropping an initial 

consonant). The second person pronoun is n~ and it is clear 

that the form for kin of others means 'your brother', 'your 

cousin', and so on. In direct quotation the form used by the 

original speaker is unchanged. Both forms cover singular, 

dual, and plural without modification. 
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Three of the four terms for · own generation cognates of 

spouse begin with 'n', the usual indicator for the kin of 

others, as opposed to kin of self. With these terms the one 

form serves for both kin of self and kin of ·others. This 

seems to reflect the fact that these kin are particularly 

taboo and is like pretending that they are not directly 

addressed at all, as in some cases of closely related newly 

married kin they are not. For the most taboo category of all, 

nawy, the alternative term yamgaw means literally · 'people 

of the place'. It could be seen as an oblique reference which 

avoids mentioning this taboo category at all. 

The two forms of kin terms not so far discussed are for 

pairs of kin and for groups of three or more kin. There is 

in these forms no distinction between kin of self and kin of 

others. These forms can be used only of reciprocal pairs or 

groups of kin, or, putting it another way, of ego and alter 

together. Thus the term awl mhaw (a pair of 'fathers') can be 

used of a father and child, but not of two fathers. There is 

no such thing in Kopon as 'a father' or 'two fathers'. The 
' 

term awlaw (three or more 'fathers') would usually be for a 

man and his children but could also be for a child and his 

'fathers' (such as his own father and his FZH). These terms 

are used only of kin who are actually together. 

The terms for WZH and HW, omitted from chart II for sim-

plicity, are included on charts I and III. These are- the 

only people separated by more than one marriage bond that are 

regarded as kin by virtue of these bonds. 

Terms for half, step, and foster kin are the same as terms 
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for full kin. Foster parents are called 'mother' and 'father' 

but children who are fostered after they have learned terms 

for the kin of their foster parents are likely to continue 

using these same terms rather than the terms they would use 

if their foster parents were their parents by birth. 

Terms for distant kin follow from their relationship 

to kin already known, in accordance with the definitions on 

chart III. Any 'brother' or male 'cousin' of a · father, no 

matter how distant, is a 'father's brother', any 'sister' 

of a 'sister' is a 'sister', any ascending generation 'father's 

brother' of an ascending generation 'mother's brother' is a 

'grandfather', any female child of any female 'cousin' of a 

woman is a 'mother's sister', and so on. 

The closest kin in any category may be distinguished from 

more distant kin by the following expressions, in which an 
'sister', is used as an example. The last four of these terms 

are difficult to translate. 

closest 

more distant 

(an ad ke 

~an ad aro 
(afi aqnbo 

(an ado gol 

(afi ado ~ 

(an ado mad 

my own sister 

my own sister 

my sister in the centre 

my turned sister 
turned . t not accept-my sis er) ed by all 

my turned sister) informants 

First, middle, and last siblings are distinguished by the 

terms nan, aqol, and wang respectively but these distinctions 

are rarely made and are not of great significance. 

2.3 Comment on Chart IV 

Chart IV contains miscellaneous terms that don't quite be-
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long on charts I-III. The only one s that are unequivocally 

kin terms are bayd, nalwo, and nbem but these are borrowings 

from outside the Yha~ area and are little used. 

The terms b~ and nb for husband and wife respectively 

are the ordinary words for 'man' and 'woman'. They are not 

reciprocal, nor do they have the four forms that other kin 

terms have. The usual way to refer to someone else's hus-

band or wife is to say 'her man' or 'his woman'. The terms 

ngmwl and nbyn, shown on chart IV, are used only occasionally 

of humans but commonly of the rest of the living world with the 

sense 'male mate' and 'female mate' or simply 'male' and 

'female'. 1 

, 
The various terms on chart IV for own and cognates 

children, with one exception, lack the modified forms ·shown 

by the terms on charts I-III, are not reciprocal, and overlap 

the ground covered by the terms on the other charts. The ex-

ception is the term abon which has a modified form nabon for 

the kin of others. Even in this case nabon is used for kin of 

self as well as kin of others, and abon is scarcely used at all. 

3. TERMS FOR GROUPS AND GATHERINGS OF PEOPLE 

Any people found together are likely to be kin. Terms 

for groups and gatherings of people are examined below to see 

whether there are terms for kin groups as opposed to groups 

of people gathered for some particular purpose. 

3.1 Mdaymam 

This is a combination of the terms rndRp ('cousin') and 

mam ('brother'). It is used to refer collectively to more or 

1. The re a r e two further terms, ne b and nba r which -- ___ , 
mean 'female' and 'male' respective ly and are 
used especia lly of the young of man and other 
anima ls. 
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less distant groups of kin. Loosely it covers natal kin of any 

kind (not just 'brothers' and 'cousins'), but not spouse's 

kin. rt · is not used of close or local kin but rather of kin 

who may visit or pass through from time to time. There is 

no special term for local kin but a term for local people is 

given below. 

3.2 Nmdanmam 

This term has the same meaning as mda ymam. From its form 

it should be used to refer to the mdaymam of others but it is 

also used to refer ·to mdaymam of self. 

3.3 Yam 

This term refers to collections of people, usually when 

they are travelling from place to place. It appears to be re-

lated to the term yamo, foot, footprint. Here are examples 

of its use. 

Yam awabol. "People are coming." 

Nan yloq yam awabol. "People bringing stores are coming." 

Agrob ya m awabol. "Agrob people are coming." (Agrob 

is a place name.) 

Mhawj:am yam awabol. "Mhawiam and his people are com

ing." (Mhawiam is the name of a man. The lack of 

possessives and conjunctions makes it difficult to 

know how to translate such sentences as this and the 

next two.) 

Bane yam awpal. "My 'wife's siblings' came" or "My 

'wife's sibling' and his people came 11
, 

Am yam ad awpal. "My mother and her people came." 

Am y am ad Wt ake, Nabyn, Dpw .... "My mother's -people are Wtake, Nabyn, Dpw .... " 

Yam md~p . "There are people there." 

3.4 Yj: 

The te r m l! is in common use with me anings like 'on the 
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ground' and 'at the base of'. It is used in combination with 

a kin term to refer to sibling sets, but ordinarily only if 

they are not close or local kin. Used loosely it may include 

more than one set of siblings who are 'brothers', 'cousins', 

or whatever, to the speaker, and more than one generation. 

One man said he had a roam Y.!_ (set of 'brothers' ) at a certain 

place and when he gave me their names four generations were 

included. In context it can refer strictly to the children 

of one couple, as will be seen in the first of the following 

examples. The question of whether people are full or half 

siblings can be settled unambiguously by asking 'Did they 

have the same penis?' and 'Did they have the same female 

genitalia?'. There is no such thing as an am ('mother') 

~or baw~ ('father') Yl:· This is presumably because there 

are no sibling sets to which th~ terms 'mother' or 'father' 

could apply. 

Yi awen, yi ke ke? "Do they belong to the same set of siblings 

or to different sets?" 

Marn yi ap Agawle rndop. "I have a set of 'brothers' at Agawle." 

Sol mvy b:t rnam yi gaknam. "I would not speak of men living 

nearby as ~ l!_." 
h 

Mdap yi ap Aynrnq, Kwom . . "I have 'cousins' Aynrnq and Kwom." 

(These were in fact a 'cousin' of the speaker and the 'cousin's' 

father.) 

3.5 Bi gaw, nb gaw 

People can be referred to by the name of the place where 

they live. A term for place (gaw) is used in combination with 

b~ (man) or nb (woman), as in the following examples. The 
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term for men can include women but not vice versa. 

Hwn Hawaii b-i- gaw Nqab, No3:j, Awyawn. "We Hawaii people are 

Nqab, No:l:j, and Awyawn." The speaker was a boy who says 'us', 

thus including himself, but mentions the names only of adult 

men. 

Wiym b-i- gaw hagwb· nqagwal. "Wiym people do not eat marita 

pandanus." 

Hale b-i- gaw ayon se lmdop. "Many of the people there are 

witches." 

Some of the above terms have little to do with kinship. 

Used strictly the term ~ in combination with a kin term 

covers one set of siblings. Used loosely it may cover some

thing like an extended family. The terms mdaymam and nmdanman 

can also refer to something like an extended family but the 

people referred to vary according to context and do not form 

kinship groups as such. The term yam is used of groups of 

people, often kin, who are together at some particular time, 

and in such contexts it might mean 'kin' or 'relations'. Yam 

can also mean something like 'household' but it is a household 

denoted by reference to one of its members, not to some cate

gory or categories of kin. 

There are no corporate groups or common interest groups 

that include all kin of one or more given categories but ex

c~ude kin in other categories. 

Some of the terms listed above could refer in some con-
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texts to a nuclear family, but they are used almost ex

clusively of people who are actually together or live or work 

together, and it is uncommon for a nuclear family to be all 

together without any other kin being present. Of the many 

combinations of kin that are seen, the pure set making up a 

complete nuclear family is unusual. On the other hand it is 

taken for granted that men and women marry and have children 

and that if they are alive man, woman, and children will live 

and work with each other a great deal at least till the 

children are grown up. 

4~ KOPON KNOWLEDGE OF KIN 

Kopon know large numbers of relations who have. lived 

during their lifetime but know iittle about those who died 

before they were born. I obtained the exhaustive genealogies 

of four males. Lab, a well known thrice married man in later 

middle life, knew the names of some 622 Kopon kin, living and 

dead (he knew further people for whom he did not use kin terms) 

but this included only two of his grandparents. Another man 

a little younger knew the names of 584 kin but not of any of 

his grandparents or any relations of his mother or his father's 

other wife. A boy of about 14 knew the names of 264 relations 

but only of one grandparent, and a slightly younger boy knew 

159 relations but none of his grandparents. I do not think 

people were hiding the names of 'their grandparents. Kopon 

usually decline to say a name only if it is taboo and in that 

case they get someone else to say it. Occ~sionally, when I 

enquire into an illness, someone is unwilling to say the name 

of the dead person whose ghost caused it, presumably because 

they are afraid of a further attack. In such cases it is easy 
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to see that the person is reluctant rather than ignorant. 

People who don't give the names of their grandparents look 

as if they simply don't know, and the ghosts of these grand

parents are not dangerous. The grandparenta·1 ghosts that are 

likely to be dangerous are those of the comparatively recent 

dead, and I have not had trouble getting the names of these. 

Grandparents are not important in establishing claims to 

land or relations with trading partners or for any other 

practical purpose and it seems that older people do not instruct 

younger people about their ancestors. So far as I know there 

are no offerings to ancestors. People know, however, whether 

or not they have a grandparent in co~on, which they must 

know if they are to avoid marrying first cousins. Questions 

about common great grandparents are not clearly understood 

and answers are inconsistent. On the whole, people more dis

tantly related than first cousins deny having common great 

grandparents. De Bruijn and Pouwer (1958:153) say that in 

the Netherlands New Guinea it is ·common "that informants 

cannot trace back any further than to the generation of their 

grandfather". 

It follows that for most kin, genealogical connections 

are not known except through marriage. The man who knew 622 

kin had known blood connections with 19, known connections 

including at least one marriage bond with 550, and no known 

connections by blood or marriage with 53. Most of the 550 

were not regarded as related by marriage since only 87 of them 

were spouse's kin. Kin terms for most kin .are inferred from 

terms used for them by parents or other kin. They are not 
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deduced from genealogical links. Blood connections with 

people more distantly related than parents' siblings and 

their descendants are usually unknown. The occurrence in 

Papua New Guinea of this kind of kinship link, which is not 

concerned with intervening kin, is noted by Pouwer (1966b: 

278), who sees in it the ignoring of filiation and descent. 

Comparable phenomena are noted by Glasse (1969:31) who says, 

"Clearly it would be a mistake here to identify Fore kinship 

exclusively with genealogical relatedness". Langness 

(1964:172) in similar vein notes that the simple fact of 

coresidence is sufficient to bestow kinship. More generally, 

• 
Lepervanche (1973:13) states that in Papua New Guinea "the 

focus for reckoning cognatic links may be the individual 

himself and not an ancestor". Though these instances differ 

from each other and from the Kopon, the essential feature is 

the deduction (or creation) of ties between two unrelated 

people from links with any third person to whom they are both 

related. Thus even a distant link with one person in a given 

area would gradually extend and strengthen over a period of 

years till firm bonds were established with all local people. 

Ignorance of a person's name may not mean total ignorance 

of that person. A little might be known of such things as how 

many spouses and children they had and where they lived, or 

in the case of infants whose names are not known, the names 

and whereabouts of the parents may be known. People have 

some idea how closely related they are to anyone else, though 

this idea is based on proximity and contact as well as on 

closeness of blood kinship. 
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In table two I list the numbers of kin in the main 

matrilateral and patrilateral categories of the four exhaus-

tive genealogies. 

Table 2: numbers of ma trilateral and pa trilateral 

kin. 

'father's 'mother's 'father's 'mother's 
brother' brother' sister' sister' 

LAB 167 104 33 4 

BAS MAS 78 137 16 40 

NOL BA 18 35 7 12 

BE 9 42 1 12 

Totals 272 318 57 68 

The figures suggest that there is no strong tendency to 

trace kin through one parent rather than the other. Probably 

matrilateral and patrilateral kin are of roughly equal import-

ance. The discrepancy between numbers of males and numbers 

of females is partly because the terms for males cover descend-

ing as well as ascending generations. From the senior point 

of view descending generation kin are neither matrilateral 

nor patrilateral. 

Though the kin of locally born Yha! people are concentrated 

within two hour's walk of Yhai there is a liberal sprinkling 

of kin throughout all the areas they exploit, and also for most 

people a number of kin in up valley places from whic~ inuni

grants come. All these kin are within a day's walk. 

5. SEX INDICATORS IN KIN TERMS 

Sex is one of the bases of kin categorisation but sex 

discrimination is obscured in the categories themselves by 

cross cutting with the other bases of categorisation such as 
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generation and reciprocity. Sex indicators in kin terms help 

to preserve the overall distinction between males and females 

at least in ascending generations. In other words sex indica-

tors mark broader categoriesunderlyingthe narrower categories 

marked by kin terms. All terms used by males for ascending 

generation males except one begin with 'b', and all terms used 

by females for ascending generation £emales begin with 'a'. 

The complexities of compromises and exceptions are relegated 

to appendix B, which could be profitably read at this point. 

Also considered in appendix B are qualifications and exceptions 

among kin other than natal kin of own and proximate .generations 

to a pattern of classification based on sex, generation, and 

reciprocity. 

6. OWN AND PROXIMATE GENERATION NATAL KIN 

Among natal kin of own and proximate generations .there are 

five terms additional to those which would be necessary for a 

pattern of classification based on sex, generation, and re-

ciprocity. These five terms are shown to the right of the 

thick line on chartII. 1 

The usual marriage choice is a second or more distant 

parallel cousin but not a cross cousin. Cross and parallel 

cousins are therefore likely to be distinguished. It is further 

likely that the parents of parallel cousins will be disting-

uished from the parents of cross cousins. If sex differences 

are also observed this implies four terms for parents own 

generation cognates, that is: 

1. These additional terms require the recog
nition of bifurcation, collaterality, and 
a distinction between cross and parallel 
kin. 
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one term for male parents of parallel cousins (that is, for 

patrilateral males) 

one term for female parents of parallel cousins (that is, 

matrilateral females) 

one term for male parents of cross cousins (that is, for 

matrilateral males) 

one term for female parents of cross cousins(~~at is, for 

patrilateral females) 

for 

This is in fact what the Kopon have. This set of terms also 

distinguishes first ascending generation wife (or mother) 

givers from takers, and both . from husband (or father) givers 

and takers. 

Kopon kin classification then is based on sex, generation, 

reciprocity, and the distinction between natal and spouse's 

kin. Departures from the pattern are in the direction of fewer 

terms for spouse's kin of ascending generations and more terms 

for natal kin of own and proximate generations. 

7. KIN CATEGORIES AND KINSHIP BEHAVIOURS 

So far I have looked at the features used in classifying 

kin, at the kin categories and terms themselves, and at the 

overall pattern of kin categories and its exceptions (the 

latter mainly in appendix B) . The way is now clear to take a 

further look at kin categories and kinship behaviour. Rather 

than cover the whole ground equally I pay attention to limited 

areas. 

Early in the chapter I described the kinds of behaviour 

associated with features used in classifying kin, such as sex 

and generation differences, pointing out that any particular 
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relationship involves, and is defined by, the superimposition 

of several features. At that stage my main purpose was to 

give some meaning to the ensuing discussion of classification. 

I will now be concentrating on things peculiar to certain 

relationships, but I stress that the reciprocal services app

ropriate to sex and age are part of the expected behaviour in 

all relationships. This is exemplified in the care of children 

who have lost one or both parents. Parents' siblings are the 

ones who most commonly look after them, but unless an ·orphaned 

child is quite young it is likely to spend time with kin in 

different households rather than spending ail its time in one 

household. Grandparents are commonly dead, but if they are 

alive play a prominent part in looking after orphans. 

7.1 Behaviour of kin in certain categories 

Looking at spouse's kin, the features that imply restraint 

or respect are opposite sex, and being wife's kin as opposed 

to husband's kin. Generation is ambiguous in that older people 

are treated with more deference than younger, but there tends 

to be greater strain, and more likelihood of open conflict, 

between people of the same than of different generations. The 

number of taboos on any particular kinsperson is probably a 

fair expression of the degree of restraint and of potential 

tension in the relationship. From the table of kin taboos 

(table 15) it is seen that the order from most to least taboo 

is 'husband's brother', 'wife's sister', 'wife's. mother', 

'wife's (male) sibling', 'husband's sister', 'wi~e's father', 

'husbanas parents'. The order reflects most strongly the 

tension between own generation spouse's kin of opposite sex, 

------------ - -
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plausibly because of the extreme disruption which would result 

from sexual relations. Also strongly reflected is the tension 

between own generation spouse's kin of same sex, the people 

most likely to come into conflict over compensation for, and 

claims on the services of, the bride. The whole order makes 

good sense, though it could not be predicted exactly since it 

depends on the relative weight given to sex, generation, and 

the distinction between husband's kin and wife's kin. 

The fact that taboos between wife's kin of different gen-

erations are considerably more numerous than those between 

husband's kin of different generations may relate to the pre-

ponderance of virilocal residence. 

Among natal kin the problematic relations are with cross 

cousins and parents' siblings. Kopon cousin terminology is 

of the Iroquois type as described by Scheffler (1971:242) 1 

in that children of first ascending generation cognates of 

opposite sex are classed as cousins and children of first 

ascending generation cognates of same sex are classed with 

siblings, regardless of the sex of kin intervening between the 

parents. Pouwer (1966b:277) draws attention to the same mode 

of cousin classification in a number of Papua New Guinea 

societies. He points out that it ignores descent, since all 

that need be known is the fact that two people in the same 

generation are related, and the sex of their parents. 

1. But note that Kopon and some Highlands .parents 
and their same sex siblings are not classed 
together, as they are in most Iroquois type 
systems (Scheffler 1971:240). Siblings and 
parallel cousins are classed according to sex 
rather than same or different sex (Scheffler 
1971:244) 
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Hogbin and Wedgwood (Oceania 1953:248) and Scheffler (1971:252) 

have pointed out that Iroquois type systems are associated with 

various systems of descent and marriage. Scheffler says, 

because several different sorts of expectations 

about marriage betweeQ types or classes of kin may 

have the s.ame terminological consequences, given 

a Dravioian-~roquois base; and because 

Dravidian- and Iroquois-type systems are found in 

association with just about any sort of system 

of kin or -descent_ groups ... it is apparent that no 

valid inferences about social structure (for 

example, marriage rules or types of de_scent 

groups) can be drawn from these types of kinship 

terminology or vice versa. 

Without. drawing such inferences it can be 'said in the Kopon 

case that the classification of cousins and first ascending 

generation cognates is concordant in that the children. of. cross 
.• 

kin . ('mother's brothers' and 'father's sisters') are classed 

together, and the children of parallel kin ('father's brothers' 

and 'mother's sisters') are classed together. This can 

plausibly be connected with marriage. Usual marriage choices 

(parallel cousins) and their parents are separated from less 

1 usual marriage choices (cross cousins) and their parents. 

Looking at things the other way round, wife (or mother) givers 

and takers and their children are separated from each other and 

from husband (or father) givers and takers and their children. 

1. It should howeve r be pointed out that many 
cross cousins are classed with siblings and 
parallel cousins, and that marriages with cross 
cousins are almost in the same proportion, 
given their resulting smaller numbers, as 
marriages with parallel cousins. 



101. 

Whatever the reason, relations with 'brothers' and 'sis-

ters' are more easy than with 'cousins', and it is taboo to 

address some 'cousins' by name. Relations with mother's 

brothers seem on the whole to be closer, and to carry a 

stronger sense of obligation,than relations with other par

ents' siblings. Bulmer and Riebe have gone further in some 

respects in unravelling Kalam kin relationships than I have 

with the Kopon and since there are so many similarities quotes 

will be ·appropriate. R. Bulmer (1967:18} says, 

Brother and sister are mutually dependent, but 

the sister is under the brother's control, is 

married out (usually to the brother's advant

age), and is in a sense dispossessed of much 

that she would have enjoyed if she had been a 

male. Your cross-cousins are the people with 

moral claims on you which you are nevertheless 

sometimes quite reluctant to meet: and whose 

names you should not say. You cannot keep 

your real cross-cousin out of your inheritance, 

or out of your taro gardens, at least not unless 

and until you are beginning to suspect witchcraft 

and consider homicide. 

Riebe (1974:29-32} says, 

Kinship ties are, by Kalam, divided into three 

major categories. These can be loosely indi

cated by referring to them as brotherhood ties, 

cross-cousin ties, and affinal ties. 

The three categories have different expecta

tions and feelings atta ched to them. Several 

Kalam informants gave me the following account 

.of the outcome of quarrels with the three cate-
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gories of kin. If you quarrel with your brother-tie 

kin then whatever happens during the quarrel, whatever 
insults or injuries delivered, after a week or 

so the quarrel will be over and the relationship 

remains a supporting one. If you quarrel with 

your cross-cousin tied kih you must be very care-

ful what you say, the quarrel can easily become 

very serious. and cause a rift and even lead to 

a killing. Making up the quarrel will take 

some time and much effort. If you quarrel with 

your affines, you no longer have any affines. 

7.2 Modes of address 

Modes of address are described here be·cause different 

modes are appropriate to different relationships. 

7.2.1 Personal names 

These are used frequently to address · people of junior 

and contemporary generations, and occasionally to address 

people of senior generations. They are taboo for all spouse's 

kin and for some 'cousins'. 

7.2.2. Kin terms 

These are used by all kin except for parents addressing 

their children. They are used frequently to address spouse's 

kin, and for natal kin in senior and contemporary generations, 

but infrequently for natal kin in junior generations. 

7.2.3. Teknonymy 

Although the Kopon most commonly use parent-child re-

lationships in teknonymy, any relationship at all may be used. 

Teknonyms specify a particular person without using that 

person's name. They are thus convenient to refer to people 

whose names are taboo. Occasionally a teknonym is used almost 
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to the exclusion of a personal name. It is uncommon for 

teknonyms to be used by close natal kin, though in one case a 

boy with an older brother called Kalaq called out to his 

mother as Kalaq nme (mother of Kalaq). 

The progression through personal names to kin terms to 

teknonymy is roughly one to greater respect and less intimacy 

or familiarity. 

7.2.4. Man, woman, and child 

A very frequent form of address is simply the word for 

man (b~), woman (nb), or child (n~) followed by me. Me is a 

term for the body of anything, and it also means 'true'. In 

this context either of these meanings makes sense. This form 

of address is very common for kin in own and descending genera-

tions but uncommon for kin in ascending generations, especially 

spouse's kin. 

8. VARIABLE CLASSIFICATION 

There has b~en considerable discussion1 of whether kin 

categories are sometimes .better defined on a behavioural than 

a genealogical basis, of kin term adjustments, and of the 

concurrent use of more than one kin term in one relationship. 

Kopon terms for grandparents, parents and their siblings, own 

siblings and first cousins, and the reciprocals of these, can be 

defined genealogically, though even here there are exceptions. 

Outside this range exceptions are much more common. Below I 

discuss the main instances in which terms used ~ay be at 

variance with the definitions given on chart III. 

l.Leach 1958, Lounsbury 1965, Swa rtz 1960, 
Rappaport 1967b, Cook 1970, Koch 1970. 
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. To begin with own generation cognates, the number of 

'cousins', 'brothers', and 'sisters' named in the four com-

plete genealogies is as set out in table three. 

Table . 3: numbers of 'brothers' , 'sisters' , and 

'cousins'. 

name of , , 
informant b rothers 

LAB 

BAS MAS 

NOL BA 

BE 

115 

207 

38 

21 

male 
I , I 
cousins 

33 

22 

29 

15 

\ I 

sisters 

86 

86 

38 

49 

female , 
' . cousins 

15 

4 

12 

0 

These figures show a strong tendency to convert 'cousins' 

into 'brothers' and 'sisters'. This is done occasionally even 

with MB and FZ children. For these male informants the tend-

ency is stronger with females than with males. In some cases 

an informant went through a set of siblings calling all the 

males 'cousin' and all the females 'sister'. Since most 

people marry 'brothers' and 'sisters' the tendency is to put 

people of opposite sex into a class from which spouses are 

usually taken. 

In general it is taboo to cal~ a 'cousin' by name, though 

this is not invariable. Toward 'cousins' who may be called 

by name the mouth is said to be light. Toward those who are 

not called by name the mouth is said to be heavy. Converting 

'cousins' to 'brothers' and 'sisters' places them in categories 

where there are less restraints. 

Although some people are called only 'brother' or 'sister' 

(instead of 'cousin'} others are called both 'brother' or 
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'sister' and 'cousin'. Without wishing to imply that there 

is always one proper term I quote a boy who said, speaking 

of cross cousins that are called 'brother' and 'sister', "If 

our thought is composed we call them 'cousins' but if our 

thought is confused we call them 'brothers' and 'sisters'". 

The Kalam (R. Bulmer 1967:23-4) class all own generation 

cognates of opposite sex with siblings, but distinguish same 

sex cross cousins from siblings and parallel cousins. Most 

Yhal Kopon are probably aware of this and may to some extent 

be deliberately copying upper Kopon practice. The boy repre

sented in table three who named no female 'cousins' at all 

has some upper Kopon ancestry, which has apparently affected 

his kin categories. He also has no first ·cousins. 

R. Bulmer has suggested that 'cousin' could be glossed 

"child of first ascending generation cognate of opposite sex 

to linking parent, who is in a significant social relation

ship to parent(s} and/or ego". This suggestion is, on the 

whole, compatible with my data, but however 'significant 

social relationship' is interpreted, the fit is not close. 

In a few cases first cousins are called 'brother' and 'sister' 

and in some other cases people of unknown degree of cousinage, 

with whom there is little interaction, are called 'cousin'. 

Either the situation is to some extent one of free variation, 

or there is some critical factor which I have failed to dis

cover. I am unable to say why the names of some 'cousins' 

but not others are taboo. 

Any senior generation person who looks after a child a 
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lot ·is likely to be called 'father' or 'mother'. This may 

happen if the child is living in the same household or 

spends much time visiting. If a child's parents die the 

foster parents are called by parent terms. Foster parents 

are usually married but one single girl had a foster child 

for several years before getting married. If a child is 

young and its own parents are dead it is likely to address 

its foster parents' relations by terms that would be appro

priate if its foster parents were its real parents. 

One boy who has been looked after by his mother's 

father and his mother's father's wives from soon after his 

birth calls his grandfather 'father', and his grandfather's 

youngest sons, who are younger than himself, 'brother'. An

other daughter of the grandfather has a daughter older than 

her father's youngest sons. These children call each other 

'brother' and 'sister'. These cases illustrate both an 

adjustment of terms for kin of a foster parent and an adjust

ment of terms to age. This latter is common where age and 

generation are out of step, and siblings of different ages 

are sometimes addressed by different terms by their common 

kin. This is also illustrated by descendants of the above 

grandfather. His grandchildren cali his young sons 'brother', 

but his older sons and daughters 'mother's brother' and 'moth

er's sister'. 

Given the freedom with which kin terms are changed and 

the frequency with which generation and age fall out of step, 

the relative generation of more distant kin is often unclear. 

Terms for parents' cognates may replace terms for grandparents 

cognates, especially if there is any doubt about relative gen-

, 
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eration level or if the relationship is distant. Partly as 

a result of this, two or three generations of kin are some

times called by the same term. ~his happens only with more 

distant kin, and in addition to adjusting generations seems 

also to embody a tendency to regard a person and that person's 

descendants as being related in the same way~ 

As well as the generation distinction being blurred, 

distinctions between mother's and father's kin may also be 

unclear. If mother and father are at all closely related, 

as they often are, there may be numbers of people to whom 

relationships can be equ~lly well reckoned through either 

parent. This can account for the use of two terms for the 

same person. 

There is no fixed rule about who is called by spouse's 

kin terms. The circle of people who take on new terms follow

ing a marriage usually includes at least spouse's grandparents 

· and their siblings; spouse's parents and their siblings, and 

spouse's siblings and first cousins. When distant kin of ego 

marry, ego may still call them both by natal kin terms, but 

if one of them is previously less well known, spouse's kin 

terms are often used for ·that one. 

If an older person marries, or if closely related kin 

marry, the circle for which spouse's kin terms are used is 

likely to be smaller. One man to whom both of these things 

applied retained natal kin terms for some of his. wife's parents' 

siblings and for his wife's cousins. When ·questioned about 

this he said "I get tired of calling people'wife's father'" 

(boma yrw ~). 
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Some kin categories partly or completely overlap, so that 

more than one term is used for the same person. The terms 

'husband's sibling' and 'husband's sister' are an example, 

the former overlapping the latter, and the latter being little 

used. In this case both terms are undoubtedly correct, but 

in the following case one term is commonly used outside of 

what might be called its proper range. ~ and yamgaw are 

alternative terms for husband's brothers and male cousins, 

but both terms imply a highly taboo relationship. The term 

apl, 'husband's parent', is often used as alternative, not 

for husband's close male 'cousins' but for husband's ~brothers' 

and more distant male · 'cousins'. It implies a more relaxed 

relationship than do ~ and yamgaw. One man said, "If they 

marry our 'brothers' we call them apl; if they marry our 

'cousins' we call them nawy". The term~ is in fact often 

used for husband's brothers but at the time this man seemed 

to be stressing the more taboo relationship between a woman 

and her husband's ·~ousins' than between a woman and her 

husband's 'brothers'. 

Other alternative terms (found on chart IV) are nalwo 

ana nbem for maRp <'cousin'>, and bayd for bwo <'father's 

brother'). These are upper Kopon terms and are used by some 

Yha~ Kopon for distant or fictitious kin, or for amusement. 

Riebe (1974:29-31) comments on variable kin classification 

among the Kalam. To make the following quote coherent it is 

necessary to repeat part of a quote already. made in another 

context. 

Kinship ties are, by Kalam, divided into three major 

categories. These can be loosely indicated by re-
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ferring to them as brotherhood ties, cross-cousin 

ties, and affinal ties. There are no clear cut 

rules as to what categories of kin are included 

in each category. Apart from the genealogical 

basis of the categories the behavioural criterion 

are 'people who have nurfured or educated you or 

whom you have nurtured or educated', 'people who 

gave your f q ther a wife or whom your father gave a 

sister to', 'people who gave you a wife', or 'to 

whom you have given your sister'. The range of 

kin included in any category differs in different 

situations ..•. These categories are operational 

categories not structural ones. any 

people of the brides generation, who took part 

in the bride-wealth exchange, are called 'brother

in-law' . The man who actually accepts the bride

wealth is the closest brother-in-law, regardless of 

his kinship tie to the woman. Thus the use of 

'brother-in-law' always implies transactional 

ties (Rie~e 1974:29-31). 

Most of Riebe's remarks apply to the Kopon but marriage pay-

ments are not the only factor af~ecting terms used for spouse's 

kin. In fact Kopon bridewealth payments are generally small 

and some 'husband's brothers', nevertheless classed as spouse's 

kin, simply 'see' the objects but do not receive any, and are 

satisfied by this. 

From the foregoing it is clear that there are a number of · 1 
I 

reasons for kinship terms to change or for more than one term I 

to be used in a particular relationship, and that these reasons I 

have in general to do with the way people behave. This does ·I 
not mean simply that kin terms are decided by behaviour rather J 

than genealogically. Ordinaril~ for close kin, both kin terms I 
I 

and behaviour are shaped ·by genealogical relationships. Where 

for some reason behaviour does not accord with that expected 
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in a particular category, the term may be changed,or more than 

one term may be used. Even if there is a permanent change of 

term the genealogical relationship is remembered, and devia

tions from the expected terminology can be explained. The 

Kopon recognise that in such adjustments there is some irregu

larity. If behaviour were the ordinary determinant of kin

ship terminology no explanation would be required. The Leach 

(1958) Lounsbury (1965) argument, though far removed from 

what I have been saying about the Kopon, is about whether cer

tain kin terms are determined by genealogy or, in the broad 

sense of where people live and how they treat each other, by 

behaviour. For the Kopon, genealogy is ordinarily the primary 

determinant. Rappaport (1967b:24) and Cook (1970) stress the 

way in which kin terms are defined or adjusted to facilitate 

the absorption of af fines or the transformation of af final to 

cognatic ties. This does not seem to be important among the 

Kopon, where the problems of moving in are small and the posi

tion of immigrants' children is scarcely affected by the kin 

category in which they stand. Swartz (1960) and Koch (1970: 

289-92) point out how Romonum and Yale terms are adjusted to 

behaviour. This is closer to most of what happens in the 

Kopon situation, though the behaviour concerned is different. 

I conclude that Kopon kin terms and kin behaviour ordin

arily follow from genealogical relationships or extrapolation 

from them, but that where behaviour changes or is variable, 

kin terms may also change or vary. It is helpful to think 

of people as being recruited to kin categories. Recruitment 

is most commonly by birth or marriage, but anyone who behaves 

the right way can get in, and even belong to more than one 
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category at a time. Appearing in an unusual category may be 

anything from an ephemeral joke to a lasting change. 

9. RECIPROCITY 

The final topic I consider in connection with kinship 

categories and behaviour is the use of reciprocal kin terms. 

To 'get some idea of the prevalence of reciprocal kin termino-

logy I examined 38 reports on New Guinea and Melanesian 

peoples, counting my own on the Kopon. In 26 of these1 there 

were only odd reciprocal terms, most commonly for grandparents. 

2 In three reports several af final terms but few terms for cog~ 

nates were reciprocal. Since some of the reports did 

not deal adequately with terms for affines the number with 

reciprocal terms for affines should probably be higher. In 

two reports3a large proportion of terms was reciprocal, with 

1. On the Marind-Anim (Van Baal 1966:113-115), 
the Iatmul (Bateson 1958:305), the Kamano, 
Jate, Usurufa, and Fore (Berndt 1955:33-38), 
the Watut (Fischer 1963:75-77), the Dobu 
(Fortune 1932:37), the Gimi (Glick 1967:374-
375), the Dugum Dani (Heider 1970:76), the 
Busama (Hogbin 1963:44-48), the Kaoka (Hogbin 
1964:15), the Wain (Jackson 1965:following p.18), 
the Abelam (Kaberry 1941:248-51), the Tro
briands (Malinowski 1929:434-5), the Manus 
(Mead 1934b:220-225), the Mountain Arapesh 
(Mead 197l(III) :28-32), the Mae Enga (Meggitt 
1964:193-198), the Gururumba (Newman 1965:24), 
the Siuai (Oliver 1955:289-290), the Maring 
(Rappaport 1967b:24), the Siane (Salisbury 
1962:19), the Choiseul (Scheffler 1965:71-73), 
the Wantoat (Schmitz 1960:69-70), Frederick
Hendrik Island (Serpenti 1965, appendix 4) 
the Manam (Wedgwood 1959:244-249), Lake Kutubu 
(Williams 1940a:64-6), the Elema (Williams 
1940b:45), and the Orokaiva (Williams 19.30: 
108-111). 

4. On Wogeo (Hogbin 1970:23-4), Selepet (McElhanon 
1968:301) and the related Komba (McElhanon 1969: 
275-276). 

3. On the Kapauku (Pospisil 1960:194-203 and the 
Kuma (Reay 1959:xv). 

---------------
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terms for aff ines more consistently so than terms for cog-

nates. The Enga (Meggitt 1964:193-8) also have a considerable 

proportion of reciprocal terms. The Melpa have a high pro-

portion of reciprocal terms :· 

(Strathern, A.M. 1972: 

32-33), 

The Daribi also have a 

high proportion of reciprocal terms (Wagner 1967:137,174) 

though this is not obvious from the table of kin terms for 

consanguines (Wagner 1967:135). The five peoples with the 

most consistently reciprocal terms are the Ittick (Oosterwal 

1961:281-2), the Kyaka Enga (Bulmer 1960, appendix G), the 

Huli (Glasse 1968:148-9), the Kopon, and the Kakoli (Bowers 

p.c.). All Kakoli terms of address are reciprocal but some 

terms of reference . are not. The reports examined 

were simply those readily available. Several were lacking 

in detail but I included all those where there was a fair 

indication of whether cognatic terms at least were recip-

rocal or not. I suspect that more terms are used recipro~ 

cally than appears from the reports. 

- ·-

~ --
... 

.. 

I have shown that there are important behaviours associ-

ated with all the other main features of Kopon kin classifica-

tion. Since reciprocity is of all the features used in 

classifying Kopon kin the most consistently observed I should 

-~-- - --------- -



113. 

be surprised if there is not some behaviour that goes with the 

use of reciprocal kin terms. I view the use of reciprocal 

terms as in itself a piece of egalitarian behaviour. This 

does not mean that people who exhibit other egalitarian be

haviour will necessarily use reciprocal terms, or that people 

who use reciprocal terms are necessarily egalitarian in all 

respects. 

Although Kopon kin terms for first ascending generation 

c~gnates are reciprocal, the senior generation usually, and 

the parents always, use some other form of address for 

children. The relationships concerned, between children and 

the adults responsible for them, are the least egalitarian 

in the society. The Kakoli (Bowers, p. c. ) are instructive 

on this point. Parents and children use reciprocal terms 

till the ·children are about 12 to 14 years old, but after that 

par.ents and important classificatory fathers cease using re

ciprocal terms for their children. Bowers has pointed out 

that relationships of parents with older offspring, for whom 

reciprocal terms are not used, are more egalitarian than with 

younger offspring, for whom reciprocal terms are used. In 

this context egalitarian may not be the approp~iate word but 

the point is that the Kakoli stop using reciprocal terms when 

children are getting to an age where they may be in some sense 

in competition with their parents, and at least do not give 

them unquestioned obedience. The relationship with younger 

children may or may not be more egalitarian but it is more 

relaxed. R. Bulmer (p.c.) has suggested that the use of re

ciprocal terms reflects a child centred terminology. In so 

far as it does, this would support my case, but it has turned 
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out that in the reports examined there is a tendency for re

ciprocal terms to be used more for affines than for cognates. 

This is the opposite of what would be .expected if child 

centredness was an explanation for reciprocal terms. Bulmer 

also suggests that the use of reciprocal terms between kin 

of different generations emphasizes the superordinate position 

of the senior generation, in that reference to the sex of 

the senior kinsperson is mandatory whereas reference to the 

sex of the junior kinsperson is not. 

Where I speak of reciprocal terms Murdock speaks of 

polarity being ignored. "When polarity is ignored, the 

relationship is treated as a unit and both participants 

apply the same classificatory term to each other " 

(Murdock 1949:104). The Kopon give formal recognition to 

the unit so created by having a modified form of each kin 

term, which refers specifically to the pair of kin in the re

lationship. 

I have met considerable opposition to the idea that 

using reciprocal terms has anything to do with being egalit

arian. Yet it is recognised that reciprocal terms are common 

between grandparents and grandchildren, and this has been 

attributed to the fact that they are not usually much in com

petition. Parents have been seen as authority figures, grand

pa.rents as somewhat indulgent (Radcliffe-Brown 1940: 201). 

In two societies with few reciprocal terms, the Kaoka 

(Hogbin 1964:15) and the Manus (Mead 1934b:221) terms for 

mothers' brothers are reciprocal. In these relationships 

there are indulgences and reciprocal favours but authority 

is not pronounced. Wagner (1967:137) says of the Daribi, 
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"every member of a nuclear family will address every other 

by a term which expresses their mutual interrelationship 

reciprocally and thus avoids distinctions which might connote 

authority". To me it is not surprising if the use of recip

rocal terms reflects or expresses an egalitarian and/or re

laxed relationship or one in which there is considerable mutual 

respect and restraint, as in the case of Kopon spouse's kin. 

A relationship characterised by mutual respect, mutual 

favours, and mutual demands, where on the whole one party 

does not use power to extract unrequited favours from the 

other, is egalitarian. This is what Kopon relationships 

are like, and the use ' of reciprocal terms is an integral and 

unsurprising part of such relationships. 

10. SUMMARY 

Kopon kin terms make explicit a number of kin categories 

but these are not the only categories that are important. 

The explicit categories result from the cross cutting of 

underlying broader categories, namely sex, generation, and 

the di vision to natal _and spouse's kin. The additional terms 

for natal kin of own and first ascending generations separate 

usual from unusual marriage choices. Attitudes to kin in the 

additional categories derive at least in part from the giving 

and receiving of sisters in the parents' generation. Kin 

in each category may be close or distant, this being expressed 

by qualifiers. 

Kin categories relate to the facts of ·everyday life; 

the sexual division of labour, the generation (or age) div

ision of labour, and marriage. Overall there is more co-oper

ation betwee n closer than more distant kin, but kin who are 
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not close by birth or marriage replace close kin if these 

have died or are living some distance away. 

There are four sets of terms; one for kin of self, one 

for kin of others, one for two kin together, and one for 

groups of three or more kin together. The terms for natal 

kin' are almost without exception reciprocal, and the terms 

for pairs and groups of kin can be used only when two or more 

kin in a reciprocal relati onship are together in one place. 

When there are clashes between reciprocity and the sex .or 

generation distinctions, reciprocity is almost always com

pletely preserved, and never completely lost. The multi

plicity of terms suggests that relationships between pairs 

and small groups of kin are important, and reciprocal terms 

suggest that relationships are egalitarian, or in more con

ventional terms, show a high degree of reciprocity. Both of 

these things are in fact true. The importance of kin to each 

other could be overlooked because taboos are the only things 

peculiar to particular· kinds of kin. 

A finely graded set of taboos on spouse's kin reflects 

the degree of potential tension in each relationship. Other 

behaviours depend on sex, age (generation), and relationships 

by marriages in own and parents' generations. Each of these 

stretches across a number of categories as expressed by kin 

terms, and so does the implied help in subsistence activities. 

However, the particular combination of features that defines 

any category does give each relationship its own flavour. 

There is a network of bonds between any person and their 

kin in various categories. This network stretches as far as 
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a person knows, and has no fixed boundaries. All kin terms 

have a person as a point of reference. This is true even of 

terms which refer to groups of relations classed loosely as 

'brothers', 'cousins', or whatever, who may be living together 

at some more or less distant place. There are groups of people 

corresponding to nuclear and extended f arnilies but I have no 

real evidence that the Kopon see them as such. They do 

recognise the elements ordinarily seen to make up a family 

(mother and child, brother and sister, and so on) but ·it is 

questionable that these are regarded as a collective whole. 

The Kopon manifestly have households, but is is doubtful that 

they regard some of these as families and others as extended 

families. Kinship obligations fall upon all categories of 

kin in such a way that there is no overwhelming dependence 

on kin of any particular kind, even spouses. Bonds between 

kin, especially close kin, are often strong and life long, but 

the system is well structured to allow for dispersed domestic 

ties, which facilitate readjustments consequent upon death 

and migration. There are no descent groups or other kinship 

groups with fixed boundaries or well developed patron-client 

relationships to limit the spread of responsibility or the 

opportunities for affiliation. 

Kopon kinship, then, is characterised by a wide ranging, 

horizontal network of bilateral ties with roughly equal re

cognition of the maternal and paternal sides. The wide know~ 

ledge that Kopon have of their kin, in the absence of kin 

groups, can be taken to express the importance of person.to 

person a s opposed to group to group relations. This is further 
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evidenced by the ignorance of ancestors. The present is not 

tied to the past, even by individual inheritance, to any 

great extent, and certainly not by the transmission of group 

rights and property. The use of widely scattered resources 

is assured by associating with a wide range of living kin 

rather than by citing ancestors out of the past, or member

ship in any group. 

For close kin, kin terms and kinship behaviour ordinarily 

follow from genealogical relationships, but there are many 

circumstances in which behaviour and terms may both change or 

in which two terms may be used in the same relationship. This 

is particularly obvious in the case of spouse's kin, where a 

number of considerations affect the size of the circle of 

people who take on spouse's kin terms when there is a marriage. 

The transformation of 'cousins' to 'brothers' and 'sisters' 

is striking. Possible explanations have been suggested but 

no convincing solution has emerged. 



119. 

CHAPTER V 

MARRIAGE, POPULATION STATISTICS, AND MIGRATION 

A social system organizes a flow of 

personnel in space and time (Watson 

1970:108) 

This chapter considers who the Kopon marry, how they go 

about it, and where they are likely to live, especially after 

marriage. It transpires that there is a down valley movement 

of both sexes, superimposed on. a predominant pattern of viri

local residence. Population density, nutriti~n, and disease 

are considered in an attempt to explain the down valley 

migration. 

1. KIN CATEGORIES AND MARRIAGE 

Kopon marry people to whom they are related. The only 

record I have of unrelated people marrying is equivocal. 

Among the Kalarn (R. Bulmer p. c.) :those who have been frequent 

visitors at each other's households or gardened t~gether are 

excluded as possible mates. Among the Kopon only those 

actually reared in the same household are excluded. This 

follows the New Guinea norm (Ryan 1973:125). The less severe 

restrictions on Kopon than on Kalarn choice could be related to 

a lower population density and corresponding decrease in the 

choice of mates. Neither Kopon nor Kalam men marry women 

from whose bridewealth they would receive a share if the women 

married elsewhere. 

The relationship before marriage was determined for 62 

~-- -- ---
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couples. The number of marriages in each category of kin 

is shown in table four. Remember that all categories except 

'brother'/'sister' are reciprocal. Where there is a genera

tion difference the man is senior in each case. 

Table 4: Kin relationships 

of spouses approximate % 

'brother'/'sister 49 79 

'cousin' 7 11 

'mother's brother' 3 5 

'father's brother' 2 3 

'father' 1 2 

Total 62 100 

For men table four includes all categories of natal female kin 

in own and · first descending generations. Since these figures 

were collected one young man has married a 'mother's sister' 

who is generationally senior, and a few years older than him

self. Spouse's kin may also be married but where this happens 

the table gives the relationship as it was before any marriage 

took place. 

Kopon men are usually a little older than their wives, 

sometimes considerably older. For women the table includes 

all categories of natal male kin in own and first ascending 

ge~erations. 

Of the above marriages one 'cousin' marriage (MBD) and 

one 'brother'/'sister' marriage (FBD) took place between first 

cousins. One other 'cousin' marriage may have been with a 

first cousin (FZD) but information on this is contradictory. 

With the exception of the 'cousin' marriages, no marriage took 

place between people in the closest degree of their relation-
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ship. Kopon know who their 'own' or first cousins are but I 

have no evidence that more distant cousins are put in speci

fic degrees such as second or third, or that cousins more 

distant than first are avoided -in marriage. De Bruijn and 

Pouwer (1958:152) note a number of cases in Netherlands New 

Guinea where marriage is prohibited only as far as genealogi

cal links can be traced. 

From table four it is clear that 'brother'/'sister' 

marriages are heavily predominant. Kopon do not volunteer 

statements about what kin may be married, nor is it possible 

to ask "What relations do people marry?", since there is no 

suitable term for 'relations'. Asked whether men take their 

'sisters', the answer will be something like "Men are always 

taking their sisters". The expectation of 'brother' /' -sister' 

marriage is also shown -when men are asked what they call 

their BWB. This person is not a relation through marriage, 

and the answer to such a question may be that he is not called 

anything at all (pakakwwn). Alternatively the answer may be 

that he is a 'brother'. He is presumably expected to be a 

'brother' because brother's wife is expected to be a 'sister'. 

If one asks "Do men marry their 'cousins'?", the reply 

may be that they do not marry them (marriage to first cousins 

is uncommon), that they do marry them (some men do), or that 

some men marry them and some don't. When kin other than 

'br~ther' and 'sister' marry 1 people express interest .and even 

amazement, but I have not detected disapproval. 

The proportion of 'cousin' to 'brother'/'sister' marriages 

may follow simply from the proportion of opposite sex 'cousin' 
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relationships to 'brother'/'sister' relationships. Four males 

(see table three) had among them 259 'sisters' but only 31 

female 'cousins' (8 'sisters' to one 'cousin'). In table four 

there are 7 'brother'/'sister' marriages to each 'cousin' mar

riage. Whether or not the Kopon make people 'brothers' and 

'sisters' rather than 'cousins' in order to be able to marry 

them, they still marry 'cousins' as often, proportionately, as 

they do 'brothers' and 'sisters'. It would not be much exagg

eration to say that so far as · cat~gories of kin are concerned 

the Kopon marry whoever they like. Generation may be adjusted 

to age, making most own kin of about own age 'brothers', 'sis

ters', and 'cousins'. Most opposite sex 'cousins' are converted 

to 'brothers' and 'sisters'. Even when all the · adjusting has 

been done, the Kopon still marry people other than 'brothers' 

and ~isters'. The Kalam also marry people classed as 'brothers' 

and 'sisters', since all own generation opposite sex cognates 

· fall into these classes, but preferred marriages · (R. Bulmer, p.c. 

are between the children of male cross cousins. Such marriages 

are certainly acceptable to the Kopon but I have no evidence 

that they are preferred. 

2. OBTAINING A SPOUSE 

The ages at which Kopon are first married vary consider

ably, though most people are married by the time they are 25. 

Women on the average marry younger than men, though in first 

marriages the difference is often small. While most people do 

not marry till they are physically mature, two males married 

when in my view they were still boys rather than young men. 

Both of these were 'pushy' compared to the average Kopon, and 

. both liked to preen themselves in my mirror. The girl 9ne of 

them married also appeared to be unusually young. 
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Kopon men obtain their wives 'openly' or 'secretly'. By 

asking one informant in each case, wives were said to have 

been obtained openly in 23 marriages and secretly in 39. Men 

who .get their wives secretly are said to wait for them in the 

gardens or by a track and seize them when they come by. It 

seems likely that the woman is not usually taken entirely by 

surprise. Kopon women do sometimes walk about alope, but 

rarely when single, and a man would have to wait a long time 

for a woman if he didn't know when and where to expect her. 

It might be customary not to try to escape but it would appear 

difficult to prevent serious attempts at escape from being 

successful. Most cases sound more like elopement than 

marriage by capture. 

Having got away from the woman's home area the couple 

hide for a few days, and perhaps occasional~y up to a month, 

till things .have quietened down. The woman's kin, if opposed 

to the marriage, come looking for her, or send messages to say 

they want her back, and a marriage is unlikely to succeed if 

determined efforts to get a woman back are kept up. After a 

time in hiding the couple go to the man's home and within a 

few days, at least in some cases, they go to see the woman's 

kin. The man may · take some 'compensation' with him but more 

commonly this will not come till later. 

Although decidedly more than half the women in marriages 

for which this information was recorded were obtained secretly, 

at least some . of the wife's kin knew in advance in many cases. 

In one recent marriage a man came back saying he got his wife 

secretlY, and this was true in that her parents did not know in 

advance, but some of her brothers did know and gave their 
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approval. A brother frequently wishes to obtain a wife in 

exchange for his sister, and is vitally concerned in her 

marriage. There is excitement attached to getting a woman 

secretly, both for those involved and for onlookers. The 

arrival of a new couple is an occasion for amazement and 

animated comment. Marriages are probably reported as secret 

so long as the woman does not leave home in public view with 

the approval of all concerned. 

In some cases a message from the kin of the girl is 

enough to get her back, or is the only attempt made. In other 

cases a partyof up to 30 of her relations may pass through 

the area where the couple is thought to be hiding, asking 

everyone where ~hey are, with much calling out, and in the 

case of the one party actually observed, an air of festivity 

rather than anger. The girl's parents were not in the party. 

Ryanfs statement (1973:125-6) that "young people have 

relatively l _ittle say in the selection of their marriage 

partners" does not hold for the Kopan, who are not seriously 

restricted either by "formalized marriage preferences" or 

by having first marriages "arranged by the parents, the lineage, 

or the corporate cognatic kin group •.. ~ 

Though marriage may occur at any time, the annual festi

vals are supposed to be a special opportunity. There are 

festivals at some half dozen places within a day's walk each 

year, and many men, especially younger ones, go to a number of 

them. The men decorate themselves and use charms of scented 

plants, and girls are supposed to be so strongly attracted 

that they follow a man home, slipping off in the early dawn 
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after the all night dancing. Even in this context the agree

ment of the girl's kin may in fact be obtained, and it seems 

unlikely a girl would be able to stick to a man if he was un

willing. Despite the Kopon view of festivals as a source of 

mates, very few marriages actually begin this way. 

In deciding whether a marriage is to be permitted the 

girl's parents, their siblings, her brothers, and any other 

close kin have some say. If she has parents or foster parents 

alive these will ordinarily be able to exert the most influ

ence. The mother's brother possibly has special power to 

obstruct a marriage, but evidence for this is slight. A girl 

has considerable say in her own marriage and a determined 

couple can overcome resistance. If they manage to hide away 

for two or three weeks it is not likely they will be separated. 

Attempted marriages may break up in the first few days but 

most survive if they get beyond that. 

3. EXCHANGE OF WOMEN 

Twenty-nine of 64 marriages were exchange marriages. In 

6 out of 13 marriages with kin in relationships other than 

'brother'/'sister', a woman was given in return. This makes 

it appear unlikely that the . relationship between the spouses 

has much effect on whether a woman is given in return for the 

wife. In the 35 marriages where a woman had not been given 

in return this could still happen in some cases. There may 

all along be an agreement to repay a woman with a woman but in 

many cases it is rather t~at a debt gives a · stronger claim 

and makes it more difficult to refuse a request for a particular 

woman. 
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· Table 5: Relationships of women to men who 

exchanged them. 

own sister 

first parallel 

cousin 

more distant "classi

ficatory sister 

daughter 
f I 

cousin 

relationship un

known ·to me 

15 (including at least 

one half sister) 

1 

1 

4 

1 

7 

Table five shows the relationships of women to men who 

gave them in exchange. The "more distant clasificatory sister" 

appears twice in these figures, the other time as an ordinary 

sister. The claim of the man who was not her brother to have 

given her in return for his wife was not generally recognised. 

All 'sisters' come to 17, all others were the relationship was 

discovered to 5. There are 15 sisters as opposed to 7 in all 

the other relationships put together (excluding those where 

the relationship was not discovered). Nearly all the cases 

where the woman was not a 'sister' are unusual in some way. 

The one case of a man giving a 'cousin' in exchange for his 

wife is of doubtful authenticity. Most exchanges are simple 

(one woman for one woman) and not delayed more than a few years. 

Two of the four cases of daughters being given in exchange are 

part of a series of exchanges centred round a group of immi-

grants who came some 50 years ago. Two classificatory 

brothers came, and one gave two of his sisters to the other, 

who gave one in return. These men wereallowed to work land in 
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the Yhal area, and although fugitives, obtained a local woman 

without giving one in exchange. The one who got the two 

sisters gave two of his daughters to local men in the next 

generation to repay the second (local) wife of his 'brother'. 

This however is only one version of the story, and other ver

sions complicate the second generation exchanges by bringing 

in other women. In the third case of a daughter being given 

in exchange for a wife, a widowed man of about 50 gave his 

daughter in exchange for a young widow who was a sister of the 

man who married his daughter. (The young widow's brother had 

killed her first husband). In the fourth and final case the 

man who married the daughter said that her mother, a kinswoman 

of his, had not been repaid. Th.is seemed to be an attempt to 

justify his not repaying the daughter rather than an exchange. 

In the one case where a man gave a FBD in exchange for 

his wife the girl had no brothers of her own, her parents· were 

both dead, and she had been living with her father's brother. 

She died after two or three years, during which time the man who 

gave her also died, and an actual sister of the dead man was 

given to replace her. 

In general then a man has strong claims on his own sister 

to exchange for a wif~, and if his first parallel cousins or 

any other females he lives with or is closely related to have 

no brothers of their own he may be able to use them. 'Sisters' 

more distant than first cousins are available for marriage 

rather than exchange. 

At first sight high figures for 'secret' and exchange 

marriages might seem incompatible. If women are being carried 

off somewhat indiscriminately how can the exchanges be 
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achieved? The answer lies in the fact which I have already 

noted, that 'secret' marriages are not usually secret from 

everybody. Although my evidence for saying this is based on 

very few cases, it seems that parents are the ones most likely 

to be kept in the dark, and brothers, who have the most at 

stake in the marriages of their sisters, are likely to know 

what is going on. 

The high figures for exchange marriage make it clear that 

Kopon marriages are not based on personal choice in the western 

romantic sense. I have said that a marriage is not likely to 

succeed against determined opposition on the part of kin, and 

that it is not likely to be prevented where a couple is really 

determined. In most cases those concerned are happy to go 

. along with arrangements for an exchange. I do not have detailed 

knowledge of cases where there has been strong disagreement, 

but I know that girls occasionally object successfully to a 

proposed husband, and I have no knowledge of girls being forced 

against strenuous objection into a marriage. 

Although dissension between brothers competing to use a 

sister for exchange would seem likely, I have not discovered 

quarrels with this basis. 

Writing of the New Guinea Highlands Meggitt (1969:10) 

says "as far as we can tell only in a few cases ..• are very 

many actual or close classificatory sisters concerned [in 

marriage exchanges]". The Kopon are one such case. 

4. MARRIAGE ·PAYMENTS 

Marriage p a yments are called haj~ (compensation). The same 

te r m is used of compensa tion for injury or death and for damage 
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to gardens or other property. Compensation was made in 30 

of 41 marriages. It is ordinarily made for all women· when 

they are married for the first time. The eleven cases where 

it is said not to have been made are detailed below. Compensa

tion where there is a direct exchange of women may be smaller 

than usual and in one case (two marriages) was not made at all. 

In 3 cases no compensation was made for widows, one of whom 

married a brother of her dead husband. In two further marriages 

of widows there · is disagreement about whether compensation was 

paid or not, and if it was not this brings the uncompensated 

marriages to 13. It is usual to give some compensation for a 

widow if she is under about 30 and if the man who marries her 

is not a close kinsman of her previous husband, but the amount 

of compensation for a widow is much less than for a young 

unmarried woman. In two other cases the husband died shortly 

after marriage, before compensation had been made. In one of 

these the woman also died and in the other the man who married 

the widow made a small compensation. In one case a man gave 

no compensation for an unmarried woman but she was not an 

appealing wife. She spent most of her married life, till she 

apparently pined completely away and died, lying about the house, 

and did not work in the gardens. Her husband then married a 

widow (included above) for whom he gave no compensation. Two 

further cases are accounted for by a man called Lab who got 

two young wives without giving any compensation. He said they 

had no close kin so there was no _one to give it to. The two 

marriages took place about 30 years ago. Both wives are now 

dead but before the death of the second one Lab took a third 

wife for whom he made one of the largest compensations on re

cord. The final case of neglected compensation concerns one . 

----------
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of Lab's daughters. She was taken without the knowledge of her 

father but with the consent of a classificatory 'mother's 

' brother . The husband was a weakly man, short winded, and 

not good at heavy work in the garden. His wife was healthy 

and attractive. The man's explanation is that one of the 

girl's 'mother's brothers' took a kinswoman of his without 

making compensation
1

but it is virtually certain that compensa

tion was in fact made in this case. Even if it wasn't the 

relation~hip was not close enough to justify a further marriage 

without compensation. The girl's father played no direct part 

in attempting to stop the marriage or to obtain compensation. 

Where women are exchanged the compensation is expected to 

be roughly equal each way. The young man who made the large 

presentation mentioned in the next paragraph had been working 

for europeans for some time (mainly for me). When his sister 

married his wife's brother, the latter was not able to find 

sufficient goods to make an acceptable payment, as he had not 

been working for money. When I was last in the field he 

offered compensation but it was refused because it was too 

small, and he was left to find more before offering it again. 

The main objects used in compensation are shell valuables 

of various kinds, and in the past, stone axes. More recently 

steel axes, western beads, and very recently Australian money, 

have also been used. Items of lesser value are western cloth-

ing, mirrors, and other trade goods. A typical compensation 

would be four major valuables with or without some lesser ob-

jects. For a widow one or perhaps two valuables are given to 

her husband's close kin. Even though the Kopon have as yet 

little direct contact with europeans, trade goods are much 
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more plentiful than a few years ago and the number of valuables 

in a presentation is rising. In one recent marriage a man 

claimed to have given four shell valuables, five steel axe 

heads, $2, and six lots of western beads (probably about half 

a pound each) . 

Though men do borrow to raise bridewealth, most of the 

presentation is usually their own property. This differs from 

Kalam p~actice, where it is considered bad for a man to raise 

all his .own bridewealth (Riebe 1974:80). 

Compensation is not usually made immediately a woman comes 

to live with her husband, but it is commonly handed over within 

a few months. Any kinsman may help in raising compensation, 

including spouse's kin other than kin of the wife concerned. 

If a woman has parents and brothers alive these have first 

claims on compensation. Parents.' siblings are likely to 

receive something, and those who do not actually get something 

"see it with their eyes" and are satisfied by this. More 

distant kin are likely to share in compensation only if they 

have acted as ' parents or brothers to the bride. 

No case was found of compensation being returned but it 

is said that if a couple separate a return would be made, so 

long as the woman had not been beaten. 

The amount of compensation given traditionally was not so 

great that the necessity of raising it could be used effectively 

to bring pressure to bear on young men. Ryan's · (1973:126) 

statement that "As marriage usually involves the exchange of 

wealth between kin groups of the contracting parties, it is 

obvious that a young man is dependent for his bride payment 
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on his kinsmen" is hardly true of the Kopon. 

Marriage exchanges in Papua New Guinea are usually, but 

1 not always regarded as between groups. Kopon marriage ex-

changes concern close kin of husband and wife rather than 

(non existent) larger corporate kinship or local groups. 

The close kin of t he bride share the bridewealth, and if a 

married man dies, his close kin may receive compensation if 

his wife remarries elsewhere. 

Compensation is for a woman rather than her children. Her 

· kin are not further compensated when her children are born 

or .when she or her children die. I have no evidence that 

pressure is exerted on a woman to return home when her husband 

dies. 

Ryan's (1973:129) statement that "The [bride price] pay-

ments are invariably met by a formal counter payment ... " is 

not true of the Kopon. 

5. MULTIPLE MARRIAGES 

There is no bar to either sex having more than one spouse 

consecutively or to males having more than one at a time. Of 

234 males who have married, 27, or just over 11%, have had 

two wives, and 2, or less than 1%, have had three. In addition 

to this four of those who have had two wives have had widely 

known extramarital unions. Of 253 married women 12, or just 

under 5%, have had two husbands. Of the four widely known 

e~tramarital unions two are accounted for by one unmarried 

woman, one by another unmarried woman, and another by a woman 

1. See Lepervanche 1973:18. 
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whose husband had died. Only about 3% of men have had two 

wives at any one time and no instance of a man having more 

than two wives concurrently has been discovered. 1 

Having two wives is a mark of status but having only one 

is no handicap to good standing in the community. A man with 

two wives has to work hard to cut and prepare sufficient 

gardens but does have the advantage of twice as much help in 

producing food to feed pigs and in looking after them. 

6. DIVORCE 

Permanent or long term separation of spouses among the 

Kopon is very unusual. One married couple spend most of the 

time apart, each in his or hernatal area, but visit each other 

at intervals. Only two cases of permanent separation have 

been found, one in which the husband left his wife after she 

beat their child and it died, and the other in which the husband 

attacked his wife with an axe and almost killed her. The two 

separations ~appened a considerable time ago and some distance 

from Yhai and it is not known whether marriage payments were 

returned, but in the circumstances this seems unlikely. The 

stability of Kopon marriage is remarkable. Marital squabbles 

of course occur but no known recent case has led to damaging 

violence between husband and wife. The · one known case of 

abduction of a married women led to the only lower Kopon fight-

ing I have heard of in which there were more than two connected 

1. Since I originally wrote this one man has 
obtained a third currently living wife, 
but there has been administration pressure 
involved.and it is doubtful that he would 
have got three wives. if fighting had not 
been suppressed. 
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deaths. 

Ryan (1973:133) says "marriages tend to be stable in 

societies where they are the focus of economically signif i

cant exchanges of material goods .•. or where the reciprocity 

of women exchange is explicit, short-term and strict". He 

also says that "Arranged marriages tend to be unstable". 

Meggitt (1969:7) raises the question of whether a large bride 

price is an important factor in stable marriage and concludes 

that "it is more important to ascertain how ·marriage arrange

ments are set into the organisation of corporate groups in a 

given society". These generalisations no doubt hold to 

varying degrees but they do little to explain the stability 

of Kopon marriages, where marriage is not the focus of import

ant exchanges, where the exchange of women is explicit and 

short term but not strict, where some marriages are arra~ged 

(though not against strong opposition) and where there are 

no corporate groups. It may be that such factors, which can 

be summed up as vested interest by people other than the 

wife or husband in the · stability of the marriage, are only 

necessary to keep marriages intact where the woman suffers 

serious disadvantages in being married. Among the Kopan a 

woman is not cut off from her own kin except in the unusual 

circumstance of moving a long way away. Even 'a long way' 

is only half a day's walk, and there is always some visiting 

in both directions. Harsh treatment of wives is rare, the 

division of labour is equitable, many tasks are shared, and 

women's voices are heard in the discussion of important issues, 

albeit not as prominently as those of men. In short a woman 

is not at a serious disadvantage among her husband's kin. 
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Even before marriage she usually knows them reasonably 

well, often very well, and in any case has access to garden-

ing land and assistance in gardening from her husband's kin 

if her husband dies. Since women can turn elsewhere for help, 

husbands might be careful about how they treat their wives, 

for fear they wi l l leave. A predominance of men over women, 

of the order of 4:3, 1 might have a similar effect. Wives 

do not leave their husbands, however, so it is doubtful 

that such factors can be any real threat. 

In the absence of even one straightforward case of 

divorce it is impossible to assess the effect public opinion 

would have. Two out of eight known suicides were by women 

who had been to some extent displaced in their husbands' 

affections by later wives, and this might suggest that it is 

difficult for discontented wives to leave. These suicides 

however were similar to others in that they followed serious 

injury or slight to the person. In other cases suicide did 

not seem to be dependent on being in a situation from which 

it was impossible to escape. In no case known to me has a 

monogamous wife killed herself because of marital difficult-

ies. 

7. MIGRATION AND THE RESIDENCE OF MARRIED ADULTS 

Shifts of more than an hour or two's walk are most common-

ly made at marriage. Young men sometimes make such a shift, 

probably as a result of visits gradually extending into a change 

1. Of 59 people a ged about 20-49, 33 were 
men and 26 were women. 
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of residence. A woman who has shifted may go back to her 

natal area if her husband dies and a man who has shifted may 

go back to his natal area if his wife dies, but in either 

case, if the marriage is a few years old it is more likely 

that residence will remain unchanged. Marriage is not limited 

to the young, and those who marry or remarry in middle age 

may shift. Obligations to help with gardening extend to 

spouse's as well as own kin but this does not appear to be 

a major factor in shifts. 

The marriages on which the figures in table six are 

based were obtained from genealogies, and so do not cover the 

people in any particular area systematically. However, most 

of the marriages in the near vicinity of Yah~ in the last 

generation are included. Where a person has married twice, 

both marriages are counted. Local shifts of less than about 

l~ hours'. walk, made by everyone in the course of exploiting 

various parcels of land to which they have claims, are not 

taken into account. 

Table 6: Marriage and Migration 

marriages where woman moved to 

husband's area 

marriages where man moved to 

wife's area 

couples marrying within own 

area 

immigrant couples 

couples who had gardens for con

siderable periods at the widely 

separated homes of both partners 

number % 

25 

11 

40 

4 

4 

25.5 

11.2 

40.8 

4.1 

4.1 
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Table 6 cont'd. 

not thought to have moved but 

information inconclusive 

(counted as not moved) 

total 

number % 

14 14.3 

100.0 

The following figures, a subset of the above, in

clude only s h ifts between upper and lower Kopon, 

a good half day's walk. 

upper Kopon men married to 

local women 

upper Kopon women married 

to local men 

upper Kopon couples who have 

moved in 

upper Kopon man bringing two 

6 

5 

· 3 

successive wives 1 

total immigrant upper Kopon men 10 

total immigrant upper Kopon 

women 

local females married to 

upper Kopon men and emigrated 

local men married to upper Kopon 

women and emigrated 

10 

1 

0 

From table six, 79 men (80.6%) and 65 women (66.3%) did 

not shift over distances of more than l~ hours' walk. Only 

one man made a local shift of more than l~ hours' walk. The 

remaining shifts by men were all down valley. Among 69 couples 

ne.ither spouse was involved in a long distance up or down 

valley move. Of these,14 women (20.3 %) moved locally to 

their husband's area, and 55 women (79.7 %) made moves only of 

less than l~ hours' walk. Only one man (1.4%) moved to be with 
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his wife, the remaining 68 men (98.6%) making moves only of 

less than l~ hours' walk. 

At least three of the six upper Kopon men married to 

local women came in first and married later. At least three 

of the five upper Kopon women married to local males were in

volved in exchanges of women between local and incoming men. 

No shift is known to have been permanent without marriage 

taking place. No woman is known definitely to have shifted 

before marriage, but two of the women listed as upp.er Kopon 

married to local men may have come to the Yhai area as single . 

girls with their parents~ 

Of the 15 men who moved to their wife's area 10 moved 

from upper to lower Kopon and four, all brothers, moved about 

2 hours' walk down valley to the Yhai area. Three of these, 

who would still be only middle aged, have since died, including 

one who hung himself when his wife died. Only one man has 

made a local move of over l~ hours' walk to live with his 

wife. 

Certain things may be said about the people involved in 

the above marriages, and it seems likely that the same 

tendencies are present, though not necessarily to the same 

degree, in the general population about Yha~. 

1. There is a high rate of .migration of both men and women 

from uppe~ to lower Kopon (10.2% for both males and females}. 

2. Except where men are making long distance moves down 

valley, either (a} neither spouse shifts more than one and a 

half hours' walk (54 out of 69 couples, 78.3%) or (b) the 
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woman shifts (14 out of 69 couples, 20.3%). Only rarely 

{one out of 69 couples, 1.4%) does the man shift. 

3. Once people have got to the lower Kopon in the vicinity 

of Yhai they do not shift further down. The lowest parts of 

the Kaironk, and the Jimi at this level, are almost without 

permanent inhabitants, though there are a very few Kopon in the 

Jimi Valley itself. 

The high rate of down valley migration requires explana

tion. There is a greater abundance and variety of food in the 

lower than the upper Kopon and some men give this as their 

reason for shifting. Among the attractions of the lower Kopon 

are wild pigs, marita pandanus, breadfruit, pawpaws, and a 

greater quantity and variety of ·coloca sia taro. Much of the 

land an hour or two's walk up valley is in Imperata dominated 

grass rather than mixed regrowth, and immigrants from this area 

have said the sun was too hot where they came from, whereas in 

the lower Kopon there is shade. This may reflect easier 

gardening and richer ground as well as differences in actual 

exposure to the sun, since the soil is relatively poor and root 

bound under the grasses where these particular men come from. 

Some .immigrants say they came to escape fighting in their 

up valley home areas. Since fighting is to be discussed in 

the chapter on social control I will say at this point only that 

particular upper Kopon could well have migrated to escape being 

attacked. 

The reasons given by the migrants themselves for · shifting 

look genuine but population statistics may yield further en

lightenme nt. 
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8. POPULATION DENSITY AND VITAL STATISTICS 

8.1 Population density 

Figures for population density are approximate. For the 

lower Kopon from Agawle to Yod . the population density is 42 

per square mile, but drops to 24 per square mile if the un-

inhabited land further down valley, which is exploited in 

hunting and gathering, is taken into account. The population 

density of the .upper Kopon from Saleb to Aynwq is .102 per 

square mile, and of the Kalarn inhabited parts of the Kaironk, 

107 per square mile. 1 

Upper Kaironk Valley population densities are higher 

than Maring densities, which range from 28 to 85 per square 

mile (Buchbinder 1973:55). These figures confirm my impres-

sion on walking through parts of Maring territory that it is 

less densely populated than Kalam or Kopon territory. A 

larger proportion of Maring territory seemed unsuitable, be-

cause of its rugged nature, for cultivation. 

8.2 Mortality under age five 

T~e figures in table seven for deaths under age five were 

recorded in January 1974. The chances of under reporting 

deaths were reduced by getting information from people I knew 

well who were not beyond middle age. Those who were middle 

aged nevertheless reported fewer deaths than those who were 

young adults. This suggests either that the middle aged had 

1. Areas were derived from aerial photographs 
in the possession of R.N.H. and S.E. Bulmer, 
Kopon population figures were supplied by 
Steve Robins, officer in charge of the Sirnbai 
Patrol Post, from a count t ake n in 1972-3, 
and Kalam population figures came from 
R. Bulmer (n.d.32). 
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forgotten some deaths or that deaths of young children were 

less common in the early child bearing years of those who are 

now middle aged. The figures are for 52 children born to 

eighteen women. Ages are as in January 1974 for the living 

and as at time of death for the dead. 

Table 7: Mortality under age five 

male 
age living 

o to walking 1 

walking to 5 5 

female 
living 

2 

2 

male 
dead 

7 

2 

female 
dead 

11 

1 

males who survived beyond five years 

females who survived beyond five years 

total males 

total females 

total 
living 

3 

7 

total 
dead 

18 

3 

11 

10 

26 

26 

The figures in table seven suggest that at least one more 

child will die before reaching five years of age, making a 

total mortality of 22 out of 52 (423 per 1,000 ) in the first 

five years of life. The figures I have given do not <listing-

uish stillbirths, infanticide, and post natal deaths from 

natural causes. The practice of infanticide is denied, and I 

am confident that it is rare if it happens. Answers to 

questiorsabout killing twins seemed either puzzled or a little 

evasive. I have no report of twin births. 

Maring stillbirths, and deaths among infants and toddlers 

(Buchbinder 1973:81), come to 21% or 210 deaths per 1,000 

births. I take this as deaths under five years of age. Stan-

hope's figures (1970:37) for infant mortality p~us deaths in 

a four year period presumably add up to deaths per 1,000 

infants in the first five years of life. I have put Buch~ 

binder's, Stanhope's, and my· own figures together in table 

eight . The Yhai Kopon figure is higher than any of the others, 
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and considerably higher than all but Warn. 

Table 8: Mortality under age five in various areas 

deaths under five 
years of age per 

place situation thousand births 

Kiriwina island 102 

Oro Bay coastal 59 

Breri lowland 243-261 

Anguganak foothill 205 

Warn foothill 380 

Baiyer middle altitude 90 

Maring 210 

Yha:l: Kopon 423 

Table 9 : Figures on which the population pyramid 
is based 

age male female total 

0-4 11 9 20 

5-9 15 8 23 

10-14 11 6 17 

15-19 14 11 25 

20-24 9 6 15 

25-29 4 8 12 

30-34 7 2 9 

35-39 4 5 9 

40-44 6 3 9 

45-49 3 2 5 

50-54 0 0 0 

55-59 0 2 2 

60-64 4 5 9 

over 64 2 0 2 

total 90 67 157 

males:females = 1.34 1 
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8.3 Population pyramid 

Figure three is a population pyramid for people on the 

up valley side of the Yha± ridge in January 1974. Ages, as 

elsewhere, are estimated. The figures on which the population 

pyramid is based are given in table 9. 

In table 10, represented diagramatically in figure 4, 

I compare a restored first 10 year cohort with later cohorts 1 

and also compare Kopon and Maring figures. Buchbinder (1973: 

61) does not give absolute figures for the cohorts in her 

population pyramid and I have used the length of each cohort 

ih millimetres to convert her pyramid to percentages. 

In 

Table 10: Comparison of restored first 10 year 

cohort with older cohorts · 

cohort Kopon no. % Maring mm. % 

0-9 (res-
tored) 75 100 258 100 

0-9 actual 43 57 204 79 

10-19 42 56 247 96 

20-29 27 36 147 57 

30-39 18 24 117 45 

40-49 14 19 126 49 

50 + 13 17 79 31 

Table 10 and figure 4, then, a restored 0-9 cohort is being 

used as a base against which to measure presumed attrition. 

The results suggest that Yha± ~opon death rates are very 

1. I have restored to the first 10 year cohort 
the number expected to die given a mortality 
under age five o f 423 per 1,000. The · size 
of the resulting base is in f lated because I 
am restoring deaths that h ave not yet occured 
in the 0-4 section. This cohort is a lready 
small however (s ee population pyramid) and I 
suspect a particularly high infant mortality 
in the last few years . Also, the size of the 
base is deflated by not having restored to it 
deaths that have occurred in the 5-9 section. 

high 
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at all ages. An alternative explanation would be a rapidly 

expanding population, but there is no evidence for this, and 

fertility rates are not high. 

8.4 Fertility 

Figures for fertility (table eleven) are based on the . 

same 18 mothers and 52 children as are the figures for mortality 

under five. Although this sample is very small it is better 

than a larger one where many inf ants who died at or near birth 

have been omitted. Judging by the small size of the under 20 

cohort Buchbinder's figures (1973:81), like mine, include only 

cohabiting women. They seem to have been collected from living 

women, whereas my figures include four dead women, the records 

being obtained from their husbands. Three of the four women 

died at about the end of their potential child bearing life, 

the other at the age of about 20, within a few days of the 

birth of her first child. My records do not include childless 

women, whereas Buchbinder's possibly do. Buchbinder's figures 

presumably include widows. One woman represented in my figures 

was widowed at about 30 and has since remarried, but at the 

time the figures were collected did not have any children by 

her second husband. The woman who died after childbirth was 

unmarried. 

Kopon children born in wedlock invariably remain 

attached t o their natural parents as long as these are alive, 

though they o f ten spend time with other kin as well. There is 

no reason to think the figures in table 11 have been distorted 

by the passing of children from woman to woman. From. table 

eleven it appears that Kopon fer tility is a ·1ittle higher than 

that of the Maring. 
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Table 11: Fertility figures 

Kopon Maring 

age of no. of no. of children children 
mothers mothers children per mother per mother 

< 20 4 4 1. 0 0.23 

20-29 6 17 2.8 1. 43 

30-39 5 19 3.8 3.25 

40-49 3 12 4·. 0 3.76 

total 18 52 2.9 2.56 

This could be because Kopon women begin child bearing younger 

than Maring women, though this difference ih itself may be an 

artefact of erroneous age estimates. 

It must be stressed that most of the women in the Kopon 

sample have not completed child bearing. 

The population and mortality figures I have given are for 

people in the vicinity of Yha:t. My impression is that mortality 

rates further down valley would be even higher. There are 

very ·few people living more than two hours' walk below Yhai, 

probably because conditions are too unfavourable. 

9. NUTRITION 

Do high Kopon death rates result mainly from infectious 

diseases, or is poor nutrition an important factor? In 

answering this question I have to rely much on impressions 

and rough estimates. However, the Yhal Kopon undoubtedly 

have food resources supe rior to those of the upper Kopon, 

the Kalam, and the higher altitude Maring. Colocasia taro, 

which has a higher protein content than sweet potato 

(Buchbinder 1973:109) makes up a much greater proportion of 

the diet at Yha:t than it does in the upper Kaironk. There is 
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a far greater abundance of marita pandanus, which is rich in 

fat and protein (Buchbinder 1973:107), and hunting seems to be 

more productive than it is up valley, partly because the hu-

man population is less dense and partly because of the greater 

variety and numbers of larger animals and birds. For example 

there are some 14 species of pigeons found reasonably commonly 

in the vicinity of Yhai (18 species have been identified 

altogether) as opposed to 7 in the upper Kaironk (R. Bulmer p.c.) 

Suggestive of a relative abundance of food at Yha± was 

. ~walk from Yhai through Simbai to Aiome in January 1968, 

January being the time of the year when food is most short. 

Although there had been less food about at Yhai than at other 

times of the year there was no real shortage. Yet it was very 

difficult to buy food at any price anywhere from the upper 

Kopon all the way over to Aiome (two days' walk away) and back, 

and everywhere except in the lower Kopon people were complain

ing about the shortage of food. The situation had been in

fluenced by mission and administration contact, which was 

greater in all the other areas than at Yha±, and the shortage 

was t emporary and probably unusual, but the differences in 

the availability of food were nevertheless striking. 

Lower altitude Maring also have an advantage over high 

altitude Maring in natural resources (Buchbinder 1973:53, 

132-3, 206). 

Apart from differences in the variety of natural re

sources at highe r altitudes, the higher population density 

that goes with higher altitude has its own effects. These 

might be expressed in the words of Clarke (1971:190): 



149. 

A walk through the Jimi and Simbai valleys, where 

population densities vary from group territory to 

territory, clearly shows the correlation between 

vegetation and population density; even where 

there is scarcely any retrogression to grassland, 

the secondary cover of taller plants in terri

tories more densely populated than the Ndwimba 

Basin has less diversity and a simpler structure 

than in the basin. 

It appears from walking through that there is less bush 

regrowth and more conversion to grassland in the upper than 

the lower Kaironk. Speaking of this process in the Ndwimba 

Basin Clarke (1971:194) says that many of the basin's food 

bearing plants: 

are nowhere cultivated and do not grow spontan

eously in grasslands, so a loss of variety of 

edible leaves ·and fruits also accompanies 

a growing domination of grassland over forest. 

The variety of garden crops also diminishes, 

to be replaced by an ever increasing monotony 

of sweet potatoes, with a consequent impover

ishment of the diet. The diversity of wild birds 

and other animals decreases, too, as expanding 

gardens and grasslands destroy forest habitats 

and as the numbers of human hunters increase. 

S. Bulmer (1975:3-4) postulates similar changes in the 

middle Kaironk:-

In the past two centuries the small existing 

population and some inunigrants from neighbour-

ing valleys, a few hundred people in all, have 

increased in numbers to the present level of about 

1,500 people. They have progressively cut back 

the forest above Wanlek for gardens, with sweet 

potato as their main staple crop. They have kept 

increasing numbers of pigs and have gradually re-
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duced the hunting and collecting resources of 

the valley and their dependence upon them. 

As well as h a ving a higher population de nsity the upper 

Kaironk is also more affected by western con.tact than the 

lower. The adverse results of this so far as diet is concerned 

appear to be: 

i} Many able bodied young men are away at plantation 

labour at any particular time. This does more to reduce labour 
. 1 

than consumption. 

ii) People spend considerable amounts of time working 

on administration tracks and rest houses. This takes energy 

and reduces the time available for gardening, and during the 

construction of a proper road, as was attempted in the extreme 

upper Kaironk, can constitute a major drain on time, energy, 

and food. 

iii} The variety and abundance of food to be gathered 

(insects, small a nimals, and plants) is reduced where the 

population density is increased. The effects may be aggravated 

by a tendency for settlement to be concentrated near adminis

tration tracks, and to be more nucleated in areas which have 

had more contact. There is also a tendency to regard food 

bought at stores a s highly desirable, and perhaps to despise, 

or at lea st negle ct, foods that are gathered in the bush. 

These things are happening much more in the upper Kopon than 

the lower, which up to four years ago felt little administra-

tion inf luence so long as there was no fighting. 

1. In p arts o f the up per Ka ironk gambli n g has been 
so popular amongst young men at times tha t their 
departure may have done mo re to reduce consump 
tion t h a n p roduc t i on (R. Bulmer, p.c.}. 
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There are a few Yhai Kopon who appear poorly nourished 

but in most cases this is associated with an enlarged spleen 

and presumed chronic ·malaria. I have been impressed by the 

way people recover condition after a serious illness. This 

is true even of babies, who are particularly likely to be 

affected by dietary deficiencies. 

My overal l impression then is that while the amount of 

protein in the die t at Yha~ is low, it is higher than it is 

in the upper Kaironk and the higher altitude Maring areas. 

From my own observation a significant but not a large propor

tion of those who die are malnourished. The malnourishment 

however is usually associated with chronic malaria or large 

ulcers rather than being primarily dietary. All this suggests 

that infectious diseases are the main killers. 

10. CAUSES OF DEATH 

While I have had no laboratory confirmation of the presence 

of malaria the clinical picture is so dramatic on occasion 

(hi gh fever which is readily controlled by antimalarials) 

that there is no doubt of its presence. Yha~ is about the 

dividing line between areas of heavy infestation (at lower 

altitudes) and light infestation (at higher altitudes). My 

ground for saying this is that more malarial patients come 

from down valley than up, and most of those who have enlarged 

spleens and are presumably suffering from chronic malaria 

live down valley. Buchbinder (1973:197ff.) also found evidence 

tha t there is more malaria at lower than at higher altitudes 

in the Maring. 

The other main killer is pneumonia, usually secondary to 
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colds or influenza. In the 2~ years that I spent at Yhai 

only three acutely ill people failed to recover after adequate 

doses of antimalarials and penicillin. Two of these, one an 

infant, had been ill for some time before I saw them and were 

beyond recovery. The other was a girl of about eight who 

apparently died of an overwhelming infection some eight hours 

after I first treated her. 

Large tropical ulcers are probably an important cause of 

death. Six of 82 deaths (7.3%) which occur~ed more than two 

or three years before my enquiry as to the cause,. were attrib

uted to ulcers. It is likely that in many cases acute 

infections not directly related to the ulcers were the immediate 

cause of death, but a large ulcer greatly affects a person's . 

general state of health, and lowers resistance to other dis

eases. In some cases ulcers spread rapidly, with skin breaking 

down and pus pouring ~rom a wide area. The ulcer may then be 

the immediate cause of death. From memory, about three out 

of six people within a day's walk of Yhai who had large ulcers 

have died since I first went to Yhai. If they became ill 

while I was there they recovered with treatment, the deaths 

occurring at times when I was away. In most cases they did 

not attend for sufficiently long periods of treatment to heal 

the .ulcers, but when they did the scars broke down after a 

time to reform the ulcers. Ulcers over two inches in diameter 

have little chance of permanent cure, given the kind of life 

that the Kopon lead. Most deaths from ulcers seem to occur 

among the Kopon at age 25 to 35. I cannot recall seeing anyone 

over about 40 with a large ulcer. Possibly those who reach 

the age of 30 o dd without getting an ulcer are resistant, and 
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those who get them die young. 

The clinical picture makes it clear that the Kopon do 

not suffer from yaws (Treponema pertenue) infections. All 

large Kopon ulcers are on the lower legs, and the character

istic manifestations of all three stages of yaws are lacking. 

Kariks (1972:1229) claims that even remote areas of Papua 

New Guinea were covered by the yaws eradication campaign of 

1955-1959, but it seems impossible that the campaign reached 

Yhai. The area has presumably always been free of yaws. 

The Kopon population pyramid does not obviously show ·the · 

indentation found widely in Highlands pyramids (Bowers 

1971:21) and probably resulting from deaths of infants and 

young children in dysentery epidemics of the 1940s. Buch

binder (1973:72) refers to epidemics of introduced diseases 

which seriously affected the Maring in the 1940s and 1960s. 

The Kopon population _pyramid is attenuated at all levels, 

especially upper levels, disguising the effects of any epidem

ics that may have occurred. Although Kopon genealogies are not 

sufficiently accurate at second ascending generation levels 

to be worthwhile sources of mortality figures, simple inspec

tion suggests high mortality rates at all ages as far as the 

genealogies go back. 

Black, in Malaria in the South-West Pacific (1955:1-8) 

does not suggest dates for the introduction of malaria to 

the Highlands. Nelson (1971:206-7) argues for ~n introduction 

about 1935-45, so it is possible that malaria reached the 

Kaironk at about that time. The seeming poor resistance of the 

Kopon to malaria could argue for a late introduction. Colds 
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and influenza, leading to deaths from pneumonia, could have 

h d h . k b h . l' 1 reac e t e Kairon at a out t e same time or even ear ier. 

Riebe (1 974:542, footnotes ) suggests that deaths attributable 

to diseases introduced as a result of european contact may 

have been occurring in the Kaironk Valley as early as the 

late 19th century. She also suggests that population growth 

may have resulted in higher death rates. It is possible that 

higher population densities also lead to higher rates of 

killing. Of 226 lower Kopon deaths recorded on the most ex-

tensive genealogy obtained, 13 (5.8 %) were the result of human 

violence. Ten of 62 upper Kopon deaths (17.2%) had the same 

cause. 

Overall, the time of arrival of introduced diseases is 

uncertain, but it is possible that mortality rates have been 

rising in the Kaironk valley since about the turn of the 

century, reaching high levels in the last 30 or 40 years . 

Population density increases with altitude in the Kaironk 

Valley. Although statistical evidence is lacking, a high 

mortality in the lower Kaironk seems a more likely explana-

tion for this than a high birth rate in the upper Kaironk. 

Pouwer, though working far away in the Northeastern Vogelkop, 

takes his findings to indicate more severe effects of intro-

duced diseases on the edges of the Highlands than on the flat-

lands at higher altitudes (Pouwer 1974:248). 

1. I presume colds and influenza to have been 
introduced by european contact but have no 
historical evidence that this is the case. 
The fact that adults of all ages frequently 
die of pneumonia secondary to colds and 
influenz a suggests that the population has 
not had a long period in which to build up 
partial inununi ty. 
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The population figures given earlier in this chapter 

suggest highe r death rates for lower Kopon than for Maring at 

all ages and for both sexes. The difference is least for men, 

greater for women, and greatest for infants. · I know of only 

one Kopon woma n dying at or shortly after childbirth, and it 

seems unlikely tha t ma ternal mortality is the main explanation 

for higher f e ma le than male de ath rates. Buchbinder (1973: 

89-94) looks for possible explanations for a higher female 

than male mortality a mong the Maring. Two possibilities she 

suggests, a poorer nutritional state for women and a greater 

exposure to disease through being more involved in caring for 

the sick, could apply to the Kopon. However, neither explana

tion seems likely to be important at Yhai, any possible effect 

of the latter in particular being greatly reduced by the fact 

that men and women live in the same houses. Women , who 

experience blood loss from menstruation and childbirth, are 

more subject to anaemia than men, and young children are sub

ject to anaemia because milk is not a rich source of iron. 

In areas whe re there is malaria,or other diseases likely to 

result in anae mia, women and children could be particularly 

susceptible to anaemia. This would reduce their resistance 

to infectious diseases, and could apcount in part for the fact 

that they have higher death rates than men. Black (1972:682) 

states that "where the endemicity is high it is the children 

who bear the main burde n of illness and death from malaria". 

11. POPULATION DENS I TY AND MIGRATION 

In the Kaironk, population density increases with altitude. 

The s a me is true of the Maring (Buchbinder 1973:198), and the 
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Highlands generally are more densely populated than fringe 

areas at lower altitudes (Buchbinder 1973:212). Buchbinder was 

unable to decide whether higher Maring population densities 

at higher altitudes were attributable to a lower incidence 

of malarial infection or to higher altitude populations 

having had longer to build up. While she inclines to the 

latter explanation for the Maring (Buchbinder 1973:216) I 

incline to the former explanation for the Kopon, and, on the 

basis of Buchbinder's own evidence (1973:195-202) .for the 

Maring as well. In the section in this chapter on nutrition 

it was shown that for both the Kopon and the Maring natural 

resources are more favourable .at lower than at higher alti

tudes. Population densities are lower at lower altitudes, 

and the incidence of malaria is higher at lower altitudes . 

These things in themselves add up to a strong case f o r dis

eases, notably malaria, being at the root of altitudinal 

differences in population density. This case is supported by 

the views of Brookfield (1964:34) and Hughes (1973:110-11 ) 

that malaria is important in setting a lower limit to human 

habitation of the Highlands. Hughes also suggests that High

land fears of lowland sorcery are widespread, and are related 

to Highlanders' risks of dying from malaria at lower altitudes. 

In the Kairon~deaths are often attributed to witches. Al-

. though it is difficult to assess reputations for witchcraft, 

I have the impression that everyone thinks the worst witches 

are further down valley. 

I do not find Buchbinder's evidence (1973:216-8) for a 

longer period of settlement in higher altitude Maring areas 
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convincing. For the Kaironk, excavations at Wanlek, at the 

present border between Kopon and Kalam settlement, record 

human occupation as far back as 15,000 years (S. Bulmer 

1975:19). At least one occupation of the site was probably 

by Kopon people (S. Bulmer 1975:11). The population in the 

area has increased considerably in the last 200 years 

(S. Bulmer 1975:20). This is in line with widely held opinion 

(S. and R. Bulmer 1964:46-7 , Watson 1965a:298-303, Bowers 

1971:30) that intensive sweet potato cultivation reached many 

parts of the Highlands in the 19th and early 20th centuries, 

with pig keeping becoming important, and the human population 

rising rapidly, at the same time. Buchbinder's case would 

still carry some force if sweet _potatoes reached higher alti

tude areas first and took some time to travel down valley. 

Even if this is the case, however, note should be taken 

(Bowers 1971:22) that the sweet potato may have had less re

volutionary effects under 5,000 feet, where it supplements 

other crops rather ·than being the only crop capable of 

supporting high density populations. In the lower Kopon the 

sweet potato is still only of about equal importance to 

Colocasia taro as human food, though it is staple for pigs. 

Thus although the upper Kaironk may have got sweet potatoes 

ahead of the lower Kaironk, the lower Kaironk may have had the 

higher population density before sweet potatoes arrived. This 

would be particularly likely if, as is virtually certain, the 

sweet potato arrived before introduced diseases. · Since the 

Kaironk has been inhabited for many thousands of years, local 

conditions are probably more important determinants of popu

lation density than l e ngth of settlement. It seems likely that 
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people move . through the fringe s, multiply in the Highlands, 

and then o ve rflow back down the valleys. Stanhope (1970:38) 

suggests that "a Highla nd model before contact would have 

consisted of an ever-expanding centre spilling over into an 

ever-dying periphery". Of the Maring, Buchbinder (1973:218) 

says "it is not possible at this time to determine if there 

is a net flow in any direction". For the Kopon however it 

is clear not only that there is a net flow, but that the flow 

is virtually one way for men, and that the net down valley 

movement of women is as great as that of men. Lower Kopon 

folk tales point down valley to the Jimi as the original 

source of immigrants, thus suggesting that the lower Kopon may 

have been settled before the upper, rather than vice versa. 

Buchbinder (1973 :210 ) found Maring low density populations 

to be increasing and high density populations to be decreasing 

but I have no evidence one . way or the other for this in the 

Kaironk. It seems likely however that the Lower Kopon are 

dependent on immigra tion to maintain their population, and 

it may be that emigration is a convenient method of population 

control for the upper Kopon . 

The data I have presented, though leaving much to be 

desired, can be interpreted with some confidence. Down valley 

migrants are right in seeing the lower Kopon as a place of 

relative abundance. However, the very high death rates, 

comparatively low population density, and high rate of down 

valley migration combine to leave little doubt that the lower 

Kaironk is a most unhealthy place for people without modern 

medical services (though it may not have been in the 19th 
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century), and that the present level of population is maint

ained by migration. 

The Kopon may be compared with the Siane where Salisbury 

(1956:644-5) describes a net flow of women up valley, countered 

by a net flow of valuables down valley. Bowers (1965:31) 

reports women moving to lower altitudes and greater access 

to natural resources. Both Salisbury and Bowers imply that 

there is no corresponding movement of men. There is an equal 

gain of men and women in the lower Kopon, where the ratio of 

males to females (1.34:1) would be even more unbalanced if it 

were not for the immigrants. It can be said that the Siane 

are trading women for valuables, the Kaugel Valley people are, 

so to speak, trading women for natural resources (since the 

resources are immobile it is the women who have to shift), and 

the Kopon are trading people of both sexes for natural 

resources. Looking at it another way, the Kopon are trading 

natural resources for death. 

12. SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

The Kopon put kin into brother/sister categories, into 

which mo.st people marry, but marriage outside these cate

g~ries is still not rare. 

Although kin, especially of a woman, can make getting a 

spouse easy or difficult, it is doubtful that a marriage can 

be made where any of the parties strongly objects. A deter

mined coup le can however overcome a good deal of resistance. 

A· proportion of couples break up almost immediately, but 

once a marriage is established, separation is rare indeed. 

Presentations to the woman's kin are small and do not continue 
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over the years. There are no large scale or long term ex

changes between affinal kin, whether dependent on ·the survival 

of the marriage or not, so there is no pressure from that 

source to keep the marriage intact. In roughly 50% of marriages 

there is an exchange of women, but I have no evidence that 

one marriage is used as a reason for keeping another marriage 

intact. 

Since ·there are no corporate social groups larger than 

the household, shifts at marriage or at other times do not 

. result in groups losing members, trying to attract them and 

their children back, or trying to obtain major or long term 

compensation for their loss. There is no firm expectation that 

a married person will stay with any particular kin, so that 

even from the point of view of the household and immediate 

kin, no great resentment is felt or compensation required when 

a member marries and goes away. However, apart from down 

valley migration, it is almost invariably the wife, if anyone, 

who moves. From the point of view of a spouse who moves, 

nothing vital is lost. Access to all resources, including 

extranat~ral beings, is adequate at the new home. Although 

there are ritual restraints between spous~s kin they are on the 

whole reciprocal, and in any case nbt such as to be a burden 

to life. Spouses who shift always go back to their old homes 

to visit, and usually to garden, so they are not completely 

cut of f , and have somewhere to go, either to give or to receive 

help when there is need. The absence of strong competition 

for allegiance no doubt contributes to relations between 

spouse's kin that are generally good. A woman however is 
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• 
sometimes accused of witchcraft when her husband dies. 

The sexual division of labour is not carried to an 

extreme, and where each sex is dependent on the other, the 

dependence is not heavily concentrated on particular kin. 

Where there is no current active spouse, and to some extent 

even where there is, work resulting from the sexual division 

of labour is done by other kin. 

The pressure that can be brought to bear on a spouse is 

often considered to be a major factor in the stability of 

marriage. This would be so where there are also pressures 

to destroy the marriage. Kopon marriages are possibly stable 

because neither sex is at a serious disadvantage in the 

married state. 

The high proportion of sister exchange marriages may be 

related to the household size of groups. It would be futile 

to depend on getting a woman from any but the closest kin of 

the man who owed her. 

The part played in migration by marriage has formed a 

bridge between the two main themes of this chapter. In an 

article titled "Society as Organized Flow: The Tairora Case", 

Watson (197 0:107) notes the lack of "comprehensive and sat-

isfactory theory" of Central Highlands New Guinea social 

systems and suggests that this lack is connected with a fail-

ure to take adequate account of the movements of people. He 

says (1970:110), 

birth, marriage, adoption, divorce, and death 

presumably lie within the purview of most des

criptions of [Central Highlands New Guinea] 

societies. The highly significant movements 

of blocs, spurts, and driblets of personnel, 
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on the other hand, evidently fall outside. 

Bloc movements such as described by Watson (1970:112-8) 

do not occur among the lower Kopon. The only movement of 

more than two or three people as a group into the Yhai area 

constitutes but a driblet in Watson's terms. Block movements 

among the Tairora are chiefly movements of refuge~s. Kopan 

do not fight, are not defeated, and do not migrate, as cor

porate groups, and are not received by corporate groups when 

they arrive as immigrants. In the one case where a number 

of people came as a group to the lower Kopan their separate 

identity has been maintained, and relationships with local 

people have been strained. There are too many of them to merge 

with one household and there is ·no l arger corporate group to 

merge with. The Kopon system, while admirably suited to a 

continuous small scale flow, may be poorly adapted to larger 

scale migration. 

I have presumed that short distance moves can be explain

ed as adjustments to a high death rate, to life cycle changes 

in the broadest sense, and to personal preferences. Long 

distance moves require further exp lanation. Some immigrants 

to the lower Kopon, including the ones that have maintained 

their own identity, undoubtedly moved to escape fighting. In 

other cases the bounty of nature in the lower Kopon seems to 

have been the main attraction. Those who came to escape 

fighting may have exchanged the enmity of man for the enmity 

of disease. Those who came to enjoy the generosity of nature 

may not realise that she is also generous with death. 
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CHAPTER VI 

SOCIAL CONTROL 

then thou shalt give life for life 

eye for eye 

tooth for tooth 

hand for hand 

foot for foot 

burning for burning 

wound for wound 

stripe for stripe1 

This chapter is about how the Kopan, among whom no one 

has authority beyond his own household, deal with conflict. 

The way people act when they consider themselves to have 

suffered some kind of injury differs with the social distance 

between those concerned,and also with sex, age, and status. 

The groups involved in disputes have the same flexible and 

overlapping constitution as those already described in con-

nection with households , gardens, and land. The important 

things in Kopan social control are equivalent injury, compen-

sation, accepted standards of what anyone is entitled to, and 

self interest and self help to ensure that, so far as one's 

own entitlements are concerned, the standards are kept. 

Comparison will be made with fighting among the Kalam 

and upper Kopan, taking particular note of the part played by 

big men. The comparatively low population density and rich 

natural resources of the lower Kopan, already seen to explain 

down valley migration, also account at least in part for the 

1. Bible, Authorised Version, Exodus Ch. 21 

vv. 23-25 (c apitals and punctuation omitted). 
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lesser scale of fighting among the lower Kopan than among the 

Kalam and upper Kopon. 

1. DEALING WITH INJURY 

The Kopon do not have a general term for injuries. I will 

use the term 'injury' to cover the various behaviours at which 

Kopan are likely to take offence.. The main injuries in this 

sense are theft; damage to property (notably gardens and 

pigs); killing by witchcraft; killing or maiming with weapons; 

responsibility for a death by suicide; failure to ·pay compen

sati-0n; adultery; incest; insult; and failure to perform 

expected work or services, especially in gardening and in 

caring for pigs. I have not come across disputes over failing 

to cook or to collect firewood, though it would seem likely 

that these occur, even if only as minor domestic frictions. 

However, both men and women collect firewood and do most 

cooking tasks , so this could make friction less likely. A 

woman cannot show her anger with her husband so effectively 

by not cooking for him if he is able to cook for himself. 

When Kopon believe themselves to be injured there are 

at least six ways they can respond. More than one line of 

action can be followed at a time. 

1) To complain but take no other action. This is 

likely only for minor offences, .but is common and effective 

between close kin, who are dependent for daily domestic co

operation and easy relationships on maintaining good will. 

2) To retire in frustrated anger, and in an extreme 

case to commit suicide. The incident which gives rise to such 

a reaction may pass without comment but the usual sociability 
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and expressions of pleasure, such as on receiving prestations, 

will cease, and the person concerned will retire at the earliest 

opportunity. They may not be seen again for anything from a 

few minutes to a few weeks depending on the ~eriousness of 

the event. The terms which describe the black face that 

appears on such occasions are nable ~-, mwlw ~-, and bwbw g-. 

Nable is the forehead and mwlw the nose. Bwbw is not used 

in any other known context. These terms correspond in Pidgin 

to ' i gat pes' "('he has face'). This is probably best tian~

lated as 'frustrated anger ' . The reaction is to injury rather 

than to being accused of doing something wrong, though it may 

occur in response to a reproof, as in cases 15 and 16 below. 

A reproof carried too far becomes an injury. 

This kind of reaction happens where other reactions are 

more or less ruled out, as in some cases of a child o r young 

person being injured by a much older person or a woman being 

injured by a man. It may also occur where someone cannot gain 

support for'· or does not wish to take more drastic action, as 

with a man who fails to get the wife he wants, or a bereaved 

person who gives way to grief rather than anger. 

3) To make a symbolic protest. This takes place regu

larly at funerals, where male visitors shoot toy arrows at the 

house and surroundings as they approach, and both men and wo

men cry out and comp lain at the death. Sometimes one or 

more people become angry but are restrained when they attempt 

to attack anyone (see case 29 below). 

Larger scale fighting can also be seen as a ritual pro

test, since injuries are rare. 



166 • 

. 4) Avoidance. People who have serious unsettled dis

putes tend to avoid each other. As well as this general 

avoidance, there are stringent taboos between killers and their 

close kin on the one hand and the close kin of those killed 

on the other. Anyone is warned if seen approaching a house 

where there are people they avoid, and one or other party goes 

away. Onlookers are well aware that if there is a meeting 

anger may flare up, and this is given as a reason for keeping 

people apart. For similar reasons intermediaries may be used 

in negotiations over compensation, and indeed in any situation 

where conflict is likely. The intermediaries, though not 

neutral, ~re not central actors, and not hot headed. In case 

12 below a dispute had been resolved and all that remained was 

to hand over compensation. The somewhat cantankerous old man 

at the centre of the dispute involved himself when compensation 

was brought and things got completely out of hand as a result. 

With less serious matters the people concerned do not avoid 

each other, but reference to grievance~ is avoided in their 

presence for fear of exciting violence, or at least annoyance 

or embarrassment. 

5) Return injury. An injury is likely to receive a more 

or less equal injury in return. The word pen is used to express 

this and other repayments:-

Malpol alla, pen Gydn alla. 

"They shot Maipoi, and in return they [the kin of 

Malpol ] shot Gydn." 

Yjap alla, pen arkla. 

"They shot Yj ap i but they abandoned making a return." 
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Nb wta, pen naga. 

"He took a woman but did not give one in return." 

Dwho nban, pen nhn wtamon. 

"You have given sweet potatoes, what will you 

take in return." 

The Kopon have a decided preference for equalising injuries, 

though in practice a return injury is often neglected. Equal 

injury does not mean that a matter is settled. A state of 

hostility still exists, but is ordinarily ended by making 

compensation. Repaying an injury usually involves fighting, 

or destroying banana plants or other garden plants. This 

means that it is men's work. 

Fighting is always either an attempt to make a return 

injury, or to defend against a return injury. All deaths 

whatever the cause are seen as injuries, especially by close 

kin of the dead person. If a witch is thought to be respons-

ible the death ought to be repaid by killing the witch. 

6) Making compensation. Compensation is given for 

injury, for a woman given as a wife, and for makin9 spells to 

heal illness. Illness may be seen as a ghost making compen-

sation for an offence. Below are e xamples of the use of the 

term 'compensation' . 

Nb wtom, haj~ ga. 

"He took a woman and made compensation." 

Nb haynp~ wtom, haj~ gaka, alla. Haj~ gwop , alakwlap. 

"Having taken a second woman he did not make compensation, 

and they shot him. If he had made compensation they 

would not have shot him." 
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Nan hyl nqa, wyp haj~ gop. 

"He ate something taboo and the ghost is making 

compensation [ is making him ill] • " 

Where injury has been equivalent the same compensation is 

made by both sides . Since there is a strong tendency to repay 

inj .uries before entering into discussion, compensation is 

frequently the same both ways. If there is no return injury 

compensation is one way. Compensation for a killing is always 

delayed at least some mqnths, and probably two or three years. 

If someone is held responsible for a death by suicide or att

ributed t o ghosts (see cases 15, 21 below} compensation is 

discussed and made at ' or a little way away from the funeral. 

Compensation is not appropriate between very close kin. 

Six possible responses to injury are discussed above. 

Becoming 'unperceiving', though not specifically a response 

to injury, sometimes appears to be used as a way out of a 

difficult situation. 

2. CASES OF INJURY 

The following list includes all the disputes of any con-

sequence among the lower Kopan that ·came to my notice. The 

killings include all those which occurred within the living 

memory of the lower Kopan people questioned, and all killings 

except case 12 happened before direct contact with europeans, 

most of them at least several years before. My knowledge of 

some cases is fragmentary only. 

Cases 1-5 are concerned with witchcraft, the importance 

of which in fighting will be discussed later in the chapter, 

and cases 6- 14 conce rn othe r disputes where people were killed. 
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Each set of connected killings is given a single case 

number. Cases 15-20 are suicides. Cases 21-33 concern non-

fatal disputes that occurred while I was in the field, and 

cases 34-46 concern alleged attacks by ghosts. Though some 

ghost attacks are not connected with disputes between people, 

most are, and I have preferred to keep the whole lot together, 

regardless of the reasons for particular attacks. 

1. A woman was shot by her dead husband's kin, who said 

she was a witch and had killed him. Her kin denied this, and 

in return shot a woman called Yjap. Compensation was made by · 

both sides:-

Haj~ nom, wtla, awen mwdwn m~. 

"Compensation having been given, they took it, and so 

it was." 

2. A woman called Sbnop was shot as a witch and compensa-

tion was made. This case is unusual in that compensation was 

made without a return killing first. Lab, the Yha~ man with 

most status, said that if the woman killed had been his wife 

he would have shot someone in return. 

3. A woman called Sa~am was shot as a witch. 

Wyp nqob alla. 

"She ate [her husband] and they shot her." 

A kinsman of the woman said:-

Wyp mog gom alla. 

"They shot her because they grieved for the. dead man." 

A man was shot in repayment but there were no further killings 

and no compensation was made. Taboos associated with this kill

ing are still observed after many years. 
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4,5. In two cases for which I have no further details 

women were shot as witches, but no return killing or compensa

tion was known by informants to have followed. 

6. A woman called Ydam was shot by people from a place 

about l~ hours' walk away called Hanaj, reputedly because 

she stole food from their gardens, and a Hanaj man was shot 

in return. Hanaj people gave compensation of a pig, bird of 

paradise (Paradisaea minor) plumes and other valuables at a 

parom (ceremonial) and the people who did the return killing 

gave compensation at a later parom. 

7. In the only case of more than two connected killings 

known to me for the lower Kopon, six people were killed after 

a man and someone else's wife went off together. Three men 

and three women were killed, including the couple. The first 

death was not compensated because the man killed had taken 

someone else's wife. Three of the other deaths were compensated. 

The man who shot one of the other two people for whom compensa

tion was no~ made died, and . this was given as the reason for 

compensation being omitted. 

8. · A woman who is generally reputed to have stolen food 

from gardens was killed. One of her kin said:

Hwne arkwn, Nan kby nqa, arkno 

"We let it go. She ate stolen food and I let it go." 

9. A man and his wife had a serious quarrel when his 

dog bit her pig. His 'mother's brother' killed her brother, 

and then her 'mother's brother' killed one of his relations 

in return. I do not know whether compensation was made in 

this case. 
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10. A man's 'mother's brother' fell out of a tree and 

died (this was possibly suicide). The man mourned his 

'mother's brother' and shot his sister's husband, who had not 

given compensation for the sister. The 'mother's brother' who 

had died had wanted to give the sister to someone else. The 

sister had married some distance away to a place where Yhai 

Kopon have few connections. No return killing was made and 

there has bee n no compensation. 

In this case there was apparently no allegation of witch

craft when killing someone to repay a death. Grief was a 

sufficient motive, and there was a feeling that the victim 

was in some way responsible for the death that was repaid by 

killing him. One man said that if he had given compensation 

for his wife he would not have been killed, and the failure 

to make compensation for · his wife may have been part of the 

reason the death was not repaid. 

11. In a case which I don't understand, a man who had 

not given compensation for his wife was killed at a funeral. 

The killing seems to have been in some way accidental. No 

compensation or further killings took place, and the dead 

man's wife went to his brother. 

12. An old man's pig broke into his son-in-law's 

garden and ate taro. The son-in-law asked his father-in-law 

to keep the pig tied up but although the pig got into the 

garden several more times and ate till there was scarcely any 

taro left, the pig was not tied up. The pig broke into the 

son-in-law's other taro garden and began to eat there too. 

The son-in-law shot an arrow into the pig, wounding it, but 
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not severely. A son of one of the old man's brothers, who 

had been brought up by the old man, cut all the bananas in 

one of the son-in-law's taro gardens. He then went to 

the son-in-law's house, the matter was discussed, and each 

agreed to pay compensation. About midday the same day the 

son-in-law came to his father-in-law's house and called out to 

say that he had brought compensation~ Instead of the adopted 

son coming out the old man ·came out with bow and arrows, 

advanced on his son-in-law, at the same time drawing his bow, 

and abusing him for shooting the pig. When he got close 

to his son-in-law he took the bladed arrow out of his 

bow and brandished it at him while grabbing him by the shoulder. 

The son-in-law backed off down the hill, drew his bow on his 

father-in-law, shot him, and rushed off into the bush. Without 

waiting to see what had happened to the old man, but apparently 

presuming he would die, four men who were at the house ran 

after the son-in-law with their bows and arrows. They saw his 

tracks going. off into the bush and carried on to the house 

where his wife (the old man's daughter) was, setting alight 

two of the son-in-law's houses on the way. One of the men, 

another brother of the old man, ran into the house, and the 

daughter ran out of another door. The other men shot and killed 

her as she cros s ed the short stretch of grass between the house 

and the bush. Of the me n who shot her, two were first parallel 

cousins, who we re like her own brothers, as the old man was a 

foster father to them, and the third was a more distant class

ificat ory brot he r. The arrow fired at the old man had gone in 

at the upper l eft abdomen and its tip came out higher up and 

well towards hi s back. Although it is hard to see how it could 
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have done so, it must have gone round outside the ribs, as I 

could find no evidence of internal injuries, and with anti-

biotics he had an uneventful recovery. 

The daughter was to some extent to blame because she did 

not look after her father's pig when she might have done, but 

it seems probable. that repayment would have taken this course 

even if she had not been partly to blame. The course of 

events was possibly influenced by the fact that her husband 

had not yet given compensation for her. The administrat1on 

intervened in this case but compensat~on may still be made. 

13. A man said that as a boy he struck and killed his 

infant sister. She was bad and made too much noise, he said. 

14. A woman killed her infant child. No action seems to 

have been taken except that her husband left her. 

15. A woman who married too soon after her husband died 

was reproved by her 'mother', who struck her, and she hanged 

herself. 1 This might be supposed to have led to tension be-

tween the surviving husband and the woman who gave the reproof, 

who was the husband's 'sister'. However, some months later 

these two were living in the same household. The incident 

led to avoidance between the young ?hildren of the dead woman 

and the woman who had reproved her. 

At her funeral the father of the woman who had ha~ged her-

self was compensated by the young adult sons of the woman who 

reproved her. This woman herself died three years later and at 

1. The woman who gave the reproof was married to 
the of fending woman's 'father's brother' and 
was thus her 'mother'. 
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her funeral compensation passed the opposite way between the 

same people. 

16. A girl hange d herself after a quarrel witp her 

brother about a lost pig. 

17. A man hanged himself when his wife died. I have no 

evidence that there were unusual circumstances in the death of 

his wife. 

18,19. In two case s women hanged thems~lves when they felt 

neglected compared to their husbands' other wives. In one 

case the husba nd then hanged himself. 

20. A girl hanged herself, reputedly because her father 

wanted to have sexual intercourse with her. 

21. A young woman died some time after a young man asked 

to marry her. He was in some way held responsible for her 

death, but came to the funeral, where after discussion he gave 

compensation. I could get no statement as to why he was 

expected to give compensation except that he had asked to marry 

her and later she had died. I cannot imagine he was believed 

to have killed her by sorcery as sorcery accusations are 

virtually unheard of at Yha!, and I am sure he would not have 

been accepted at the funeral if he was thought to have killed 

her with sorcery. Even though deaths of young adults 

usually arouse mutterings of witchcraft, the girl was agreed 

to have been killed by her father's ghost. The young man 

paid compens a tion of about two pounds of trade beads, which 

were distribute d among the girl's brother, mother, and mother's 

brothers. Her fathe r a nd he r f ather's brothers were dead but 
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I w.as told they would have got some if they were alive. 

22. A young man was in the process of getting a wife 

when she was taken by another young man who already had one 

wife. He ' had nose' and went and lived in the bush for some 

time, presumably at a lonely or abandoned house and garden 

site. 

23. I was ripped by· a wild boar when away from Yha~ 

in the Jimi Valley with three Kopon boys 16 to 20 years old, 

and there were rumours that I had been killed. When I came 

back a man said:-

Mwlw gem be arno, wry awpyn. Wcarn nqmdakn, Wonab ngmdakn. 

"I had nose and went into the bush. Only now I have come 

back. I don't want to see Wcarn or Wonab" (two of the boys 

who had been with me). The injury to this man was the injury 

to me. The boys were blamed for allowing me to get myself 

ripped by a pig. Lab said that if I had died he would have 

killed someone. 

24. A young man was not satisfied with the pay he got 

for helping to build my house and sent the presents back to me. 

I was told only- that he didn't want the presents. When I 

asked for advice as to what I should do none was forthcoming_, 

and when I suggested sending the presents back again with an 

additional axehead no one would say whether this would. be a 

suitable thing to do. I did it and the presents were accepted. 

This is another case of someone 'having nose'. The young man 

had expressed some dissatisfaction with the presents when they 

were first given, and when I did not add to them, left with 

a black look on his face . 
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This and the following case illustrate how unwilling Kopon 

are to conunent on other people's affairs. Disputes are re

counted with interest and excitement, but without explicit 

judgement. Negotiation is left to those concerned. 

25. Lab was displeased when someone on the next ridge 

refused to help him to carry a load of my stores, and came and 

broke a small glass jar (which I had given him and which he had 

used as a container for valuables} in front of my house, then 

went away inunediately. In spite of Lab's status, so far as I 

could tell no one took sides in any way. I was told what had · 

happened, but could get no advice as to whether I should do 

anything. I did nothing, and relations with Lab did not seem 

to be affected. 

26. A man with a chronic discharging sore in his foot 

said it had had a splinter in it for many years . I arranged 

for him to go to hospital to have this_ taken out, and when 

he came back he showed it to me. It was of a kind of wood of 

which arrows are made. He had got it in his foot, he said, 

while chasing a bird into a garden. Spikes had been put on 

the track into the garden because food had been stolen. None 

of this was revealed till I noticed what kind of wood it was. 

He was not compensated for his injury, possibly because he 

was thought to have stolen the food, or at least had no business 

to be in the garden . 

27. A man took a woman to live with him, then sent her 

home after a few days. The girl's 'brother' (her MZS, with 

whom she had been brought up} came to where the man was garden

ing, and after a shouting match arrows were fired. If there 
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had . been the intention to kill there would have been no dis

cussion and there would have been an ambush instead of public 

approach and the firing of arrows in the open. The man later 

took the woman back again, with a sequel which belongs with 

this case but is recorded in Ch. VII.4.2 because it is 

relevant to a discussion of the supernatural beings I call 

goblins. 

28. A woman seems to have deliberately burned the cheek 

of an orphan gfrl for whom she was caring. No act'ion is known 

to have been taken. 

29. When a man who was said to have insulted a woman 

came to her funeral, one of her sons, aged about 19, appeared 

to be beside himself with rage and tried with all his strength 

to at~ack the man, who fled. Although there was considerable 

excitement, and strenuous efforts were needed to restrain 

the young man, the incident was treated more or less casually, 

and seemed to fit a well recognised pattern. The young man 

later told me he had driven the man from the funeral. 

30. An upper Kopon boy who had had a wash was on the 

bank of a tiny stream getting dry when a Yhai girl walked 

past and saw him naked. Later, after prolonged argument, they 

gave each other compensation of 10 cents. 

31. A man and the wife of a close neighbour were said 

to have had sexual intercourse. There was some talk about 

it but it seemed the matter would simply die down. A police

man happened to come into the area and heard about it. He 

called those concerned together and regardless of their denials 

was convinced that the allegation must be true because the 
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woman was pregnant and he said the woman's husband was too 

skinny to h a ve got her pregnant. In spite of the police-

man's actions open conflict did not occur, though a man re

lated to the alleged off ender became very angry when a newborn 

child of his died, saying that ghosts related to the supposedly 

injured man had killed his child. This is the only case I 

know of where the injury believed done by · a ghost has played 

a part in a quarrel between people. The man whose son died 

was an upper Kopan immigrant and it may be that in the upper 

Kopon people are held responsible for the doings of their 

dead kin. 

32. This and the following case do not exactly concern 

injuries but they reflect attitudes to people who do not do 

their share of work. 

A man with a weak chest was unable to do his share of 

work in gardening. Lab, his father~in-law, commented on this 

to me somewhat disparagingly. However, relations between 

. I 

the two were not strained, so far as I could tell, and the man wh 

could not work as hard as others did not seem to be held in 

general cont empt. His condition had been the same before he 

got married. 

33. In a more extreme case a woman is said to have spent 

several years without leaving her house to work. She does not 

seem to have been unable to 'work, at least in the beginning. 

When she. eventually died she was buried in the ground (in

stead of on a platform) and the usual funeral was not held. 

34. A man asked his 'brother's' daughter for food as he 
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was going past her place but she didn't give him any. Shortly 

afterwards she fell ill and her husband smoked for her. 

('Smoking' is a shamanistic method of diagnosis and treatment 

to be discussed in ch.VII.9.1.). He found that the ghost of 

the older brother of the man who had been refused food was 

making her ill. After the smoking treatment she gradually 

recovered. 

35. A boy of about 17 to whom the snake aqmyp 

(Chondropython viridis) was taboo ate some and by next day was 

ill with a severe headache and a fever. In such a case the 

diagnosis is a foregone conclusion. The smoker said that the 

ghost causing the illness was that of the boy's 'mother's 

brother'. The boy was treated with antimalarials as well as 

smoking and recovered in about 24 hours. 

36. A baby about six months old was ill (he had a high 

fever) and a smoker was called. This is a sequel to case 15. 

The ghost of the woman who hanged herself was now attacking 

the child of the woman who had scolded her. As well as 

smoking, the baby was treated with antimalarials and an anti

biotic and recovered. 

37. A few days later one of the baby's elder brothers, 

aged about five, became ill. This child was treated with 

medicine but not smoking. It w~s taken for granted that the 

same ghost, having been foiled in one attack, was making 

another. 

38. A boy became ill after his father, aged about 40, 

harvested bananas in a garden where his father, the child's 

grandfather, had previously lived. He took all the bananas with 
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him. to eat at another house half an hour's walk away. He 

should have eaten at least some of them where his father had 

lived. A smoker was called and found that the ghost of 

the grandfather was making the child ill. 

39. An old man's daughter and her husband did not make 

gardens (in whic~ the old man would share} when he wanted them 

to. A smoker discovered that the ghost of the old man's dead 

son made the couple's child ill. 

40. A two year old boy became ill. Smoking revealed 

- that the boy's father's father's ghost made . him ill when the 

father's pig got into the father's garden and ate young taro. 

41. A man when alive had asked his family to make a 

garden in a particular place. They refused, and when they 

made one there after his death his ghost was found by a smoker 

to have made his daughter ill. This was a particularly 

dangerous ghost known to have caused other illnesses . Its 

owner, when alive, had been a quick tempered man. 

42. A baby boy of some 10 months was ill and had a 

fever. A large pig belonging to his father had bitten a 

smaller pig belonging to his father, who then became angry 

with his wife, the child's mother, tor not looking after the 

pigs properly. Smoking showed the illness to be caused by the 

ghost of the father's mother. 

43. A woman hanged herself when she felt neglected 

compared to her husband's younger wife (case 16). After she 

died, food from her garden became taboo to her husband, but he 

ate some and her ghost made him very ill. After treatment by 

smoking he recovered. 
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. 44. A boy got an infection of the external ear. No one 

smoked for him and no treatment was given but the position 

of the sores made it clear that they resulted from breaking 

an inherited taboo on a bird (joado, Myiolestes megarhynchus). 

It was realised that a ghost had inflicted the sores when the 

boy unknowingly ate food cooked in a fire where one of the birds 

had been cooked. 

45. A woman argued with a man over compensation for 

taro of his that had been eaten by a pig. When the woman 

. got sick the illness was presumed to be caused by a ghost 

but no one smoked for her so the ghost was not identified. 

46. A girl about three years old got carbuncles on 

the back of her head. Her father said it was because I had 

shot a hawk called swb (Henicopernis longicauda) which was 

taboo to him. He said that since I was treating the girl he 

would not ask for compensation. 

3. DISCUSSION OF . CASES 

Of 30 violent deaths recorded above, 7 were in connection 

with witchcraft, 16 were the result of various other quarrels, 

and seven were suicides. Of the 16, six were connected and 
t 

two were killings of infants by their immediate kin. 

Of the 7 deaths connected with witchcraft 5 were killings 

of alleged witches. In only two cases was there a return 

killing, and in only two cases, one where there was a return 

killing and one where there was not, was compensation given. 

Two of the 5 witches were said to have killed their husbands. 

There is no way to be certain whether a witch killed any 

particular person, or if it did, who the witch was. When a 

---------------- -
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death has just occurred there is a tendency to blame witches 

and to talk of killing someone in return. If an alleged witch 

is killed a return killing may follow, and some time after 

that compensation may be made both ways. I do not know 

whether witchcraft figures in discussions of compensation, 

but in any event the final settlement, where there is one, 

achieves an equivalence of killing and/or compensation 

which seems to leave the original death by alleged witchcraft 

out of account. Witches are a focus of anger and suspicion 

after a death but it is only in a small proportion of cases 

that an alleged witch is killed. Usually feelings die down, 

no killing is made, and after a time deaths are attributed to 

some being that in Kopon belief cannot be repaid. 

The 16 killings not connected with witchcraft involve 9 

separate cases. In three of these an initial death was repaid, 

and compensation was made in one if not two of these cases. In 

the third case there was a total of six deaths, three of 

which were compensated. Of the six cases where there was no 

return killing or compensation, one was the killing of a woman 

generally reputed to have stolen food, and two were infants, 

one killed by its mother and one by its brother. In the 

other three cases where there was no return killing the failure 

to pay compensation for a wife was at least part of the 

issue. In two of these cases the husband was killed, and in 

the other an attempt was made to kill the husband_, but after 

he ran off into the bush his wife was killed instead. 

Considering all the killings whether or not connected with 

witchcra f t, in at least 4 of the 5 cases where there was a 
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return killing (counting the 6 death case as one case) final 

settlement by the payment of compensation was achieved. Of 

the 7 cases (not counting the 2 infants) where there was no 

return killing there was final settlement by comp~nsation in 

only one case. 

· Deaths from illness or by suicide are compensated in the 

unusual event of someone other than a close kinsperson being 

considered responsible . . There is no compensation for deaths, 

whether by violence, illness, or suicide, where responsibility 

is . attributed to close cognates. However, if a woman is al- · 

leged to have killed her husband by witchcraft, or if a man 

does not give compensation for his wife, close affines may 

kill eac~ other. Such deaths are all repayable and compensa

able in theory, but in the cases recorded only the witchcraft 

deaths have been repaid and compensated. 

Women do not take part in fighting. If a woman is injured 

(but not killed) the injury is only likely to be repaid if 

her close male kin also consider themselves to be injured, 

and even then there is a possibility, exemplified in the 

sequel to case 27 (ch.VII.4.2) that the return injury wi11· 

fall on an already injured woman. 

Women can respond to injury by hanging themselves but in 

most cases they do this only if . the injury is inflicted by 

immediate kin (husband, father, or brother, in the cases re

corded). Only two of the 7 suicides were men and in both 

cases this was a response to the death of their wives, one 

from illness . and one by hanging. 

Of the 10 cases of ghost attack where the ghost was con-
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fidently identified (cases 34-43), 7 of the ghosts were in 

some sense patrilateral (F,cl.FB, two FF,FM,cl.FBD (two 

attacks by one ghost)). The other ghosts were MB (two) and W. 

These a r e the relationships to the person attacked, which in 

most cases is not the person who offended the ghost. The 

relationships of t he ghosts to the people who off ended were 

F (3), M, cl.FB, B,MB,W,H cl. BD (two attacks by one ghost). 

The last two ghosts (three attacks), are female suicides. 

The relationships of the person offended (whether ghost or 

living person) to the offender are F (four), FB,MB,M,W,H cl. 

BD (two attacks). The last two ghosts (three attacks) are 

again the female suicides. In 7 of the 10 cases the person 

attacked was a child of the offender. Six of the 10 attacked 

were young children of the offenders . The remaining four 

attacks were on the offenders themselves. One of these attacks 

was for breaking a taboo , and in such a case the attack 

usually, though not always (see case 46) falls on the offender. 

Six of the 10 attacks were by male ghosts, 3 by ghosts 

of two female suicides, and one by another female ghost. 

It would be pedantic to be continually talking about alleged 

attacks but it must be remembered that the ghosts are pro

jections of and selected by the people, not vice versa. All 

diagnoses of ghos t attacks are retrospective. There is a 

heavy pre ponde r ance of attacks by patrilateral ghosts, espec

ially f athers, and the rest are mo t hers' brothers' and female 

suicides. 

4. FIGHT I NG 

Fightin g is always either s e lf protection or an attempt to 
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repay an alleged injury. My information on fighting is 

scanty. Deaths take place in small raids and ambushes with 

about two to six men in the attack. When a death has occurred 

the news is called from house to house, witn an exhortation 

to come bringing bows and arrows and shields. After some, 

and possibly most killings, numbers of men gathered on the 

two sides, shouting at each other, firing arrows, and 

sheltering behind wooden shields large enough to protect the 

whole body. Riebe refers to this as 'open fighting', and 

among the Kalam fatalities do occur. In the lower Kopon there 

were minor injuries but I have no ·record of a death. Such 

fighting might go on for some days and I do not know how it 

came to an end. There was ceremonial associated with going 

to fight and with making a kill. 

In no case I have heard of was a child killed. 

It seems that the larger scale fighting where men gathered 

with weapons and shields was more a ritual than a fight as 

such. It no doubt served as an expression of anger at injury 

and of solidarity with those injured. It could be compared 

to funerals, where there are accusations and mock attacks, 

which in case 11 above may have erupted into lethal combat . 
. 

Sometimes one or more people at a funeral become angry but 

are restrained when they attempt to attack anyone. Lowman 

(1973:13ffJ points out how more or less ritual fighting among 

the Maring lea ds to decisions about alle giance, and displays 

the relative stre ngth s of the two sides. Larger scale Kopon 

fighting may serve s i milar ends. 

The Kopon do not ally themselves in a fight on the basis 

of any sing l e cons ideration such as locality or kinship. In 
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thi~ respect they are similar to the Kalam, for whom Riebe 

(1974:444-455) gives a detailed account of people's motives 

in joining in or abstaining from various kinds of fighting. 

Some of her statements, especially those about payment and 

compensation, do not apply to the Kopon, but most, including 

the following, do. 

The Kalam fighting process is based on reciprocal 

killings but it is not a classic feuding situation. 

There is no defined group of people that has re

spons ibi li ty to avenge the death of its members. 

Similarly there is no group, the members of which 

share responsibility for any killing perpetrated by 

one of its members. Thus, although Kalam will, in 

some instances, choose a victim for revenge on the most 

tenuous grounds, they also distinguish between the 

brother who took part in a killing and his true brother 

who did not take part, even where the brothers are 

co-residents. (Riebe 1974:444-5). 

In open fights the residence of people is more 

important a factor in mobilizing a fighting group 

than in ambush killi~gs. However, in no sense is 

the fighting group a local group ..•. Nor is it poss

ible to predict which neighbouring households will 

ally together and which will be on opposed sides. 

(Riebe 1974:452). 

5. BIG MEN 

Before comparing lower Kopon with Kalam fighting in detail 

it is instructive to look at lower Kopon 'big men' and compare 

them with Kalam 'big men'. I have no reliable information on 

upper Kopon big men but my impression is that they are more 

like those of the Kalam than those of the lower Kopon. 

The lower Kopon do not have big men with extensive influ-
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ence, such as are found in some Highland societies. All 

adults are big men (b~ majo) and big women (nb majo). 

However, some are treated with more deference than others, 

and it is a question whether some men are big men in a 

different sense from others. Soon after I came to the Kopon 

I asked the Kalam interpreter if there were any big men at 

Yha:l. He expressed surprise that I .didn't know who the big 

man was and told me his name. Upper Kopon interpreters later 

named further big men in the lower Kopon area, but later still 

when I could talk to Yha± Kopon directly the issue became less 

clear. All adults are big men and big women in the sense of 

being fully grown. From early middle age however people become 

big in the sense that more attention is paid to them than to 

younger adults. Some people are shown more deference than 

others, but there are no clearly defined big men who can 

be put in a class of their own. Big men and women are sometimes 

referred to collectively. When I wanted to go to a ceremony 

I was told by a boy of about 17 that I would have to wait till 

the big men had been asked. This seemed to mean the men o.f 

the household that was holding the ceremonial. 

If anyone in the vicinity of Yha± is a big man in a special 

sense it is my nearest neighbour, Lab, the one first named by 

the Kalam interpreter. I will therefore examine his case by 

looking at incidents which in some way set him apart from the 

others. 

In the first place Lab seems to have decided that I could 

come to Yha± and that my house should be built near his. I 

have heard that there was objection to my using the site because 

it had bee n used in the past for parom (ceremonials). One 
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man told me the land was his. I suspect that the real issue 

was who should have me associated with them, and thus have 

.claims on special treatment in trading, and that Lab insured 

that it was himself. He has frequently told· me whom I 

should trade with, and what relative prices I should give or 

charge various people (himself, other locals, and strangers}. 

In cases 18 and 19 above, women who felt themselves neg

lected compared to another wife hanged themselves. One husband 

hanged himself ·in turn. The other one, who did not hang ·himself, 

was Lab. My impression is that the higher a Kopan person's 

status the less likely he is to injure himself, and the more 

likely to injure others , when affec~ed by some tragedy. 

When I had been away for about two months and returned in 

February 1967 I found that a man in early middle age had 

died. He seemed to be a man of some status. Lab confirmed 

this and his own position when he said, "Mhaw3:am is dead. I 

am alone. I cannot bring a lot of food. The carriers 

[people fro~ up valley who . had carried stores down] should 

eat what is here and go home tomorrow." In this case Lab 

.selected . himself and one neighbour when there were many other 

people who could bring food. 

When I returned from hospital after being ripped by a 

wild boar one man said that if I had died he would have demanded 

compensation from those who were with me when I was attacked. 

Another said he would have given up eating salt .(something he 

associated with me as the chief source}. Lab said he would 

have killed someone. 



189. 

Name taboos are often ignored for more distant spouse's 

kin. Lab however says he uses the names of the father's 

brothers of his late st wife, and of the wife of one of his sons. 

Both of the se were fairly closely related before the 

marriages took place but I do not know of quite so much 

liberty being taken in other cases. One man uses the name of 

his wife's brother but these two are first cousins, which 

makes them of the same gen~ration,and more closely related than 

Lab is in the cases where he ignores the taboos. 

At a funeral there was discussion over compensation for 

the death. After some time Lab said the matter should be 

brought to a conclusion, and discussion ceased. I could not 

find out exactly what he said but this is the only time I 

.have seen a discussion curtailed rather than brought to a 

natural conclusion. The man who was giving the compensation 

was Lab's half brother, so that Lab was clearly entitled to 

speak. I have seen him at other compensation discussions 

and he has played an active part only in those where he himself 

was concerned. Some discussions involved quite young men 

(not over 20) but on the whole they spoke with much the same 

confidence and authority as older people, and the youngest 

I have see n taking a major part was the chief spokesman at 

the largest meeting I have s e en (a discussion of compensation 

for a woman given in marriage) where he ·opened the procee~ings 

and gave no qua rter to anyone on the other side, including a 

very free tongue d old woman who was the mother of the young 

man who had married his si s t e r. The compensation offered was 

considered insuf fici e nt and wa s rejected. Lab was present at 
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this discussion but made no public conunent. The same young 

man was a major participant on the opposite side from Lab in 

another compensation discussion and Lab's status had no 

obvious effect on the conduct of the discussion or its out

come. The most that can be said is that older people tend 

to .interrup t more freely than younger. 

In making presentations at ceremonials Lab does not 

obviously stand out. No household kills more than two or 

three pigs, and they are presented quite unostentatiously, 

without speeches or more than a few casual spectators.. Like 

discussions of compensation, pig presentations mainly con-

cern only those taking part, and the active participants 

are likely to number only two to six. The one time I have 

seen the h a nding over of a woman there were some 60 people 

present, but such gatherings were probably much smaller in 

precontact times. There were still only three or four main 

speakers and a small number of others who made occasional 

public comments. 

Lab is a useful informant but people do not question his 

opinions at all freely, ' and he is more inclined than other 

people to state them with some conviction even if he isn't 

sure. More usually in f ormants express any doubts and are 

open to sugge stions from others. People occasionally correct 

Lab after he ha~ gone . 

In spite of his undoubted status Lab's domestic circle is 

une xcepti onal . The a dults who live i n his main household 

are himself, his wife (two previous wives are dead), a widowed 

daughte r, a son who is not long marr i e d, a nd the son's wife. 
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Lab's named kin (622) do not number strikingly more than 

those of the only other middle aged man (584) for whom I have 

an exhaustive genealogy. This other man was a particularly 

good informant so both figures may be higher than average. 

Lab has gardened in more places and with more people than 

the average Yha~ man. My figures for this are based on only 

some half dozen hasty interrogations, but probably the average 

number of different pieces of ground that a middle aged man 

has gardened on is about 30 or less. Lab, in late middle age, 

named 58. Even taking into account that Lab is the most 

thorough and tireless informant I have had1 it can be taken 

that there is a real difference here from the average man. 

Lab is the man with the greatest claim to any special 

posi.tion that I know, but it must be apparent that though he has 

higher status than most of his fellows he has little influence 

on the affairs of anyone outside his own household. I should 

not wish to give the impression by concentrating on Lab that 

he stands alone. There are other men of varying status, some, 

from a little distance away, having about as much as Lab, but 

there are no true 'big men' and no 'rubbish _ men' (a Pidgin 

term for men of no account). I can think of no one even 

worth discussing as a possible candidate for the title 'rub-

bish man'. 

Reference to a further man is instructive. He is the 

only man in the vicinity of Yhai that I know to have had three 

wives at once, the second and third being obtained after 

1. He is the only one who is still ready to keep 
going when I have had enough. 
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european contact. I sat with him once in the middle of a 

large garden while he lamented his inability to plant or 

fence all the ground he had cleared. He was approaching mid-

dle age, and with him were his two wives, and their sister 

who was to become his third. This man was locally born and 

had been perhaps the most active smoker (a maker of 

healing spells) about Yha~ for several years, and had thus 

collected a good deal of compensation. There is no appa

rent reason he would not have been able to gain control over 

the services of a younger or immigrant man if there were any 

precedent for such an arrangement. This there does not 

seem to be. There were no other men (or women) with plots 

in this particular garden, but in any case males are willing 

to help other able bodied males substantially only if there is 

a return of services. 

I have no evidence that Kopon big men have even the limited 

following implied by Riebe (1974:470-1) for some Kalam big 

men:-

the great atomism and individualism of Kalam 

society, means that people are more likely to name 

an immediate associate of theirs as the most 

influential, while ignoring a nearby man, who 

exerts more influence, but whose range of patronage 

they do not wish to acknowledge. Many adults do, 

in fact, remain outside the _influence of any big 

men without themselves attracting any supporters. 

Kalam big men have more influence than Kopon big . men in dis-

cussion:-

The instances where I saw some evidence of individuals 

wielding some influence over a wider group of 

people tha n their own hous ehold were at moots. Big 

men speak f irst on such occasions, and speak more 
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than other people, apart from the litigants 

and the accused (Riebe 1974:471). 

Kalam big men, like Kopon big men, play a part in major cere-

menials little different from that of anyone else {Riebe 1974: 

483-4). Kalam big men however often play a prominent part 

in .arranging and paying for killings:-

it does seem that reputations are made by men 

successfully organising a killing and impressively 

handling the /kabem/ [paym~nt] for it {Riebe 

1974:485). 

Kopon big men do not seem to play such a role in killings. 

Discussion of anarchy and despotism in the New Guinea 

Highlands (Read 1959, Brown 1963, Salisbury 1964, Strathern 

A.J. 1966, Watson 1967) has revolved around big men. Although 

there we~e undoubtedly despots (Salisbury 1964, Watson 1967) 

the powers of most big men were held in check, and overall it 

is the anarchic or democratic nature of Highland societies 

that impresses most. Big men had various degrees and kinds of 

influence, notably in fighting, ceremonial presentations, and 

the discussion and settleme nt of disputes, but generally they 

had no absolute hold over their followers and ha~ to treat them 

well enough to keep their allegiance. The Yha~ Kopan c annot 

really be said to have h ad big men like those of many Highlands 

societies at all. All Kopon are big men or women from middle 

age on. Some certainly have more status than others but I 

have no evidence that they play a special part i .n ceremonials, 

killings, or discussions, or that their households are larger 

than those of others. 1 

1. Men o f high status are probably likely to 
have mo re wives than most 9ther men, though not 
more than two a t a time or three a ltogether . 
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6. COMPARISON OF KOPON AND KALAM FIGHTING 

There are parallels between Kopon and Kalam fighting and 

I make this comparison mainly because it provides strong 

circumstantial evidence .in support of my own case. Riebe 

and I arrived independently at similar conclusions. 

It did not take long staying in the Kaironk Valley to 

get the impression that there was less fighting in the lower 

Kopon than the upper. Nevertheless I was surprised, when 

taking the upper Kopon parts of lower Kopon genealogies, to 

find how many more deaths, proportionately, were killings, 

and especially connected killings of three or more people. 

The. genealogy that contains most upper Kopon names is Lab's, 

and in table thirteen I give the figures from this for upper 

and lower Kopon killings. The figures in table twelve show 

that although there are differences between the upper and 

lower Kopon populations represented on the genealogy, they 

are of a much smaller order than the differences in the numbers 

of killings, and could not reasonably explain them. I drew 

the upper Kopon/lower Kopon dividing line between Yod and 

Wiym (these places appear in figure 5, p~ 348). 

Table 13 shows that the upper Kopon rate of killing 

of people on the genealogy is very close to three times the 

lower Kopon rate. Three of the lower Kopon killings are con

nected with each other and with three others not on the genea

logy, making a total of six connected killings . . These were 

consequent on a man and a married woman going off together, 

and this is the only case where I know of more than two con

nected killings in the lower Kopon. The remaining 10 lower 
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Table 12: Male and female dead and living on 

Lab's genealogy 

lower upper 
Kopon Kopan 

no. % no. % 

male living 152 55 39 54 
' 
male dead 124 45 33 46 

total males 276 100 72 100 

female living 127 . 56 24 50 

female dead 99 44 24 50 

total females 226 100 48 100 

total living 276 55 62 52 

total dead 226 45 58 48 

total male 276 55 72 60 

total female 226 45 48 40 

grand total 502 100 120 100 

Table 13: Upper and lower Kopon killings on Lab's 

genealogy 

males killed 

% of male deaths that are 

killings 

females killed 

% of female deaths that 

are killings 

total killed 

% of total deaths that 

are killings 

lower 
Kopon 

6 

4.8 

7 

7.1 

13 

5.8 

No. of unrelated sets of kill

ings (including single killing~ 9 

No. of unrelated sets o f kill

ings per 100 people , on genea

logy 1. 8 

upper 
Kopon 

5 

15.2 

5 

21. 0 

10 

17 .• 2 

3 

2.5 
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Kopon killings on the genealogy are made up of two lots of 

two connected killings and six killings not related to others 

on the genealogy. The 10 upper Kopon killings are made up 

of connected lots of 2, 3, and 5. As seen in the above figures 

the number of unrelated occasions of fighting is a little 

gre·ater for upper than for lower Kopon. 

The genealogies of immigrant upper Kopon, who may have 

left their home area to escape fighting, could contain the 

names of more people who have been killed than would the 

average upper Kopon genealogy. However Lab, from whom the 

genealogy with these ~illings on it was obtained, is a lower 

Kopon man who stayed in the upper Kopon for a time, so that 

hopefully his genealogy is not subject to this bias. 

The only other ·genealogy with any significant number of 

upper Kopon on it reveals another case of five connected kill

ings. Despite the serious drawbacks of using figures from a 

genealogy, there is a strong suggestion that there is a higher 

rate of killings in the upper than the lower Kopon, and that 

series of connected killings are more common in the upper than 

the lower Kopon. Riebe does not give figures for rates of 

killings among the Kalam but her thesis is written around kill

ings, most of which form sequences . I am going to take it 

that both upper Kopon and Kalam killings are more numerous and 

more likely to be multiple than lower Kopon killings, and 

attempt to account for these differences. 

The chief similarities and differences between Kalam and 

lower Kopon killings are:-

1. In both cases an alleged killing by witches is fre-
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quently given as the reason for an initial killing. The Kalam 

may initially kill either the witch or a person alleged to 

have hired the witch. The Kopon kill only alleged witches, 

who are always females. Both the Kopon and the Kalam how-

e~er show skepticism about whether victims are in fact witches, 

and will give anger and grief at deaths, or other personal 

or political considerations, as the real reasons for killing. 

Riebe (1974:529) says:-

It is not that the thought of witchcraft having 

been performed makes people angry, but rather it 

is that their anger, which arises independently, 

leads to witchcraft accusations, because this 

anger is most effectively expressed in this way. 

In cooler moments people express varying degrees 

of doubt. 1 

2. It seems the Kopon had witch beliefs before the Kaironk 

Kalam (Riebe 1974:540 footnote), who obtained them from the 

Cdoq Kalam (Riebe 1974:540-543). The Kopon accuse and kill 

women as witches but the payback killing is often a man. The 

Kalam accuse and kill men, with women rarely being the victims 

in fights. 

3. Payment is very important in the Kalam killing of 

witches. Among the upper Kopon boraering the Kalam there are 

some pay exchanges (Riebe 1974:540, footnote) but I have no 

evidence that there are payments among the lower Kopon. 

4. Whereas payment for killing and compensa~ion for in

juries received while helping allies are important to the 

1. Riebe (197 4:530) also quotes an old Kalam man who 
spoke to Gusinde saying, "There are no witches, 
My spirit will leave my body, when the time comes. 
It will be soon. Then I will die." 
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Kalam but not the Kopon, the reverse is true of final compen-

sation between people on opposite sides of the fight. With 

the Yhai Kopon there is usually only a death from illness, 

the killing of an alleged witch, and, sometimes neglected, 

a payback killing. I know of no case of further killings where 

witchcraft was the issue. Some time after the killing both 

sides may be compensated and normal relations can be resumed. 

If I read Riebe (1974:462-3) correctly she has not found a 

single case among the Kalam of final compensation being 

properly concluded. She says (1974:463-4): 

I think what this lack of fully negotiated com

pensation payments indicates, is the fluidity 

of Kalam support groups. By the time a peace

ful exchange is possible, the people who were 

brought together in alliance on each side of 

the fight, are physically and socially dispersed. 

Moreover, they are realigned piecemeal with 

people who had been on the opposing side. The 

new network of ties blurs the boundary that 

momentarily existed in the old network, so no 

payment ·across this boundary, bridging it, is 

possible. 

Kopon alliances are also fluid, but compensation payments for· 

killings, as for marriqge, concern a smaller circle of kin, 

and are possible so long as close kin of the victims are alive. 

Furthermore, lower Kopon individuals do not themselves have to 

share in the compensation before they will refrain from further 

payback killing. Provide d compe nsation has been · paid and they 

have 'seen it with their eyes', that is enough. With the lower 

Kopon, then, smaller numbers of people are likely to be in-

• I 
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jured, and a smaller circle of kin is concerned about each 

. . 1 
l.nJury. 

5. Kalam big men ga in status by arranging and paying for 

killings. Rie be (1974:5 3 8) quotes a man as saying: 

Some men h a ve axes and some don't, some men have 

Greensnail shell and some don't, some men have 

ropes of Dog-whelks and some do~'t. But one man, 

one big ma n has lots of Greensnail shells and he 

says: "You go and kill this man and I will pay you". 

We little men we want to buy a wife, so we go and 

kill and ge t his shell and then we buy a woman. 

That is the cause of it all, we go and kill and 

quickly come back. We say we have killed a witch." 

The Kopan do not have big men with a special interest in arrang-

ing killings. Although Kopon victims of killings are chosen 

on the basis of suspicious behaviour and grudges, alliances 

involve only a small number of close kin. Lower Kopon lack 

the complicated alliances and political calculations that 

are a feature of many Kalam killings. 2 

6. Not only are more people involved in Kalam than in 

lower Kopan killings but also more people are involved in the 

consequent avoida nces. This is reflected in the fact that 

Riebe (1974:73-4) heard of five cases of sickness caused by 

contact betwee n those who should avoid each other. Yhai 

Kopan describe the illne ss but I heard of no actual cases 

1. For details of Ka l a m payment a nd compens~tion 
see Riebe 197 4 : 458 -464, 478 - 480. 

2. For details o f Ka l a m statements about reasons 
for k i l lings see Rie be 1974 1 ch.12. 
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among them even though illness and its causes were main topics 

of my enquiry. 

It is apparent that in the above comparisons information 

on the upper Kopon is deficient. They seem to have a mixture 

of the features which characterise Kalam and lower Kopon 

fighting, with a p redominance of the former. 

The important differences between Kalam and lower Kopon 

fighting are in compensation and payment, the part played by 

big men, and the number of people involved, these things being 

· related. In the lower Kopon, lacking proper big men, or to 

put it another way, lacking anyone trying to achieve or main

tain status by playing an entrepreneur of death, people do 

their own killings, and only a small circle of kin become in

volved on each side. This makes settlement less complicated, 

since there are fewer injuries and killings, and fewer people 

to satisfy for the injuries and killings that occur. The 

Kalam have incipient politicians, generals, and hired killers. 

Among the lower Kopon a small number of virtual coequals act 

on their common behalf. No compensation is required from 

allies when fighting one's own fight. When there has been a 

killing on each side, or occasionally after only one killing, 

it is relatively simple to arrange compensation satisfactory 

to all concerned. 

The outstanding thing about witchcraft is that it is an 

idiom or rationalisation. The Kalam and the Kopon have a con

siderable awareness of this themselves. Although the Kcipon 

have a longstanding belief in witches this does not of itself 

result in the same fighting pattern as the Kalam have. The 
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Kaironk Kalam knew of witch beliefs among the Kopon before 

they adopted their own witch beliefs from Cdoq Kalam. Witch 

beliefs could have been adopted at any time but it seems the 

Kalam waited till circumstances made witch beliefs a conven-

ient rationalisation for killing. 

The above expJ anation for the difference between Kalam 

and lower Kopon fighting is plausible at a certain level but 

it makes no sugge stion as to why Kopon and Kalam should have 

different patterns of payment, compensation, and alliance . 

. While this could conceivably be an accident_ of history, there 

is a possible explanation in terms of current circumstances. 

My estimate of population densities per square mile is 42 

for the lower Kopon , 102 for the upper Kopan, and 107 for 

the Kaironk Valley Kalam. While I do not have figures for 

Kalam and upper Kopon mortality rates it seems likely from 

the higher population densities and by analogy with the Maring 

that they are not as high as those of the lower Kopon. The 

lower Kopon are struggling simply to maintain the population 

they have. Nature, in a sense, does their fighting for them. 

They h ave more sense (unconscious though it may be) than to 

a~d nature by slaughtering each othe r at a great rate. Of 

course, there have been a lot of ki'llings among the lower 

Kopon. What I am trying to explain is not an absence of 

killings but differences between the lower Kopon and their 

more populous neighbours. The population density of the lower 

Kqpon is not particularly low, but it is lower than that of the 

1 
Kal am a nd upper Kopon. 

1. For a statement of the connections between pig 
and human popul ations and warfare among the 
Maring see Rappaport 1 9G 7b:l6 2-4 . It is doubtful 
that pig populations are an important factor in 
Kopon fighting . 
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Riebe (1974,ch.14) has produced much the same explanation 

for Kalam fighting, the comparison in this case being between 

the Kalam about 1850 and the Kalam of the 1940s and 1950s. 

From the mid-19th to the mid-20th century the Kalam population 

grew considerably, fighting increased, and witch beliefs came 

to be used to justify killings. Although Riebe does not 

say so explicitly, it seems likely that Kalam 'big men' came 

into existence, or at least became more prominent, over this 

same period. Their position recently has been most evident in 

the part they play in organising fighting and in moots. Moots 

are recent, and fighting was probably considerably less import-

ant 100 years ago. The population increase, Riebe argues, was 

the vital change, from which the others followed . 1 It brought 

people into closer contact than they could cope with, and 

fighting, with witchcraft as a rationalisation, was used to 

break ties with some people while maintaining ties with others, 

thus reducing contact to a manageable level. An increase in 

population density is thus seen as the cause of an increase in 

the amount of fighting. 

1. Riebe phrases this argument in terms of social 
scale, "a change in the number of people inter
acting and the closeness of their interaction" 
(Riebe 1974:5 49-50, quoting Barth). " ... societies 

must either undergo a radical reordering or 
suffer ma jor stress when they attempt to cope 
with larger aggregates of people" (Riebe 1974: 
550, quoting Colson on Barth). "The form 
killing t akes among the Kalam, and the restric
tions that follow on a killing, serve to limit 
the interaction between people" (Riebe 1974: 
551). "The payment ceremony after a kiliing 
gives social approval to tha t killing, and ... 
Kal am are not prepared to kill without being 
paid" (Ri ebe 1974:552). "Because Kalam are 
not prepared to kill without being socially 
sanctioned to do so, witchcraft is a distancing 
mechanism in that it increases the number of 
socially sanctioned homicides~ (Riebe 1974: 
552) . 
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Riebe sees payment as a factor that tends to control the 

number of killings, whereas I have suggested that lack of 

payment is one of the factors that explains why there are 

fewer killings among the lower Kopon than the Kalam. These 

statements do not necessarily conflict. Given the higher 

population density of the Kalam, the emergence of big men, 

and the appearance of relatively complex alliances, 

payments could tend to limit killings. Introduced in the lower 

Kopon situation, where there is not the necessity for com-

plicated transactions before a killing, payment could well 

lead to more killings, with little other motive, or restriction, 

than the payment available. Lower Kopon killings are also 

socially sanctioned, in the sense that they are carried out 

not by individuals but by small groups of men. The difference 

is that the circle that has to be convinced prior to a killing 

is smaller than for the Kalam. 

It seems that up to the middle of the 19th century there 

was comparatively little fighting among the Kaironk Valley 

Kalam. 1 

At this time the Kalam ranged over wide areas. As one 

of Riebe's informants puts it: 

"Before we moved over a wide area and some of our 

ancestors gardened in the Cdoq, in the Kaironk 

Valley, and over on the ~side as well, during 

one lifetime. Now we move over smaller areas but 

we see more people." (Riebe 1974:545) 

1. According to one informa nt the first fight (Riebe 
1974:54 3) occurred when KCK'S grandfather, born 
about 1840 (Ri ebe 1974:541) was a young man. 
Other informants however (Bulmer , p.c.) recount 
other fights about this time. 
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The · lower Kopon at the time of contact had a population den

sity apparently intermediate between that of mid-19th century 

and present day Kalam, relatively stable settlement {long 

distance moves by men are limited to down valley migration), 

fighting on a scale somewhat smaller than among the Kalam, 

and comparatively_ limited avoidances after fighting. The 

lower Kopon at the time of contact seem to have been something 

like half way through the set of changes postulated by Riebe 

for the Kalam from the mid-19th to the mid-20th centuries. 

It would be interesting to know whether patterns of 

leadership and fighting elsewhere have altered in similar 

ways with increases in population. Riebe and I have illus

trated two ways in which such a possibility could be examined, 

but there seems to be little comparable material available. 

Most fieldworkers have not gone into the history and traditions 

of fighting with the thoroughness that Riebe has, and most 

fieldworkers have not had neighbours inviting comparison in 

the way that the upper Kopon and Kalam do with the lower Kopon. 

Nevertheless, if the Kalam/Kopon pattern is a more general 

one, this should become apparent as more studies of people on 

the fringes of the Highlands appear. 

7. DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this discussion, after some preliminary 

comments, is to consider what are the main factors that keep 

Kopon social life running as smoothly as it does . in most other 

Papua New Guinea societies, in view of the fact that specific 

controls and leadership are even less evident than elsewhere. 

I will consider the parts played by supernatural sanctions, 

taboo, self regulation, positive and negative sanctions, and 
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self help. 

The Kopon have standards of acceptable behaviour but it 

is doubtful that these standards embody ideas of good and 

evil or moral and immoral. At any rate people are more con

cerned to pursue their own interests than to ensure equal 

treatment for all. The standards give people common ground 

on which to negotiate rather than a common interest in 

justice. People ally themselves on the basis of kinship and 

other personal considerations, not on the basis of opinions 

about rights and wrongs. They do not automatically comply 

with standards when it is not in their own interests to do so; 

they have to be pushed. There are terms for 'good' and 'bad' 

but these apply to objects and appearances rather than actions 

and are probably morally neutral. Occasionally 'bad' is used 

of people in the sense of ill favoured or being badly affect

ed with scaling skin (caused by a fungus). One man said 

that as a boy he killed his infant sister because she was 

'bad' and made too much noise. This could hardly mean that 

she was morally bad. When people are pressed as to why they 

do or do not do certain things they never say that it is 

good or bad to do such things, but rather that that is the way 

people have done it in the past. The Kopon are little con

cerned about the keeping of standards in general. They are 

concerned rather that people they are dealing with don't give 

them less than their due. People are interested in the affairs 

of others but I have not got the impression that they are 

morally incensed at actions that don't affect them directly. 

Reports given to me of disputes do not include comment on the 
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rights and wrongs of the case even when I ask for it. Actions 

are explained by saying that the person who did them was 

angry, grief stricken, or 'unperceiving', but not 'bad'. 

Things I might have expected to give rise to strong moral 

judgements, such as a boy attacking and all but killing his 

'mother' (sequel to case 27, ch.VII.4.2) are regarded as 

weird, mysterious, terrible, and exciting, rather than 

morally outrageous. The boy who did this was accepted back 

into the community after three months in jail without obvious 

stigma (this does not of course prove that his action was not 

regarded as immoral), though he did later become 'unperceiv-

ing' when his 'mother' died, apparently to avoid the shame he 

would have to face by going to her funeral. 1 

Individuals are responsible for their own actions in the 

sense that they are ordinarily regarded as having full aware-

ness of what they are doing and are liable to take the con-

sequences. However, others related to them are also liable 

to take the consequences. This may imply collective injura-

bility rather than collective responsibilit~ The fundamental 

principle of social regulation among the Kopon is one of equiv-

alence. In something approaching half of the cases where a 

return injury was made, this fell on a close kinsperson rather 

than on the offender. I do not give figures for this as the 

extent of individual culpability is often difficult to decide. 

In the case of injuries (illnesses) attributed to ghosts, more 

than half fall on someone other than the offender. Since an 

1. Kopon attitudes to standards of conduct are 
broadly similar to those of the Gahuku-Gama 
described by Read (1955). 
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injury to a close kinsperson is also an injury to oneself t h ; 

offender is in effect repaid. Collective injurability 

relates to the absence of compensation between close kin. 

It would be like compensating oneself. This also means that 

it · is impossible for injuries to close kin to be expiated, 

so ·to speak, by making compensation. It is also to be noted 

that people sometimes do repay an injury by injuring close 

kin, even though this may look like cutting off the nose to 

spite the face. 

Although a return injury is usually aimed at the offender 

or a close kinsperson, sometimes it seems almost irrelevant 

who is injured in return. Death from illness is an injury to 

surviving kin, and a witch may be blamed. It is doubtful 

that even those who kill a witch are really convinced that 

that person is a witch. Certainly onlookers are noncommital 

or skeptical, and the kin of anyone killed deny that that person 

was a witch. The attitude "I have been injured and someone 

is going to suffer" was expressed in an extreme form by Lab 

who said that if I had died when attacked by a wild boar he 

would have killed someone, without implying that that someone 

would have been responsible for my death. 

7.1 Supernatural beings and social control 

It is debatable whether supernatural beings act in order 

to maintain standards of conduct or simply out of self inter

est. It is als o doubtful whether their supposed. actions 

affe ct the behaviour o f people. Materi a l relevant to these 

two questions will be presented as a whole. 

The main be ings conce rne d a r e witches, ghosts, and wild-
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ghosts. People do not approve of the activities of witches, 

but they may still have some effect on the way living 

people behave. Witchcraft accusations are usually directed 

either at a wife or at people related somewhat distantly. 

It is possible that people are constrained to treat each 

other carefully in order to avoid attacks by witches or 

accusations of using witchcraft. 

I use the term wildghost for ghost like beings which 

have various functions, and will be described in the next 

· Chapter. Some wildghosts help to make gardens and pigs 

thrive, and bring illness to people who don't care properly 

for their gardens and pigs. Other wildghosts are associated 

with big men and big women, and when such people become 

angry the wildghosts may cause minor illnesses in those who 

have offended. This could act as a sanction against offending 

big men and women (here meaning all people from middle age on), 

but people say rather that it makes big men and women careful 

about getting angry in case the person they are angry with 

becomes ill. 

Most ghost attacks are on close kin. Possibly fear of 

attacks encourages people to be careful how they treat each 

other. Ghosts mostly attack within a kinship range where 

people would be unlikely to physically attack each other or 

to demand compensation, so that in this area there could be 

a need for supernatural sanctions. A.M. Strathe~n (1968: 

5~4) makes a similar point in discussing Melpa ghosts. Unlike 

R. Bulmer (1965:140) among the Kyaka, I have not heard of 

people threa t e ning that after they die they will attack some-
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one who has offended them. No~with one or two doubtful 

exceptions, have I heard of anyone being blamed because their 

behaviour occasioned a ghost attack. A ghost more commonly 

attacks the child of an offender than the offender but I 

could not say whether this makes people any more or less 

likely to be caretul of their behaviour so as to avoid attacks. 

The term for an attack is'being makes compensation' and an 

attack is certainly a putative means by which a ghost repays 

an injury, but it seems to me that people take far more account 

. of what response the living are going to make to their actions 

than the dead. Ghosts may reinforce values by making an 

attack when they are transgressed, but it is the values people 

have that decide what is going to cause ghost attacks. Failure 

to sacrifice to ghosts aside, Melpa (Strathern, A.J. 1968:548) 

and Kopon ghosts cause sickness for similar offences, but Melpa 

ghosts commonly send sickness to the injured person rather 

than the offender. This arouses sympathy, leads to the ex-

posure of t~e grievance, which is hopefully settled, and the 

ill person recovers. In this case the putative ghost attack 

does hav~ some effect on the affairs of the living (Strathern 

A.M. 1968:554, 557-8). 1 Melpa ghosts are motivated by self 

interest rather than concern for the standards themselves: 

"The ghosts are concerned with the way the individual fares, 

regardless of his behaviour towards others; they are partial 

in the support of their descendants " (Strathern, A.M. 1968: 

559). 

1. There is a parallel between Kopan shame and 
occasional suicide by an injured person on the 
one hand, and Melpa sickness and occasional 
death suppos ed to follow ghost attacks on in
jured people on the other. 
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Mae Enga ghosts are regarded as malevolent and the 

cause of most misfortunes (Meggitt 1965b:lll, 120): 

"Above all, ghosts are not concerned to reward the good or 

to punish only the wicked." 

Kalam ghosts, as with the ghosts mentioned above, are 

likely to make people ill in connection with quarrels between 

close kin. Again fathers' ghosts are particularly dangerous 

(R. Bulmer,p.c.), and it is generally close kin that are 

attacked. Gururumba ghosts (Newman 1964:258) "are not moral 

agents", 

It seems that Ko~on ghosts, like the other ghosts 

mentioned, are motivated by self interest rather than by an 

impartial interest in standards of behaviour. Since the Kopon 

seem themselves to be largely motivated by self interest it 

is hardly surprising if their supernatural beings, which I 

take to be projections of the people themselves, are similarly 

motivated. 

While I have questioned the idea that the supposed actions 

of ghosts have much effect on the actions of the living, some 

writers feel that ghosts in Highlands societies do affect conduct 

Lawrence and Meggitt (1965:16, see alsol965:14) say: 

In some cases, although by no means all, religion 

makes an even greater contr~bution to the stability 

o f the social order by explicitly formulating or 

upholding the moral norms on which it rests. The 

pattern is clearest in the Highlands. 

This statement contrasts with Meggitt's statement about Mae 

Enga ghosts quoted above that "ghosts are not concerned to re-

ward the good or to punish only the wicked". Langness (1965: 
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263) thinks Bena belief about ghosts "tends to insure that 

old people are well cared for". Bulmer (p.c.) is uncertain 

whether belief in ghosts has much effect on Kalam conformity 

to standards of behaviour. Writing on the Kyaka,R. Bulmer 

(1965:140) captures the problematic state of the question when 

he sayst 

In short, ghosts do not necessarily behave more 

morally than the living, being subject to the same 

kinds of personal motives, and are in no sense the 

originators of Kyaka morality. At the same time 

they are the guardians of a very important part of 

this morality •.. 

It is significant that Kopan witches attack husbands or 

distant kin (fighting is usually between distant cognates or 

close affines) and ghosts attack close cognates (where fight-

ing is unusual). However, the significance probably lies in 

the rationalisation for fighting or its avoidance rather than 

in sanctions against offences. It is notable that Berndt 

(1972:1061-4J in discussing social control in the Highlands 

does not find it necessary to consider witches or ghosts, 

though he· does mention sorcery. While most writers concen

trate on the relationships between ghosts and the moral behav

iour of people, Glasse (1965:47-49) looks at the influence of 

all supernaturals and sees them as exerting significant in-

f luence on the way people behave. 

7.2 Taboos 

It might be expected that in an anarchic society such as 

the Kopon where there are many taboos these would be important 

in social control, but this is not the case. There are 
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stringent taboos between the close kin of anyone killed on 

the one hand and the killers and their close kin on the other. 

These taboos may help to keep people apart until compensation 

is given, and normal relations can be resumed. However, such 

people avoid each other completely (unless fighting) which 

is ~ore than the taboos demand. Furthermore, people with 

less serious quarrels but no taboos tend to avoid each other 

and to be kept apart, so it is not clear that the taboos make 

much difference in this respect. 

People are believed to become ill when various taboos 

are broken but such illness is not a sanction for any behaviour 

other than keeping the taboos. People also have to be careful 

not to do things when this would endanger others to whom these 

things are taboo, but again this does not affect any behaviour 

other than that connected with the taboos. 

7.3 Self regulation, positive and negative sanctions, 

and self help 

Possibly because of the paucity of formal controls, self 

regulation has been mentioned by various writers on the New 

Guinea Highlands (Read 1959:425, Berndt 1972:1063, Langness 

1973:153, Lawrence 1971:18). Read and Lawrence refer to Nadel's 

"Social Control and Self-Regulation" (Nadel 1953). Nadel sees 

two of the kinds of controls in society as specific controls 

and self regulation. Self reguiation is not a concern of 

specific institutions or even "genuine sanctions". "The 

culprits merely suffer failures which, in a society so-and-so 

constituted, cannot be avoided once the rules are broken" 

{Nadel 1953:270). Nadel further says (1953:266), "it can be 

shown that in primitive societies the specific controls, far 
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from being indispensable in safeguarding important activi-

ties, tend to be weakest in their case". 

If Nadel is correct, self regulation should be developed 

to a high degree among the Kopon. This is questionable. Even 

what have commonly been called positive and negative sanctions 1 

are of less importance in Kopon society than in many others. 

Those who offend others are likely to lose support, to be 

attacked verbally, and in the last resort to be attacked 

physically. But since no one has monopolistic control, threats 

or offers connected with resources are relatively ineffective. 

Even shame is not primarily a sanction against failure to 

fulfil obligations. Rather it afflicts those who are defeated 

or roundly abused in some conflict, or otherwise badly ill 

treated (see cases 18-20, 22-24). Shame may however react 

back on other parties to a dispute, and in one case a man's 

suicide followed that of his wife. 

To help. in assessing the importance of self regulation 

among the Kopon I want to make a distinction between what 

might be called statements and what might be called transactions. 

I do not think there is a dividing line between the two, but 

rather a continuum between two extremes. At the 'statement' 

extreme are such things as speaking the Kopon language, and 

wearing the clothes appropriate to a Kopon of one sex or the 

other. At the 'transaction' extreme is any simple transaction 

such as the exchange of compensation. For behaviour which is 

primarily a statement, self regulation may be important. I do 

not know what would happen to a Kopon who appeared in the dress 

of the opposite sex. Probably he or she would be considered 

1. See, e.g., Radcliffe-Brown 1934:531, Piddington 
1950 (I) :325. 
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to be 'unperceiving'. Transvestism however is not a recognised 

deviation, and so far as I know it does not occur. 

Taboos are important statements in Kopon society and 

many of them lack specific supernatural sanctions. Perhaps 

self regulation ensures that on the whole they are observed. 

Kopon rituals are . also extremely important statements, and 

people play their parts more or less without deviation from 

the expected pattern. Again, it is hard to imagine what would 

happen if they did not. Perhaps it is what Nadel calls self 

- regulation which ensures that all these statements are made 

in the expected way. Possibly a person who repudiated an 

established spouse would be at a serious disadvantage, but this 

is not obvious. The only complete separations I have heard 

of were associated with very serious disagreements, and so far 

as I know the parties who separated carried on an ordinary 

life. 

Transactions are another matter. This is the area where 

people have something obvious to gain by deviating, and where 

most Kopon conflicts occur. People who don't give the expected 

help in gardening or pig keeping, or who allow gardens to be 

damaged or pigs to be injured, do not thereby find themselves 

automatically handicapped in other areas of life. Rather 

they are subjected to complaint and abuse from those with whom 

they spend their daily lives. Even in the extreme case of a 

woman who gave up gardening altogether the final . result was 

(case 33) that she was not given a proper funeral, not, as 

in a case quoted by Nadel (1953:270) because such a funeral 

was no longer possible, but because people did not have suffi-
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cient regard for her to bother. A woman (case 8) who 

repeatedly stole food did not find herself automatically 

caught up in an "instrumental nexus" of multiple failures. 

Rather, when she was killed, her kin simply did not have 

sufficient regard for her to repay her death. If a man and 

a woman elope and her kin are opposed to the marriage, self 

regulation does not make the match a · failure. Her kin simply 

send for her, and if she does not come back they go and get 

her. If the couple outwit their pursuers and generally weather 

the storm for a time, the match survives, and succeeds like 

any other. Men who fail to give compensation for their wives 

are not overtaken by an "instrumental nexus" but they may be 

overtaken by an axe in the back of the head, or something 

equally nasty. This is borne out by cases 10-12 where failure 

to give compensation seems to have been an important issue. 

Reay says (1962:459) that Kuma men, 

admit freely, without being prompted, that they would 

act "like wild pigs" if they did not have to live 

together. By "acting like wild pigs" they mean 

snatching women to whom they have no right, helping 

themselves to each other's food and possessions, 

and generally grabbing everything they want and have 

no claim to beyond the pre-emption of physical 

violence. 

This is an extreme statement but I believe much the same applies 

to the Kopon. Similar ideas are expressed by the Gururumba 

(Newman 1964a:l4). The important factors in social control 

in these cases seem to be self interest and self help rather 

than self regulation as described by Nadel. The fundamental 

principle of regulation among the Kopon is one of equivalence; 
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a life for a life, and the equivalent in compensation for any 

injury including death, with a preference for both injury 

and compensation being two way affairs. 1 If people don't stand 

together with their close kin and allies and demand equivalence 

they won't get it. If they do there is a good chance that 

they will. 

8. SUMMARY 

Disputes at Yha~ begin between more or less coequal 

individuals, though there are important differences according 

to age and sex. If disputes are not settled by discussion and· 

compensation, fighting may occur. Considerable numbers of men 

take part when there has been a serious injury or death, but 

the deaths resulting from this large scale fighting are few 

or none. Deaths come in a sudden flareup or ambush, with few 

people being involved. Discussion and compensation are poss-

ible at any stage but there is a strong tendency for injuries 

to be equalised first. 

Among the Kalam and upper Kopon fighting is more common 

than at Yhal and sequences of connected killings of more than 

two people are also more cowmon. On the basis of Riebe's 

Kalam material I suggest that this is because Kalam and 

upper Kopon fighting involves more complex alliances, fostered 

by big men, who organise and pay for killings, in a system 

which makes final settlement of killings by mutual compensation 

between opposing sides virtually impossible. It is further 

1. The importanqe of equivalence in Hi~hlands 
societies has been widely recognised. For 
an account of equivalence in one society see 
Burridge (1960:81-5, 105-12, 1971:99-102). 
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suggested that the higher population density up valley is 

the factor which underlies the differences between Kalam and 

upper Kopon fighting on the one hand and Yha:t Kopon 

fighting on the other. Riebe has made a similar comparison 

between the mid-19th and mid-20th century Kalam. Fighting 

has been largely ~uppressed by the administration, and it will 

not be possible to see what happens to lower Kopon fighting 

should the population rise and true big men appear. 

In attempting to identify the main bases of social con-

- trol among the Yha:t Kopon I consider sanctions attributed to 

supernatural beings, sanctions associated with taboos, self 

regulation as described by Nadel, positive and negative 

sanctions, and self help. Sanctions and self help seem to 

be much the most important in cases of conflict. 1 

1. It may be s een by pe r usal of La ngness 1973: 
151-4 and Ri e be 1974:75 that Kopon patterns 
of social control and political alliance 

.are similar i n many wa ys to those of the · 
Highland s generally and very close to those 
of the Kalam in particular. 
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CHAPTER VI I 

THE SUPERNATURAL, ILLNESS, AND DEATH 

So God created man in his own image, 

in the image of God created he him; 

male and female created he them.
1 

Kopon supernatural beings are in many ways like people. 

E h k . d h 't b t ' ' (b~) or 'woman' ac 1~ as 1 s own name, u . man = 

may be added after any of these names. The term 'man' may 

be used to cover both males and females. My occasional use 

o f 'man' as a translation label draws attention to the fact 

that the Kopon see humans and the various supernatural beings 

as being in some sense in the same class. They all look 

much the same, and people can be quite unsure, in some con-

texts, what kind of 'man' they have seen. When a boy who had 

seen a 'man' at night was asked, "What kind of man was it?", 

he replied, ·"Was it a witch man? Was it a ghost man? I don't 

know what kind of man it was" . 

In the previous chapter the part believed to be played 

by supernaturals in Kopon social life was discussed. This 

chapter deals specifically with the various kinds of super-

naturals and their connection with illness and death. I des-

cribe the treatment of illness by humans alone and in association 

with supernaturals, and give figures for putative causes of 

deaths. In relating this chapter to the report as a whole I 

point out that most d eaths are attribute d to ghosts, and do 

not, in Kopon belief, require to be avenge d. Thus natural 

deaths do not ·usually lead to repa yme nt killings. 

1. The Bible , Aut horise d Ve r s ion, Ge nesis 1:27. 
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Kopon nouns do not have different forms for singular 

and plural and it is on the whole irrelevant whether one or 

more supernaturals are involved in any particular incident. 

My choice of singular or plural in English is not usually 

. . f. 1 s1gn1 icant. 

1. ORDINARY MEN AND WOMEN 

The terms b~ (man) and nb (woman) are used constantly, 

without qualification, of ordinary men and women. The ex-

pression 'true man' (b~ yol) distinguishes ordinary men from 

other kinds of 'men' such as goblins (kjay), thunder men 

(rmw b~), and white men (b~ rwd). ---

A person has a body (~),thoughts (gas), and a soul 

(ana). A person who is ill {wm-) becomes a 'corpse' (wyp). 

The Kopon view of the person will be examined in these five 

terms. 

1.1 Body 

The word me has two main uses. It signifies the body or 

main substance of things, such as the tuber part of taros and 

yarns as opposed to the leaves, and it also means 'true' or 

'truly'. A person who is accused of saying something false 

will say 'I spea k truly' {me pakwyn). A very common form 

of address is b~ me, which I take to mean 'true man'. In other 

contexts however the term me applied to a person means 'body'. 

It may be used of the whole body, or of the bulk of it as 

1. Singular a nd p l ural are r eadily indica t e d by 
verbs , and s ingu la r verbs are most o f ten 
used when referring to supernatura l s , exc e pt 
occasionally for witches. When I e nquire 
speci fica lly wh e t her one or more superna turals 
a r e c oncer ned i n any p a rticula r il lness people 
s ay t hey d o n o t know, a nd seem to r egard the 
question a s un i mport ant. 
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opposed to parts. If a person comes with a sore foot and I 

ask 'Are you yourself well?', he may reply 'there is a sore 

on my foot, my body is well' (yamo wos lop~ mdop). 

1.2 Thought 

The term gas might be translated 'thought' or 'mind'. 

A person who is considering something will say 'I am perceiv

ing my thoughts' (gas nqabyn) . A person in two minds about 

something may say 'I am perceiving two thoughts' (gas mhop 

nqabyn). Gas mdop means ' .his thoughts are well', 'he is be

having normally'. A normal state of mind is also expressed 

as 'he is perceiving his thoughts' (gas nqodop). An abnormal 

state of mind is expressed as haw~ alop. This term covers 

conditions which in English might be described as deaf, dumb, 

confused, disorientated, and the like. The essential thing is 

that perception with one or more of the senses is failing. 

The Kopon senses include a sense of thought, that is, a per

ception of one's own thoughts. I will refer to the condition 

of failure of perception as 'imperception'. 'Imperception' may 

be partial or complete, temporary or permanent. People who 

are deaf and dumb may still perceive their thoughts, 

and thus be in a norma l state of mind. 1Imperception1 of some 

degree is common in Kopon who are ill, and is the predominant 

manifestation of abnormal possession by certain beings. 

1.3 Soul 

The word ana rpughly covers three English words, shadow, 

reflection, and soul. For the Kopon, so far as I can tell, 

shadows and r ef l ections of people are manifestations of the 

soul. This doe s not mean that the connection of a shadow with 
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the sun or of a reflection with water is unrecognised. One 

man said "the sun casts shadows" (sdo ana lop). Another said 

"When the sun shines the soul appears openly; when the sun 

is not shining the soul stays hidden" (Sdo lop, ana wayo lop; 

sdo lakop, ana hyr godop). Reflections are 'water soul' . 

<.fut ana). People do not know where the soul is when it is not 

evident as a reflection or a shadow. When I asked if it was 

inside the body, the reaction to a man who said yes was sur

prise and incredulity. I think this was because no one knows 

where it is, rather than because it could not be inside. The 

answer to most questions about the nature or whereabouts of 

the soul, other than as a shadow or reflection, is 'I have 

not perceived'. 

The soul, at least some of the time, is not a formless 

spirit, but is like a person, as can be seen in the water in 

reflections. In a sense it is more than just part of a person, 

it is their double. 

All animals, birds, insects, trees, stones, and other 

objects of sufficient size to cast a shadow or make a reflec

tion have a soul. When something which has a soul moves the 

soul 'goes before' (nod armdop), an expression which suggests 

that the soul itself is actively going ahead. People will 

say of a soul in water or a mirror 'the soul is looking' 

(ana nqodop). When man or any other creature dies the soul 

departs unseen. 

The only soul of any importance is that of man. In sleep, 

"The soul separates, goes away, and sees dreams" (~ ~ 9:_ do 

~ arn gab, whon nqn gab). It can be lost if someone is 

-------------- --- --
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wakened suddenly from sleep, though I am not clear whether 

this is because it doe s not have time to get back before they 

waken or because it is, so to speak, frightened away. The 

soul can also be lost when someone is hit on the head, as by 

a falling tree, or it may be taken by a goblin. If it is 

not recovered death will result. 

Each person has only one soul. When I took two mirrors 

and showed a man that he had two reflections everyone laughed 

but maintaine d that he had only one soul. 

I have discussed here only the soul during life. The 

soul after death, the 'corpse soul' or ghost, will be con

sidered below. 

The Kalam (R. Bulmer p.c.) have two terms for the soul 

or spirit of living people, kawnan, which is also the term 

for shadow or reflection, and noman, which is said normally 

to be located in the heart, but to leave the body in sleep, 

in certain serious sicknesses, and at death. For the Kopon 

I have discovered only one term. 

1.4 Corpse (~) 

The term ~ has three meanings apart from its use in 

compound terms which will be discussed later. 

i) A~ or 'corpse' is a person who is ill or dead. 

Ill or dead pe ople are not usually spoken of as men and women 

but as 'corpse'. Some one who brings news of a sick person 

will usually say 'a corpse is ill', not 'a man is ill'. If 

someone has died the announce me nt is 'a corpse has died' , 

rather than 'a ma n h a s died'. When someone is wounded by an 
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ar~ow they become a 'corpse'. After death the 'corpse body' 
, 

(~me) rots away but the 'corpse soul (~ ana) lives on 

as a ghost. The bones of a dead person are 'corpse bones' 

(wyp le). A funeral is wyp x.!_, which might be translated 

'corpse base'. Sununing up, 'corpse' refers to an ill or dead 

person, replacing the terms 'man' and 'woman' used when they 

are alive and well. As one boy put it, "When they are alive/ 

well we say 'man' ,'woman'; when they are ill/dead we say 

'corpse'"(mdop, nb, bi- gwwn; wbal, ~ gwwn) . 

ii) ~ is the term for a kind of supernatural being to 

be discussed later. 

iii) Rarely a man refers to his wife as his ~· "Have 

you seen my wife or not?" (Wyp ad nqpan who?). A man once 

asked with some amusement whether I knew what he meant when 

he spoke of his wyp, meaning his wife. This is a figurative 

usage and will not be further considered. 

1.5 Being ill or dead 

As~ ('corpse') is used for both the ill and the dead, 

so the verb wm- means both 'to be ill' and 'to die'. It 

refers to being unwell or dead, not ·to anything such as a 

permanently stiff knee or deafness which does not affect the 

state of health. The present continuous form of the verb is 

used for current illness, the perfect for death. 

When news is received that someone is 'ill' there is 

somewhat the same sense of excitement whether they are ill or 

dead, and often doubt as to which is the case. Given that news 

it is shouted from place to place, the exact form of verb used 



- - - - ---- ------,---------

224. 

may be uncertain. Death is never far away for the Kopon 

and whenever there is illness there is a real possibility 

of death. When someone recovers, one way of expressing 

this is hanaw arp, 'he emerged and went', the same expression 

as is used for emerging from a house or from the forest. 

Recovery is also expressed by the terms kamq ar~ ('green/ 

raw/alive went') and~~- ('became ·cold'). A Kopon is 

always in one of two states, both expressed by verbs. Md

means to be alive and well, wrn- means to be ill or dead~ 

The distinctions the Kopon make between 'body', 

'thought', and 'soul' come out only in the kinds of situations 

I have mentioned. The Kopon do not discuss the body, mind, 

and soul in the way westerners do. There are no expressions 

such as 'mind over body', 'a good mind', or 'body, soul, and 

mind'. As in English, people usually speak of themselves as 

a totality, 'I am well' , or '·I am ill' . However, when occasion 

demands, the state of the three parts can be distinguished. 

For example 'his body is ill, [but] he is perceiving his 

thoughts' (me wmab, gas nqodop). An individual speaks of 

his whole self in the first person, but of his parts in the 

third person. Only if all parts are together in a normal state 

would a person say 'I am well'. 

A Kopon could make the following statements. 'I am 

perceiving my thoughts' , 'If my soul goes away I will die' , 

and 'My body is well'. Without entering into a debate about 

the relation betwee n the whole person and his parts, these 

------------
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statements could be taken to imply an 'I' which is in 

addition to the three parts rather than simply a sum of them. 

The 'I' is the part that perceives whatever is perceived, 

including thoughts. In English there is 'self consciousness' 

which I have always conceived of as quite different from seeing, 

hearing, smelling, feeling, and tasting. Kopon idiom implies 

that consciousness is another form of perceiving, namely the 

perceiving of thoughts. 

Ordinary men do not make each other ill. At least some 

Kopon have heard of the use of sorcery to make people sick and 

kill them, but say th~t this is not done at Yhai. One man 

attributed one death at Yhai to sorcery performed by unidenti

fied people living elsewhere. 

2. GHOSTS 

The wyp ana or 'corpse soul' is the soul of a person 

who has died. I speak of it as a ghost. When a person dies 

the soul separates from the body to become a ghost and the body 

rots. The ghost is the same soul that has been with a person 

throughout life, walking ahead, looking out of pools, and 

seeing dreams. Like a person, a ghost at least on some 

occasions, has a body and thoughts, though I would not say 

that the body is thought to be the same as the body of a living 

person. 

While the Kopon ordinarily speak of a ghost (wyp ana) and 

not of a 'ghost man' (~ ~ b~), they will repeat a statement 

including the term~~ b~ without correcting it as they 

ordinarily would a statement that is incorrect. It seems 
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reasonable then to include ghosts in the general class of 

'men'. 

Few people have first hand experience of ghosts. A boy 

said one had grabbed him once in the dark but he managed to 

get away. The same boy told of a relation of his who was ace-

ompanied for a time by a pair of ghosts, a married couple, 

who travelled with him and ate food out of his string bag. 

Ghosts are said to eat the same wild fruits that people eat, 
. . 

and to steal food from gardens. Some say they eat not only 

fruits that people eat, but others that are not regarded as 

fit for human consumption. The only cooked food they get is 

what they occasionally steal from people. When they are up 

in trees eating food some falls down making plopping noises. 

Foods such as themaritapandanus which people only eat cooked, 

they eat raw, but like humans they do not climb the thorny 

pandanus trunks to get it. Humans knock it down with a long 

pole but ghosts seem to wait for it to fall. One man said 

they carry bows and arrows about like people do. Details vary 

from one informant to another. 

Once when attending an ill person along with two local 

smokers I heard them make reference to rats. I suspected 

they were actually referring to something else but they denied 

this. About two years later I found that ghosts make noises, 

or speak, like rats. The reference by the smokers had been 

to the ghosts that had been making the person il~, which they 

could hear making rat like noises not far away. 

There is a minute creature that surrounds itself in an 

exudate just like frothy saliva, and is found on leaves. One 
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boy called this 'ghost spit' but others did not recognise it 

as such. These creatures are known in English as frog-hoppers 

or froth-flies and their exudate as cuckoo-spit. They 

are members of the insect family Cercopidae (R. Bulmer, p.c.). 

Thunder and lightning are usually attributed to 'thunder 

men' but on one occasion when bones were being transferred 

from the original burial site to a tree, lightning was 

attributed to the ghost, and drizzle to the ghost weeping. 

The attribution may have been figurative. 

Ghosts are believed to stay about the places where they 

lived in real life at least for a number of years. Yha; 

Kopon do not seem to think they go anywhere in particular but 

some Kopon further up valley think they go to the Jimi valley. 

Individual ghosts are remembered as long as those who 

knew them as people are alive, but illnesses are rarely 

attributed to ghosts of more than about 10 years' standing. 

This goes with the Kopon lack of interest in individual 

1 ancestors. There is 'no rite of passage' which makes a ghost 

ineffective. 

Ghosts do not usually travel much but when a person har-

vests food at a place where he has lived with a kinsman now 

dead and takes all the food to eat somewhere else the ghost 

of the dead person may follow him and show its displeasure by 

causing thunder and lightning and making him ill. 

l.It should be noted however that peoples who are 
interes ted in ancestors may still forget ghosts 
quickly. This is the case with the Kaugel and 
the Enga (Bowers, p.c.). 
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· Ideas vary as to what forms ghosts may take other than 

their man like form. It is more or less regularly agreed that 

they can appear as a certain large cicada called ~ with a 

loud and piercing call which is most commonly heard in the 

early evening, and may be taken as a reminder that it is time 

to go home. If the cicada settles on or near a house and 

calls, there is anxiety and people keep quiet. Some say 

it means someone is going to become ill or die .. Cicadas seen 

away from homes.teads are not thought to be ghosts. It 'is· 

also widely agreed that ghosts can appear as fireflies 

(dmayn~, Luciola sp.), and these are regarded with some fear 

if they come inside the house. 

Some ghosts are associated with taboo natural species, 

which are listed in chapter IX.7.1. Ghosts associated with 

the hawks ws gayn (Accipite r spp.) possibly appear in .the form 

of these hawks. The hawks may circle where there are wild 

pigs, thus giving a lead to those who are hunting them, and 

they may also circle overhead when those to whom they are 

taboo are fighting, being some kind of good omen or assistance. 

Ghosts may in fact be said to keep up the same kind of 

relationships with their kin as they had when they were alive. 

They can no longer garden and cook with them but they are 

thought to be close by and to have a benevolent influence. 

They can no longer attack people with bows and arrows or axes, 

but the y can make them ill. People avoid places. where there 

is a ghost with reas on to h a ve a serious grudge against them. 

A man once r e fu sed to accompany me on one section of a walk. 

He insisted on l e aving the rest of the group and rejoining us 
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later. I was told by someone else that he had once taken 

part in a killing where we were going and was afraid the ghost 

of the victim would make him ill. The victim's place was 

only an hour's walk from the man's home, and within calling 

distance. The killing had been some twenty years before and 

it is doubtful that the ghost would still be among those to 

which illnesses of its own kin might be attributed. 

Ghosts are important to people as the commonest cause 

of illness. On the whole they cause illness only in fairly 

close kin and in people with whom their close kin have had 

disagreements. Attacks follow such things as pigs being 

injured when fighting each other, pigs damaging gardens, the 

breaking of taboos, and disagreements about the marriage of 

girls. A number of ghost attacks are described in the pre-

ceding chapter (cases 34-46), where the social significance 

of such attacks is also discussed. 

Attacks are usually referred to as 'being makes compen-

sation', a term that will be discussed later, but sometimes 

the expression wyp ~ ~ nqa is used. This means literally 

'ghost struck and ate'. Most people· deny that this means the 

ghost actually ate the person attacked. I am reasonably 

1 confident that the statement is a metaphor. 

The usual diagnosis and treatment of illnesses caused by 

ghosts is known as 'smoking' and will be considered later. 

Diagnoses are retrospective and the actions which lead to ill-

nesses would in most ·cases be little thought of if illness 

did not follow. 

1. The verb !isl-, 'to eat', means 'to take into the 
mouth and swallow'. It is used of sucking, 
drinking , and eating. It ·is not widely used 
in any extended sense, and there {cont'd ne xt page ) 
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3. WILDGHOSTS 

There are seventeen or more varieties of the supe rnatural 

called ~· These beings are very like ghosts but they are 

not derived from dead people. I call them wildghosts. Both 

ghosts and wildghosts are associated with natural species 

which are taboo to certain people. It would be difficult to 

describe the wi ldghosts and associated taboo species separately 

so they are discussed together in chapter IX, which is on 

taboo. Suffice to say here that wildghosts co-operate with 

ordinary men in the healing spells known as smoking, and that 

they look after the welfare of gardens, game animals, and 

pigs. The difference between wildghosts and ghosts corres-

ponds to that between recent and remote dead in the Highlands:-

Highlanders generally expect economic benefits from 

the spirits of remote rather than recent dead. They 

regard the spirits of the recent dead as more inter-

ested in punishing the transgressions of their 

descendants (Lawrence and Meggitt 1965:14). 

4. GOBLINS 

The term 'goblin' might seem an odd translation label to 

use for these creatures, but the Random House Dictionary de-

finition 'demons of any size, usually in human or animal form, 

which are supposed to as s ail, afflict, and even torture human 

beings' makes it appropria te. 

~is the commone st name for these beings, but they are 

h also c a lled k aqmab , kaqy , rqy, and a danab. The on·1y one of these 

name s for whi c h I k now a literal mea ning is a danab, a cicada 

a re s e p a rate verbs f o r b i ting (haw-) 
a nd burn ing (~- ). 



- -------- ----- - - ----

231. 

which goblins may turn into. A further term, waqo b~ or 'pool 

1 men' is used for goblins that live in or about pools of water. 

The term ~ is appropriate for all goblins and if there are 

different kinds it means little more than that they live in 

different places. The clearest distinction is between those 

that live in pool~ and the rest. Sometimes there seems to 

be a distinction between those that live in holes and those 

that live among large trees and rocks but this distinction 

may belong rather to the upper Kopan than to the Yhai Kopan. 

Goblins look like Kopan people except . that they are 

often said to have 'red' or 'white' skin, like an albino or 

a european. They may be found anywhere in the forest but 

especially in rough gorges, ponds, and where there are large 

stones and holes. While there may be goblins anywhere there 

are recognised spots where they are known to live. These 

spots, close to known tracks, do not appear particularly in-

hospitable or wild to me. They are passed quietly and in 

some trepidation, but tracks do not seem to be abandoned be-

cause of the proximity of a goblin. When I wanted to make 

a track past where a goblin lived there was strenuous object-

ion, in spite of the fact that it was only a few yards from an 

existing track at this point. I suspected some hidden motive 

for the objection but was unable to find any. It was even-

tually agreed that the track would not be very close to the 

danger spot, and the track was made, but when someone who 

1. A 'pool' is any collection of water from a few 
pints in a hollow at the base of a tree up 
to the largest ponds the Kopan have seen. 

-------------- --
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had worked on it became ill soon afterwards the goblin was 

blamed. 

Goblins further up valley make people ill but do not 

kill them. Attacks by goblins . in the Yhai area can be fatal, 

though if treatment is given they usually are not. Even to 

be seen or spat on by one is enough to make a person ill. 

Typically they shoot arrows into people. They do this without 

provocation, except insofar as it is provocation to go near 

them. The goblin turned cicada flies round with bow and arrow 

. shooting people. The arrows enter without ~eaving a hole. 

The pool goblin, rather than shooting people, is likely to 

eat them. It may c~pture them bodily, or it may capture only 

the soul, allowing the person, who will sicken and die, to 

escape. In the latter case the soul may be recovered by taking 

the proper measures. Illness caused by goblins may take any 

of the usual forms but victims are particularly likely to 

suffer from 'imperception' (deafness/dumbness/disorientation). 

Comparable beings among the neighbouring Kalam have an 

interest in forest game and are propitiated when it is cooked 

in the forest (R. Bulmer 1967:15). Yhai Kopon goblins are 

sa·id not to have any such interest in game but in one case a 

woman was attacked after her foster son had been hunting. 

4.1 Cases of contact with or attack by goblins 

1. Many years ago a man whose son is still living and 

told me of the event was approached by a goblin woman when 

collecting the roots of aymo (Cryptocarya sp.), a tree, of 

which the roots are used to make a ceremonial drink. She 

stayed with him a little while and gave him some shoots of the 
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yam called waywo . He later Planted these and they grew. The 

woman did not stay with him for long and he did not become 

seriously ill. I do not know whether he received treatment or 

not. 

2. Another man spent a night with a goblin woman with 

'red' skin. He became disorientated and deaf but was cured 

when a pig was killed. 

3. A man now very old was shot in the knee and back by 

a goblin when he was getting cucumbers from his garden . He 

became very ill but recovered when two pigs were killed. 

(This is the only case in which I have heard of two pigs being 

killed to cure an illness.) 

4. A young woman's soul was stolen by a pond goblin when 

she was getting water from a stream. She became ill but re

covered when treatment was given to recover the soul. 

5. A young boy who lived before anyone now alive was 

born was taken by a pond goblin. His father saw him being 

carried away but his attempts to shoot the goblin were un

successful and the boy was not seen again. People say that a 

man would not attempt to shoot a goblin even if he saw one 

but the question was not asked in the context of a goblin 

running off with a child. 

6. If a man does believe he has come across a goblin he 

is not necessarily polite. One night there was a loud calling 

o~t in a nearby hous e . The only significant word I caught was 

adanab which happens to be the name of a youth who lives nearby, 

as well as a name for goblins. When I asked about i.t in the 

morning I was told tha t some thing white had been seen outside 
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the · house and had been taken for a goblin. A small physically 

weak man had been calling out and telling it to go away and 

leave us alone. The tone had been one of remonstration and 

command rather than respect. 

7. The final case concerns a pleasant and attractive 

youth of 18 or 20 - and occurred while I was in the field. He 

disappeared, and was seen and heard roaming round within a 

mile or so of his home for the next three days and nights. He 

made peculiar calls, meaningless to those who heard them, 

. spent much of his time in the trees, and once when on the 

ground was seen flapping his arms as though they were wings. 

In the trees he ate mangoes whole, including the stones, 

which are about the size of a hen's egg and very hard. It 

was understood by everyone that he was in the company of a 

goblin woman, though no one got a clear view of her. I spoke 

to men who had seen him running along in the tree tops. He 

was not actually flying but he was moving along quite small 

branches high up in the trees and crossing from one tree to 

another while holding a bow and arrows in one hand and an axe 

in the other. He moved so quickly that people on the ground 

ha~ difficulty keeping close enough to hear his calls. On a 

number of occasions people got within a few chains of him but 

he threatened them with his weapons and they did not attempt 

to capture him. His relations spent a considerable amount of 

time looking for and following him, catching sight of him, 

then losing him again, sometimes for long periods. Late 

the third even i ng h e came home, still disorientated and deaf, 

but recovered whe n treated. It is only men that spend any 

length of time in the company of goblins, but women may be 
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attacked. I don't know whether men believe at the time that 

it is a goblin woman they are in company with, but they do 

realise this in retrospect. 

4.2 The significance of goblins 

Illnesses and deaths seem adequately explained by ghosts 

and witches so why have goblins? One answer to this question 

is best illustrated by giving the background to the case just 

related. The youth's mother died when he was very young and he 

was brought up by his mother's sister whom he called 'mother'. 

His foster mother had a daughter about the same age as him-

self. She had no sons, and the youth had a definite but as 

yet unactivated interest in exchanging his 'sister' (MZD) for 

a wife. A young man had asked to have her but was at first 

refused. This young man had given three of his sisters (some-

thing not heard of in any other case) to a man who was a re-

lation of the girl, and asked for the girl on this basis, but 

his claim was not strong as the girl was a somewhat distant 

relation of the man who had got the three sisters. In any 

event he eventually got the girl, but soon sent her home again, 

shaming the girl and her kin. It is said that he later asked 

for her again, got her again, and sent her home again. This, 

if it happened, is unique so far as I know. In any case the 

whole affair brought considerable shame on the girl's close 

relations, and her 'brother' (MZS) shot an arrow into her thigh. 

This was not a serious wound and did not come to the notice of 

h 1
. 1 

t e po ice. Later the man asked for her yet again. (Inform-

ants differ and this may have been the first time he had asked 

1. An enraged Kalam man shot an arrow into a 
girl's thigh in similar circumstance s 
(R. Bulmer, p.c.). 
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for her back after sending her home.) This was a cause for 

even greater shame, and some time later the youth atta~ked his· 

'mother' (MZ) with an axe when they were in the garden alone 

together. He left her for dead, as he well might have con

sidering her injuries. She had a large irregular gash in 

the back of her head, apparently caused by the back of the 

axe, and in the base of the cut was a clearly visible 

fracture which disappeared in both directions under the cover 

of the overlying tissues. There was a similar but smaller 

cut about the angle of her right jaw, and a cut on her upper 

left arm. For two or three days she would not even drink, 

but despite this and a purulent infection of the wound she 

recovered with no medical treatment beyond bandages and 

antibiotics. 

After the attack the youth hid overnight and next day 

went to give himself up at the Simbai patrol post, a good day's 

walk away. Some time later he was sentenced to three months 

in jail, the lightness of the sentence apparently being be

cause he used the back of the axe and it was thought he had 

not intended serious injury. The girl was once again taken 

back by the man who had had her, reputedly under police or 

administration pressure, but died not long afterwards. About 

a year later the mother became ill. Though she appeared to 

have no physical illness she refused food and when I visited 

her told me she was going to die, something no one else has 

said to me. She was always the most morose . looking Kopon I 

knew and when I had seen her previously with minor infections 

she acted as though seriously ill. This time she died in about 

a week. The youth was now faced with having to appear at her 
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funeral, and mour n for he r , carrying the combined shame of 

all that had happe ned to his 'sister' and his own attack on 

his 'mother'. He was taken off by a goblin woman, thus es

caping the obligation to go to the funeral while at the same 

time changing his role from that of someone in shame to some

one who was out of his own control. He became the object of 

much atte ntion and concern, and by the time he came home the 

funeral was over and he could take up normal life again. 

While on the one hand I do not think many cases of goblin 

attack or association would have a background like this, on 

the other hand it is likely that I was left ignorant of rele

vant detail in other cases I heard about, which happened some 

considerable time ago. Many cases of goblin illness might 

equally well be attributed to corpse souls. Sometimes how- . J 

ever, because of shame, a Kopon has to take dramatic action. 

The choices, for a man, seem to be attacking someone else, 

hanging himself, and being carried off by a goblin woman. 

A man in the company of a goblin woman is characteristi

cally 'unperceiving' or crazy, as long as he is in her com

pany, but physically well. The illness of people attacked by 

ghosts is predominantly physical, though they are usually a 

little 'unperceiving' as well, especially if regarded as 

seriously ill. 

Case number 7 of conta ct with goblins shows 'wild man' 

behaviour similar to that seen in various Highland societies 

and c a s e s 1 and 2 belong with case 7 even though there does 

not s eem to h a v e b een any t h r e at of viol e nce. Newman(l964a) 

and La ngness (19 65) have written about wi ld ma n behaviour in 
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some detail and both explain the behaviour in part as a res

ponse to social pressures on young married men. Though 

material on Kopon cases, with one exception, is scanty, it 

is sufficient to suggest differences, which can be related 

to Kopon culture. The Kopon cases range from adolescents to 

middle aged men and this suggests that they cannot be inter

preted as the result of a specific set of pressures that 

affect a particular age group. Case 7 suggests that the 

pressures are circumstantial rather than systematic. This 

_makes sense, since there do not seem to be heavy pressures 

on young married Kopon men in the form of substantial bride

weal th and other payments owing to their own and/or their 

wife's kin, or of being particularly obligated to or dependent 

on older people for access to resources, as there are in the 

cases described by Newman and Langness. 

Langness (1965:277) suggests that men who show wild man 

behaviour have atypical personalities but the lad in case 7, 

the only Kopon to show such behaviour that I have met, was 

quite unexceptional in his everyday behaviour, and did not 

give the - impression of having personality defects. 

5. THUNDER MEN 

For my first 30 months in the field it seemed the Kopon 

had very little explanation for thunder (rmw ~-) and lightning 

(anmanm g-). I was asked about it several times but pro

fessed ignorance, partly because I did not want to put ideas 

into people's heads and partly because it would be impossible 

to convey to the Kopon anything like my explanation for 
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thunder. (Kopon interest focuses on thunder rather than 

lightning.) One night thunder struck just outside my house, 

and .there were several Kopon in a house only a few yards 

further away. There was a tremendous explosion, far louder 

than anything else I have ever heard, including the thunder in 

some impressive t~under storms. I was just trying to pluck 

up courage to go and see if the others were all right when 

they came to my house. They were excited and afraid and 

some said they would become ill/dead. When asked about this 

it was admitted that they might be all right if spells were 

made for them. When the thunder struck, most of the Kopon 

in the nearby house, some six boys aged 15-20, were thrown in 

a heap on the floor. They could scarcely have been thrown by 

the force of the strike itself since I was closer and felt no 

physical force. Two boys said they were grasped by the 

ankles, knees, and arms, and pulled outside the hut. The hut 

had a small doorway and they were sitting a little way from 

it by the fire in the centre of the single room. When I 

asked them what had pulled them out of the hut they said they 

didn't know. ·Next day a ceremony was held and spells were 

made, lasting about two hours, and involving many people. 

Everyone who had been in the two houses close to the strike, 

including myself, was treated, as well as people who had been 

in another house about 60 yards away. In spite of enquiries 

I made at the time it was not till a year later, on my next 

field trip, when I attempted to translate some of the spel.ls 

I had recorded at the time, that I found there was a belief in 

· thunder men. 
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The thunder men live high on a forest hill visible 

from Yhai and it seems they come with the thunder and carry 

off people's souls, thus killing them if the soul is not re

covered. The thunder men go about 'lighting' or 'burning' 

trees (striking them with lightning) and one man who had been 

taken long ago by his father to where the thunder people live 

had seen many burned places. 

Thunder men are thought to have some kind of association 

with cassowaries, and when a cassowary is killed there is 

thunder. 

There is no obvious significance in belief in thunder men 

except as an explanation for thunder and lightning, and the 

death of people actually struck. I have not heard of a 

Kopon being killed, but they know this is possible, and have 

seen trees that have been struck. 

6. WITCHES 

There are four Kopon terms for witches, of which ayon is 

by far the commonest. The others are radme, rage, and kaw~am. 

All these terms have the same meaning, and I have discovered 

no meaning other than witch for any of them, except kawiam, 

which is a rarely used name for the giant snake, Python 

amethystinus. 

A witch appears to be a normal person but may eat people, 

and can turn into animals and birds. In folk tales a person 

who spits is bad or a witch. In life some alleged witches 

have distinguishing marks. One living woman is said to have 

testes about six inches in diameter from which a snake penis 

emerges. A living man with very large testes is also said to 
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be a witch. He hides if a european comes. A plausible 

basis for such cases would be hernias filled with intestines. 

These people who are commonly regarded as witches do not seem 

to have been molested. When a woman of normal appearance who 

was believed to have attacked someone as a witch was shot, 

snakes were said to come out of her and red hot stones to 

fly round her. However, I have heard of such phenomena in 

only one case, which was also unusual in other respects. 

Witches, like goblins, are likely to appear in strong 

winds and dense mists. They can turn into anything at all, 

but commonly dogs, wild pigs, a large marsupial called knm 

(the terrestrial cuccus Phalanger gymnotis), cassowaries, 

and most characteristically of all, snakes. These creatures 

are seen as in some sense man like. Witches can also fly like 

birds. 

A witch may be called either an ayon b~ (witch man) or an 

ayon halo b~ (man with witch). The word halo means 'in 

association with'. A married man may be referred to as nb 

halo b~ (man with woman). If ordinary Kopon have 'thought', 

a 'body' and a 'soul', a witch might be a person with an 

additional part. This extra part is not usually seen, but may 

appear in the form of various creatures, and probably also as 

a double of the person who is the witch. 

Probably the term witch in Kopon applies both to the 

whole person who is a witch and to the witch part of the witch. 

An inquiry into the nature of witches is doubtless the only 

contex t in which it is imp ortant to make this distinction. 

Possibly the c reatures r eferred to above are transformations 
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of the witch part of witches rather than of the witches as 

whole people. 

No one, in life, seems to believe their own close kin 

or neighbours to be witches, but people as little as half 

an hour's walk away may be suspected. The greater the social 

or actual distance between peoFle the more likely they are to 

suspect each other of being witches. An exception to this is 

that a man's kin are likely to suspect his wife if he dies. 

It is recognised that attack by a witch is more likely while 

away from home, not just because witches are more likely to 

attack strangers but because there are believed to be more 

witches away from one's home area. One is not likely to sus-

pect the people one is actually staying with, but their 

neighbours are not to be trusted. Travel however is not part-

icularly hazardous unless it is well out of one's own terri-

tory. It is necessary to take precautions against witches 

whether travelling or not. At night the doorway of a house 

must be covered so that witches cannot get in. If several 

people are sleeping in my house they do not worry too much 

about witches but if a couple of small boys are staying there 

wi~h only myself for company they keep an axe or bows and 

arrows handy. People should not sleep on their own, and on 

one occasion when I was otherwise alone two small boys came 

and asked me if I would be all righ~because a woman nearby 

was by herself and they were going to stay with her.
1 

1. I usua lly sleep on my own but on this occasion 
there was not going to be anyone in the house 
a f ew y a rds away from mine, as there almost 
invar iably is . 

- -------------- -
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People rarely travel any distance alone, though even a small 

boy who cannot help if a witch attacks will do as company. 

Both men and women do occasionally work alone in their gardens 

but usually there is someone with them even if it is only a 

small child. 

· As implied above it is possible to defend oneself against 

witches. Only surprise attacks or attacks on lone women and 

children or sick people are effective. A witch seen would be 

likely to run away. In spite of any other extraordinary 

powers witches are only as good in a fight as the person they 

are. In folk tales most witches are killed and no one has 

told me of a witch overcoming anyone by ordinary fighting. 

There is no routine method of confidently identifying a 

witch. People who turned from human to non-human form or ate 

human flesh or were associated with snakes would definitely 

be witches but it is extraordinarily rare for such things to 

be seen. An unidentified person slipping away into the forest 

is almost certainly a witch, as is any unidentified person 

loitering at night. A strange dog or a snake or any other 

creature may be thought to be a witch ·if it behaves in an un

usual way, especially if it comes about houses at night or 

when its normal haunts are elsewhere. Any unidentified person 

is suspect, especially if off the main tracks. One evening a 

boy went to get water but came running back very frightened 

because he saw a witch in the nearby patch of bush. It stood 

looking at him for a few moments before he ran away. Later the 

same evening the same boy left my house to go to the one he 

was going to sleep in, which was empty for the moment. From a 
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short distance away the boy saw a man in the house, and the 

man blew on the fire and made it flare up. I went str~ight 

away to have a look but the figure had gone. 

A witch causes illness by eating some of the insides of 

its victim. This is usually done at night while the victim is 

asleep. It may happen during the day, especially to someone 

already ill. An ill person should never be left alone. If 

a witch does eat part of a person's insides, that person will 

inevitably die within a few days. The witch or witches may 

then come to the site of the platform burial to try to get 

the rest of the body. 

A diagnosis of witchcraft is presumptive. It is likely 

to be made when a person dies very quickly. Suspicions might 

be held before the victim dies but a definite diagnosis 

during life, if it were possible, would mean inevitable death. 

After death there may be anything from odd murmurs to consider

able agreement that a witch was the cause. The Kalam and upper 

Kopon may go to some lengths to get circumstantial evidence 

that a witch is involved, such as keeping a watch on the burial 

platform at night in case the witch comes back to eat the body, 

and making covered pits round the platform with sharpened 

stakes in the bottom. Also it is possible to follow footsteps 

left at the grave overnight back to the witch's home. The 

Yhai Kopon know about these practices but bother with them 

little if at all. It is said that small holes with stakes in 

them may be made beside the body so that the witch cuts its 

foot and can be tracked, but I have not heard of this being 

done. 
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If a death has been caused by a witch the witch ought to 

be killed in return. The Kalam and upper Kopon seem to 

be more zealous in this respect than the Yhai Kopon. Most 

of the Yhai Kopon deaths attributed to witches have not been 

repaid. Perhaps this is because it is not possible to be 

certain whether a witch was the cause or who the witch was. 

Any death may at first be blamed on witches, particularly if 

the dead person was neither infant nor aged, and especially 

if the victim was a man of some standing. As time ·passes 

death is more likely to be attributed to a ghost. It seems 

witches are a convenient focus of hostility when feelings 

are acute but when they have died down it is more convenient 

to find a cause which does not require someone to be killed 

in return. Perhaps this is why there is no formal method for 

diagnosing witchcraft. 

Witch accusations and consequent fighting are more likely 

where there is already a grievance, especially between people 

who are at some social and physical distance but not entirely 

outside each other's social spheres. Women of the immigrant 

group who are taking over land and remain an identifiable · 

group rather than merging with local people have been accused 

in recent years. These immigrants also accuse native Yhai 

people. A woman obtained from these people died and it was 

generally agreed by her husband's kin that she was killed by 

the ghost of her husband's father when her husband got angry 

with her because she did not bring food. The immigrants 

were supposed to be trying to ambush the husband's people 

because they thought the death was caused by a witch. The 
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husband's people said that the people hiding in ambush (if 

there were any they were not identified) were from another 

nearby group who had had a young married man killed by a 

witch some time before and were setting an ambush to repay 

his death. 

The kin of a · person killed as a witch do not agree 

that that person was a witch and so have a responsibility 

to make a return killing. In spite of this, long term feuds 

do not develop among the Yhai Kopon. Comment has already been 

-made on witch killings and fighting in the chapter on social 

control. 

In addition to the witches themselves there are creatures 

called ayon :ex_, which can be translated 'witch infant'. ~ 

refers to the very young off spring of any animal or bird or 

man, and also to things that are small or hidden. In the case 

of 'witch infants' it does not seem to mean that they are 

necessarily young but rather that they are small, hidden, and 

in close association with the witch. Like a child they may be 

carried in a string bag on the back. 'Witch infants' can 

cause illness by getting inside the victim. They do not eat 

the insides, and the illness they cause is not fatal if pro

perly treated. 'Witch infants• can take a number of forms, 

such as small snakes, but not the larger animals favoured by 

actual witches. 

The relationship between a witch and a 'witch infant' is 

not clear. A witch can have 'witch infants' and normal 

children. A couple who are both witches can have 'witch 
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~nfants', and some Kopan say that a male witch with a 

normal wife, a female witch with a normal husband, and two 

female witches, are all capable of producing 'witch 

infants'. However, there is little interest in this matter 

and most people say they don't know. A 'witch infant' 

cannot grow into a witch. I have been unable to establish 

whether a 'witch infant' can enter or become associated with 

a normal person and turn him into a witch, or whether a 

person has any choice in whether or not he becomes a witch. 

'Witch infants' are ordinarily associated with witches, 

but there is a folk tale in which a normal man who moves away 

from his home area, in gathering up his belongings, includes 

'witch infants'. 

I have on record only two cases of illness caused by 

'witch infants'. The treatment of one of these is described 

later in this chapter. Both were male infants diagnosed and 

treated by smoking. In both cases the illness was attributed 

to immigrant women of the group from Baip but in neither 

case was the woman named. 

Here are three folk tales about witches. In telling 

these stories it is not stated in so many words that any char-

acter is a witch. All the tales were recorded on tape. The 

first was told by Jjano on the 15th of May 1968, the second 

by Wcarn in two similar versions on 29th September 1966 and 

the 7th of April 1967 (parts of both versions have been used), 

and the third by Awaky on the 19th of April 1968. 

1. A man dug his garden at Jmjame. When he had finished 

he said to his friends, "Let's go and sleep down the 
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hill", but they said, "You go, we will sleep 

here and come tomorrow". The man went and on his 

way saw where a wild pig had been eating mangoes. 

He took a good look, then went and prepared his 

sleeping place for the night and got some taro to 

eat. He returned to where the mangoes had been 

eaten, a pig came, and he shot it with his bow 

and arrows. He put it on his back and carried it 

to where he was sleeping. There he burned the 

hair off it, heated stones in the fire, and cooked 

the pig in a stone oven. Then he and his dog ens

conced themselves in the stump of a breadfruit 

tree , and ate some of the pig, saving the bones. 

An old man came along the track brushing the 

vegetation away on each side with a stick as he 

went. He saw the pig. Then he cleared his throat 

and called out saying "I've lost my pig hereabouts, 

have you seen it?'' "I've shot a pig and cooked it", 

replied the man. "That was my pig you shot", cried 

out the old man. "Give me some and I will eat it 

and go." The two of them ate the cooked pig's 

blood, then put the head to cook overnight. Then 

the man who had killed the pig put his dogs to 

sleep by the opening and he himself slept above. 

As he lay there he watched the old man, and a 

tanket began to grow out of one of his orifices . 

Then a snake came out of another one, an earwig 

out of another, a centipede out of another, and 

a large black beetle out of another. Many things 

grew out of his orifices. The other man looked at 

his dogs, then stealthily took the pig's head out 

of the oven and put it in his basket on his back. 

He tied the rest of the pig with -a vine and slung 

it over his shoulder. But the old man had ~ut 

open the back of the pig and hidden his 'witch 

infant' in it. He realised that something was wrong and 
turned it over in his mind but couldn't tell what 

it was. He went on, carrying the pig, but the 
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'witch infant' called out from inside him, "Grand

father, grandfather, the wild animal is running 

away. Watch out, he has his bow and arrow drawn 

ready to shoot you if you chase him." So they 

went on, up and down hill, with the 'witch infant' 

1 . l-ea ling out. 

When they had gone a long way like this the man 

vomited up the pork with the 'witch infant', 

chopped the 'witch infant' up, put the pig aside, 

and waited with bow drawn for the witch to catch 

up. Then he shot the witch and the witch rolled 

down the hill and fell over a bluff. 

2. A man walked up beside a .stream, looking about as he 

went. He saw some fruit in a tree and climbed up 

to eat it. The skins fell down into the stream 

and a man saw them floating by. He followed them 

till he saw the man up the tree, and fired many 

arrows at him from the ground. Then he climbed up 

the tree, but the man took the hooked stick which 

he was using to reach the branches and hit him so 

hard that his .guts burst open. He fell down to the 

ground and th~ dog ate him, beginning at the anus 

and eating till only· an empty shell was left. [The 

one killed was the witch.] 

3. Two cousins went walking, shooting arrows ahead of 

them. Some witches saw them and carried one of the 

cousins off. They sewed up his mouth, his eyes, 

his ears, his penis, and his anus. The other cousin 

went home and made lots of arrows, then took his bow 

and went back to the place of the witches. He saw an 

old woman who was calling out, 

dwko nqn £ 
rwo nqn £ 
dwko nqn 0 

rwo nqn o. 

1. The man presumably swallowed the 'witch infant' 
·in some pork. 
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[This possibly means "This evening I will eat, 

Tomorrow I will eat ... "] He drew his bow to 

shoot her but she said "We haven't eaten your 

cousin yet, he is up there on the shelf". Quickly 

she took the stitches out of his eyes, and he 

opened his eyes. She took the stitches out of 

his ears and his ears unfolded. She took the 

stitches out of his penis and urine came out, 

and out of his anus and faeces came out. The cousins 

killed the old woman and burned the houses and as 

they ran away home there was a great banging up 

in the sky. 

Another story, though it comes from real life, has the 

quality of a folk tale. The main character was still alive 

when I was last in the field but I did not get a first hand 

account:-

A man called Kabklom saw a knm1 eating bananas 

up in a tree, its young one feeding at its breast. 

He shot it with an arrow and it fell to the 

ground. The knm turned into a woman and said 

"What do you mean by shooting me?" She pulled 

the arrow out then went home to her own place 

and made preparations to cook and eat Kabklom 

after she had killed him. She came back to 

find him and there was a great earthquake and 

landslide and the surf ace of the earth turned 

over. But he had been expecting her and had 

gone and hidden in another place. She killed 

his son instead, and his kinsmen then went to hunt 

for her. When they found her they threw stones 

at her and broke her head open with a heavy 

stick. As she was killed there were flashing 

lights a nd shakings of the e a rth. 

1. The terrestria l cuscus, Phalanger gymnot i s . 
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In almost all folk tales about witches the normal people 

are saved and the witches come to a bad end. There is also 

a tendency for witches in folk tales to be men, or women 

and men together, whereas in life it is women who are sus

pected and killed. 

7. MEN IN GENERAL 

Humans and their ghosts are the only 'men' that have 

personal names. All 'men' look much alike and no one has des

cribed differences in appearance between humans and super

naturals, except that witches may have distinguishing marks, 

and the skin of goblins is said to be 'red' or 'white' like 

that of albinos. Most people say they don't know what super

naturals are like. Nevertheless they are thought of on the 

whole as 'like real people' (b~ yol r~). Some people say they 

do not know whether there are male and female of the supernat

urals, but most say there are. However, except for goblins, 

the females are rarely referred to specifically. 

It is doubtful that the question as to whether supernat

urals are visible or invisible has much meaning for a Kopon. 

The English terms 'in the open' and 'visible' correspond to 

the single Kopon term wayo 1-, and the English terms 'hidden' 

and 'invisible' correspond to the single Kopon term EX. g-. 

This makes it difficult to distinguish between what is hidden 

and what is invisible. Questions such as 'If a goblin were 

here would you see it?' are un-Kopon and confuse ·people. There 

are situations in which Kopon believe supernaturals to be 

present but cannot s e e them. At other times, though rarely and 

usually fl eetingly, they are seen. 
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The substantiality of supernaturals is even more difficult 

to assess than their visibility. They are human like, eat, 

drink, carry bows and arrows, and the like, but at the same 

time goblins can shoot arrows into people and witches can eat 

parts of people's insides without leaving an external mark, 

and without themselves being seen. 

Different kinds of 'men' have different powers but Kopon 

do not think of one kind of 'man' as superior to another. I 

have never heard anyone make reference to relations among 

supernaturals . The Kopon are interested in their own relations 

with other ' men', but not in the relations other kinds of 'men' 

might have among themselves. 

8. TERMS FOR ILLNESS 

There are three terms denoting illness. The commonest 

is~' 'to be ill'. Another term,~ g-, means 'something 

• I 

is acting. It states that there is 'something' making a person 

unwell and is used mainly of minor illnesses. It might also 

be used of a major illness by someone avoiding a presumption 

as to the agent . The third term is wyp haj~ g-, 'being makes 

compensation '. Wyp in this context refers to any supernatural 

being except a witch, and I translate it as 'being'. Kopon 

say that wm- is the same as ~ g- and wyp haj~ 5!.::.· In some 

contexts these terms are interchangeable, meaning simply 

'ill', but in other contexts wm- is less specific than nan s..:_ 

(which says not only that someone is ill but that there is an 

agent) which is in turn less specific than wyp haj~ g- (which 

implies that a 'being' is the agent). For further comments 

on the term ~ haj~ g- see appendix C. 

- -------------- -



253. 

9. DIAGNOSIS AND TREATMENT OF ILLNESS CAUSED BY 'BEINGS' 

"religion consists in a humanization of natural laws 

and magic in anaturalizationof human actions 111 

It could be said, though with considerable qualification, 

that Kopon illness is largely caused by personal powers and 

treated by making use of impersonal powers and the powers of 

wildghosts. There is a variety of treatments, most of which 

can be given by both men and women, and it is common to use 

more than one treatment for any particular illness. Any 

illness that is at all serious is likely to be treated by 

smoking, which will be described below. Smoking is the only 

reliable way of finding which 'being' is responsible. 

Ghosts, however, are the predominant cause of illness and 

are likely to be presumed responsible till smoking shows 

otherwise. A smoker can diagnose and treat illness caused by 

any supernatural other than a witch. This includes being 

able to diagnose and treat soul loss, and illness caused by 

a witch infant. 

Since there is no reliable diagnosis of illness without 

smoking, treatment before a smoker has been called is on a 

hit and miss basis. People making spells may mention a number 

of ghosts without knowing which are responsible, or whether it 

is in fact a ghost at all. However, it is usual to give some 

treatment without waiting for a smoker, either urgent treatment 

if a person appears to be seriously ill, or treatment which 

effects a cure without calling a smoker if the illness is less 

1. Levi-Strauss 1966:221. 

I 
. I 

I 
I 
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serious. 

Spells are the prominent element in most Kopon treat

ments. The term~ is roughly equivalent to the term 'spell ' 

in English. It is used in three ways. 

1. In a narrow or proper sense it refers to a large 

number of spells u sed in treating illness, in hunting and 

gardening magic, and, very doubtfully, to make people ill. 

These spells seem to derive power by making reference to sym

bols of various kinds. 

2. In a broader sense kj g- includes other spells, 

also used in treatment, which directly address the 'beings' 

causing illness, telling them to go away. 

3. Loosely, the spells of smokers, and even flicking 

the fingers to drive away rain, may also be referred to as ~· 

The spells of smokers are the only ones that use the powers 

of supernatural beings (namely wildghosts). 

In des~ribing treatment I deal first with smoking, then 

with two spells telling the beings causing the illness to go 

away, then with spells proper, and finally with an assortment 

of other treatments. 

9.1 Smoking 

Smoking is the standard method of diagnosis and treatment 

for any illness which is at all serious. It involves chanting 

to the accompaniment of cigarette smoking and po~session by 

wildghosts. The Kopan term for smoking is ja~law- ('burn 

tobacco'), which can also be used of lighting or smoking a 

cigarette on any occasion. A 'tobacco burning man ' is a ' smoker '; 
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he treats people by smoking. The term smoker can also refer 

simply to a man who smokes tobacco as opposed to one who does 

not. Another term, aymob, is more or less equivalent to 

smoking. A smoker is an aymob man. If he loses his powers, 

'the aymob is gone'. If a smoker is going to treat someone, 

'he is going to aymob'. The term is also used of me, and as 

I do not smoke, it is clear that aymob can refer to more than 

smoking. However, I have not heard the term used of any other 

Kopon treatment. 

A smoker comes to where the ill person is and in the 

presence of whoever happens to be there chants for some 20 

minutes to an hour. The aim is to find out what ghost or 

other being is causing the illness and to drive it away. The 

smoker is entered by one or more wildghosts. Those that enter 

smokers in the Yhai area are the first five listed in chapter 

IX. 7. 2. When a wildghost enters a smoker, sweat appears on his 

forehead and in his armpits and he shakes a little. The 

wildghost 'climbs up'. It 'climbs up inside and speaks out of 

the mouth'. The expression nable pa- means literally 'to 

strike the forehead'. This could describe light headedness 

which might accompany inhalations of tobacco smoke. The 

chanting of smokers follows patterns of rhythm and intonation 

and is loud and intense. Men smoking are perhaps in some kind 

of trance. They say that while smoking they are unaware of 

what is going on around them. One man said he did not know 

that I had arrived and given injections to a man he was smoking 

for, in spite of the fact that he was only three or four feet 

away and appeared in the frequent short breaks in the chanting 
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to be aware of his surroundings. I think he had actually 

known I was there and tha t claiming not to know could be one 

of the conventions of the practice. During breaks in the 

chanting smokers make ordinary movements, ask for more 

tobacco, and talk to bystanders about what is causing the 

illness. Reverence or special quiet is not required during 

smoking. People carry on conversations, children run about, 

fires are stoked, and so on. Yet occasionally there are 

warnings not to disturb a smoker lest he become 'uriperceiving'. 

At first if I arrived while smoking was in progress I did not . 

look at patients till it was over, but I found that examining 

a patient and giving an injection did not constitute a 

disturbance. 

The mental state of a smoker may be self induced but two 

other things probably contribute. One is the effect of smok

ing tobacco (this is something most Kopon ordinarily do) , the 

other is the effect of overbreathing, which like smoking, can 

cause light headedness. Smokers do not overbreathe _dramati

cally but at intervals they take large breaths and inhala

tions of smoke. For some smokers the wildghost 'climbs up' 

only at night. Others can smoke during the day as well. It 

seems likely that darkness is a help in achieving an unusual 

mental state. 

Smokers have no striking characteristics that set them 

apa rt f rom other people. Many Kopon youths and young men try 

smoking but most do not ke ep it up for long. If the three men 

who h ave been s mokers for some time at Yha! have anything in 

common it is that they are a little more ambitious and 
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acquisitive than most of their fellows. One has one wife, 

one has two, and one has three (though the troubles associat

ed with getting the third wife led to his losing his wild

ghost so that he cannot smoke any more). One of them is the 

only Kopon I would describe as habitually tense. 

For their f i x s t few years smokers are expected to ob

serve taboos on the natural species associated with the wild

ghosts which 'climb up' in them during smoking. A boy whose 

wildghost was associated with a green1 lost his powers by 

. eating some soon after he started smoking . . If a person who 

has broken his taboo in the first few years of being a smoker 

attempts to smoke he is likely to become 'unperceiving' and 

to shake violently. This is caused by the wildghost. There 

are also species that are taboo to smokers but are not 

associated with a wildghost. These are wacw and kaw!em, 

probably a wild Pue raria and a wild yam respectively; and 

galw and ajamq, wild vines with large bulbous fruits. Although 

I have not been given a rationalisation for these taboos I 

suggest the following. Wacw is 'heavy' and the other foods, 

though not labelled 'heavy' are bulbous and solid. 'Heavy' 

things make men slow and clumsy in climbing, so they could 

also make wildghosts clumsy when they 'climb up' in smokers. 

If a smoker eats these foods, wildghosts do not climb up any 

more, or if they do they cause 'imperception'. 

A smoker's apprenticeship is not long or difficult. Boys 

sometime s cop y chanting and a person who wishes to smoke need 

be accompanied b y a n esta b lish e d smoke r only about four times 

before s mok ing on his own. A smoker may tell a young kins man 

he is going t o tea c h him. The e xp ression used is yak n-i- , 

1. Oe nanthe j a vanica . 
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the same as that used for putting something in a string bag 

or for becoming pregnant. It seems to mean that the smoker 

introduces his wildghosts to the one who is being taught, and 

thereafter they will 'climb up' whenever that person smokes. 

Most smokers begin while they are initiates or not long 

after, but there is nothing to prevent a married man from 

taking it up. A man or bo~ who has been shown how to smoke 

may give compensation of one shell valuable to his teacher, 

but if they are close kin compensation is unlikely. Only a 

small proportion of those who try smoking keep it up for long. 

Those who become established smokers do not continue beyond 

middle age. None of the active smokers I have seen appears 

to be over 40. 

Material rewards are an obvious incentive for smoking. 

People treated are expected to give compensation of one shell 

valuable unless they are close kin of the smoker, though it 

seems this is often omitted. It requires some effort to 

visit a sick person and make the spells, and a smoker who is 

asked may not come at all, or may delay for a day. One 

smoker said he wouldn't go again to people who hadn't given 

him the compensation he thought they should. To novices 

smoking is undoubtedly exciting, and for anyone it can be 

quite an occasion. Five or 10 to 20 or more of the ill 

person's kin will be gathered, sitting round more or less 

closely, and expressions of agreement and approval, and occas

ionally disagreement, are made as the smoking proceeds. When 

someone is thought to be extremely ill two smokers may per

form at once, and there can be an air of considerable excite-
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ment. No doubt all this gives some reassurance to ill persons 

and their close kin. If the illness continues for some time 

the same or another smoker may be called to smoke once or 

even twice more. 

Smoking is not regarded as an infallible cure. It may 

fail simply because the beings causing illness are not driven 

out. Rarely, a smoker may even say that an ill person is 

going to die. There can be more than one cause for any partic

ular illness and if a patient dies the death may be attributed 

to something other than the being that the smoker attempted 

to drive away. 

In making a diagnosis the smoker looks for an offence to 

a ghost or some other being. This may be a breach of an 

inherited taboo or some action that would be likely to offend 

a ghost related to the sick person, or to someone who has a 

complaint against the sick person. The smoker is likely to 

know a good deal about the people concerned, since he does 

not usually come from far away. The people present at the 

smoking make suggestions and agree or disagree with those 

made by the smoker . Even when a smoker has not been called 

in, people sometimes say with a fair degree of confidence that 

a particular ghost is the cause of an illness because it is 

known that some action has been likely to offend it. 

Smokers, through the wildghosts that come into them, 

see and drive out beings that are causing illness. At first 

it was difficult to get anyone to tell me what being had been 

found, by smoking, to be the cause of an illness. 
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Occasionally this information is still withheld, and I get 

the impression it is dangerous or improper for me to know. 

Perhaps talking about an attack is likely to provoke 

another. 

Below are excerpts from the chanting of a smoker, and 

from the accompany ing conversation. This was for a boy 

about a year old who had been ill a few days. Many words 

used in the chanting are obscure or modified. Usual forms 

may be placed in brackets immediately after the unusual form 

. _to which they are equivalent. 'C' indicates conversation, 

'Ch' indicates chanting. The material on the next two pages 

presents a small part of a chant and conversation, to give 

some idea of its nature. The diagnosis of 'witch infant' 

attack given in this case is not common. 

Shamanistic ritual seems to be more highly developed by 

Kopon smokers than by Highland peoples generally, though 

this appearance may in part be due to the brevity of accounts 

such as those in Gods Ghosts and Men in Melanesia (Lawrence 

and Meggitt 1965). Ghosts are sometimes utilised in divina

tion techniques (eg. Bulmer 1965:145). Prolonged seances as 

a - routine method of treatnent for illness, in which the shaman 

is thought to be possessed by some being and to make contact 

with other beings causing illness and to drive them away, I 

have found described only for the Daribi (Wagner 1967:49-50), 

and even here the re is little detail. Maring shamans (Lowman

Vayda 1968:219-222; Rappaport 1967b:ll9-20) are important 

in fighting and other contexts but I find little reference to 

their functions in treating illness. 

- - ---------



Smoker C. Listen, it is not a corpse 
soul that is making the 

Nq (n~) aq daq kawn (wyp) ana 
gondakop, noq b~me . Ajol nag 
por aw bw godop. 

Child there corpse soul does 
not have, know man. Arrow 
string continually here 
meeting is. 

child ill. ft is the binding 
of an arrow. 

Mother c. Mam, n~ ade aw y hanmdop, gI 
(ayo) g hanob 

Brother~ child mine here 
has been sleeping, crying 
in fright has slept. 

Brother, my child has .been 
sleeping here . Crying in 
fright he has slept. 

Smoker C. Ngmdno, .. Pwban _ wm lop, nan 
porw (por) . Nq (fi~) aq daq . 
wamom f Wamom • 

I was watching, pwban wrapped 
put, thing continually. 
Child here bound, bound. 

I was watching and the child's 
intestines were thoroughly 
bound up with pwban.3 

Father C. RW WC nag rb do bade g yw. Axe withdraw vine cut do, 
throw away. 

Take your axe, cut the vine, 
and "throw it away.4 

1. The smoker, although the trance-like state and chanting have not begun, has said that it is 
not a ghost that is making the child ill. Rather he has his intestines bound up as with the 
binding of the kind of arrow used to shoot birds. The diagnosis at this stage may have 
been tentative and could have been given in deference to the child's father. He was the most 
respected man in the Yhal area and had already used 'chasing away' spells to drive away 
ghosts. To diagnose a ghost now as a cause of the illness would imply that he had failed. 

2. The smoker is a clas~ificatory brother of the mother . 

3. Pwban is a vine. Like the binding of an arrow it symbolises the binding o f the child's 
intestines. 

4. In further conversation the smoker seems to be asking whether it might in fact be ·a 
ghost that is causing the illness. Hence the father's next remark . 

"' O'\ 
I-' 



Speaker 

Father C. 

Smoker C. 

~~~~~~~ ~~ ~-

Kopon 

Yso g yhapyn 

Gohbay mhop da la ymon. We 
b-irne.l 

Father c. Da lpyn mdop. 

Smoker Ch. Ke md o, ke md o. 
·Yaq yaq o, .. 

yaq yaq o. 
Daw lop aq, daw lop aq. 

Nag yaq o, nag yaq o. 

Lp gem o, lp gem o. 
Ry ywwn o, ry ywwn o. 

Rp yaq o, rp yaq o. 

Yn go (yd gop) 
.. 

o, yn go o. 
Yn (yd) gaq o, yn gaq o. 
Wn (yd) gaq o, wn gaq o. 

Literal translation 

I have completely thrown 
away. 

Stinging nettle two bring 
put down. Look out man. 

Brought I have put it is 
there.2 

Stay elsewhere, stay 
elsewhere 
Down below, down below. 
Brought and put, brought 
and put. 
Vine down there, vine down 
there. 
Pulled tight, pulled tight. 
We cut and throw away, we 
cut and throw away. 
Cut down there, cut down 
there . 
It is cold, it is cold. 
Get cold, get cold.4 
Get cold, get cold. 

1. We b4irie is usually a warning, 'look out', but that hardly suits here. 

Free translation 

I have completely cast out 
the ghosts . 

Bring two leaves of stinging 
nettle and put them down here. 
And watch out. 

I have already brought it. 

Stay elsewhere, stay else
where . 
You brought the vine and put 
it down there and pulled it 
tight. (rep~ated) 

I'.) 

O"I 

~ 

We cut it down there and throw 
it away. (repeated)3 

2. The smoker now rubs stinging nettle on himself ready to smoke. It is understood that the 
intestines have been tied up by a 'witch infant' though I found no reference to this in 
the conversation. 

3. The vine strangling the child's intestines is cut. 

4. To get cold means to recover, become well. The last three lines illustrate perhaps the 
commonest distortion in spells, the interchanging of 'y' and 'w'. Yd becomes ~becomes wn. 
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9.2 Blowing cigarette smoke 

This is a treatment for 'imperception'. It is not the 

same as smoking, and as well as being used in oth~r cases of 

'imperception' is used on smokers who are 'not perceiving' 

as a result of aberrant wildghost possession while smoking. 

Blowing cigarette smoke can be done by anyone and is a 

treatment, not a diagnosis plus treatment, as smoking is. 

Cigarette smoke is blown over the victim, the blower moving 

up over . the legs, trunk, and arms, · then blowing into the 

mouth and ears. 

9.3 'Chasing away' spells 

Making these spells is referred to as yso g-. This 

expression may derive from ~' a term used in spells and in 

other contexts when driving something away, such as a stray 

dog. There are three elements to these spells. 

1. Shouting at the ghost or wildghost to go away. The 

following is a spell made to drive away ghosts. 

pi- ys, Klos nme ys 

pi- ys, HAM ys 

pi- ys, KAYKAn ys 

pi- ys, HAGHAYN3: ys 

pi- ys, MHAWhAM ys 

pi- ys, WD:l:i PE ys 

naro godmon wra 

P~ is a sound made to the accompaniment of strong expira

tions and does not appear to have any specific meaning but is 

probably a blowing away of the ghosts. Klos nme means 'mother 

of Klos' and refers to the ghost of that woman . The words in 

capital s are all the names of dead men. This is a list of the 
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ghosts the spell maker thought could be causing the illness. 

The last line is addressed to the sick person and says "You, 

would you do this, get up", in free translation, '.'What are 

you doing there? Get up ". The whole is repeated three or 

more times, the spell maker putting in new names and repeating 

others. The names chosen seem to be those of all adults that 

the spell maker can think of who have died nearby in the last 

few years. I do not know whether there is always such a pre

ponderance of males (five to one in this case) but if so the 

preponderance is not so great when a diagnosis is made by 

smoking. As smoking is the only real method of diagnosis the 

person making the spells can only guess at the cause of the 

illness. 'Chasing away' spells can be made by any adult but 

not all make them. They may be used when someone takes ill 

suddenly, for less serious illnesses before a smoker arrives, 

when a pig is killed for someone who is ill, and even at the 

time of the smoking. Ghosts are commonly presumed responsible 

for an illness but this kind of spell can also be used for 

wildghosts. The following spell is to cast out a wildghost 

of the kind called haby. 

.no1 naboq nqodmon look after the firewood 

mi- wog nqodmon look after the taro garden 

pod pyn nqodmon look after the young yams 

pyd pyn nqodmon look after the young bananas 

bl pyn nqodmon look after the young sugar cane 

The spell goes on in this vein, being in general an instruc-

tion to the wildghost to go and mind its business in the garden 

instead of making someone ill. Firewood, mentioned in the 

first line, is obtained from gardens. These spells, though not 

--------- - - - ---
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exactly abusive, are shouted, and could not be seen as show

ing respect to the ghost or wildghost concerned. They appear 

rather as a trial of strength. 

2. The spells are accompanied by appropriate actions. 

If a ghost is believed to be the cause of the illness the 

spell maker's hands are drawn up over the trunk of the ill 

person and this is followed by throwing away motions, as if 

to squeeze or milk the ghost out of the person and throw it 

away. If the illness follows the breaking of a taboo on a 

. hawk, the stroking motion is concentrated on the head, which 

is pictured as gripped by the claws of the hawk. If the ghost 

associated with the tree kya (Ficus ?copiosa), which is be

lieved to cause sores in the mouth, is thought to be respons

ible, salt is put on the tongue of the affected person when 

the spells are made. 

3. The third element consists of rubbing stinging nettle 

on the ill person, drawing it up the legs and down the arms 

and chest to the belly, concentrating on any area where the 

seat of the trouble is thought to lie. 

These 'chasing away' spells, then, have a wide variety 

of. words and actions. Essentially they are just telling the 

ghost or wildghost causing the illness, in very forceful terms, 

to get out. 

9.4 'Cordyline beating' spells 

Making these spells is c a lled awal~ al-. I don't know 

any literal meaning for this term but it could refer to the 

· b e ating o f branche s of Cordylines on the ground, which is an 
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essential feature of these spells. 'cordyline beating' spells 

have the same purpos e as 'chasing away' spells. Any adult 

could perform the se spells but not all do. In accounting for 

this, a woman said "If it is light they do it, if it is heavy 

they do not do it" ( Pla ~ gwal, wma ro ~ gakwal) • 

This seems to me a n that some people find it difficult to 

bring themselves to make these spells. 

There are two elements in this spell. 

1. Striking the ground beside the ill person vigorously 

with a branch of Cordyline, which can be of" any variety. 

2. Making spells such as the following. 

Klos nrne yo yo yo yo 

Klos nme amen 

Il~ gabOn, arw yO yO yO 

G~GL .. NA~ n:i- gabon, arw 
yo yo yo 

HAtA n:i- gabon arw yo 
yo yo yo 

g~by~, wry wry arl yo 
yo yo 

mother of Klos 

mother of Klos, you should go 

you want to make the boy ill, 
go away 

GLGL NAP, you want to make 
the boy ill, go away 

HA~A, you want to make the 
boy ill, go away 

you two making the boy ill, 
go away immediately 

Yo has no apparent meaning. The whole is repeated a few 

times using different names and some variation in wording. 

'Cordyline beating' spells, like 'chasing away' spells, are 

shouted vigorously. 

A case will show the kind of emergency where 'cordyline 

beating' spells may be used. They are also used in less 

dramatic circumsta nce s. A youth to whom I had just given the 

last of a series of penicillin injections had an allergic 

reaction. He staggered to the door and fell unconscious on 
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the ground. His heartbeat was slow and irregular and he was 

obviously close to death. A married woman of 25 or 30 got 

a branch of cordyline and began shouting a spell and beating 

the cordyline vigorously on the ground. She was making a 

cloud of dust which the boy was taking in with his apparently 

last faint breaths, so I moved him a little to where it was 

less dusty. The woman continued the spells, and meanwhile I 

had injected adrenaline. In a few minutes the youth had 

passed the worst and within another couple of hours was ·more 

or less recovered. The Kopon showed no suspicion that the 

attack had been caused by the injection but saw it as an 

attack by a ghost, successfully treated by the two of us. 

9.5 'Proper spells' 

I call these 'proper spells' to distinguish them from the 

spells already described, and because they are the spells for 

which the term ~, in its narrowest and commonest sense, is 

used. 

The 'chasing away' and 'cordyline beating' spells are 

used against ghosts and wildghosts. 'Proper spells' are used 

for other kinds of illness and injury as well, and in hunting 

' and gardening magic. There are 'proper spells for sores, 

for wounds from pig tusks, for when the sap of dangerous plants 

gets into the eyes, for 'fallen spleen', for reptile bites, 

for insect bites, for goblin attack, for vaginal bleeding, 

for thunder man attack, and undoubtedly for other purposes 

which have not yet been recorded. 'Proper spells' are made 

mostly by men but some are made also by women. There are 



268. 

possibly 'proper spells' to cause illness but if so they are of 

little importance to Yha± Kopon. In 'proper spells', as 

opposed to the other two kinds of spells described above, there 

is reference to various objects which may account for the 

effectiveness of the spells. A further difference is that 

'proper. spells' are chanted quite calmly. They seem to ex-

press not a trial of strength with supernaturals but a use 

of power inherent in the spells. As with all Kopon spells 

there is some kind of action, frequently the rubbing on of 

stinging nettle, to accompany the words. 

'Proper spells' use many words that are rarely or never 

heard in ordinary speech, others that have no apparent mean-

ing, and others that appear to be modified forms of words 

used in ·ordinary speech·. An attempt is made· he-low ·to trans-

late a 'proper spell' for the healing of my leg after I had 

been ripped by a pig. The spell is in two parts and the spell 

maker debated with himself at the end of the first whether to 

go on to the second. My impression is that the first part 

is concerned with the rip as such and the second with the 

healing of the resultant wound, which was about a month old 

when the spell was made. 

9.5.1 first part of spell 

The first line is as follows; 

rmalw meg mago (pa jy pa jy mne mne) 

The part in brackets is repeated three or f-0ur times. 

Meg means 'tooth' or 'tusk'. 'Mago' means 'piece' or ~ump'. 

Pa ix. is probably a contraction of pa jo ~ ¥::!!... (' to strike 

break, and throw away'), used later in the spell. Alternatively I 

I 
- -----------------
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it could be a modified form of pa jo (' to strike and break'). 

I know no meaning for rnne. The whole first line except 

for the first word probably means 'break the tusk and throw 

it away'. All the first line except the first word is re-

peated in each line of the first part of the spell. The 

spell will now be given, without the part which is repeated 

in each line. 

rrnaf w 

:i:to 

ayrnasas 

wb laq laq 

had al 

gaywado 

habynar 

kaba 

mag la 

haw3:ayo 

bcm 

daw3: 

-ma lo 

- -nqn nqn 

sayrne 

wba3:o 

hawal 

hadal w:l: kop 

wato napoc lorn 

aw al 

3:ado 

thunder(?) 

wild pig (?) 

(?) 

tree trunk up above (?) 

strong wind 

hornet (Pornpilidae, Scoliidae and 

Vespidae spp.) 

earwig (Derrnaptera sp.) 

scorpion 

a kind of ant 

a kind of wild animal 

a stinging insect (Probably equiv

alent in this context to gaywado 

above.) 

(?) 

a kind of wild animal 

I must eat, I must eat 

pig 

a bean (?) 

centipede 

fierce wind, having wrapped the 

head in dry leaves they came 

came (?) 

wild pig 
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Each name in the above list was used up to six times. 

The intention of the whole seems to be to render the tusks 

which made the rip ineffective by mentioning the breaking and 

throwing away of many teeth (the same word is used for teeth 

and tusks). Most of the things I am familiar with that are 

mentioned in the spell have a nasty bite or sting. Strong 

winds are associated with witches and goblins. 

9.5.2. second part of spell 

The first line is as follows; 

Mo is a hollow or hole. Laq means 'up above'. Yd means 

'cold'. Ne means 'you' but here may be meaningless or have 

some meaning other than its usual one. A possible translation 

of the whole first line except the first word is 'in a cold 

hollow in the upper forest'. Except for the first word or 

two almost every line is the same. The beginning of each line 

is now given. 

msw an edible green plant 

rawdam (?) 

gimcon a kind of bamboo 

jaw a wild banana 

wa±b wa±ban a large leafed plant 

j±aby a wild banana 

meg lap hd indeed we strike and throw away this 

pa jo g ywpwn tooth here (This line seems to be a 

.. 
yamcon 

ywrem awrem 

jeb 

throwback to the first part of the 

sp ..! 11.) 

a kind of bamboo (the same kind as 

g±mcon) 

a pond 
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pnm pnm strong wind, strong wind 

The intention of this part of the spell is not obvious 

but an interpretation can be suggested. Being hot is widely 

associated with being ill. This is no doubt because people 

commonly have a fever when they are ill. For the Kopon the 

hotter parts of their environment, the low altitude areas, 

are more unhealthy than the colder part~ because the hotter 

parts are more malarial. It would be natural enough to 

associate the lower hotter areas with illness and the higher 

colder areas with healing.. The expression ~ gop, literally 

'it is cold', is used .occasionally to mean 'recovered' (from 

an illness). The term~ is used in every line of the spell. 

All the plants referred to in th.e second part of the spell grow 

in the upper forest and not the lower, and reference to them 

might be supposed to bring about healing. As well as the 

upper forest being cold, there are no wild pigs there, so that 

things that grow there might be considered antithetical to 

anything to do with pigs, . sue~ as a rip from a pig's tusk. 

9.6 Killing a pig 

When a person is very ill and other treatments have failed 

a pig may be killed. It will pe a pig belonging to the. ill 

person or some close relation whose pork is not taboo to the 

ill person. Ill people who are able to do so eat some of the 

pork, and this in itself helps them to recover. Spells of 

the 'chasing away' or 'cordyline beating' kind are made when 

the pig is killed. The liver is cooked on ·a special little 

platform, but while it is tempting to see this as an offering 

or appea sement no statement to support such a notion has been 
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heard. Indeed the rationale for killing a pig at all is un-

clear. It must be presumed in some way to persuade the 

being who is making the person ill to desist. If killing 

a pig were believed to propitiate or compensate the being 

concerned I would expect the Kopon to say something like 

the following: "He saw that they had killed a pig, left the 

ill person alone, and went away" (Kaj pawla nqom, arok ara) I 

When asked whether a ghost eats pig that is killed_, one 

informant found the suggestion so ludicrous that he 

burst out laughing and told everyone else for them to 

laugh too. In spite of this the same youth said 

a little later that the ghost eats the pork inside the ill 

person. This statement has to be regarded with extreme 

suspicion but it does raise the question of whether ghosts 

'eat' their victims. The answer seems to be that metaphori-

cally they do but literally they don't. The aim of killing 

a pig is obvious . . How it cures people is not, though there 

may well be a more satisfying explanation than I have yet 

found. Whatever the killing of a pig achieves, it is an 

important occasion, and providing a pig is one of the great-

est services one Kopon can perform for another . People come 

to visit the ill person, spells are made, pork is distributed 

and eaten, and the victim recovers or dies. 

9.7 The 'sugar blood' treatment 

The expression used to describe this treatment (~ bl 

rb-.) means literally 'blood sugar cane cut'. I have seen 

this treatment performed once. The woman for whom it was done 

had a deep cut in the back of the head and some smaller cuts 

as well. Some sugar cane was pee~ed and broken up into about 
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30 small pieces, and five hot stones were laid out. The 

woman giving the treatment bent over behind the injured 

woman and chewed the pieces of sugar cane with loud noises of 

sucking in air, passing the pieces of sugar cane backwards 

and forwards across the top of the back, and occasionally 

the chest, as she chewed them. The mixture of saliva and 

sugar cane juice was spat onto the stones where it turned 

reddish, somewhat like old blood. There was no accompanying 

spell. The woman giving the treatment complained about the 

stink of the sick woman (from the infected wound) and made 

other conversational comments. The main part of the pro-

cedure took about 20 minutes, and the left over sugar cane 

was given to children to eat. The rationale for the treatment 

is expressed succinctly. ''Blood goes inside on top and it 

is heavy. They vomit it up and cast it away and it is light.'' 

- -(Paj ywo laq armdop wmaro gop. Paj lhaw ywpal, pla gop). 

Blood goes to the head and makes it heavy or ill. When it 

is sucked out and vomited away the head becomes light or 

well. It seems to be thought that blood is actually sucked 

from the site of the wound and vomited up but perhaps the 

treatment should be seen as sympathetic magic. 

This treatment is performed by both men and women, and 

I have the names of four of each in the Yha~ area who do it. 

Compensation may be paid but close kin will not ask for it. 

A woman treated her husband's son when he cut his foot with 

an axe. I was told that she would say 0 he has made my house 

and gardens, I will eat, and I will not take compensation". 
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9.8 Cutting the forehead 

A person who has a severe headache may make a small cut 

in the middle of the forehead to relieve the pain. This 

is comparable to the 'sugar blood' treatment. 

9.9 'Biting and extracting' 

Thls treatment consists of 'biting and extracting' 

(sucking out) foreign bodies which are believed to cause 

illness . I have not seen it done, but objects are said to 

be produced. It seems that trickery is used, but possibly 

practitioners believe the mode of action to be sympathetic. 

The foreign bodies a~e usually 'thrown' into people by 

ghosts but sometimes enter people of their own accord. The 

condition can also be treated by smoking. 

9.10 Shifting house 

Ill people are occasionally shifted from one house to 

another or t o a rough shelter away from their usual house. 

The object of this is to leave behind the ghost that is 

attacking them. 

9.11 Stinging nettle 

Stinging nettle may be rubbed on parts of the trunk 

or limbs that are painful, without the accompaniment of 

spells. 

9.12 White clay 

White clay called ~wg is rubbed on the head or belly 

if these are painful. 

9.13 Finger pulling ·and armpit wiping 

Visitors to a sick person, especia lly older men, may 

pull the sick person's fingers in .turn, making them crack, 
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and draw the back of the sick person's hand and forearm under 

their armpits. 

9.14 Comments on treatment 

Kopon treatment may be said to use three kinds of power . 

i) The power of wildghosts. This is used in smoking, where 

the 'climbing up ! of a wildghost is essential to diagnosis 

and treatment. 

ii) The power of man against the power of other bei~gs in 

a kind of shouting trial of strength. This is seen in two 

kinds of spells, 'chasing away' and 'cordyline beating' 

spells. 

iiia) Reference to objects and actions of power in spells. 

'Proper spells' seem to depend on this for their powers. 

They refer to teeth, stinging nettle, cordylines, things 

associated with cold and healing, throwing away, and many 

other objects and actions which might be thought to act anta

gonistically on the agent that is causing the illness. 

iiib) Using objects of power. Plants are an example of this, 

stinging nettle being the only one that has been mentioned 

here. There are others, but they are mainly used for sore~, 

ulcers, and fungal infections of t~e skin, believed to come 

of themselves, whereas my interest here is in systemic 

illness caused by supernaturals. Three plants used on the 

skin are believed to cause severe damage and even death if 

they get into the eyes. 

The Kopon accept that any method of treatment may fail, 

without discredit to the method. Just as in western belief 

b acteria may overpower a man in spite of antibiotics, so in 
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Kopon belief may a ghost in spite of spells. No treatment can 

be effective against a witch. 

9.15 Comments on diagnosis 

Proper diagnosis by smoking is carried out only for the 

living, therefore the cause of death is never known for sure. 

The agent to which a death is attributed varies with the 

circumstances. A recent death is likely to be attributed to 

witches but most deaths which occurred more than a few years 

ago are attributed to ghosts. There is also a big difference 

between agents reported by smokers to be causing illness and 

agents said to have caused deaths. 

Table 14: Causes of illness and death. 

/, Causes of recent illnesses, diagnosed by smoking 

ghost 28 

wildghost 2 

'witch infant' 2 

goblin 1 

ghost and 'witch infant' 1 

ghost and goblin 1 

ulcers 1 

2. Agents 1reported to be causes of recent natural 
deaths 

ghost 

witch 

' witch infant' 

goblin 

ulcers 

2 

6 

1 

1 

1 

1. Only one of these cases is included in the 
figures given immediately above for 
causes of recent illnesses. 
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(rable 14 cont'd) 

3,Agents reported to be causes of remote natural 
deaths 

'being makes compensation' 

witch 

old age 

no cause 

ulcers 

58 

· 10 

3 

5 

6 

Figures for remote deaths include 'being makes compensa-

tion but not ghosts or other supernaturals as such. This is 

because most of these figures were obtained before I knew 

that supernaturals other than ghosts can cause illness. I 

took the term 'being makes compensation' to refer only to 

illness caused by ghosts. For remote deaths this would be 

nearly correct. Ghost attacks are far commoner than attacks 

by other supernaturals, and as time passes there is a strong 

tendency to presume them to be the cause of any death. 

An illness or death is usually attributed to one cause 

but informants sometimes differ and the same informant may 

admit the possibility that more than one agent is acting in 

any particular case. 

It matters little whether the remote death of an old 

person is attributed to old age, no cause, or 'being makes 

compensation'. In some contexts a Kopon may simply say that 

a person died of old age, though at the same time it is rec-

ognised that even old people die of some illness, and a recent 

death would not be attributed to old age alone. · 

Deaths of infants, like deaths of the aged, may be said 

to have no cause. This is especially the case with very 

young infants. The five cases of 'no cause' in the figures 
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represent two infants, a dumb child, and two old people. 

Although adults can be attacked by 'witch infants' it 

is almost exclusively babies for whom this diagnosis is · 

given. This somewhat unusual ·category disappears from the 

figures for remote deaths, where there is a tendency to 

attribute everytn ing to 'being makes compensation' or to 

witches. Ulcers (large tropical ulcers) are a more common 

cause of remote deaths than of recent deaths. This is no 

doubt because a large ulcer is something obvious which a 

person is likely to have for a long time before they die. 

Although the immediate cause of death will be an acute ill

ness, as time passes this is forgotten but the ulcer is 

remembered . 

On the whole 'being makes compensation' is the presumed 

cause of an illness and death unless there is reason to think 

otherwise or to be specific about what supernatural was the 

cause. Specificity of diagnosis disappears with social and 

temporal distance. 

10. SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

Kopon supernatural beings are believed to take an in

terest in every sphere of life, so·much so that it has been 

impossible to write about much of Kopon life, especially 

social control, without mentioning them. 

Ghosts of the recent dead are believed to take a 

l~vely interest in the affairs of their survivors. Their 

presence is acutely felt when they are slighted or injured in 

some way, and the y attack people, making them ill. Such 
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attacks account for the bulk of illnesses and, in the long 

run, deaths. Since the Yhal Kopon rarely quarrel over 

illnesses caused by ghosts, most illnesses and deaths do not 

become a source of friction, as they would if attributed, 

say, to witchcraft. 

Witches are also believed to act from self interest, 

but without proper restraint. They covertly kill those 

who offend them, they are canni~als, and unlike ghosts, 

their activities cannot be certainly brought to the light of 

day by any form of divination. They are thus the perfect 

scapegoats, and provide the rationalisation for quite a pro-

portion of Kopon fighting. As time passes and anger over a 

death dies down it is more likely to be attributed to a 

ghost and less likely to be attributed to a witch. Thus a 

greater proportion of recent than remote deaths are attributed 

to witches. The hybrid human-supernatural nature of Kopon 

and many other witches can be explained as follows. They 

must be supernatural to do the things they are accused of, 

and human for their deeds to be avenged. 

Goblins are of less importance but at the least they 

provide males under pressure with one possible way of escape: 

being taken in tow by a goblin woman, in whose company they 

become 'unperceiving' or crazy, and an object of concern to 

their kin. This option is not open to women. 

Various wildghosts are believed to take ari interest in 

gardens and pigs, and may cause illness in people who do not 

care properly for them. Byol wildghosts are said to accompany 

men and women from middle age on. They may cause minor illness i j 

I 
I 
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people with whom the men and women they are accompanying 

become angry. This is said to make people careful not to 

get angry. Both ghosts and wildghosts are likely to attack 

people who break certain taboos, which will be described in 

chapter IX. 

It is clear then that supernaturals are thought to 

take an interest in all aspects of social life, and to 

attack, causing illness, where they believe themselves slighted 

or injured. It has been questioned in the preceding 

chapter how much such beliefs about supernaturals act as 

sanctions, but it se~ms reasonable to suppose that they 

have some effect on how people treat each other. 

The supernaturals are believed to play a part in the 

day to day events of physical life, and to influence all 

processes of growth, decay, illness, and curing. Most import

antly they are believed to account for virtually all human 

illness and death. · All supernaturals c an cause illness, 

and the illnesses caused by all supernaturals except witches 

can be diagnosed with the aid of wildghosts by smoking, 

and treated by spells and smoking. Attacks by witches are 

invariably fatal and can be neither diagnosed (except on 

circumstantial evidence) nor treated. Various wildghosts are 

responsible for the growth and health of pigs and gardens, 

and, possibly to a greater extent than I have yet discovered, 

for wild creatures and plants. Spells are important in the 

care of pigs and gardens, whether thriving or not. There is 

no doubt that magic and the supernaturals are believed to be 

intimately concerned with all aspects of the physical world 
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that are important to the Kopon. 

All supernatural beings are covered by the term 'man•. 1 

Kopon do not respect or revere them above men. They are 

simply beings to be dealt with as necessary. They are often 

dangerous and are treated with circumspection but there is no 

hesitation in shouting at them to get out when they are doing 

harm. Berndt (1965:95) also sees the supernaturals he dis-

cusses ''.virtually as equals" of Jnan. 

Although the supernaturals are everywhere at work, man 

is not believed to be simply at their mercy. He conducts his 

own social life, plants and tends his own gardens, and rears 

his own pigs. He also makes his own spells. Although 

smokers are dependent on supernatural beings, proper spells 

are believed to act without their co-operation. There is a . I 

great variety of spells to promote the thriving of gardens 

and pigs, and the recovery from illness of pigs and men. 

Spells tQ c~re illness are in fact spells to drive the super-

naturals out, and some of them look like a shouting trial .of 

strength, in which men often prevail. 

The supernaturals are equal among themselves. There is 

no suggestion of a hierarchy among the gods. Differences are 

those of personality rather than power. This is in contrast 

at least with the "lesser" and "greater" deities of the Huli 

(Glasse 1965:36) and the "hierarchical order" of the Mae Enga 

religious system (Meggitt 1965b:l31). 

1. The Kunimaipa have a term which covers most 
supernaturals, and the spirit or soul of 
man (McArthur 1971:170-1). 
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All people have roughly the same access to supernaturals. 

Although people who have been smoking for several years 

have a fair amount of status they do not stand out above all 

other men. Shamanism has not become "the mystical idiom in 

terms of which men of substance compete for positions of 

power and authority in society at large" (Lewis 1971:33). 

Some spells seem to be used only by middle aged and older 

men, and young children do not make spells. All the present 

smokers are men but in the past there have been women. I 

have the impression that men make more proper spells than 

women. With these qualifications supernatural power is 

equally available to all, and everybody knows and uses a con

siderable number of spells. 

A number of writers (Bulmer 1965:137, 156; Meggitt 

1965b:l30-l; Newman 1964b:261; Salisbury 1965:50) have 

commented on the systematic or unsystematic nature of Highland 

religious beliefs. I am not convinced by the grounds, such 

· as lacking a hierarchy of gods or a systematic account of 

creation, on which some religions are judged to be unsyste

matic. Kopon religion at least, which does not differ 

strikingly in most respects from Highland religions in general, 

seems to me to be highly systematic. It does not account for 

origins, at least so far as I have discovered, but it does 

account for things continuing to be as they are, in practic

ally every sphere of life. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

CYCLIC RITUAL 

In the last chapter I described Kopon ritual for 

healing illness, which takes the form of spells. These spells 

can be classed along with very many others which have practi

cal aims such as making gardens grow, and preventing rain. 

In this chapter I describe life cycle ritual and the 

'singsing~which I refer to collectively as cyclic ritual. 

Although they are believed to ensure that the proper order 

of life and growth is maintained, cyclic rituals differ from 

spells in not having a specific aim such as curing an ill 

person or making the taro grow in a particular garden. 

As background to the discussion of life cycle taboos 

in the next chapter, as well as life cycle ritual in this, 

I give below a brief account of the stages of the Kopon life 

cycle. 

It is convenient to summarise the accounts of ritual 

and taboo together, at the end of the next chapter, and to 

discuss ritual and taboo together in the following chapter. 

1. THE LIFE CYCLE 

The Kopon life cycle can be divided, from .conception to 

being a ghost , into eight more or ·less biologically based 

stages. Superimposed on these in childhood is the socially 

defined stage of being an initiate. The initiate stage will 

not be discussed here but initiation ritual and taboo will 

be prominent in the body of the chapter. 
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1.1 Male life cycle 

1.1.l 'Belly child' (n~ mwdwn) 

This is the unborn child. 

1.1. 2 •Fragile child' (n:t- nag± ) 

This is the newborn child. N:t-

means 'tender', or of soil 'friable'. 

till a child is a few weeks old and I 

is child; nag± of food 

This term is used only 

don't know of any 

taboos at this stage of life. I have not yet given medical 

treatment to an infant of this age . It is felt that such a 

child would be likely to die if it had an injection. If it 

dies the usual funeral ceremony is not held, or is highly 

abbreviated. 

1.1.3 'Small child' (n:t- pro) 

This stage lasts to the age of about 13. It could be 

seen as subdivided by the 'child dressing up' ceremony. Up 

to about the time o f this ceremony the child is almost totally 

dependent on older people, though some of these older people 

are themselves quite young. After this ceremony a child is 

still heavily dependent on older people but soon begins to 

be of use. A man sitting a few feet from the fire will 

often get a very young child to take a piece of tobacco leaf 

to the fire to be dried, or send a child to get coals to light 

a cigarette. When a little older the child will be sent to 

get dried banana leaf to roll the cigarette. Children 

occasionally refuse such requests but on the whole seem to 

enjoy doing what is asked. By the age of five or six they 

start helping to gather insects, tend gardens, and collect 

firewood , though in a small way at first. By about the middle 
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of this stage they will have their own plots in gardens, and 

spend some time apart from their parents gathering or hunting 

insects, frogs, and other small creatures, and even shooting 

small birds with small bows and arrows, thus contributing 

significantly to their own protein intake. Towards the end 

of this stage, by which time they are initiates, boys are 

largely able to look after themselves. They do some hunting 

(most of the non-vegetable things they previously gathered 

are now taboo), most of the work required in gardening, much 

of their own cooking, and spend some time without the company 

of adults, though they still get a good deal of food from 

their parents and spend the bulk of their time with them. 

Nevertheless they move about among their relations, coming and 

going frequently. 

1.1.4 'Large boy' (n~ majo) 

This is the age of a wellgrown lad. Apart from things 

that only women do the re is little he cannot do for himself 

should he wish, and he will be expected to help his older re

lations quite a lot, especially if there are women closely 

related . to him who do not have husbands. 

1.1.5 'Young man' (b~ ~) 

The term praj commonly me ans unmarried but is sometimes 

used of a man or woman who is ma rried and may even have childre 

The stage of 'young man' in this sense continues to the age 

of about 35. 

1.1.6 'Big ma n' (b~ maj8 ) 

In one s e n se thi s ter m me ans simp ly 'fully grown man' 

but it is u sed in a more res t ricte d sen s e for a ny man from 
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middle age on. There is a further term that is used of old 

men only. 'Big men' gradually give up the more strenuous 

hunting activities, especially those that require them to 

climb trees, but their gardening continues unabated. 

1.1.7 'Old man' (bwnme) 

This is a grey haired old man who has given up all 

strenuous hunting, but oth~r activities are kept up as long 

as possible. Old men still cut and dig gardens, albeit in 

a more leisurely fashion than in their prime. 

1.1.8 Ghost (~ ana) 

This is not a stage of the life cycle in the same sense 

as the others, but dead people are real to the Kopon, and 

ritual for this stage resembles other life cycle ritual. 

1.2 Female life cycle 

This is essentially as for males, with the stages 'belly 

child', 'fragile female child', 'small female child' (there 

is no 'child dressing up' ceremony for little girls)y 'large 

female child', 'young woman', 'big woman', 'old woman' (nbatw), 

and ghost. Females take up gathering and gardening activities 

at about the same age as males, but hunting is comparatively 

unimportant. 

Each stage of the life cycle can be seen in isolation 

but it is also possible to see two or more stages as belonging 

together. Thus stages 2 to 4, for which the term n~ is used, 

collectively make up childhood. The three stages, for which 

the terms b~ (man) and nb (woman) are used together make up 

adulthood. In stages 6 and 7 the qualifier majo (big) is 

appropriate for both sexes. 
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2. CYCLIC RITUAL 

The rituals or ceremonies to be described are:-

1. The 'bamboo' and 'fire saw' ceremonies 

for infants. 

2. The 'child dressing up' ceremony, for 

young boys. 

3. Initiation, for boys and girls about 

middle or later childhood. 

4. The 'cooking in the fire and eating' ritual. 

This is for boys only and marks the end of 

a long period as initiates. 

5. The 'singsing'. 

6. The funeral. 

7. 'Putting the bones in a tree: 

(5) follows either (2); or (3) and (4); or (2), (3), 

and ( 4) . (3) and (4) are always performed together. The (2), 

(3), (4), (5), complex lasts three or four days, as do funer

als. (1) and (7) take only a few hours. A new house is 

usually built for the (2), (3), (4), (5), complex. 

Not listed above are a number of minor rituals known, 

along with many other chants, as 'giving talk'. They are 

used to lift taboos on initiates, and will be mentioned in 

this connection. 

I have about 30 hours of tape recordings of ritual chants 

but the idiom is very different from that of ordinary speech 

and translation for the most part ha s not been attempted. 

2.1 The 'bamboo' and 'fire saw' ceremonies 

These are ceremonies that I heard about only at the very 

end of my last field trip , and have not seen. Both are held 
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in the first few days of life, the 'bamboo' ceremony for both 

sexes, the 'firesaw' ceremony for boys only. Both involve 

chants of which I . am quite ignorant. In the 'fire saw' 

ceremony fire is made wi·th a fire saw, and in the 'bamboo' 

ceremony bamboo is exploded by heating it in a fire. (Green 

bamboo explodes when heated if the air inside the hollow 

sections gets hot enough to explode before the walls of the 

sections burn through.) These ceremonies are carried out 

with only a few people attending. The ceremonies are intended 

in some manner which I do not understand to promote the well 

being of the child. The 'fire saw' ceremony may symbolise 

the beginning of a new life, and be intended to keep it going~ 

One way of saying that someone has died is to say "the fire 

has gone out". This is such a well known metaphor that when 

a man who was travelling with me got back to the Yha~ area 

after being away for some time, and wanted to know whether 

a sick friend of his had recovered, he called out from some 

distance away, saying simply "has the fire gone out or is it 

still burning?'' 

2.2 The 'child dressing up' ceremony 

The term for this ceremony is n~ ada ~- (to dress or 

decorate a child). It is held for boys when they are from 

18 months to three years old. More than one boy may be dressed 

and decorated at the same ceremony. There is nothing to 

prevent a child being dressed before this but children don't 

habitually wear clothes till they are 3 or 4 years old. 

I have seen most of the ceremony, which lasts about 

two days. The object of the ceremony seems to be to promote 
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the growth, health, and future prosperity of boys. Ancestral 

ghosts are said to be 'watching', which includes the idea 

of taking care. 

The ritual takes place in a room which is almost divided 

in two by a long fire, but unlike the fire in a similar room 

at initiation, it is not made very hot. On the lower 

side of the fire sit the men who are taking the main part in 

the chanting, including the father (or fathers) and son (or 

sons). On the upper side of the fire are some three or four 

boys who have already had their 'child dressing up' ceremony 

but have not been initiated. 

On the first day of the 'child dressing up' ceremony 

there is a chant associated with the pouring of water, 

followed by a meal which includes eel cooked in a stone oven. 

Water is also used in rituals when visitors arrive for a 

•singsing', in spells to recover a soul stolen by a goblin, 

and in spells to protect people struck by thunder. The inten

tion in all cases is to ward off harm but I don't know how 

this is supposed to be achieved. 

On the second day and through the night there is a series 

.of four chants. The first concerns the large, red, bean like 

seed of a tree called habpan. All Kopon boys have a small 

string bag containing a number of these seeds, probably as a 

protective charm. Men also carry them in the small bags in 

which they carry their v a luables. The second chant is about 

'shell valuables ' and is accompanied by the rattling of shell 

necklaces. One aim is to help the boy to acquire valuables 

when he grows up. The third chant is about black beads from 
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a plant calle d awol. These beads are of ten worn by those 

in mourning, but al s o just as decoration. 

The l ast chant may be called the cassowary chant and goes 

on for many hours. For this chant the older boys on the upper 

side of the fire wear cassowary feather hats. The younger boys 

are decked, as the chant proceeds, with clothes and ornaments. 

Part way through the chant young men acting as cassowaries 

arrive. After the ce remony at which I was present some of 

those who took part s a id, "I killed a cassowary, did you 

see?" At dawn the decorations were completed, the door, 

which had been closed off for the purpose, was broken down, 

and everyone came out, the boys parading in their finery, but 

not dancing. 

The cassowary chant is about a cassowary woman who stole 

a baby and reared it. A very different version of this story 

current among the Kalam has been published by Bulmer (1967: 

17-18), who9e informants told him it was connected with Kopon 

initiation c e remonie s. For the lower Kopon it is connect~d 

with the 'child dressing up' ceremony, not with initiation. 1 

The cassowary tale as related at Yha! shows, at this time of 

the 'child dressing up' ceremony, the proper way for a boy to 

develop, playing with a toy bow and arrows, then learning to 

hunt to build houses, to garden, to hold 'singsings' and to 
I 

marry, to visit his wife's kin, and to care for his mother. 

The story is told in appendi x E. 

1. The feathers in whi ch initia t es a re decke d are 
t hose o f a par r o t , not a c a s s owary. An upper 
Kopon ver sion o f the s ame story di ffe rs consid
erab l y both from that give n by Bulme r and f rom 
t hat r e lated to me at Yha~ , and i ncl ude s a 
j our ney in t o some kind of unde r world. 
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2.3 Initiation and 'cooking in the fire and eating' 

2. 3 .1 General in f ormation 

These t wo ritual s are held together. The essential element 

of initiation is the piercing of the nasal septum. Initiation 

is usually at the age of 10 to 15 years and the period as an 

initiate lasts about two to five years for boys, being ended 

by 'cooking in the fire and eating'. Girls are initiates for 

only a week or so. Boys are inclined to try to escape initia-

tion, and at the ceremony I saw, one was darried in struggling 

and screaming and another was initiated voluntarily at about 

the age of 20. 

The term for initiation is mwlw al- ('nose pierce'). 

Those who have been initiated are 'nose children', 'nose boys' 

and 'nose girls' for the remainder of their time as initiates. 

The initiation which I attended lasted four nights and 

three days. There were three classes of youths, the nose boys 

themselves, those who were ending their period as nose boys by 

taking part in the 'fire cooking and eating' ceremony, and 

those who were older and were spoken of as 'going into the room 

of yellow clay' (kna r awl ar-), in which class I was myself. 

Yellow clay is put on the faces of all three classe s of youths. 

The room in whi ch initia tion takes place is known as the 

1 'yellow clay room'. 

This initi ation wa s followed by a 'singsing' and several 

men took part in its organisation, but one of the ma in movers 

was a boy of about 18 who wanted to go t hrough the 'fire 

1. The term kna is used bo t h o f a c lay which 
p rovide s a yellowish p igment when heated , a nd 
o f a tree (Bi xa o r ella na ) and the bright r ed 
pigment obtaine d f rom its s eed pod s . 
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cooking and eating' ceremony to end the bothersome restrictions 

of being a nose boy, and so took a lead in building a large 

new house and getting the required game animals and eels. 

The house was round, about 40 feet in diameter, and the 'yel

low clay room' was completely surrounded by outer rooms. It 

was thus well hidden from women. Women are allowed to know 

who is being initiated, and in one of the chants call out 

their names, but they must· not find out the names of the old

er youths in the class to which · I .belonged . myself. If they 

did the women might call out their names too, and it seems 

this would cause shame. I was continually told to keep 

quiet so that the women would not know I was there. The story 

was put about that I had gone to the Jimi, but the women knew 

I was there, and not only because at one point I got some 

younger boys to take my tape recorder outside to where the 

women were chanting. The women must have good reason to think 

any young males who are not seen outside are in the 'yellow 

clay room' but it seems they play the game and don't call out 

their names. Other males in the same class as myself were 

allowed to go outside and even went to visit another ceremony 

being held about an hour's walk away but I was kept well hidden. 

No one was permitted to drink or smoke during the period 

in the · •yellow clay room' except that this rule was relaxed 

for all those who were not nose boys almost 24 hours before we 

came out, and even for nose boys a little later. Food cooked 

in the fire is eaten by those who are ending their period as 

nose boys on the afternoon of the last day, after the appropri

ate chant has been made. Apart from this only raw food or food 

cooked in a stone oven may be eaten in the 'yellow clay room'. 
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The 'yellow clay room' had the same setup as the room 

for the 'child dressing up' ceremony. It was an oval room 

with the fire along the longest diameter, leaving a gap at 

each end large enough to walk through. The fire was stoked 

up at intervals to be very hot, the largest log put on it 

being about 18 feet long, and 8 inches through at the thicker 

end. Sleeping mats and large leaves were used as heat 

shields, and though nose boys were told not to use these they 

did, and would practically have been roasted alive without 

them when the fire was hottest. After a time the heavy centre 

post of the house burned through and swung from the roof. I 

expected people to become dehydrated but no one showed signs 

of great distress. Except for nose boys, and even for them 

in the last few hours, it is possible to escape at intervals I 

to an adjoining room. A certain amount of raw fruit was ·I 
allowed, and when people's tongues felt dry they put a little 

salt on them. 

2.3.2 Sequence of events 

We entered the 'yellow clay room' about 5.00 in the 

afternoon. The actual nose piercing of the initiates took 

place about 8.00 p.m. that evening, to the accompaniment of 

chanting. Various chants were performed with only a few 

breaks of an hour or so for the rest of the time in the 'yellow 

clay room'. It is known in advance which boys are to be 

initiated but this is supposed to be kept secret from them, 

so that they won't go and hide in the bush. Although any boy 

of the appropriate age must have suspicions the secret is 

fairly well kept. The nose piercing is done with a sharp 
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stick like an arrow, in this case by a young man from 

another district, taking only a matter of seconds for each 

boy. Although it is an unpleasant procedure the boys did 

not seem to be too terrified or in severe pain, 1 though 

they did say their noses were painful afterwards. The pain 

would be due mainly to the short sterns that were put in the 

newly pierced nasal septa to keep the hole open. One boy 

did not arrive till well into the next day, making the fourth 

nose boy, and his nose was pierced then without any appa-

rent feeling that it was bad to do it late. The sterns in their 

noses were changed on the third afternoon1 after they had had 

their final big roasting in front of the fire and their first 

drink of water. 

About a day after we went into the'yellow clay room' 

there was great stamping and shouting. This was said to be 

because there were women close outside and it was to frighten 

them away (there had been women there when we went in) . 

Soon the women started chanting outside and from then on their 

presence came to our attention at intervals and aroused 

excited shouting and stamping inside. 

On the last afternoon in the 'yellow clay room' crowds 

of people arrived shouting and stamping and banging on the 

walls of the house. They brought plumes for the nose boys 

to wear as they emerged next morning. These were the plumes 

of ~ (a long tailed kingfisher, Tanysiptera galatea) and 

rabai (a lorikeet, Charmosyna papou, which also has a long 

1. The nasal septum is not a sensitive part. 
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tail). These were tried on that evening along with game 

animal furs and other adornments, and finally put on again 

to come out next morning. All three classes of youths were 

similarly decorated with . plumes, furs, and shell valuables. 

The 'cooking in the fire and eating' ceremony also 

occurs on the last afternoon in the 'yellow clay room'. Taro 

is cooked in a fire and scraped as usual to remove the 

charred surface. However, the scraping goes on for a long 

time to the accompaniment of a chant. The boys then eat 

this food, the first food cooked in a fire that they have 

eaten since being initiated. This ceremony marks the end of 

being a nose boy. Sometimes it is not held till about the 

time a young man might expect to marry. One man said young 

men might go blind if they got married before the ceremony 

was held but I have heard of five men who did this, apparently 

without ill effect. In at least one case a highly attenuated 

'cooking in the fi~e and eating' ritual was held without 

waiting for the next annual season for such ceremonials. 

We emerged from the 'yellow clay room' on the fourth 

morning by breaking down a sleeping mat that had been used 

to block the doorway. With excited chanting and hands joined 

we walked twice round the house in our regalia before mingl

ing with the crowd and taking it off. Shortly afterwards 

stone ovens were opened and smoked game animals eaten . The 

latter had been brought by a large procession of shouting 

people the day before we went into the 'yellow clay room'. 

The other main foods eaten at the initiation ceremony are 

eel, which was eaten on the first morning in . the 'yellow clay 
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room', and Colocasia taro, which was eaten both with the eel 

and with the smoked game animals as well as at other times. 

All the scraps of food were collected in a shallow container 

made of bamboo lattice so that they could not be eaten by 

rats or dogs. If this should happen it would cause sores to 
I 

form in the initia tes noses. 

Nose boys in the 'yellow clay room' are given frequent 

instructions and some teasing. Though they don't always do 

what they are told, they take it all without answering back, 

which is uncharacteristic of Kopon children at other times. 

During the last big buildup of the fire, just before the nose 

boys were first allowed to drink water, several men came into 

the room, including one old man who took the most prominent 

part, and harangued the nose boys to the general effect that 

they should make gardens, get firewood, and not have sexual 

intercourse with girls, or steal food. Boys not much older 

than the nose boys took part in this admonition. 

The youth who played the major part in arranging the 

ceremonies told me without being asked any questions that he 

was doing it so that he would not die, but would become a big 

man . 

The class of youths tha t I was in does not have formal 

duties but the y stoke the fires and do anything else that is 

required. 

At various times unrelated to the holding of initiation 

and 'cooking in the fire and e ating' ceremonies, there are 

minor ritua l s c a lle d 'giving talk' c a rried out for one or 

mor e b oys at a time , t o mark the e nd of taboos for initia tes 
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on various foods. The ritual is not described in detail but 

the food taboos are listed later along with other taboos 

on initiates. 

Girls have their noses pierced with little ceremony 

after the nose boys have emerged, but I have not seen this 

event. They observe much the same taboos as boys but these 

last only till the nose wound is healed. 

Nurnazawa (1968} describes four rites carried out on 

upper Kopon boys and youths. Of these the first corresponds 

to what I have called the 'child dressing up' ceremony~ the 

second, for boys 8-10 years old, involves anointing the head, 

and does not seem to be represented in the lower Kopon; the 

third, initiation, is much the same as in the lower Kopon; 

and the fourth is carried out at the time when young men 

begin to wear hats. So far as I know there is no ceremonial 

on this occasion among the lower Kopon, apart from spells to 

make the hair grow well. 

2.4 The 'singsing' 

The Pidgin term 'singsing' translates the Kopon term 

par om which could be derived from the verb par- (more commonly 

parw-) meaning 'to cover', as in covering a house by putting 

a roof on or covering a stone oven with leaves and soil. As 

well as referring to one kind of ceremonial, 'singsing' 

refers loose ly to the whole set of ceremonials ('child dress

ing up', initiation, 'cooking in the fire and eating', and 

the 'singsing ' proper ). People look fo rward to the 'singsing' 

and speak o f getting game anima ls fo r it, but the game ani

ma l s are used for the other ceremoni a ls . r a ther than the 
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'singsing' proper. 

The 'singsings' are held about August or September. 

Two or three households co-operate to stage a 'singsing', 

conunonly building a new house, the use of which they will 

share after the 'singsing' is over. Special taro gardens 

are made in the preceding planting season, and sufficient 

pigs must be available to kill. Any particular household 

might play an important part in staging a 'singsing' . once 

every 5 to 10 years. Women don't like to have them too 

often because o f the extra effort with gardens and pigs. 

The 'singsing' proper is shorter and simpler than the 

ceremonies that precede it but ~nvolves many more people. 

The other ceremonies in this complex are mainly the concern 

of local people although kin from other places come. The 

singsing' proper is open to anyone other than those who have 

serious unsettled scores with the people who are putting it 

on. Young men travel round in small groups for distances up 

to a day's walk and may go to two or three 'singsings' in 

succession, becoming quite exhausted and hoarse. 

Visitors come, and men decorate themselves a short 

distance from where the 'singsing' is to be held. The essen

tial items of decoration are a wig and a bird of paradise 

headdress, of which Paradisaea minor is by far the conunonest, 

though several kinds are acceptable. Having decorated 

themselves and applied mixtures to make themselves attractive 

to women the men come to the dancing area, which is a cleared 

space 10 feet or so wide encircling the 'singsing' house. 

Dancing and chanting and drununing begin, and keep up all night, 
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the dancers moving back and forth around the house, or if it 

is raining, inside the house. In the morning pigs are killed 

and some are presented unostentatiously to one or more 

visitors who will eventually stage a 'singsing' in return. 

These pigs (three were given to one man and his immediate 

kin on the occas i on witnessed) are presented whole and 

uncooked, and shell valuables are given in return. Other pigs 

are cut up and exchanged among closer kin. The presentation 

of whole pigs is not related to the initiations, but to the 

reciprocal staging of 'singsings'. 

There are two other small ceremonies, one of which may 

be held some time before the 'singsing', the other just 

before guests arrive. That held some time before is described 

as 'to burn and break the ghosts' (~~law~ do~ 1-). 

The object is to chase away the ghosts of those who have died 

in the last few years so that they will not make people ill. 

Some ghosts are more dangerous than others, depending at 

least partly on their character before they died, and it 

seems this ceremony is often omitted if there are not thought 

to be particularly dangerous ghosts about. The ceremony 

consists of chanting while walking round the paths outside 

the 'singsing' house in the evening after it is dark, carry

ing large flaming bamboo torches. The chant in part is as 

follows. 

kabo ·na b 0q o 

mab magoq o 

wal me g o 

lump of stone oh 

lump of wood oh 

teeth of game animal oh 
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kabo adn law sayn1 stone this side protect (?) 

mab adn law sayn wood, this side protect (?) 

It seems that mentioning these strong objects is supposed to 

drive the ghosts away. 

The other ceremony, held just before guests arrive, is 

for the protection of the hosts. Water is poured over the 

people who are putting on the 'singsing', and it is said that 

if this were not done they would be 'struck' by the visitors 

and blood would come out of their mouths and noses. 

2.5 Funerals 

A funeral is called 'corpse base' or 'corpse ground' 

(wyp yi). I once saw a baby die in its mother's arms. She 

began crying quietly and the crying slowly turned into a fun-

eral chant, with other women joining in. The chanting is in 

fact called 'crying', using the same term as for a child 

crying. The funeral for a newborn infant lasts not more than 

a few hours, with only close kin present. For a baby several 

weeks old the funeral lasts a day or so, and for an adult, 

from three to five days. During this time the corpse is 

laid out on a platform in the house, with one or two walls 

removed to make the room large. News of the death spreads 

quickly by shouting and before long people begin to arrive. , 

Chanting is kept up a good part of the time, though not non-

stop. Men and women often chant separately, the women doing 

more of the chanting than the men. 

1. In Kalam (R.Bulmer p.c.) sayn means 'safe', 
'healthy'. Sayn is not a:rl'Ordinary Yha! 
Kopon word, and Kalam words are sometimes 
used in Kopon spells. 
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As each little group of people arrives the men shoot 

grass arrows into the house and tussle with the kin of the 

corpse, who may brandish axes and threaten to chop them up. 

This is a ritual protest at the death, but people reporting 

it speak as though the threats were genuine, and a tense 

situation does sometimes occur. All this is to the 

accompaniment of loud moaning which . gradually settles down to 

a chant. Close kin may be presented with a shell valuable 

by the immediate family of the corpse to keep them from be

coming too angry, but it is expected that this will be re

turned within a month or so. 

Visitors come and go a great deal but the immediate 

family has an exhausting time. Even visitors usually leave 

tired out and hoarse. Food is provided for the visitors, . I 

including a final large meal, and much of this comes from 

the garden of the deceased. Food from this garden is in 

any case taboo to immediate kin other than young children 

after the death of the gardener. A fire is kept burning near 

the corpse to discourage the flies, and switches are used 

continually to chase them away . By the fifth day, if the 

funeral lasts that long, the corpse is bloated, the skin _ 

beginning to peel, and fluid oozing. 

After the feast the corpse is placed on a platform a 

few feet from the house. At the funeral of a man of about 

35 his wife and closely related women gathered round his 

head just before the body was carried out, crying rather than 

chanting, and his wife took his hands for a few minutes. 

The chanting stopped and a large number of people , as many 
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as could get near, put their . hands under the body and carried 

it to the platform. Before carrying the body a few men 

blackened round their eyes with charcoal. Afterwards those 

who had carried the corpse cleaned their hands on the pith 

of banana trunks which had been specially heated in a fire. 

Most dispersed once the body was on the platform but some 

stayed and built a fence, which is supposed to keep out 

dogs and anything else that might eat the corpse. A fire was 

lit bes"ide the ·=orpse , and the widow stayed there for some 

time. Next morning her whole trunk was covered with greyish 

1 
white mud. One or two taros and a breadfruit or some other 

tree may be planted by the burial platform. The taro is not 

eaten but the fruits of the tree are. A necklace, a few 

plumes (but not bird of paradise plumes), some hair of the 

deceased, and a few bits of food may be put in the fence that 

is built round the platform. Some fingers, or in the case of 

a child even the whole hand, are cut off and dried for parent 

or spouse to wear round the neck. Once the flesh has rotted 

a jawbone or lower arm bone is occasionally worn round the 

neck. 

Close kin stay a good part of the time in the house next 

to the corpse while it rots, and do complain of the smell. One 

man whose sister had died came to me and said "The corpse 

stinks and my spit comes. I have brought food to exchange 

for salt," The salt is to taste to counteract the smell. 

A funeral does not affect the long term use of a house, but 

a house may be abandoned if there are two or more deaths in it. 

1. This was different from the white clay which is 
a sign o f mourning , and with which people at 
the funeral may cover parts of their bodies. 
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A person who is shot is not carried home because 'blood 

falls down'. Disposal is on a platform with a fence round 

it and immediate kin gather and chant, probably only for an 

hour or so. In giving reason~ for the body not being taken 

home one man said "Spit comes to their mouths, the corpse 

stinks, there ar~ flies, and they do not carry it home. 

1 Flies lay eggs and there are maggots. It is not taboo~·· 

This statement was in response to a query as to whether the 

corpse of a person shot was taboo. Most of the reasons for 

leaving a corpse where it is do not apply till decomposition 

has set in. If people wanted to take the corpse home, in 

most cases it could be taken more or less straight away, 

since killings are commonly ambushes inside the victim's 

territory and the body is left there. The statement that 

'blood falls down' is probably the key to why the body is 

left where it is. Human blood is damaging to gardens and a 

bleeding body may be a bad influence wherever it goes. People 

who hang themselves are carried home in the normal way if 

they are found in time. The one person I have seen who was 

shot was not put on a platform but left on the ground and a 

fence built round the corpse. It was said that this was be-

cause of bad feeling. The term used was siom of which 'turn-

ing the back on' might be the nearest English equivalent. 

The woman concerned was partly responsible for the incident, 

~ee ch. VI.2, case 12) in which she was killed. She was killed 

by her own kin, and at the time of her death her father was 

seriously wounde d and her husband was in hiding, which might 

1. Literally 'flies defaecate'. 
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partly explain why she did not receive the usual attention. 

A person who dies a natural death away from home is 

carried back, sometimes as far as a day's walk. 

Very occasionally a body is buried in a hole in the 

ground without 'crying'. The only such case I have any detail 

of was a middle a ged woman who had spent about three years 

confined to the house. She had not helped with gardening or 

getting firewood and it seems her confinement had been of 

her own accord rather than because she was incapacitated. 

She had a normal husband, and had had one child, though I do 

not know whether it was alive at the time of her death. 

Most natural deaths do not involve compensation. The 

three I know of where compensation was discussed at funerals 

are recorded in ch. VI, 2, cases 15 and 21. 

2.6 'Putting the bones in a tree' 

This ritual takes place immediately after a 'singsing' 

which is long enough after the death for the bones to be 

completely clean of flesh. In the evening there is a short 

period of chanting round the site of the now collapsed plat

form on which the corpse was placed to rot. On the one 

occasion on which I have seen this. ceremony the chanting was 

done by two men, a son and a 'father's sister' of the dead 

woman. About thirty people, counting children, were present, 

a much smaller number than for the major life cycle cere

monies. Next morning a large meal including eel was cooked 

in stone ovens. The skull was greased with pig fat by the 

man who was the dead woman's 'father's sister' and the skull 
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and main bones carried away and placed in a nearby tree. 

At the same time a little earth was thrown over the site of 

the old platform. The ceremony is known as mno nw-, a term 

for which there is no clear meaning, though it is probably 

a corruption of 'give earth', that is, to cover the old site 

with earth. As far as I could discover the ceremony does 

not mark any change in the location or status of the ghost. 

2.7 Summary 

It is convenient to summarize important points in 

this chapter at the end of the next chapter. 

. I 



306. 

CHAPTER IX 

TABOO 

"When dinner came upon table, not one of them would 

sit down, or eat a bit of anything that was served up. On 

expressing my surprise at this, they were all taboo, as they 

said; which word has a very comprehensive meaning; but, in 

general, signifies that a thing is forbidden. 111 

This chapter describes Kopon taboos. After giving some 

idea of what Kopon taboos are, I present a classification of 

the taboos and then describe each class in detail. Preceding 

the classification is a note on cooking methods , which are 

subject to taboos. After the detailed description of taboos 

there is a short account of miscellaneous food avoidances. 

Since the taboos are numerous there is a summary at the end of 

the chapter. Ritual is included in the summary, which is 

largely a recapitulation of ethnographic material, prepara-

tory to discussion in the next chapter. 

I define taboos as prohibitions with automatic sanctions, 

but extend the term to cover all the prohibitions in any given 

set so long as most of them have automatic sanctions. Detailed 

discussion of the definition is found in the next chapter. 

When I speak of taboo 'things' I am referring to all taboos, 

including t aboo a cts. 

1. Cook 1785:286. This is Captain James Cook's 
record of an incide nt which took place on a 
vi s it to the Tonga n Islands in June 1777 and 
it is ge n e r a lly acce pted as the first pub
lished u s e of the wo r d taboo. 
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1. GENERAL REMARKS ON KOPON TABOOS 

Taboo as defined above is a suitable translation for the 

Kopon term hyl. Kopon taboos involve either a person and a 

thing, or two people. To be taboo is to be in a certain kind 

of relationship with another person or with a thing. Neither 

a person nor a thing is taboo in itself, but only in relation 

to certain persons. Taboos between people, and in a sense 

all Kopon taboos, are reciprocal. Some are lifelong, but most. 

apply for limited periods of time. 

There is no opposite of 'taboo' except its negative 

'not taboo' (hyl gak-). 

The word hyl in Kopon is used much in the way that the 

word taboo is used in English with the verb 'to be' • It is 

also used as an adjective, but not as a noun. There is no 

such thing in Kopon as 'a taboo'. The Kopon do not speak of 

breaking a taboo. Questions have to be put in such a form 

as "If a taboo person eats this lizard what will happen?" 

The almost invariable answer, at least till informants are 

well trained, is that whatever it is that is taboo is not done. 

By persistent questioning the ill consequence to health of 

doing it, if any, may be found. All questions have to be 

about a particular thing or class of things, Kopon do not 

discuss taboo as an abstract entity or quality. Whenever I 

speak of 'a taboo' or of 'breaking' a taboo or of taboo as an 

entity I do so beca use it is awkward to write in English in 

the way the Ko p on speak . 

Taboo is not a power. Breaking some taboos is likely 

to be foll owed by being ill but the illness is c a used by a 
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being with which the taboo is associated, not by the taboo 

itself. 

I first discovered many taboos as bans on eating. This 

was misleading, as a taboo commonly applies to any kind of 

contact, of which eating is simply the most obvious. If a 

species is a lifetime taboo to people they may usually not shoot, 

collect, or handle it, or cook food in the same open fire in 

which it has been cooked. However, the stringency of such 

taboos varies considerably. In general initiates are free 

to handle foods that are taboo only because they are initiates, 

and not for some other reason as well. If two people may 

not say each other's names there are in most cases other 

restrictions of various kinds, which may go almost as far as 

complete avoidance. Some of the strictest taboos are on 

saying the names of close spouse's kin, but people sometimes 

say the name of a more distantly related person in the same 

category. There is a strict taboo for nose boys on food 

cooked in the fire, but many life cycle taboos are not so 

strict, and for older men most are a matter of food choice 

rather than actual taboos. The taboo on food for the sick, 

and life cycle taboos on insects for adult males, may be re

ferred to as 'nothing' taboos, meaning they are not real 

taboos. The term taboo is used in virtually all other contexts 

with one essential meaning. 

2. COOKING METHODS 

A note on cook_ing methods is a necessary background to 

taboo since some taboos are on particular methods of cooking. 

There is no general Kopon term for cooking but a separate term 
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for each of two methods . 

2.1 Cooking in the fire (law-,la-} 

Food is placed in the fire or on coals, either directly 

or in a container. The container may be a gourd, bamboo, or 

bark. The various methods of cooking in the fire may be 

taboo either collectively or selectively. 

2.2. Cooking with stones (abo ad-} 

This is cooking in an oven of heated stones covered with 

leaves and soil. It involves heating the stones, obtaining 

leaves, extra preparation of the food, and preparing the 

oven. It is the only. method which ma¥ be used to cook food 

for nose boys, whether or not they themselves are doing the 

cooking. 

3. CLASSIFICATION OF TABOOS 

The Kopon have no explicit classification of taboos 

but there is an implicit classification in that some taboos 

are said to apply to nose boys, some to smokers , some to 

certain kinds of kin, and so on. It would be hopeless to 

describe taboos without classifying them and I use three 

criteria to divide taboos into four main groups. The criteria 

are:-

i} The main areas of life that the taboos are concerned 

with. 

ii) The objects, practices, and persons the taboos 

apply to, that is, whether they are on cooking methods, use 

of personal names, use of animal or plant species, and so on. 

iii) The agents, if any, that lie behind the taboos. 

I describe the four ma in groups of taboos here but they will be 

more fully understood after seeing the detailed account of the 
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taboos. Although there are a few sets of taboos that might fit 

more than one group, on the whole each group is clearly dis-

tinguished from the others. Table 15 outlines the four main 

groups. The first column shows the areas of life with which 

the taboos are concerned. The second column lists the things 

to which the taboos apply, including people. (Remember that 

all taboos involve either a person and a thing or two people.) 

The third column lists the agents which may bring about ill 

effects if the taboos are broken. 

3.1 Group I 

Group I taboos are concerned with social relationships. 

The peculiarity of these taboos is that they are reciprocal 

between people in ego based relationships. Group I taboos con-

stitute some form of limitation on personal contact. This is 

to some extent disguised by the fact that it extends to 

things such as food and cigarettes, but it is not on any 

1 given natur~l species of food , or cigarettes in general, but 

only the food or tobacco which is associated with the taboo 

person. I n some cases it extends to all food grown in the 

taboo person's garden , all pork raised by the taboo person, 

and even a cigarette lit from the same fire as the taboo 

person's cigarette. Included in group I are what I have called 

kinship, enmity, and mourning taboos. Mourning taboos usually 

include a ban on a certain me thod of cookin~ but like other 

mourning taboos i t is chosen by the person concerned. Group 

1. An exception to this is that some particular 
food that a dead kinsperson was fond of might 
be given up as a sign o f mourning . 
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Table 15: g roup s of t aboos 

Areas of life with 
which taboos are 
concerned 

Group I 

Social relation
ships (kinship, 
enmity, and mourn
ing). 

Group II 

The life cycle and 
male and female 
taboos. 

Group III 

Locality and 
smoking. 

Group IV 

Death and bleed-
ing of various crea
tures including 
man. 

that to which 
taboos apply 

Another person 
{anything from 
personal name to 
all contact with 
anything with 
which the person 
is associated) . 

Natural species 
(but only fortui
tously a few ass
ociate d with 
ghosts or wild
ghosts), cooking 
methods, and sep
arate cooking of 
food for certain 
people of oppos
ite sex. 

Natural species 
having special 
association with 
gho s ts or wild
ghosts. 

Gardens 

agent of ill con
sequences if taboo 
broken 

Usually none. 
Ghost can attack. 

Usually none, but 
some sympathetic 
action, especially 
for nose boys, 
possibly mediated 
by ghosts. In a 
few cases attack by 
ghosts is likely. 

Ghost or wildghost 
associated with 
species 

Sympathetic action, 
possibly mediated 
by wildghosts. 
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II taboos on cooking methods are obligatory for certain 

classes of people. With one minor exception there are no 

ill effects which follow automatically from breaking group I 

taboos, but ghosts related to a person who breaks a taboo may 

cause illness in that person or a near kinsperson. 

3.2 Group II 

Taboos in group II affect persons at various stages of 

the life cycle and differ for males and females. Most taboos 

are on natural species but they differ from mourning taboos 

on natural species in group I in that they are not individu

ally selected, but obligatory for all persons in a particular 

category. They differ from taboos on natural species in 

group III in that there are no ghosts or wildghosts associated 

with the species concerned, except fortuitously in a few 

cases. A taboo on food cooked in bamboo is found in both 

group II and group III. It is in group II twice, once because 

it is cooked in the fire, and once because it is usually pre

pared by women. It is in group III because of a wildghost 

associated with the species of bamboo used. This wildghost 

does not attack people in group II who break the taboo but it 

may attack persons in group III. There is a similar prohibi

tion in group II on food cooked in bark by women in the same 

way as food is cooked in bamboo. There is no taboo on the 

trees that provide the bark and consequently this taboo does 

not appear in group III. 

In both group I and group II there are taboos requiring 

food to be cooked in separate fires and/or ovens for people 

of opposite sex. The group I taboos concerned are ego 
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oriented, being one of a number of forms of limitation on 

personal contact between people in specific relationships. 

The group II taboos affect all opposite sex persons in certain 

classes in the society. 

Sickness is not a common result of breaking taboos in 

group II and when it comes usually has a sympathetic kind of 

action. However, the taboo on initiates eating food from 

the same oven as people of the other sex is string~nt, and 

breach is likely to result in illness caused by a ghost. 

3.3 Group III 

Group III includes taboos passed on from parents to 

children
1 

which are associated with particular localitie~ 

and taboos on smokers. The taboos are on natural species 

which are associated with ghosts or wildghosts. 

3.4 Group IV 

These taboos are concerned with death and bleeding in 

various creatures including man. Taboos in this group are 

acquired by those who have been in contact with dead people or 

with the dead of certain species that are seen as in some 

sense human. When these people pass this contact on to new 

gardens, growth will be poor and the plants may dry up. Cer

tain bleeding has the same effect. 

3.5 Other taboos 

There are taboos on men who make certain kinds of 

spells. I overlooked enquiring into these~ but they probably 

belong in group III. 
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4. EVITABILITY OF TABOOS 

Group I taboos are more or less inevitable but they are 

contingent on oneself or one's kin getting married, fighting, 

and dying. 

Group II taboos are inevitable. Everyone observes the 

taboos appropriate to their sex and to the various stages of 

the life cycle. 

People are born with group III taboos and they remain 

the same, by and large, for life. Some may be ignored and 

new ones may be taken on in shifting to a different area 

(for example at marriage), or becoming a smoker, but otherwise 

they do not usually change. 

Taboos in group IV affect all people at odd times but 

it is theoretically possible for men to escape them com

pletely by avoiding physical contact with the dead of certain 

species including man. Women, by menstruating, are necessarily 

subject to these taboos. 

5. GROUP I: TABOOS CONCERNED WITH SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS 

In this group are kinship, enmity, and mourning taboos. 

5.1 Kinship taboos 

Table 16 sets out the main kinship taboos but is not 

exhaustive. In particular some kin terms cover subcategories 

of kin where taboos differ. Also, there are possibly taboos 

on sexual banter between some close natal kin. Moving down 

the column of kin on the chart, they have to observe increas

ing numbers of taboos. Any taboo which appears in a column 

remains for the rest of that column. There is no need to 
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have plot side 
by side ~ ~ ~ ~ x 
in garden 

mention kins- x x 
person's genitals 

make jokes ~ ~ 
with kins person 

~ ~ ~ x x x 

share cigarette x x x x x x x x 

eat food broken by 
kinsperson by biting x x . x 

eat food broken by 
x x x kinsperson by hand 

eat food cooked in 
same stone oven ":.. ":.. ~ ":.. x x 

eat food cooked in 
same fire ~ ~ ":.. ~ '::. '::. x 

receive and pass on 
~ '::. ~ ~ '::. '::. x pork grown by kins-

person 

eat pork grown by '::. '::. ":.. '::. x x 
kins person 

eat food from kins- ~ ":.. ":.. ~ ":.. ":.. ~ x 
person's garden 

address by name x x x x x x x x 

say name ~ x x x x x x x 
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repeat what is on the chart but I elaborate some points. 

5.1.1 Taboos on personal names 

Some of the spouse's kin listed as not being permitted 

to say a name (as opposed to calling someone by name) are 

possibly permitted to say these names provided the person 

named is not present. 

There is a relaxation of name taboos on spouse's kin 

some time after they are dead but I have no details on this. 

It appears to be a gradual relaxation rather than a specific 

change in status. 

Most if not all ' Kopon have both a 'real' name (hyb yablo), 

the one they were given at birth, and one or more 'turn names' 

or 'nicknames' (hyb ado gol). Some cousins address each 

other by name but it is more likely to be a 'nickname' than 

a real name. For some cousins the .mouth is said to be 'heavy', 

for others 'light'. The latter might be addressed by name but 

the former would not. 

There is one name taboo that has not been listed. When two 

persons related as 'husband's brother' are present and one of 

them is eating, no person may say the name of either of them. 

A fuller enquiry would yield a four or five fold gradation in 

taboos on names. 

1. No one saying the name of either of two people 

in a relationship when they are both present and one of them 

is eating. 

2. Not saying each other's names at all. 

3. Not saying each other's names when both are 

pre s ent. 
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4. Not calling each other by name (there may be 

no distinction between this and 3 ). 

ent: 

5. Not addressing each other by 'real' names. 

Taboos between kin in a given category are less string-

i) 

ii) 

iii) 

iv) 

v) 

vi) 

If they are distantly related. 

If they are about the same age. 

If they are of the same sex. 

If they are well known to each other. 

For a senior member of a pair of kin. 

For spouse's kin who were closely re

lated natal kin before the marriage 

concerned took place. 

Lab, who has considerable status, is closely related to 

his wife's father's brothers, is about the same age as they 

are, and knew them well for many years before marriage. He 

uses personal names for them, something which is quite rare. 

He said he was 'tired' (yrw gop) of using spouse's kin terms. 

He uses the spouse's kin term for his wife's father. 

It is said that compensation might be demanded for say-

ing the names of spouse's kin but I have not heard of anyone 

making such a request. It seems unlikely that anyone ever 
I 

says a name where offence is likely to be caused. · 1 

I 
On one occasion boys were saying names to a child just I 

learning to talk and getting him to repeat them. They de-

liberately got him to say names he should not say, as a kind 

of enterta i nment, and then told him without any tone of repri-

mand that he should not say them. 
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5 . 1. 2 Cigarette s 

There is probably a gradation from not lighting a ciga

rette from the s ame fire, through lighting cigarettes from 

the same fire but not sharing them, to sharing the cigarette 

itself. A woman may light cigarettes for both her husband 

and her mother from the same coal. A man may not pass a 

coal from the fi r e directly to his wife's mother but may give 

it to someone else to pass. 

5.1.3 Gardening 

Spouse's kin of same generation and opposite sex may 

not have plots side by side in the same garden. I have not 

checked how strictly this taboo is observed but expect that 

after a few years it might be ignored. 

5 .1. 4 Pork 

Where a kinsperson is permitted to receive pork and pass 

it on but not eat it, the pork must not be unwrapped in the 

process of passing it on. It is not permitted to eat pork from 

a pig of the wife's mother, and some informants say it is not 

permitte d to eat pork from a pig grown by the wife's father. 

The latter is not strictly true. Such pork may be eaten pro

vided t he wife's mother ha s not helped to care for the pig, 

which s he will have done if she is alive. 

5.1.5 Spatial separation 

Persons re l a ted as 'husband's brother' may not use the 

same door way. All or most othe r spouse's kin of ·opposite sex 

do not sit close t oge ther . Separation is carried to an extreme 

fo r a new ly married woman and he r husband's male 'cousin' if 

the husband ' s mout h i s 'heavy' with respe ct to that 'cousin'. 
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Such a pair will not come closer than about 10 feet from each 

other, and scarcely look at or talk to each other. The 

intensity of the taboo decreases with time, and also decreases 

considerably if the husband's 'cousin' marries a woman 

who is closely related to his 'cousin's' wife. This means 

that two closely related men are married to two closely re

lated women. 

5.1.6 Drinking water 

Spouse's kin of opposite sex may not drink water from 

the same container. 

5.2 Mourning taboos . 

Mourning taboos are voluntary in the sense that no part

icular taboo is compulsory for everybody. However, every 

close adultkinspersonof someone who dies is expected to ob

serve a number of taboos and the following are commonly 

chosen. 

i) Avoidance of food from the garden of the dead person 

is . almost universal for close adult kin. However, a young 

child may eat food from its dead parent's garden. Most of 

the food from any particular garden will be used in less than 

two years even if it was only just planted when the owner died. 

One man ate food from his dead wife's garden and a serious 

illness was attributed to her ghost. 

ii) Pork from a pig owned by the deceased is often 

avoided, though it might still be given to less closely related 

kin and a return gift of pork expected in due course. 

iii) Any food which the dead person was fond of or closely 
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associated with may be given up. This could be a particular 

strain of taro, yam, or some other staple. The Kopon get 

a great deal of salt, of which they are very fond, from me. 

When I was attacked by a wild boar while away from Yhai 

there was a rumour that I had been killed. One man told me 

that if I had died he would have given up eating salt. 

iv) Food cooked in the stone oven or in bamboo or bark 

may be given up as a mourning taboo. Among the Kalam (R. Bulmer 

p.c.) food cooked in ovens is mandatorily given up for a 

brief period after a death. 

v) The name of a dead close kinsperson is not usually 

pronounced. 

Taboos (iii) , (iv), and (v) are dropped when the bones 

of the deceased have been shifted to a tree (about 6-18 

months after death), if not sooner. 

5.3 Enmity taboos 

Close kin of a person who has been killed avoid persons 

directly involved in the killing, and their immediate kin. 

The avoidance includes all the taboos listed as kinship taboos, 

except that there is no prohibition on names. The people con

cerned avoid each other completely, . never coming into each 

other's presence. There do not seem to be precise limits on 

how far such taboos extend. One man said he would not marry 

the daughter of a man who killed his brother, but he would 

eat with the son of the same man. The number of people who 

observe the taboos decreases over a period of time. If such a 

taboo is broken a ghost attack which causes the belly to swell 

up is likely. When killings have been compensated the taboos 
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no longer apply. 

People with enmity taboos are kept apart. If they meet 

they are thought likely to fight. Such taboos may help to 

damp down conflict but they do not prevent premeditated pay

back killings. 

6. GROUP II: LIFE CYCLE AND MALE AND FEMALE TABOOS 

Life cycle and male and female taboos are described for 

various single and combined stages of the . life cycle for 

each sex. The order in which they are described is as follows: 

youth before age, short lasting before long lasting, male 

before female. Thus taboos on young children come first, 

beginning with those that last only a few years, going on to 

those that last up to initiation, and so on up to those that 

last for the whole of life, then corning back to those that 

begin at initiation, and finally those that begin later than 

initiation. 

6.1 Taboos on young boys and girls 

These taboos, observed to the age of about seven, are· 

the same for boys as for girls. There are two groups, which 

differ in character, and also in that ceremonies are held to 

end the restrictions for the first group but not the second. 

The ceremonies go through parts of the normal preparation of 

the food concerned, such as removing the intestines of an eel, 

to the accompaniment of chanting known as 'giving talk'. 

6.1.1 Subgroup (i) 

a) al-i- A wild tuber. 

b) ~ p :l-i- A kind of breadfruit. ---
c) w:lon A kind of breadfruit. 

d) k ay rne A small fish. 
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f) 

g) 

h) 
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namkw A small fish. 

smom This is a plant with edible 

shoots. It is used in the 'singsing' where 

in dried form it is attached to the buttocks 

of men and bounces up and down as they dance, 

making flapping noises. 

mdah This is the sago palm and is the 

only thing in this group that is not a food. 

The Kopon neither use it for food nor do they 

know that it is used by other people. The 

taboo consists of 'keeping out of its shade'. 

haw asnaq Large eels. 

i) mage A marsupial, possibly the spotted 

cuscus, Phalanger maculatus (Ro Bulmer p.c.). 

j) adq A tree with edible berries. 

The last three are also taboo at later stages but I think 

the taboo is lifted and replaced. 

The things in this group are all found mainly at lower 

altitudes, notably in the Jimi Valley. None is important as 

an everyday food. Except for the eel and the marsupial, which 

are brought back to eat at ceremonials, they are only likely 

to be eaten on visits to low altitude areas. None is domesti-

cated. I would expect the breadfruit seed, like the kind that 

grows at Yhai, to be planted occasionally, but this is denied. 

Most taboos are on things that the Kopon use more or less 

regularly in their present environme nt. Folk tales point to 

migration from the Jimi and it is possible that these taboos 

and associated ceremonies were brought from . there. A more 

likely explanation is as f ollows. 

Low alt i tude places are hot. People are hot (have 'hot 

I 

. I 
I 
I 
I 
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skin') when they are ill, and to recover is to become 'cold'. 

Young children are with good reason thought particularly 

likely to become ill and die. To avoid hot places and things 

from hot places is to avoid becoming ill. 

Young children are not taken to the Jimi. A taboo 

on Jimi foods is a way of ensuring this. 

The Jimi is probably . dangerous to everyone, not just 

young children. Yhai Kopon live at the dividing line between 

malarious and non-malarious areas. Most malaria patients 

come from down valley rather than up valley. I know of only 

one person dying on a visit to the Jimi but since malaria 

may take some time to develop, others have very likely died 

after they c ame back. Visits to the Jimi are regarded as a 

little dangerous but I have not heard people say there is a 

special danger of becoming ill. 

6.1.2 Subgroup (ii) 

a) Nag plmne ma This is a grub from a particular vine. 

It is the only grub taboo to young children and so far as I · 

know is the only one found in a vine as opposed to a tree. One 

explanation for illness in young children is that their intes-

tines have become rolled into a tight ball, which is referred 

to by the name of this vine. It is probably thought that 

eating grubs from this vine is likely to give children this 

kind of illness. 

b) Bats . The Kopon have a number of terms for bats 

but generally they are grouped with birds. However, it is 

recognised that bats are different from other 'birds'. The 

• • b I" fl I h ") bat anus is said to e tightly o d e d (wl a p gop . If a 
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young child eats a bat its anus is likely to become like that 

of a bat, it will not be able to defaecate properly, and 

will not thrive. 

There are only two . taboos in this subgroup and they are 

both unusual among life cycle taboos for two reasons. One 

is ·that specific and serious consequences may follow breach. 

The other is that this unfortunate result is caused by ghosts, 

in the first case ghosts of any of the child's kin (this 

condit ion can also be caused by 'witch infants') and in the 

second case ghosts of people for whom bats are an inherited 

taboo. 

These two taboos also show clearly that what might 

appear to be simple sympathetic action can be operated by 

supernatural beings. 

6.2 Taboos on young boys and initiates 

There is no corresponding group for females. Taboos 

(a) and (c) apply to females only as nose girls, while (b) 

applies to females from childhood for the rest of life. 

a) ngano This banana, not a particularly common one, 

is taboo from early childhood till the 'cooking in the fire 

and eating' ceremony. It is more sharply curved than other 

kinds of bananas and it is said that if it is eaten the back 

would become stooped. Taboos on other foods that have the 

same danger continue into adulthood and apply to females as 

well as males. 

b) h ba ~ ('treefern fungus') A number of other 

fungi are taboo to initiates but the taboo on this fungus 

begins earlier for both males and females than taboos on other 
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fungi and continues for females for the rest of life. 

The treefern has associated with it a wildghost (which is 

particularly dangerous to females) and this probably ex

plains the difference between taboos on this and other 

_fungi. For the male, breaking this taboo may cause a 

swollen belly and poor growth, which is the usual risk for 

an initiate breaking taboos. 

c) hanawpal, joad6 , lawneb, mjgiyb, ngano, wds, wlop, 

yiw. These birds are discussed along with other birds that 

become taboo at initiation. 

d) kanq, kwmon Taboos on these two varieties of pit

pit (Saccharum edule) parallel other taboos on initiates. 

Eating them is said to result in a big belly and poor growth. 

6.3 Taboos on males from childhood to adulthood or middle 

age. 

Young men who eat foods in this group in most cases risk 

disability, explicable in terms of sympathetic action, rather 

than actual illness. These taboos differ from inherited 

taboos in that the sympathetic effect is probably direct, 

rather than mediated through ghosts or wildghosts, and from 

the main groups of long term taboos on nose boys, where in 

most cases there is no danger of a sympathetic kind in break

ing the taboo, or if there is, it is shared with other people 

to whom the food is also taboo. 

a) kaj wrako ('pig's testes'). Pig's testes are 

'heavy' and are not eaten by males from about 7 or 8 years old 

till somewhere round middle age, when they give up strenuous 

hunting and tree climbing. 'Heavy' things impede climbing and 
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make people likely to fall. If a young man eats pig's 

testes, "when he climbs a tree, the testes of his penis will 

swing from side to side". Very small boys eat the testes of 

small domesticated pigs but beyond that there is total 

avoidance to middle age. (Nearly all domesticated piglets 

are castrated at an early age.) 

Pig's testes are taboo to females only for the few days 

they are nose girls. Although _insufficient enquiry has been 

made into the climbing habits of women,they do in fact 

climb tree to get mangoes, breadfruit, and the like. Presum-

ably t~e kind of climbing they do is not sufficiently demand-

ing or dangerous to make it unwise to eat 'heavy' things. 

b) kaj wlo 'pig's female genitalia'. These are 

taboo till the time of marriage. Some say the female genitalia 

of pigs are not eaten even by married men, and that the 

female genitalia of other game animals are also taboo. No 

rationale has been obtained for this taboo but it is easy to 

imagine that female genitalia are inappropriate to unmarried 

1 
males. This taboo does not affect females of any age. 

c) waywo, mayko These two 'bent' or 'crooked' yams 

are not eaten till marriage by women and somewhat later by 

men. Eating them will make the back bent. 

d) ygam This is the only local marita pandanus which 

has yellow f ruit, the others bein g red. An alternative name 

is n~ hy b, literally 'child faec e s', which presumably derives 

1. The t erm ' eat fema l e gen i ta l ia ' is us e d a s 
an expletive . Its meaning cou ld be 'suck 
fema l e genital ia ', as the verb 'to eat' 
includes eat i ng by s uc k i ng. 
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from its yellow colour or the colour of people's faeces after 

-they eat it. It has two more names, anamq and . m~a~, for ~hich 

there are no apparent meanings. It is not eaten by males 

till after a 'giving talk' ceremony some time after 'cooking 

in the fire and eating'. So far as boys are concerned the 

only ill effect supposed to follow from eating the yellow 

pandanus is swollen belly and poor growth. 

6.4 Taboos on females from childhood to adulthood or 

middle age. 

a} waywo, mayko. These yams, which are reasonably 

common, are taboo to females as described some ten lines back. 

b} bR kyg ('treefern fungus'} The taboo on this for 

males is described under 6.2.b above. This fungus has a 

wildghost associated with it and breaking the taboo is likely 

to make the female genitalia bleed. The same result follows 

from breaking taboos on the treefern itself. 

c) w±abo, baj It is taboo for a woman to cut or burn 

the wood of these trees or to eat food cooked in a fire in 

which their wood has been used. The trees are said to be 

sabi (threatening, terrible) but the taboo does not affect 

men. When these trees are cut a honey coloured liquid exudes. 

It is said that if young women break the taboo they will 

bleed from the genitalia and may die. At least some married 

women do not observe this taboo. This is the only taboo in 

the last two groups on something that is not used for food. 

People deny there is _any ghost or wildghost· associated with 

this taboo but in its effects it is like other taboos on 

plants which are not used for food and do have such an associa-
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tion. 

6.5 Taboo on everyone between early childhood and old age 

a) gamd! The fruit of this undomesticated tree is 

eaten by children up to 5 or 6 years old, then not till old 

age. One man said 11 0£ itself, without significance, they 

treat it as taboo" (ke hraqo hyl gmdwal). Others said "Old 

men whose hair comes up grey eat it. A man who walks about 

doesn 1 t eat it." "Men who are still having sexual intercourse 

with women don't eat gamdi. 11 An active but almost elderly 

man said "If I eat it,it would be as if I want to die. I 

don't eat it,'' It is said that no ill consequence follows 

the breach of this taboo, but most of the above comments 

suggest that it will bring premature old age. 

6.6 Taboos on males for the whole of life 

a) Food that has been stepped over by a female or put 

on ground where women sit. Two terms, ablhawpal and aqnbo 

lawpal are used to describe this food but I don't understand 

either of them clearly. The first could mean 'they have 

utterly stepped on'. The second is literally 'in the middle 

they cooked', perhaps suggesting that the food has been cooked 

in the female genitalia. If a man eats such food he will get a 

squeaky or broken voice ( go~ go~ lop) or a cough (~ gop ), 

One man has a permanently husky or squeaky voice, and is said 

to have broken this taboo. The taboo applies to all males 

including infants. There is no converse avoidance for females. 

Women may not step over any part of the body of a man but this 

is not referred to as a t aboo . 
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b) rwe aqasB (Cyrtodactylus spp.) These geckoes 

are eaten by women, except those for whom they are a family 

taboo. It is not a real taboo for men but a 'nothing taboo' 

(yharq hyl ~). One man said ''We shake and are afraid, we 

don't eat it", and again "'spit comesi; (it is repugnant). 

c) Food cooked in a nose girl oven. This taboo is 

strict but not onerous since girls are initiates for only 

about ten days. Breaking it, at least for nose boys, would 

invite a ghost attack. 

6.7 Taboos on females for the whole of life 

a) Females of all ages are forbidden to eat anything 

cooked in the same oven as food for nose boys. Doing this 

would be likely to cause the person who broke the taboo to be 

attacked by a ghost, which is rare for a life cycle taboo, 

but perhaps emphasisesa strict symbolic separation of nose 

boys from women. 

Taboos 6.4(b) and 6.4(c) may more properly belong here. 

6.8 Taboos on nose boys 

Taboos on male and female initiates are very similar but 

for females the restrictions are smaller in number and last 

a much shorter time. Practically everything except taro is 

taboo during initiation ceremonies. Nose boy~ taboos are 

in four subgroups, those lifted about the time of coming out 

of the 'yellow clay room', those lasting till the wound in the 

nasal septum is healed, those lasting till the period as an 

initiate ends with the 'cooking in the fire and eating' cere

mony, and those lasting till various 'giving talk' ceremonies 

at differe nt times from the 'cooking in the fire and eating' 
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ceremony. 

Apart from the short term taboos, the effects of breaking 

these taboos are nearly all described in the same way. The 

commonest expression ·is 'the belly will swell like a gourd' 

(rnwdwn habw gnga b). This is said to make boys slow and to 

hamper them in cl·i rnbing trees. Alternatively it is said that 

they will become skinny or ill favoured (naj gngab), 'will 

not become large' (majo gakn gab), or 'will know being bad' 

(s~o nqn gab). These expressions all come to much the same 

thing. A boy who is not thriving is likely. to be thin and to 

have a large abdomen. The most likely cause medically speak-

ing would be chronic malaria with an enlarged spleen. 

Remember that virtually all foods except taro are taboo 

during initiation. The subgroups listed below say when the 

various taboos are dropped. Until a food has appeared in 

one of these subgroups it can be assumed that it is still 

taboo. 

6.8.1 Subgroup 1 

These things are taboo while initiation ceremonies are 

in progress in the 'yellow clay room'. 

a) cold fluids. All fluid~ are taboo in the 

'yellow clay room' but the taboo on cold 

fluids is dropped a few hours before 

emerging. 

b) sugar cane 

c) cucumbers and gourds 

d) 'gree n' or 'hard' b a nanas 

e) sweet potatoes 
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After leaving the 'yellow clay room' the only foods 

permitted at first are taro (not taboo at any stage) and 

those few listed above. 

The rationale for forbidding any liquids or soft or 

'ripe' foods while in the 'yellow clay room' is that eating 

them would cause the wound in the nasal septum to bleed, and 

fail to heal. This is an obvious sympathetic principle. 

Most taboos have to be kept only by the person at risk, 

but in the 'yellow clay room' no one is permitted any fluid 

for the first couple of days. Before going in to the 'yellow 

clay room' I was told that wet foods such as pawpaw and sugar 

cane were not allowed. However when people ate them I was 

told this was permissible. Probably for non-initiates there 

is a blanket restriction on wet foods rather than on 

specific foods, and there is some elasticity as to how far 

the blanket extends. Also, it lifts somewhat towards the 

end of the ceremony, even to the extent of drinking water. 

Thirst may influence the rules, but also bleeding would b~ 

less likely after the first day or so. I have not heard of 

bleeding being a problem at initiation. 

The restrictions in the 'yellow clay room' apply to a 

lesser _extent to nose boys' close kin who are outside. 

If persons other than nose boys break these taboos it 

is still the nose boys who suffer. 

6.8.2 Subgroup 2 

These taboos last till the wound in the nasal septum 

is healed. 
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a) Any hot food or liquid 

b) Pawpaws 

c) Ripe bananas. These are all explained the 

same way as subgroup 1. The danger after 

the first few days is lack of healing and 

pus formation rather than actual bleeding. 

d) cassava 

e) maize 

f) bcm A bee (Ropalidia sp. 1 ) which produces 

wax and a thin but very tasty honey. 

g) wal This is a term for game animals other 

than the pig. 

h) fungi All. fungi are taboo till the nose is 

healed, · some for longer. The explanation 

offered for the shorter term taboo on all 

fungi is that if they are eaten the clay will 

not stick to the faces of people in the 

'yellow clay room'. It will crumble, turn 

into a powder, and peel off, (kna ynagnm, 

bobo gem, he pawn gab ), or it will be too 

hard to apply (}2£ 2.!!_ gab) or not 'cooked'. 

Being in the correct condition is expressed 

as 'cooked' (ynob) and as iomio alop or 

g~a~ ~' the meanings of which I don't know. 

The surfaces of some fungi look flakey, and 

could be thought to cause the clay on the 

faces to be the same. 

i) food scraps It is taboo to throw food scraps 

down on the ground. Until the nose wound is 

healed all peelings, skin, and other food 

scraps from anything eaten by a nose boy are 

collected and put in a bamboo latticework 

tray or platform well off the ground. When 

the wound is healed these are thrown away in 

the bush. If this is not done pigs, dogs, 

1. And probably other species with edible larvae. 
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rats, and other animals may eat the scraps, 

the boy's nose would be painful, and a sore 

would appear. Chewing or gnawing the scraps 
~ 

evidently has a sympathetic effect on the 

nose. 

6.8.3 Subgroup 3 

These taboos last from initiation till the ceremony of 

'cooking in the fire and eating', that is, some two to five 

years. This ceremony marks the end of the period as a nose 

boy, though a few of the restrictions taken on at initiation, 

and spoken of as nose boys' taboos, still remain. 

a) Food cooked in the fire. This taboo is the main 

bugbear of being a nose boy. All food must be cooked in an 

oven, and preparation takes time and trouble. It makes 

travelling awkward, though it doesn't have much effect on 

the amount of travelling a nose boy does. It is possible to 

carry cold food but this is not likely to last long. In the 

ceremony for lifting this taboo, chanting ('giving talk') is 

accompanied by prolonged scraping of the black crust acquired 

by food cooked in the fire, and the food is eaten by the boys _ 

concerned. 

b) Women's food. Food cookgd in the same stone oven 

as food for a woma n is strictly taboo to initiates. 

This t a boo was unwittingly broken whe n a white woman 

stayi ng at Yha i ate food from an initiate's oven. No harm 

re s ulte d, but an initia te told me smilingly that she was a 

'te r r ible woman'. A ghost attack might ordinarily be expected 

if this taboo we r e broken, but this is the only breach I have 

heard of. 
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c) jwal, mabn, ±ap±ap , hawla, j ak~ ±. These are about 

half the edible fungi used by the Kopon. ~ becomes taboo 

at an earlier age. 

d) Frogs. Frogs are taboo to nose boys, and there is 

also a locality taboo on frogs for some people. Nose boys 

who break the taboo are likely to suffer only from the usual 

results of breaking a nose . boy taboo, not from the same ef

fects as those who have a locality taboo. 

e) Eels. As already recorded, large eels known as 

haw asnaq are taboo to young children. This taboo is probably 

lifted before initiation, but for the whole time as nose boys 

all eels are taboo. One man said that a nose boy who broke 

this taboo would die, the only time such a serious consequence 

of breaking an initiate's taboo has been suggested. 

f) awckayo, ~, as~, kawo, wamdawo. These bananas 

have a ~ime like' (hep~)appearance where the leaves come out 

from the trunk. The white powdery appearance is associated 

with illness and death. A corpse or ill person is sometimes 

called 'lime corpse' (~he), possibly because lime may be put 

on the faces of corpses on the burial platform. A nose boy 

who eats bananas from these palms risks becoming 'lime like'. 

The banana ngano has the same characteristic but becomes taboo 

before initiation because it is 'crooked' (dwdw ~. 

Some people say these bananas are unsuitable for nose 

boys because they are 'heavy' and thus h amper activity, 

especially in climbing. They also cause the testes to hang 

down, which is not regarded as a good thing in young men. 
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g) wnb, rawio. These two kinds of sugar cane are also 

'lime like', and taboo to nose boys. 

h) wawlo. This is a winged bean. Opinion is divided 

as to whether nose boys who eat it are likely to suffer the 

same effects as people for whom it is a local inherited taboo. 

i) al~, gwna, wayd, wacw. These are wild tubers, at 

least some of which are yams. Probably all wild tubers are 

taboo to nose boys. Wacw, probably a Pueraria, is 'heavy' 

but the rest are not. These tubers are useful foods when on 

journeys in uninhabited places, especially low altitude areas 

in and about the Jimi. 

j) wabwm. A wild fruit, Ficus botryocarpa. 

k) wiamo. This is a wild fruit but it often grows at 

house sites where the seeds have been discarded, and it may 

be deliberately propagated. I have no rationale for these 

last two taboos, but although neither of the fruits is classed 

as 'heavy' they are somewhat large and bulbous. 

1) various birds. Birds that become taboo before 

initiation (see6.2.c) are included here. 

Birds can be subdivided according to the reasons given 

for the taboos. 

l.i glgalo (Brown Hawk, Falco berigora) 

qaioqa~o (Megapode, Megapodius freycinet) 

~ (quail, Synoicus ypsilophorus) 

b±ob (ground doves, Gallicolumba beccari, G. 

jobiensis) 

giawnoq (Pitta, Pitta sordida) 

wime~ (Pied Chat, Saxicola caprata) 

bhaiw (Mouse Warbler Crateroscelis murina) 



to:-

336. 

(Grass-bird, Cisticola exilis) 

~ (Grass-warbler, Megalurus timoriensis) 

joqjoq (Babbler, Eupetes castanonotus) 

jlhena (Fantail, Rhipidura rufiventris) 

jrajr (Willie Wagtail, Rhipidura leucophrys) 

!i.<l. ~ (River Flycatcher, Monachella mulleriana) 

dwn (Grassfinch, Lonchura spectabilis) 

~ 

This group includes:-

i) Birds that eat baq, which in this context refers 

a) Creeping and crawling things on or near the ground, 

most of which are not eaten by people at all. 

b) Certain true insects, Mantodea (Praying Mantids) 

and Orthoptera (Grasshoppers, Locusts, and Crickets) which are 

eaten mainly by women and children and are taboo to initiates. 

Many of these are gathered from small trees, not from the 

ground. The bag that have been identified are listed in 

appendix F.3. Most but not all of these are eaten. 

ii) Birds that eat worms. It was mentioned that bhaiw 

eats dried worms exposed in gardening. 

iii) Birds that 'eat' (that is, fossick in) pig faeces. 

iv) Birds that live and eat mainly on the ground and 

don't fly much. They are said to 'crawl' (lo ~lo ~ ar-, 

the term that is used for babies crawling) . 

v) It was mentioned that galgalo eats snakes, but some 

birds that eat snakes are not taboo. 
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overall, this group includes birds that get their food 

on the ground, especially if they eat worms, or frequent areas 

where they are likely to come across human or porcine faeces, 

or if they eat insects which are themselves taboo to 

initiates. It is tempting to say that these birds· are un

clean, but I have no explicit evidence that this is how the 

Kopon see them. In most cases these birds are not unsuitable 

for anyone else. Also plausible is the idea that it is time 

for initiates to put away infantile habits, to stop 'crawling', 

to get up off the ground, and to hunt in the trees. 

The bird abka!o (Brush Turkey, Talegalla jobiensis) 

eats worms but is not taboo to nose boys. Kopon say it lives 

in the forest far from homesteads, that when disturbed it flies 

up in a tree, and that when shot it falls with the arrow 

still in it (x.£ halo lw gmdop). This might be a way of saying 

that it is a large bird, as opposed to small birds where the 

arrow is likely to fall separately. 

l.ii wdeywaq (White Owl, Tyto ?alba) 

wlop (Frogmouth , Podargus ocellatus) 

wawoI (Owlet-nightjar, Aegotheles insignis} 

rdalwq (Nightjar, Caprimulgus macrurus) 

wm rb 

lawneb 

The term nanodop describes birds that bask in the sun 

with their heads turned back on their backs (as ducks} or perch 

stuporously in the trees after eating (as various pigeons} or 

sleep through the day (as various night birds). Although I was 

told that initiates should not eat such birds in case they 
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become lethargic like the birds, all the birds named, which 

I have liste d above, are night birds. Some of them live in 

holes, a fact which people mention in connection with their 

being prohibited to nose .boys. Some of the night birds also 

have wide soft mouths which resemble female genitalia. One 

iS Called Wl0p Which iS ClOSe tO Wl0 (female genitalia) I 

and the pun is a source of amusement. 

l.iii h anawpal (Kingfisher, Ceyx lepidus) 

ja~y (Raquet-tailed Kingfisher, Tanysiptera 

gala tea) 

These two birds live in holes. That of ~ is particu

larly unsuitable because it is in something shaped like a 

swollen belly, possibly a termite's nest. Initiates who ate 

this bird would be especially likely to get a swollen belly 

themselves. 

l.iv ngano (Little King Bird of Paradise, Ciccinurus 

regius) 

nomej (Gardener Bower Bird , Amblyornis macgregoriae) 

pqad (Magnificent Bird of Paradise, Diphyllodes 

magnificus) 

What makes these birds (birds of paradise and a bower 

bird) unsuitable f or initiates was said to be that they make 

' gardens', or bare patches on the ground. If initiates ate 

them they might b e come bald like the garden (napoc ~ wayo 

ln gab). The 'garden' is not completely bare , as some species 

include saplings or sticks. Of the above spe cies Ciccinuru~ 

regiu s doe s not ma ke a bare patch (Gillard 1969:195-9), and 

inf orma nts d i d not name Parotia l awesi, the six-plumed Bird 

of Paradise , which does make a 1 ga rde n 1 (Gilliard 1969: 182- 3). 
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I ~as not aware of these disparities at the time. 

l.v yabal (Lesser Bird of Paradise, Paradisaea minor) 

Except for those that make 'gardens', _this is the only 

bird of paradise that is taboo to initiates. The Kopon do 

not have an explicit category of birds of paradise but the 

main plumes worn ·a t the 'singsing' are bird of paradise plumes. 

The only reason I could get for this bird being taboo is that 

it ~ances~ but there are other birds of paradise that 'dance' 

in the same way but are not taboo. The thing peculiar to 

this bird is that its plumes are called 'skirt' (~oj), the 

term used for the bark drapes worn by a woman. This is likely 

to be the real reason for the taboo. 

1. vi pnanw (Longbill, T_oxorhamphus poliopterus) 

This bird is said to 'strike the genitalia of women', 

and so is taboo to nose boys. I could not discover a rationale 

from the Kopon for this belief, but have since learned (Gi, 

Majnep, and Bulmer, 1975:15) that there is a Kalam story 

which describes how this bird gave woman a vulva by cutting her 

with a bamboo knife. 

m) bird's eggs. It is possible that all eggs are 

taboo to nose boys. To my knowledg,e the only other eggs eaten 

by the Kopon are those of a few insects such as some ants and 

spiders. These insects, along with all other insects and 

creeping and crawling things, are themselves taboo to nose 

1 boys and almost certainly their eggs are too. 

1. The Kalarn eat certain lizard eggs (R. 
Bulmer p.c.) and it is likely that the 
Kopon do too, but I have not enquired 
about this. 
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n) Various game animals. 

knm (Terrestrial Cuscus, Phalanger gymnotis) 

yayod 

mage (Spotted Cuscus, Phalanger maculatus ) 

- .. wnamo 

polmagoq 

bl ti:-

smayn4:-

(Bandicoot, Peroryctes raffrayanus) 

(Bandicoot,Echymipera Clara) 

The last two of these game animals are said to be 

unsuitable for iniates because they eat worms. Taboos on the 

others have not been explained . 

6.8.4 Subgroup 4 

These taboos last till a 'giving talk' ceremony similar 

to that which ends the taboos on certain foods for young 

children, and on food cooked in the fire for initiates. A 

chant is accompanied by the action of preparing the food 

carried out repetitively. For example the process of re-

moving the pith from one fruit pandanus , or the skin from one 

piece of sugar cane, is stretched out over the whole ceremony. 

Except for grubs this group is made up entirely of 

vegetable foods which are important in the diet and some of 

which are staples. The ceremonies take place for small groups 

of nose boys or even single individuals at times ranging from 

emergence from the 'yellow clay room' to some time after 

'cooking in the fire -and eating'. It seems that some of the 

ceremonies are not always performed. Of his own ceremonies 

for some foods one boy said agamj nla which usually means that 
--1 
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something was done secretly or quietly, but in this context 

probably implies that it was not done at all. 

The effects of breaking these taboos are the usual 

swollen belly and poor growth. 

a) sweet potatoes The variety for which 'giving 

taik' is done is aswop. This however makes is possible to 

eat any kind of sweet potato. 

b) bananas The variety for which '~iving talk' is 

done is probably rawmab. Varieties not taboo for some special 

reason may then be eaten. 

c) sugar cane · 

d) hal This term covers a number of edible greens. 

e) cucumbers 'Giving talk' for cucumbers also lifts 

the ban on gourds. 

f) grubs 

g) breadfruit 

h) pitpit (Saccharum edule) 'Giving talk' is for the 

kawn variety but all varieties, with the possible exception 

of kanq and abkalo, can then be eaten. 

i) yams The 'bent' yams remain taboo after 'giving 

talk'. 

j) marita pandanus The two kinds of marita pandanus 

mentioned in 'giving talk' are wayam and swex but this lifts 

the taboo on all except the yellow variety, which is taboo 

from early childhood to adulthood. 

Marita pandanus is a human like, especially woman like 
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plant, to the Kopan. The taboo on marita pandanus, one of 

the longest lasting nose boy taboos on an important food, 

may express a symbolic separation from women. 

k} ~.This fruit is made into a potent sauce by a 

process which includes prolonged submersion in mud. 

Ceremonies lifting the above taboos are performed for 

(a}, (b), and (c) on the day of coming out of the 'yellow 

clay room' if at all, (d), (e), and (f), not long after, 

(g-j) about a year later, and (k) about the time of 'cooking 

in the fire and eating'. 

Some of the foods mentioned here have already been 

listed as taboos that last till the wound in the nasal septum 

is healed. I am not certain whether they have a 'giving talk' 

ceremony or not so I have put them in both places. 

6.9 Taboos on nose girls 

Nose girls observe nearly all the same taboos as nose 

boys but they are nose girls only till the wound in the nasal 

septum has healed. The chief difference in the taboos 

is that nose girls may not eat out of the same oven as any 

male, whereas nose boys may not eat out of the same oven as 

any female. 

6.10 Taboos on males from initiation to about the time of 

marriage 

a) wacw This is a wild tuber, probably Pueraria, which 

is 'heavy', but the taboo does not start so soon or last so 

long as that on pig testes. 

b) food cooked in a bark cylinder 
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A sheet of bark is rolled into a cylinder, pinned with 

slivers of wood, filled with food, the ends more or less 

plugged with leaves, and the whole cooked on the fire. 

c) Food cooked in a bamboo cylinder. 

This method of cooking is similar to the above but 

easier, since the bamboo already forms a cylinder. 

As both these methods use an open fire, food cooked 

this way is taboo to nose boys. No explanation for this ban 

lasting to about the time of marriage has been obtained, but 

it is very likely because these methods are used by women. 

Food cooked in this way is regarded as something of a 

delicacy. It includes taro cut into small pieces and mixed 

with greens, and taro shoots in season. The last are like very 

tender asparagus. Men who bring this food to sell to me often 

say who made it and regard it as a special gift worth more 

than this quantity of other cooked foods. 

d) haw asnaq 

This is the large eel which is taboo to young children 

or possibly right through from childhood to adulthood. The 

taboo is lifted by 'giving talk', which suggests that it 

belongs with taboos on initiates, but this taboo, as well as 

being late, is lifted ceremonially for women as well as men. 

6.11 Taboos on females from initiation to about marriage. 

a) haw asnaq See immediately above. 

b) bl t4:- (Bandicoot Peroryctes raffrayanus) -- I 

Once the short period as a nose girl is over this i.s the 

only 'game animal' that remains taboo to females, and even 
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this is called by some informants a 'nothing' taboo. The 

animal has a strong smell and one ma n said that if a girl 

eats it "the female genital juices will smell and a man won't 

have sexual intercourse with her". 

6.12 Ta boos on males from initiation for the rest of life. 

These taboos are on foods regarded as suitable only or 

mainly for women and children. Nose boys who eat them may 

get a swollen belly. If men eat them no ill effect follows. 

Most of these foods are high protein foods and it is my 

impression that they make a small but significant contribution 

to the diet of women and children. This is all the more 

important if women get a smaller share of other high protein 

foods such as animals and birds ·than do men, which seems to 

be the case. 

a} Caterpillars. Some men eat caterpillars. They 

are not an adult phase like most of the creatures covered by 

these taboos, and also some are quite big and fat. A man 

who doesn't eat them said 'spit comes', that is, 'they are 

repulsive'. 

b) Ants. Ant larvae are eaten very little if at all 

by men, probably because the y are so small. 

c} Spiders. One man said "they are small and if we 

bite them we will break our teeth". The same man said men do 

eat one large kind of spide r called !flhawiam (Isopoda sp.}. 

d} baq In this cont ext b a q r e fers to the Mantodea and 

Orthoptera li s t e d in appe ndix F.3, most of which the Kopon eat. 

Men avoid b aq more scrupulous ly tha n othe r creatures in 
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this group and probably do not eat them at all. The fact 

that they are very much women's food is shown by the way women 

sometimes carry them tied up in the strings of their skirts. 

It would of course be unthinkable for a man ·to eat them after 

such treatment. 

e) Rats . . Women and children may eat rats caught 

away from dwelling areas. Rats in the vicinity of dwellings 

can get into human faeces and other things that make them 

inedible. The habits of an animal are important rather than 

its species as such. A rodent (Rattus sp.) called ppla 

when occasionally caught in rat traps in my house is some-

times eaten and sometimes not. It is eaten freely when caught 

in its usual habitat. So out of place is it in a house that 

although it is easily distinguishable from an ordinary house 

rat some people identified the three caught in my house as 

rats. It comes only at night and so is not seen, and con-

sidering how rare it must be among the rats it is not sur-

prising that Kopan think it does not come into their houses. 

Those captured in my house seem more likely to be eaten when 

caught in a trap on the shelves where I keep fruit than when 

caught in a trap on the floor. 

d) ngano This banana is out of character among the 

other foods in this group. One man said it is a 'bad' banana. 

Some men eat it and some don't. Probably less young men eat 

it than older men. Another man said that men who eat it can. 

not shoot birds or obtain valuables, but this was disputed. 

7. GROUP III 

SMOKING 

TABOOS CONCERNED WITH LOCALITY AND WITH 

·I 
I 
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These taboos are on natural species, they are passed 

on from parents to children, and they are associated with 

particular localities. Behind some of these taboos are ghosts 

and behind others are wildghosts. Some wildghosts are 

necessary to smokers, and associated natural species are taboo 

to . smokers, as well as to people following the taboos of 

their parents. All wildghosts are described together, 

though some do not have associated taboo species. 

Taboos in this group are passed on from parents to 

children, but not all children observe the taboos of both 

parents . No one would take on a taboo not observed by a 

parent unless moving to a place where it was observed. The 

extent to which visitors and hosts observe each other's taboos 

varies greatly with the stringency of the taboos, but spouses 

generally observe each other's taboos, at least when they are 

eating together. 

Breaking these taboos is seldom fatal, and a young person 

may experiment. If ther~ are no harmful effects the food 

continues to be eaten, but if illness befalls the food is 

avoided in future. A taboo is more likely to be ignored if 

obs e rved by only on~ parent. There is a good deal of indi

vidua l variation in willingness to take risks. At one ex

treme is a man who observes all the taboos of both parents, 

at the other extreme a young man who tried breaking all but 

one, even where they h ad been observed by both parents. The 

one he did not bre ak was the strictest and most widely ob

served taboo at Yhal. In one family the sons follow the taboos 

of the fathe r and the daughte rs those o f the mother but this 



347. 

is not a general pattern. 

There is wide variation in the number of people who 

observe different taboos, and in the area over which taboos 

range. Some are observed by a~l people in an area which 

takes a couple of hours to walk through, some by most of 
I 

the families in ~n area 10 minutes walk across. Taboos 

which cover a wide area are also widely known about and 

strictly observedi those limited mainly to a small area are 

not known by many people who live far away. There is no 

neat pattern to this. In many areas there is no wide ranging 

taboo observed by all people. Except in the context of en-

quiring about taboos, I have not heard the people of a 

particular area referred to as people who observe a certain 

taboo. I have not heard any suggestion that people are more 

or less acceptable as immigrants or marriage partners be-

cause of the taboos they ignore or observe. 

People who move carry their taboos with them, so no 

taboo is entirely restricted to one area. Parents' taboos 

are more likely to be kept if living where other people also 

observe them. Conversely a person is less likely to keep a 

taboo if other people in the area do not. It is obvious that 

some people have to drop some taboos, for if all the taboos of 

both parents were observed by all children it would only be a 

matter of a few generations before everyone everywhere would 

observe all the taboos. This parallels what would happen in 

so called cognatic descent groups if membership were not limi-

ted by some criterion other than descent (Jackson 1971:121). 

Most local inherited taboos are on natural species that 
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are used as food, but where the species is inedible the taboo 

may be on cutting a tree, burning its wood in the fire, using 

the species as a cooking container, and so on. These differen

ces are not important in themselves. The taboo is on any 

close contact with and normal use of the species . While the 

taboo species are harmless in the natural state, in some 

cases they should not even be seen once they have been shot, 

gathered, or whatever is done to obtain them for use by man. 

The hornbill (kaywl, Aceros plicatus) is harmless so long as 

it is in the trees but it is dangerous for a taboo person to 

see it shot, see it after it has been shot , see it being eaten, 

or even to hear any mention of the fact that it has been shot. 

Before going to the area where it is taboo I was given repeated 

warnings by the older men not to shoot any. 

In another case a man said his little daughter got ill 

because I shot a hawk (swb, Henicopernis longicauda) which 

was taboo to him, even though neither he nor his daughter was 

there at the time and it was not a taboo obligatory for all 

people in the a r ea. Smoking had not been carried out but he 

could be reasonably confident that shooting the hawk had caused 

th.e illness. It was an abscess on the head, and illness caused 

by breaking this taboo is pictured by imitating the hawk 

clawing into the head, as in attacking prey. 

The marita pandanus is taboo for all people in a certain 

are a and it is necessary to avoid eating it for a couple of 

days before e ven passing t hrough the area, though it is said 

tha t if one could gua rantee to accomplish the three hour walk 

thro ugh the area without de faecating this would be all right. 
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In the case of a less stringent taboo, on a tree called kya 

(Ficus ?copiosa) with edible shoots and young leaves, a man be

came ill just by seeing someone else eat it, and for a taboo 

on a small bird called joado (Myiolestes Megarhynchus) a boy 

became ill because he ate something cooked in a fire in 

which, unknown to him, one of the birds had been cooked. The 

examples given for the less stringe nt taboos, as with all 

diagnosis for people who are ill, involve looking back to find 

a suitable cause for an illness. On the whole, for the · less 

stringent taboos, not too much trouble is taken to keep things 

away from taboo people. 

Some locality taboos apply only or mainly to one sex, 

and of these some are kept by all the men in the general area 

of Yha~. It might seem that they ought to go with men's 

taboostbut they differ from these in being associated with 

ghosts, and in that there are men not far away who do not 

observe them. In the first instance however I did hear about 

them as taboos observed by men. 

Once the right questions are learned it is not difficult 

to find out what is the expected consequence of breaking an 

inherited taboo. There is usually a sympathetic connection 

between the taboo thing and the conse quences of the breach. 

It is more difficult to find out that the taboos work through 

a ghost or wildghost . Indeed the impression given is that 

people think the taboos act directly, but on careful enquiry 

it is agreed that a ghost or wildghost is involved. Diagnosis 

and cure certainly assume that these beings are the c ause of 

illnesses that result from breaking the t aboos . 
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Table 17: Local inherited taboos of six men living at or near Yhail 

WDAKE PADAP JJANO HANA~TN LAB BASMAS 

hawks (Accipter species) taboo taboo taboo taboo taboo 

bats taboo taboo taboo taboo taboo 
(some bats 
not tabog 

agm:te (green python, 

Chondropython viridis) taboo taboo taboo taboo taboo taboo 

agio (water monitor, 

Varanus indicus) taboo taboo taboo taboo 

wawlo (winged beans) taboo taboo taboo taboo 

wacw (wild tuber, pro---
bably Pueraria sp.) taboo 

number of taboos ob-

served 5 4 3 6 3 4 

1. Two small trees, pqon and sbo, (see this chapter, 7.2, subgroup 2.m) are almost 
certainly taboo to all or most of these men, but . I failed to enquire about this. 
I originally had them listed as male taboos instead of as local inherited taboos. 

w 
Vl 
I-' . 
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Table 17 sets out the local inherited taboos of six men 

living at or near Yhal. These men observe an average of 

approximately 4.2 taboos each . The only one who does not ob

serve the Accipiter taboos lives about an hour's walk from 

Yhal. At Yha~ everyone observes this taboo. 

Group three taboos are described in two subgroups, those 

associated with ghosts and those ass.ociated with wildghosts. 

Figure five shows the areas mentioned in connection with the 

taboos. 

7.1 Subgroup 1. 

Taboos associated with ghosts. 

a) kya (Ficus, ?copiosa) The leaves of this tree, covered 

by short sharp projections, are very rough. The shoots and 

young leaves are eaten but the scratches from gathering the 

leaves, though scarcely visible, have an intense itch that 

is almost a pain. It is believed that even seeing the gathered 

leaves may cause extensive sores of the skin in taboo people, 

and eating them would cause severe sores of the mouth and 

skin generally. One informant said that it would cause his 

teeth to break. I do not know whether these leaves can actua

lly cause sores ,but they are eaten quite a lot, and scratches 

I got when gathering them myself caused no trouble other than 

itching. It is easy to imagine that scratching could result 

in sores. 

At Yhal this tree is taboo to some but not to most. 

b) wacw (probably a Pueraria) This wild tuber, as well 

as being a local inherited taboo, is taboo to all males from 

initiation to middle age. Breaking the locality taboo results 

in swelling of the knee joint, presumably to resemble the 
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tuber. Breaking the life cycle taboo on this 'heavy' tuber 

results in a liability to fall when climbing. The inherited 

taboo does not apply to many people at Yhai but the wacw is 

taboo to most people a short distance down valley at Hanaj. 

c) wayd This wild tuber is taboo at Yhai and for 

some distance around. It is eaten by people about half a day's 

walk up valley. The anus of a taboo person who eats it is 

likely to get small and tight. I imagine it is thought faeces 

will be as difficult to pass as they would if they were the 

size and consistency of the tuber. 

d) joando (Myiolestes megarhynchus) This bird is taboo 

to most people at Agawle, about three hours' walk down valley.· 

If taboo people eat it they get sores on their ears and in 

the ear holes. 

e) wayoq (cassowary ) The cassowary is not taboo to 

anyone at Yhai or in nearby areas but it is taboo to people 

at Pas, perhaps two days' walk in a more or less down valley 

direction. I do not know whether it is associated with a 

ghost. The Pas area has a different language and culture,of 

which I am entirely ignorant. The point here is that the 

taboo is known a long way away and it is likely to be stringent 

and to cover a wide area. 

f) ws ~ This name covers Accipiter fasciatus, 

A. novaeho llandiae , A. melanochlamys, Falco peregrinis, and 

possibly others. There is a strict taboo on ws gayn for all 

people in the immediate vicinity of Yhai and for some distance 

up valley, including Yod, but it is not taboo to most people 

a short distance down valley at Kry. Breaking the taboo re-
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sults in an attack which is represented as the claws of the 

bird being sunk ('planted') into the head, and serious ill

ness results. There are many taboos which people at Yha± 

might try breaking to see if they are affected,but not this 

one. The ws ~ is closely associated with the ghosts of 

the Yha± people and is said to soar over their heads when 

they are fighting and to wheel over ·where there are wild 

pigs, thus leading hunters to them. However it seems, in 

spite of occasional suggestive statements, that the ws ~ 

is not thought of as an actual transformation of ghosts. 

g) swb (Henicopernis longicauda) The taboo on this 

hawk is less strict but the results of breaking it are simi

lar. 

h) rwry (Ducul a zoeae) This is a large meaty pigeon, 

taboo in the down valley area of Gwlo. Yha± people say it is 

taboo where people eat wild pigs (as opposed to Yha~ where 

they do not) .· This does not imply that wild pigs are absent 

or taboo at Yha± but simply that they are not plentiful. 

People from where they are really scarce refer to the Yha± 

people as people who eat wild pigs. Gwlo is a day's walk from 

Yha± and it was not known by informants at Yha± what the re

sult of breaking the taboo would be. 

i) wawk~ (Gymnophaps albertisi ) This pigeon is taboo 

to people at W±me, half a day's walk down valley. The results 

of breaking the taboo are pictured by making the whole body 

rigid and sha king. There is said to be severe headache and 

giddiness. The description could well fit a malarial attack, 

and the area where the taboo is predominant is lower than 



- - -----------------

355. 

Yhai and certa inly ha s much ma laria. The birds fly very 

strongly in flocks. In the distance, especially as the wings 

are caught in the light of the setting sun, the flapping gives 

the effect of vigorous shaking, though the Kopon have not 

drawn this to my attention in connection with the taboo. 

j) Ba ts. The re is no collective Kopon term for bats, 

which are classed toge ther with birds, but the taboo on bats 

applies to all species. The species that have been identi

fied are listed in appendix F.2.1. Bats are taboo to some 

people at Yha i, but the area where it is said that bats are 

taboo to eve ryone is Hagawy (which has been called Sanggapy 

by europeans, following the up valley pronunciation _). Bats 

are said to have a very small anus. Breaking the taboo leads 

to constriction of the anus, and in women,,of the vagina. 

This is d e scribed as 'taboo woman, vagina grasp, tie with a 

vine'. It makes the woman unable to bear children. 

k) agio and wablm These terms are for Varanus indi

cus, and possibly another species of lizard. 

The Kop on term rwe covers all local reptiles. I deal 

now with t aboos on reptiles that are associated with ghosts, 

and later with a taboo on a reptile associated with a wildghost. 

However, it seems tha t both the ghosts and the wildghost 

have someth ing to do with any taboo on reptiles. 

Agio a n d wa blm a re large lizards with long claws. The 

several specimens brought to me all look ed alike and all 

we re given bo t h names by diffe r e nt peopl e . However the Kopon 

in s ist t hat the t wo are di ffere nt. The s e lizards are taboo 

to many peopl e i n the Yha i area . Br eaking the t a boo caus es an 
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illness described by showing how the lizard digs its claws 

into the head, in much the same way as for the two hawks 

described above. Another lizard, wwran (Varanus prasinus) 

may also belong here. 

1) aqmyp, (Chondrophthon viridis) Until recently this 

small arboreal python was eaten by few or no people in the 

Yhai area, and was regarded as inedible rather than taboo. 

A number of young people now eat it, possibly following th~ 

lead of an older man who ate it and said that his mother ate 

it. The illness that is supposed to result · if a taboo person 

eats it is one I have not heard of in any other context but 

s e ems to mean that a person will be as if crushed by a snake 

(hyl £.i: nqnm, rawmaq wm sol bah ~ gab), 

m) aqaso (Cyrtodactylus loriae, C. mimikanus) These 

geckoes are not eaten by men at any time in their lives and 

are thus among the life cycle taboos. They are eaten by most wo

men in the Yhai area but there are some to whom they are local 

inherited taboo& Breaking the taboo has the same results as 

for the lizards mentioned above. 

n) For many people about Yhai it is taboo to burn 

this shrub in a fire. It would not .have occurred to me that 

anyone would use it as firewood but the taboo probably includes 

burning it in garden clearing as well. The shrub is planted 

at garden sites to help ensure good growth. The leaves and 

branches exude a white sap which is regarded as highly potent 

and is used to treat fungal skin infections. If taboo people 

burn the wood in the fire they will get sores on their skin. 
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o) ha¥o This pitpit (Setaria palmifolia) is said not 

to be eaten by people at Yha± but only by people over the ridge 

at Ba±p. There are however immigrants near Yha± from where 

it is eaten and they cultivate it. It has been brought to me 

to buy and a few local people have eaten it at my camp. The 

same or a similar plant grows wild at Yha± and one person 

said this plant was eaten by Baip women but is just a wild 

thing not eaten by people at Yha±. On pressing the point it 

emerged that eating it may result in something like a severe 

diarrhoea, caused by a ghost. No sympathetic explanation 

was found,but if it is eaten in large quantities it does seem 

to cause wind, pain, and diarrhoea. 

p) wawlo This winged bean (Psophocarpus tetragonolo

bus) is eaten by people up valley and also over the ridge at 

Ba~p, but only by a few people at Yha± (people who have a 

parent from areas where it is eaten). If a taboo person eats 

this bean they are likely to become 'unperceiving' (deaf and 

dumb). It is said that the mother of a dumb child ate this 

bean when she was pregnant. The places where it is ordinarily 

eaten have few or no wild pigs. Men at Yha± believe that if 

they eat the bean they will not be able to shoot accurately 

when they hunt wild pigs. This could be part of being 'un

percei ving' . 

7.2 Subgroup 2. Taboos associated with wildghosts. 

Some seventeen kinds of wildghosts have been described 

to me, and there are indeterminate numbers of each kind. Though 

wildghosts are a somewhat heterogeneous collection, on the 

whole they do things useful to man. Some are concerned with 
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smoking, some look after pigs, some look after gardens, and 

so on. Most have taboo natural species associated with them. 

The taboos include the two most stringent and widespread ones 

in the general area. It is not easy to find out whether a 

ghost or a wildghost is associated with any particular taboo. 

A ghost may be r eferred to as 'ghost of people who lived in 

the past' (nod yam wyp) and a wildghost as 'ghost of itself 

in the forest' {ke be wyp). 

Where there is a taboo species associated with a wild

ghost there is always more than one name fo.r wildghost and 

species. One name is used mainly for the wildghost and one 

or more names for the species, but there is a degree of inter

changeability. In some cases there is more than one natural 

species associated with a particular kind of wildghost. 

Wildghosts are probably believed to stay at places where 

the associated natural species is found, but the common answer 

to queries on this point is that the informant has not seen 

them and does not know where they are. 

Smokers are required to observe taboos on the species 

associated with wildghosts that 'climb up' when they smoke. 

They have in fact to be kept only ~or the first few years 

that a person is a smoker, but they should be taken on some 

little time before smoking begins. I have not heard of an 

established s moker breaking any of these taboos too soon. 

The. danger comes ma inly from his accidentally seeing the species 

when it is brought by someone else. The common garden species 

may not be dange rous in this respect. The breach of these 

taboos p r obab ly h as the same dangers f or smokers .as it does 
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for people who inherited the taboos but there is some doubt 

about this. The main misfortune is that the wildghost will 

not 'climb up' and the powers of diagnosis and healing will be 

lost. The smoker is also -likely to become 'unperceiving', 

behave strangely, and even wander off into the forest and fall 

over a bluff, if he tries to smoke. 

a) wyp anrnaim 

The associated species is . awan~, a tall palm. If taboo 

people cut the palm they will get little blisters and sores 

round the ears and in the ear holes, which may thus become 

blocked. This wildghost 'climbs up' in smokers. 

b) ~ ng ~ 

The associated creatures are frogs of all kinds. The 

frogs that have been identified are listed in appendix F.2.5. 

The term !!..9: nrne means literally 'water mother' but I have 

not been able to attach any significance to this. 

There is a local inherited taboo on frogs of all species whic 

affects mainly people at Hawno in the Agawle area. The re

sults of breaking the taboo are blindness and a severe stomach 

upset (hyb bha gop). R~ulrner (p.c.) suggests that the blind

ness has a sympathetic correlation with the nictating membrane 

which comes over frogs' eyes. The stomach upset (which seems 

to include belly rumbling, severe diarrhoea, and farting) may 

have a sympathetic connection with the croaking of frogs. 

Bulmer has also pointed out that frogs become bloated when 

they croak, which is probably a further association. 

This wildghost is also associated with smoking. 
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The associated species is wn (Oenanthe javanica). There 

is no locality taboo associated with this wildghost but it is 

one that 'climbs up' in smokers and the plant is taboo to 

smokers for a few years. 

d) ~ medako 

The associated species are gourds (habw or ~) and 

cucumbers (hag). The term medako can be used as an equiva

lent to habw or ~but not to hag. There is an inherited 

taboo on gourds which affects mainly people in the Ag aw le area, 

but there is no taboo on cucumbers. I would expect the taboo 

to be on using gourds as containers, as well as on eating 

them, but have not enquired into this. Breaking the taboo 

on gourds results in a belly swollen like the gourd. This 

species is also taboo to nose boys. Since the medako wild-

ghost climbs up in smokers there are altogether three kinds 

of taboo associated with this species. The medako wildghost 

also watches over both tame and wild pigs. If a fat pig is 

shot it is said to be a medako pig. A pig in poor condition 

is a 'nothing' pig. 

e) 

Wnam is a yam like plant eaten well up valley. At least 

at Yha~ there are no taboos associated with this wildghost. 

It looks after pigs and may attack people who do not care pro-

perly for them, causing swelling of the legs and · feet. The 

word used for wnam looking after pigs is the same as that used 

of a person looking after pigs, whereas the word used of medako 

looking after pigs is that used for the association between 
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any other wildghost and its wild species. This makes me 

think that medako is associated mainly with wild pigs and 

wnam with tame pigs. Furthermore wnam resembles most other 

wildghosts associated with tame things (people and gardens) 

in that there is no corresponding taboo species, but people 

are. likely to become ill if they don't care properly for 
• -.v i IJ_ghost 

whatever it is that theA has an interest in. 

f) ~ kdmah 

This is an up valley wildghost which 'climbs up' in 

smokers but of which I have no further knowledge. 

g) ~ sdai 

Associated species are kayg or ~ (treefern, Cyathea 

sp.) wym (a black palm), sqmad (a tree) and~' ylom,and 

adanab (two or more species of cicadas). Taboos associated 

with this wildghost are: 

i) treeferns. The fronds of treeferns are known to 

be eaten by people a long distance away but they are not eaten 

by anyone near Yhai. Treeferns are never used as firewood 

and some people seem reluctant to cut them, but most people 

cut them and use them in making garden fences. The treefern 

seems to be the plant most closely associated with the 

wildghost,and taboos on treeferns the most stringent. Breaking 

the taboo can result in bleeding from the anus or vagina 

(reminiscent of the reddish sap that exudes when a treef ern is 

cut), and broken teeth. The bleeding may result from the wild

ghost shooting sharp sticks into the body. 

ii) sqmad Taboo persons who eat the roots of this tree 

may suffer the same results as those who break the taboo on 

tree ferns. 
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iii) ~ The black palm ~ should not be cut by women. 

If it is, it is likely to fall the wrong way and break. It is 

used in making bows and arrows, which are the concern of men 

only. Use of the palm to make bows and arrows could corre

late with the fact that the wildghost is said to 'shoot' 

people. When men . have cut the palm they have to go and sleep 

where there are no pigs. If women cut the palm the pigs will 

die. 

It has already been recorded that a kind of cicada, ayg, 

· can be a transformed ghost. Cicadas of two or more species 

are also associated with the wildghost sdai. There does not 

seem to be a clear distinction between cicadas associated 

with ghosts and those associated with the wildghost sdai. 

The wildghost, like the ghost, seems to actually transform 

itself into a cicada, a kind of transformation that does not 

happen with any other wildghosts associated with natural spec

ies. The transformed wildghosts fly round as cicadas and can 

shoot sharp sticks into people and make them ill . While 

wildghosts do not generally attack people without provocation, 

people fear cicadas if they come close to houses and call out 

loudly. One informant said "When the cicada calls we say it 

is bad and are afraid. Illness is 'round with his bow to shoot 

men. We hide quietly and do not speak." This statement refers 

to~ haj~ 1which covers the illness causing aspect of both 

ghosts and wildghosts. 

The sdai wildghost is also associated with the cassowary 

in some way. When a cassowary has been caught in a trap a 

cicada comes and sings to the men who made the trap. 
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The sda± wildghost also looks on when boys are initiated, 

and looks after them for their whole period as nose boys. 

h) wyp w±os 

There is a snake called wios or wsoi or alako (a python, 

Liasis d'albertis) and the main association of the wildghost 

seems to be with this, but there is some association with 

reptiles in general, so that illness caused by ignoring in

herited taboos on snakes and lizards may be brought on by 

either the ghost of the ancestors of the persons concerned · or 

by the wildghost w±os. The snake w±os is not regarded as 

edible. It has no taboos associated with it, and it may be 

killed. 

This wildghost is concerned with proper growth in gard

ens, and shares with the last and the next the care of nose 

boys. The care is not extended to nose girls. 

i) ~ r±abo 

The associated plants are marita pandans of all varieties. 

This wildghost is very important 3 hours' walk up valley in 

the Wiym area where it looks after nose boys, and where there 

is a stringent taboo on marita pandanus. The wildghost is so 

potent that it may appear openly as a man. Breaking the taboo 

will cause severe rain, wind, and thunder. This taboo has to 

be observed by all people passing through. People are 

occasionally referred to as 'marita pandanus', and in folk tales 

marita pandans may ·turn into women or vice versa. 

j) !YE haby 

This wildghost is the main one that looks after gardens 

and makes them grow well. If weeding is neglected or fences 
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not kept in repair and pigs get in and spoil the garden the 

wildghost may cause sickness. If the gardens are properly 

l~oked after and harvested it will not do this. Sickness 

caused by this wildghost is described as brought about by 

lighted firewood or burning coals and may appear either as 

sores or as systemic illness. Firewood comes from trees cut 

in making gardens and is thus the concern of this wildghost. 

k) wyp byo3:: 

This wildghost accompanies 'big' (middle aged and older) 

. men and women. It is not clear whether all older people have 

one or not. The wildghost is likely to cause minor illness 

but rarely or never death in anyone who off ends a person 

accompanied by it. If a 'big' man or woman gets angry the 

person they are angry with may become ill even though this was 

not intended. One man talking about this said, "We don't 

quarrel, we look at each other, say 'my brother', and laugh" 

(so as not to cause illness). The wildghost is said to 'bite' 

the heart and liver. A person who has been bitten may fall 

down on the ground and at night he will be very restless, get 

up, walk .about, go back to sleep, and keep on waking up. In 

describing the attack one man said "The heart is as if caught 

in an eel trap". The wildghost is also likely to attack a 

person who steals food. 

1) ~ aykn 

The associated species are aykn, a bamboo, ~nd kamq aykn, 

a variety of ginger. There is no taboo on ginger but there is 

a practice associated with it. Cordylines are planted in a 

small circle and ginger is planted in the middle. When ani-
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mals are shot they have the fur singed in a fire nearby and 

the remnants are put in the circle. When birds are shot they 

are plucked in the circle and the feathers left there . · If 

the circle is neglected and becomes overgrown the next person 

who uses it will get inflammation of the eyes (as he would if 

ginger got into the eyes). I have not got any statement that 

this wildghost is concerned with game animals or with success 

in hunting. 

There is an inherited taboo for some people at Yha~ on 

cooking food in bamboo, aykn being the only bamboo used for 

this purpose. Breaking this taboo also results in inflamma

tion of the eyes. 

m) ~ pqon 

The associated plants are two small trees, pqon and sbo. 

One term is commonly used for both the wildghost and one of 

the associated trees. Both trees are taboo to all or most men 

at Yha~. Men may not cut them or burn them in the fire. Break

ing the taboo results in enormous swelling of the knee, which 

if not cured will make the person unable to leave the house, 

and he or she will die. Both plants are used by women for 

making parts of their skirts. Some people say the plants are 

taboo to some women but not to all men. One man said that men 

who cut these trees will not be able to shoot straight. This 

may imply that they will become like women, who do not use bows 

and arrows. The bark of pqon is not used in mak~ng string 

bags or for the string net worn by men, but· only for women's 

skirts. This may be because of the nature of the material. 

The bark of sbo is used for both. 
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I have seen one case of illness attributed to this wild

ghost. A man received a long but only moderately deep scratch 

in the skin of his left leg below the knee when clearing a 

garden, and this became infected. When I saw him 10 days 

after he got the scratch the surrounding area was pouring with 

watery pus and looked as though it was breaking down into a 

large and rapidly spreading ulcer. A smoker had found that 

the scratch, received from a vine rather like the raspberry, 

had become infected through the action of a sbo wildghost 

offended when the man cut a sbo tree. Penicillin was given 

and the infection quickly healed. 

n) wyp ya1:wo 

The associated species is yaiwo, which is commonly called 

by the same name as the wildghost. Ya±wo is a vine used by 

men to make waist canes. Men to whom it is taboo may not cut 

it or wear cane made from it. If they do they will get a 

permanent cough which may eventually be fatal. This taboo 

applies to most of the men down valley, and at Hagawy,and to a 

few at Yha±. A weakly man with a poor chest who was always 

coughing,_ and died young, is said to have worn cane made from 

this vine. 

o) kaywl (the hornbill, Aceros plicatus) 

The associated species is once again known by the same 

name as the wildghost but there could be a further name for 

the wildghost, which is not important at Yha±. The bird is 

taboo at Gwlo and probably other down valley places. If taboo 

people have anything to do with this bird they will get sores 

in their ear holes and will die. I do not know what functions 

this wildghost performs for the people where it is found. 
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p) wyp mgas 

This is the name of a wildghost and associated· plant 

known to be of importance a long way down valley. 

8. Group IV: TABOOS ON PEOPLE WHO HAVE HAD CONTACT WITH 

CERTAIN KINDS OF DEATH AND BLEEDING 

At the following times it is taboo to go into any garden 

other than a sweet potato garden. The number of days is 

approximate. 

i) For two days after handling the corpse of a 

human who has died, as opposed to being killed. 

ii) For seven days after killing a human. 

iii) For two days after eating the skin of a 

tame pig. 

iv.) For four days after eating any part of 

a wild pig. 

v) For seven days after touching a dead dog. 

vi) For five days after eating knm (the 

terrestrial cuscus, Phalanger gymnotis) 

vii) For nine days after eating cassowary. 

viii) For a woman any time when the vagina is 

bleeding, ordinarily during menstruation 

and after childbirth. 

In addition to these restrictions, if someone is cut badly 

and bleeds a lot in a garden it will not grow well. 

Wherever the species concerned is regarded as edible the 

taboo follows from eating but does not follow from killing 
I 

without eating. Dogs and humans are not eaten, and the taboo· 

follows both shooting and handling in the case of humans, and 

handling in the case of dogs. 

. I 
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All these taboos have to do with death or with bleeding, 

or both. All the creatures concerned are regarded by the 

Kopon as in some sense human or human like. 1 They are all 

larger than most animals known to the Kopon. The cassowary 

and the pig approach the size of man. The dog does not, but 

shares with the pig alone a close relationship with man. The 

knm is probably the largest 'game an1mal' in local Kopon 

territory. (The pig is not rea_lly a 'game animal' though it 

is sometimes loosely referred to by this term.) These creatures 

include then the largest 'game animal' and the largest bird. 2 

Humans, dogs, and pigs are the sole members of their three 

clas ses. The cassowary is the only creature that moves about 

on two legs like men. Other birds walk but they also fly. 

So far as the wild creatures, knm and the cassowary, are 

concerned, they both appear in folk tales as the immediate kin 

1. Some of the ideas used here come from "Why 
is the cassowary not a bird"? (R. Bulmer 
1967). While there are parallels between 
the Kopon and Kalam cases there are also 
considerable differences. For example in 
the Kalam case the danger is primarily to 
taro gardens, and to a lesser extent banana 
groves, whereas in the Kopon case the danger 
is to all gardens except sweet potato gardens, 
and possibly even these. Young gardens are 
most susceptible. The term 'garden' here 
is used in the Kopon sense and includes 
groves of fruit pandanus and breadfruit. 
The high altitude/forest versus low alti
tude/ga r dens opposition would be difficult 
to maintain in the Kopon case, as would the 
arguments about cross cousins. 

2. The Kopan, unlike the Kalam, classify the 
cassowary as a bird, though occasionally 
it is referred t o as a 'game animal '. 
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of humans. The stories are told as if the animals were human, 

except that a creature's habits give it away. For example a 

woman who is a cassowary eats cassowary food. The other 

creature that typically appears in folk tales as a person is 

a giant python (Python amethystinus), the largest of the Kopan 

'reptiles'. It is not hunted or eaten and it is not close to 

man, which may be why it does not appear among these taboos. 

It may be freely killed. 

The noises made by pigs and dogs could also contribute 

to their human like status. The noises made by others at the 

time of capture are not familiar to me but an upper Kopon man 

told me that when a man is about to shoot the knm it sits up and 

calls out "I am your brother, don't shoot me". 

A favoured dog may receive a platform burial called by 

the same term as human burials. The only one I have seen had 

the bones of a dog laid out on the stump of a large tree. 

The man whose dog it had been said "It bit wild animals, I 

ate them, and I buried it openly on a platform". The jaw 

bones of dogs, pigs, and men are preserved and placed in trees, 

sometimes all together. 

It does not seem to be far fetchedto see all the creatures 

whose blood and/or death is dangerous to gardens as human like. 

Group IV taboos, by treating them like man, themselves suggest 

this. At least they form along with man a special group of 

1 creatures. 

1. Certain plants, notably treeferns and marita 
pandans, might also be described as quasi
human. 
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I add a further suggestion, though it may be pure 

fancy. Perhaps these taboos achieve a symbolic separation 

of hunting and gardening. Except for man and the dog, the 

creatures concerned are the most prized game hunted by the 

Kopon, and include what might be taken as the foremost re

presentative of each class of game, or the only representative 

as the case may be. The most intimate possible contact with 

these creatures is either to eat them, if they are edible, 

or to kill them,or handle them after they are dead, if they 

are not edible. A person who has recently done these things 

is a hunter, and may not come into the gardens. The dog is 

not hunted but is itself a hunter, like man only more so. It 

does not garden at all, and in its wild state, is entirely 

dependent on hunting to stay alive. Women may also be cap

tured by men. Women don't hunt, they are hunted and bleed. 

Dogs and men hunt, women and animals are hunted, and bleed. 

The hunters and the hunted, when they die or bleed, must be 

kept out of the garden. 

9. MISCELLANEOUS AVOIDANCES 

Apart from avoidances associated with vaginal bleeding 

in women, those mentioned below have some connection with food. 

There are a number of edible things that are not taboo,but 

are eaten by few or no Kopon in the vicinity of Yha~. My in

formation on these neglected foods is sketchy. The avoidances 

are accounted for in various ways, which I describe below. 

The classes of inedible foods are not exclusive, some things 

appearing in more than one class. 
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9.1 Bitter things 

The term as is used of very unripe fruits .. It corres-

ponds to tastes, typified by green persimmons, which in English 

are said to dry the mouth out and set the teeth on edge. The 

term as is also used of bitter and nasty tasting things, the 

antimalarial chlo~oquine being an example. I know of no 

English equivalent to the term, and use bitter as a somewhat 

unsatisfactory translation label. 1 Some bitter things are 

believed to be poisonous, as many of them are. A ~ide ~ariet~ 

_of things, especially inedible fruits and unripe edible fruits, 

are bitter. Green tobacco is bitter and is kept away from 

food. People who have handled it wash their hands before eat-

ing. Human corpses are also bitter, and after handling a 

corpse the hands are washed very thoroughly before eating. 

While most things described as bitter are probably gen-

uinely inedible, some are in fact edible. A microhylid frog 

called ganor (Baragenys sp.) is said by some people to be 

bitter, but .others eat it. _ The bird name wabwob covers Pitohui 

dichrous and possibly one or more other species as well. Some 

wabwob are said to be bitter. I have no identification for 

b~rds called manpen, all of which are bitter. Some of these 

birds probably do have an unpleasan~ taste. Dogs are said to 

be bitter, but people also mention that when they die their 

corpses are put on the stumps of trees, and the skulls later 

placed low down in trees. Sometimes they are placed together 

1. The term as is occasionally us ed as an alter
native to hyl ('taboo'), but ordinarily the 
two terms c a rry diffe rent meanings. The term 
lo has a similar or identical meaning to as. 
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with human skulls. The implication seems to be that quite 

apart from dogs being bitter it would not be proper to eat them. 

Their quasi-human status has been mentioned in connection 

with the taboo on going into gardens after handling a dead 

dog. 

9.2 Unclean thing s 

I know no Kopon term for this category. Certain animals, 

notably rats, are not eaten by anyone when caught in dwelling 

areas, because here they get into human faeces and other un-

_desirable things. I have discussed rats along with taboos 

on males from initiation for the rest of lifel, though it 

is probably only for initiates that they are genuinely taboo. 

Uncleanness might contribute to the inedibility of dogs. 

The Kalam (R. Bulmer 1967:9) seem to be more particular about 

unclean things than the Kopon, and avoid certain birds. 

9.3 Repulsive things 

The Kopon term knw aw- ('spit comes') is applied to things 

that are found repulsive. Men sometimes use the term of 

things that some or all women eat, such as certain caterpillars 

and rats~ All snakes except the one that is eaten (Chondro

python virid i s) are repulsive, and also frightening (~ gop). 

Most snakes are probab ly regarded as more or less inedible, 

but it is known that the large python mamko (Python amethy 

st i nus) is eaten by people in the Jimi Valley. When asked 

whether this snake is bitter, one man said, "We do not eat it. 

We. do not know whethe r it tastes good or bad". 

9.4 Human flesh 

The Ko pon do not thems e lve s eat human flesh, or know of 

1. This chap t er , 6.12. e . 
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normal people who do. A person who ate human flesh would 

be a witch more or less by definition. 

9.5 Other food avoidances 

All the things mentioned so far are regarded at least 

by some adult men, and in most cases by all Kopon, as having 

qualities that make them unfit to eat. There is a mis

cellany of other things that are either just not eaten, or 

are inedible for reasons I have not yet discovered. One of 

these is gwtwl (Pandanus antaresensis St John). One man said 

it is not eaten because it is too difficult to extract the 

seeds. Rungia greens are known to be eaten up valley but are 

not eaten at Yhai, except recently by a few young people. 

It is possible, but unlikely, that in this case I missed a 

local inherited taboo. 

9.6 Avoidances associated with vaginal bleeding 

Women with vaginal bleeding, from menstruation or child

birth, do no"thing toward the preparation of food for men, 

eat separately from men, and stay in different rooms. Sexual 

intercourse is avoided, and cigarettes are not shared with men. 

These avoidances are very similar to those of group I taboos 

between spouse's kin, though carried somewhat further. I 

suspect that they are not scrupulously observed. Men seem 

to think that women bleed very little, bleeding being prevented 

by making spells. Although it is my recollection that these 

avoidances are not spoken of as taboos, I have been unable to 

find a spe cific statement to this effect in my notes. 

10. SUMMARY 

Here I summarise the r e lations between the life cycle and 
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sex differences on the one hand, and ritual and taboo on 

the other, and then point out the ways in which the various 

rituals and taboos mark roles. 

10.l The life cycle, sex differences, ritual, and taboo. 

Between birth and death the cycle of growth, maturity, and 

decay is a continuum. Closely tied to this cycle is the age 

division of labour, also a continuum. Like most people the 

Kopon overlay the biological life cycle with a social life 

cycle broken up into more or less discontinuous bits. They do 

· this by means of labels (such as 'fragile child' and 'old 

woman'), ritual, and taboo. Leaving aside initiation, the 

labels do not change at fixed points, but rather one label falls 

out of use and another takes its place over a period of time. 

Nevertheless stages are imposed on a continuum. 

Taboos mark most of these stages, singly and in various 

combinations. Life cycle ritual makes four dramatic punctua

tions; at the 'bamboo' and 'fire saw' ceremonies, the 'child 

dressing up' ceremony, initiation, and the ceremony of 

'cooking in the fire and eating'. There are also two rituals 

after death; the funeral, and 'putting the bones in a tree'. 

Some of these ritual punctuations are also marked by taboo. 

So also is the period as an initiate, which is a stage of the 

life cycle supe r imposed on the stages created by the other 

labels. 

The life cycle has then:-

1) A cont inuum of physical growth, ma turity, and decay, 

. and an age d i vi s ion of l a bour. 

2) Impose d on this eight named stages ('fragile child' 
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etc.) most of which are marked by taboos. 

3) Superimposed on this, life cycle rituals and further 

taboos, highly developed round initiation (which is itself 

a stage of the life cycle superimposed on two of the other 

eight) . 

In sum, the continuum that is the biological life cycle 

has imposed on it a discontinuous social life cycle which 

around the time of initiation hecomes complex. 

Whereas the biological life cycle is a continuum the 

biological separation of the sexes is a gulf. 

Unlike the age division of labour, the sex division of 

labour goes beyond what is biologically required, though most 

of it makes good biological sense. 

For the life cycle, ritual and taboo impose social dis

tinctions on a biological continuum. For the sexes, ritual 

and taboo accompany biological distinctions that are obvious, 

and a sex division of labour that is in part socially, as 

opposed to biologically required. 

10.2 Ritual 

For some time it seemed to me that ritual marked the 

boundaries between stages of the life cycle,while taboo marked 

the stages themselves. This view of ritual is largely false. 

The 'bamboo' and 'fire saw' rituals, although held within a 

few days of birth, do not mark the beginning or . end of the 

s tage of 'fragile child', nor does the 'child dressing up' 

ceremony mark the beginning or end of being a 'small child'. 
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Initiation ceremonies do not mark the end of being a 'small 

child' or the beginning of being a 'large child'. There are 

no life cycle rituals for 'young adult', 'big man' or 'big 

woman'. The funeral marks the end of life rather than the 

end of a stage. The only rituals which unequivocally mark 

the . beginning and end of a stage are initiation ritual and 

'cooking in the fire and eating', which mark the beginning and 

end of being an initiate. The stage of being an initiate 

however is superimposed on the other stages of the life cycle 

rather than being one of them. For males it overlaps the later 

part of 'small child' and the earlier part of 'large child', 

a period of some 2-5 years. For females it lasts only a few 

days. 

It does seem however that ritual marks the arrival of 

important stages of the life cycle (rather than the boundaries 

between them) even though these stages are not exactly the 

ones outlined at the beginning of the chapter. The 'bamboo' 

and 'fire saw' ceremonies recognise the presence of a totally 

dependent and almost pr~human person. The 'child dressing up' 

ceremony is for a child who is beginning to walk, talk, and 

dress, and is thus taking on human characteristics. The 

initiation complex of rituals marks the arrival of a person 

who has acquired the basic skills for living. This person 

stays essentially the same till death, which is marked by the 

funeral, and in the intervening period there are no further 

life cycle rituals. 'Putting the bones in a tree' happens 

whe n the dead person is fading from the memories of those with 

whom he lived, no longer really a person but a ghost. If 
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life cycle ritual is the social recognition of biological 

transitions it may seem strange that there is no such ritual 

between initiation and the funeral. In fact the changes be

tween initiation and death are much less profound than those 

marked by the life cycle ritual that does exist. After initi

ation each person is, in the ordinary course of events, a 

fully functioning member of the community. Few people survive 

into old age, and those that do are rarely disabled. The 

length of the ceremonies also corresponds to the development 

or involution of the person concerned Ceremonies for infants 

are quite short, for young boys last two days, for initiates 

three days initially, with numerous other short ceremonies, 

the main one being 'cooking in the fire and eating' . Funerals 

last 3 to 5 days , and 'putting the bones in a tree' involves 

only an hour or so of ritual. 

10 .3 Taboos 

10.3.l Group I taboos 

Group I taboos express social distance or strain. Th~y 

indicate how much contact is proper. Thus they discriminate 

various roles. 

10 . 3.1.l Kinship taboos 

Kinship roles are labelled by kin terms. Taboos discrim

inate the se roles, sometimes with remarkably fine gradations. 

For example 'husba nd's brothers' cannot eat food cooked in 

the s ame fire; 'wife's sisters' can eat food cooked in the 

same fire but not the same stone oven ; 'wife's fathers' can 

eat food cooke d in the same stone ove n but cannot share the 

same pie ce o f food; 'cousins' can share the same piece of food 
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but it must not be broken by biting; other natal kin can share 

the same piece of food broken by biting. 

Kin taboos, however, allow both finer and coarser discrim-

ination than kin terms alone. The least taboo spouse's kin 
• 

are 'husband's parents' (husband's first ascending generation 

kin). Apart from these, taboos are the same for all same sex 

spouse's kin. The most taboo kin are 'husband's brothers', 

that is, husband's own generation male cognates. Apart from 

'husband's brothers' and those 'husbands's parents' that are 

of opposite sex, taboos are the same between all opposite sex 

spouse's kin. Thus wider categories than are covered by kin 

terms are marked by taboo. 

The order in which spouse's kin have to observe increas-

ing numbers of taboos is as might be expected: 

i} Husband's first ascending generation kin 

(husband's second ascending generation kin 

are classed with natal kin, but observe 

similar taboos). 

ii) Spouse's kin of same sex as ego except 

those in (i}. 

iii) Spouse's kin of opposite sex from ego 

except those in (i) and (iv). 

iv) Husband's own generation male kin. 

Kinship taboos, like the kin terms themselves, are recip-

rocal. 

The finer discriminations made by taboos than by kin terms 

alone have not been explored in detail. However, taboos may 

vary according to six factors listed earlier, such as relative 

age, sex, and closeness of acquaintance. 

Kinship t a boos are rnos~ly between spouse's kin. They are 
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the one invariable formal accompaniment of marriage. Com

pensation is usual but not invariable. 

Kinship taboos are like most life cycle taboos in that 

there are no dire consequences if they are broken. The 

taboos are not a sanction for other behaviour. The observance 

of the taboos shows an attitude of restraint between spouse's 

kin but the taboos are the chief behaviour which shows this 

restraint. Without the taboos there would be little distinc

tion between spouse's kin and natal kin. 

While there are specific things that are taboo for parti

cular categories of kin it is the people themselves that are 

taboo to each other, and the specific taboos might be seen as 

indicators of the degree of taboo rather than as ends in 

themselves . 

10.3.1.2 Mourning taboos 

The relationship with a ghost is radically different 

from the relationship with that person when alive. The taboos 

which accompany the new status can be seen as stringent. 

There is no possibility of sharing food with them, lighting 

cigarettes from the same fire, and so on, so these things 

cannot be taboo. The taboos that are commonly observed, namely 

on eating food from their garden and pork from their pigs, 

are like those with living kin in the most taboo relationships. 

10.3.1.3 Enmity taboos 

Direct contact of any sort is taboo, reflecting the 

extreme strain or distance of relationships where there is an 

unsettled debt of a life, which someone may try to settle 

violently at any time. 
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Group II. Taboos on males and females, and at 

various sta ges of the life cycle. 

Life cycle and men's and women's taboos are the social 

transformation of the biological life cycle and the sexual 

division o f people. There are taboos that divide young children 

from all others, thus separating the dependent from those 

who can ordinarily look after themselves. There is a taboo 

on everyone from early childhood to old age. Like other taboos 

this points up both those who do and those who do not observe 

it. The old, like the young to whom they are joined by not 

observing this taboo, are sometimes unable to fend entirely 

for themselves. There are taboos on everyone up to and includ

ing initiates, that is, those who are dependent to a signifi- . 

cant extent on others, as distinct from those who are inde

pendent except for the sexual division of labour. There are 

taboos which set off fit young unmarried males, including 

initiates, from those who are married. Young unmarried men 

have certain freedoms,but are expected to help their kin, 

especially females who do not have an active living husband. 

There are taboos that set off young unmarried adults or near 

adults f r o m those who are married. Males up to middle age 

who climb trees when hunting do not eat 'heavy' things that 

women and older men can eat, thus setting off hunters and 

potential hunters from older men and all women. This also 

separates 'big' men from all other males. All women are sep

arated by taboos from all men, but especially ali women from 

nose boys, and less conspicuously, all men from nose girls. 

Young boy s a nd gi r ls at f i r st share ide ntical taboos though 

di ff ere nces soon appear. So the relativ e sexlessness of 
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childhood is marked as a contrast to later sexual differenti

ation, reflected in the fact that scarcely any other life 

cycle taboos are the same for both males and females. Those 

on initiates are similar in content but very different in the 

length of time for which they apply, and in the ceremonial 

wi t .h which they are begun and ended. 

It can be seen that there is here a complex set of oppos

itions. Stages of the life cycle are set against other 

stages, both individually, and collectively in groups of two 

or mor e stages, and in conjunction with sex differences at 

the same time. Things are set off but they are also joined 

together, both by sharing the same taboos and by sharing 

freedoms from taboos. 

10.3.3. Group III. Taboos concerned with place and 

with smoking 

The people who observe local inherited taboos show a 

close parallel with so called cognatic descent groups. · They 

are centred in local areas, but some of them move away, 

taking their taboos with them. If they stay away the taboos 

are likely to be dropped in a generation or so. New people 

move in and are likely to take on the taboos. 

Since some people ignore some of the taboos they inherit, 

or may add new ones if they shift, members of the same family 

may show differences in the taboos they observe. There is 

some correlation b e tween locality and taboos but a person 

cannot put a t a boo on land or property, and· there is no taboo 

on theft, app r op riation, or tre spass. It is rather the local 

peop l e who a r e at risk, not only i f they themselves break thei r 

taboos , but i f some one else uses the spe cies conce rned in thei r 
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prese nce . I t is hard to see that the taboos add significantly 

to family solidarity or the solidarity of any larger collec

tion of people. Those who share a taboo never meet together 

for any purpos e ~ and may have nothing in common other than the 

taboo. The taboos can scarcely be used as sanctions to pre

vent behaviour other tha n that connected with breaking the 

taboo. The taboos do however give a sense of identity. 

People are in some cases widely known to observe certain taboos, 

and these taboos are known to be important and to be asscicf

ated with impo r tant ghosts or wildghosts. 

The taboos also require people to treat each other with 

circumspection. Everyone has to know a great deal about 

taboos observed by other people so as not to expose them to 

the ill effects which might follow if a taboo species was 

killed, gathered, eaten, or whatever, in their presence. In

herited taboos are dangerous because of what other people 

might do rather than because of what taboo people might do 

themselves. The Kopon, when asked what will happen if a 

taboo is broken, usua lly say at first that it will n6t be. 

Some p e ople try breaking some local inherited taboos and 

Cqrry on ignor ing them if there are no ill effects, but for 

most of their lives they go on obse'rving them, probably without 

any thought o f doing othe r wise. But one must know, if people 

from a certain a rea a r e coming, not to offer them frogs, or 

a c ertain bird , or frui t pandanus, or food cooked in a fire 

wher e a certain bird h a s been cooked, or not to . give them waist 

cane s ma de o f a ce r t a in v i ne, and so on. If one is going to 

the ir a r e a there a re c ertain things one must not take, and 

c e rta in c reatures tha t mus t not b e shot or captured. To do so 
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would endanger the host people, not the visitor. People may 

themselves give ~arning when they are in danger, as a man 

asked me not to shoot a certain hawk which was taboo to him, 

but there are a number of taboos where it would be unthinkable 

that a visitor should not know about them. 

The roles of longstanding residents, immigrants, and 

various kinds of visitors, including ignorant outsiders like 

europeans, are thus distinguished by the taboos they are ex

pected to know about or observe. 

The role of smoker is also marked by taboos in this 

group. 

10.3.4 Group IV: taboos on people who have had 

contact with certain kinds of death and 

bleeding. 

Group IV taboos do at least the following. 

i) They treat certain animals and the cassowary 

as equivalent to man, thus marking them as 

quasi-human or human like. 

ii) They set apart hunti~g and gardening. 

iii) They require the exclusion from gardens 

of the influences of death and bleeding, 

thus opposing death/harmful influence to 

life/growth. 

Mourning taboos (in Group III) are concerned with the im

portance of particular dead to their kin. Group IV taboos 

are concerned with the social importance of death, and oppose 

it to life. 
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CHAPTER X 

A DISCUSSION OF KOPON TABOO, 
RITUAL, AND SUPERNATURALISM 

Ethnographic a ccounts of Kopon supernaturalism, ritual, 

and taboo have been given in the last three chapters. In the 

following more general discussion I have most to say about 

taboo and least about supernaturalism. First there is brief 

reference to writings on taboo in the Highlands. After this 

I consider in turn the character of Kopon taboo; the functions 

of ritual and taboo in Kopon society; the appropriateness of 

taboo to the functions it fulfils; the division of labour, 

so to speak, between the supernaturals, magic, ritual, and 

taboo; and finally the definition of taboo. 

The nature of Kopon taboo is closely bound up with its 

functions. This I attempt to highlight by comparison with 

Maring, Me lpa, and Maori taboos, all of which qualify as 

taboos by my definition. Maring and Melpa taboos bear close 

resemblances to those of the Kopon. Maori taboo (tapu) is used 

b~ way of contras t . 

1. Taboo in the Highlands 

The most notable thing about writing on taboo in the High-

l·ands is its paucity . To my knowledge the only accounts which 

attempt to be systematic are those o f Vicedom and Tischner 

1 
(1943(II) :75-79, 408-413) a nd Rappapor t (1967b:205-10). 

There are numerous other re f erences to taboo in these works 

1. Al s o Fredrik Barth Ritua l and Knowl edge a mong 
t he Baktama of New Guinea , Yale U. P . 1975, r e 

c e i ved since thesis comp l eted. 
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and in Strauss and Tischner (1962) which is written around the 

totemic concepts of the Mbowamb of the Mt Hagen area, or as 

they are now more corrunonly known, the Melpa. The index to 

Gods Ghosts and Men in Melanesia ·(Lawrence and Meggitt 1965) has 

22 index references to totemism but none to taboo. Many 

totems are of course taboo but this listing reflects little 

interest in taboo apart from totemism. R. Bulmer (1975) has 

written on Kalam totemic beliefs but so far as I know no one 
I • 

other than Strauss and Tischner and Bulmer has made taboo or 

totemism the main focus of any substantial piece of writing 

on the Highlands. It seems unlikely that this is because taboo 

is unimportant anywhere else than among the Kopan, though the 

Kopan may be unusual in having one expression which covers so 

many restrictions as does hyl g-. Further references to taboo 

in the Highlands are recorded in a footnote. The use of the 

term taboo by the authors referred to does not necessarily 

conform to my definition. The list of references is nothing 

more than a rough indication of the amount of interest aroused 

in those concerned by subjects labelled as taboo. 1 

1. The Kalam (R. Bulmer, p.c., Riebe 1974:14, 
28, 31, 54, 55) have large numbers of re
strictions, many of which parallel Kopon 
taboos, but there is no single term which 
covers them all. The Kakoli of the Kaugel 
Valley (Bowers, p.c.) have a few diverse re
strictions that might be called taboos, but · 
again no single term that covers them all. 
Allen (1967) has no index references to taboo 
or totemism,but taboos and prohibitions are 
mentioned in chapter II, in which Allen con
siders 11 Highlands societies. Van Baal 
(1966) has 26 index references to taboo but 
no systematic discussion of taboo. Berndt 
(1962) has no index references to taboo or 
totemism. Du Toit (1975) has 29 index re
ferences to taboo but none to totemism. 
Glasse (1968) has no index but does refer 
to taboo. Glick (1965) has four index re
ferenc e s to taboo but none to totemism . 
Heide r (1970) has two inde x references to 
totemism, and me ntions associated taboos . 
(Cont'd next page ) 
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2. CHARACTERISTICS OF KOPON TABOOS 

At the beginning of the section on taboo in the previous 

chapter I made a number of points about Kopon taboos in order 

to facilitate the understanding of the ethnographic account. 

Here I recall these points briefly and then consider some 

issues which will be more readily assessed now that the taboos 

have been described. 

The term 'taboo' translates the Kopon term hyl, which 

is used with the verb g- in Kopon in somewhat the same way 

as 'taboo' is used with the verb 'to be' in English~ 1 

The term taboo is used figuratively of people not 

eating food when they are ill, and it is also said that certain 

things which adult men do not usually eat are not 'really 

taboo'. With these exceptions the term taboo has essentially 

the same meaning in all contexts. 

This is not to deny that some taboo things symbolise 

other things. Mourning taboos in a sense symbolise or objectify 

relations with the dead, and taboos with supernatural sanctions 

(Cont'd from p. 385.) 
Meggitt (1965a) has no index references to 
taboo but two to totemism. These however 
are simply to say that Enga clans have no 
totemic association. Newman (1965) has no 
index but refers in the text to various 
restrictions. Pospisil (1963) has 19 in-
dex references to taboo, and on pp. 156-8 
and 364-5 something approaching a system
atic account of this topic . . Reay (1959) 
has 10 index references to taboo, and some 
discussion of its significance. Strathern 
A.J. (1971) has two index references to taboo 
but none to totemism. Strathern A.J. (1972) 
and Wagner (1967) have no index references 
to taboo or totemism. 

1. The verb ~- is used in both active and 
p assive senses. Hyl is also used as an 
adjective, but not as a noun. 
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symbolise or objectify relations with supernaturals. This 

does not make these taboos essentially different from others, 

or provide a basis for setting up subcategories of taboo. 

All taboos have some such symbolic function, which I express 

by saying that taboos mark roles. Things taboo to the Kopon 

can be classified or subdivided. The notion of being taboo 

cannot. 

All Kopon taboos are laid down in the existing order. 

There is no discretionary imposition, except that people 

· choose which particular taboos they will observe in mourning, 

and may try ignoring the less stringent local inherited 

taboos. 

Kopon taboos concern two persons or a person and a 

thing. No person or thing is taboo in isolation and no 

person or thing is taboo to everybody. Largely implied in 

this are the following three points. 

i) Taboos between people are reciprocal. 

ii) Things that are taboo in some contexts 

are ordinary in other contexts. 

iii) All taboos are selective . 

There is nothing which is taboo to all people at all 

times. There is not even anything which is taboo to most people· 

most of the time. All taboos are circumscribed by definition 

of the categories of people to whom they apply. There are a 

number of things, such as eating dogs, that no K.opon does. 

Given that taboo is a selective prohibition, such things cannot 

be taboo. 1 

l.It may not b e a logical impossibility for the 
Kopon to have un selective taboos,but it is an 
empirical fin d ing that the y don't. 
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Contagion, the spread of taboo by contact, is not a 

feature of Kopon taboo. Group IV taboos, which require people 

who have been in contact with certain kinds of death and 

bleeding to keep out of gardens, imply the transmission of a 

dangerous influence. This influence however is not itself 

the taboo. The taboo is on contact between this influence 

and gardens. Similarly when a boy b.ecame ill after eating 

food cooked in a fire in which a bird taboo to him had recent-

ly been cooked, the contagion was that of the bird, not the 

taboo. Kopon taboo is simply not an entity which can be trans-

mitted. It appears only in relationships, either person to 

t h . 1 person or person o t 1ng. 

In effect, however, it makes little difference whether 

taboo itself, or, as in the Kopon case, a thing subject to 

taboo, is contagious. Loosely speaking, it can be said that 

Kopon taboos on natural species are contagious. 

Several of the above points stand out clearly by con-

trast with Maori tapu. Among the Maori a high degree of tapu 

attached permanently to particular people, especially chiefs 

(Rangatira) and priests (Tohunga). Anything that came in con-

tact with a tapu person became tapu in turn, and this could 

necessitate extreme precautions to prevent the spread of tapu. 

Although many tapu were incorporated in the accepted order, 

1. R. Bulmer (p. c) notes that Ka lam taboos 
in part express a notion of contagion~ 
One reason men go very early in the 
morning to work in gardens is to avoid 
the risk of treading in the footprints 
of people in a taboo condition,and 
carrying this into gardens. 
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others could be imposed by chiefs and priests. 1 

At first sight a number of Kopon taboos are sanctioned by 

sympathetic magic. The illness that follows from breaking a 

taboo on hawks is graphically represented as the grasping 

of the victim's head in the talons of a hawk. People to 

whom gourds are taboo may get a swollen belly if they eat them. 

These sympathetic kinds of effects are however brought about 

by supernatural beings. People may speak a~ thoug~ breaking 

a taboo automatically results in being ill but it becomes 

clear when an illness is diagnosed and treated that there is 

a ghost or wildghost involved. It does seem to be possible 

for boys who break taboos to get a swollen belly (but not an 

acute illness) without a ghost or wildghost being concerned. 

Even this however may be because wildghosts do not look after 

boys properly when they break taboos. Group IV taboos, which 

prohibit people who have had contact with certain kinds of 

death and bleeding .from going into gardens, also appear to 

involve sympathetic magic. Here it is possible that the actual 

agents are the wildghosts responsible for gardens. As can be 

seen from spells, which have nothing to do with taboos, the 

Kopon do use the sympathetic principle. The part that it 

plays in causing sympathetic kinds o f illnesses for breach of 

certain taboos is debatable, but probably it is best seen 

as a mould in which the supernaturals work. Whatever view 

1. For details of Maori tapu see Yate 1835~ 
84-89, 243-46; Polack 1840( 1 ) :39, 66, 
108-9, 272, 275-9,(11):27, 64 , 70, 87, 
91, 92; Angas 1847(1):314, 320, 329-30, 
331; Shortland 1856:101-113; Taylor 
1885:55-64; Maning 1863:105, 106, 
119-47. 
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is taken of this, Kopon taboo is not a power in itself. 

It is sanctione d by supernaturals, and in some sense by 

sympathe tic action, but in itself it is not either of these 

things. 

There is little parallel between sacredness, a concept 

the Kopon do not seem to have, and taboo. A taboo thing 

among the Kopon is taboo only to people in some particular 

category. Taboo things are avoided rather than treated 

reverently. Sacredness inheres in the object itself. A 

Kopon taboo, by contrast, is a kind of relationship between 

particular people, or between particular things and particu

lar people. Neither is taboo except in relation to the other. 

Neither burial sites nor places associated with supernatural 

bei~gs, which outsiders might think of as sacred, are taboo. 

Some things that might be seen as unclean are taboo, 

and it may be the uncleanness that occasions the taboos, but 

things are not taboo simply by virtue of being unclean. Birds 

that fossick in porcine or human faeces are taboo to . initiates, 

but not to adults, and nor are faeces in themselves taboo. 

People who have handled a corpse may not go into the gardens· 

for a few days the r eafter, but it is not taboo to handle a 

corpse. 

A person does not stand in the presence of a man who is 

sitting down e ating but it is impolite to do so, not taboo. 

Thing s that are ill mannered at any time, such as publicly 

e xposing the ge nita lia, are not taboo. Though it may be ill 

manne red to break a taboo, it is the taboo tha t creates the 
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rudeness. Saying a person's name, for example, is ill mannered 

only if it is taboo. 

It is often dangerous to break a taboo, but it is the 

taboo which gives rise to the danger. If one creates a 

disturbance where human bones have been placed in a tree a 

ghost may attack, but to create such a disturbance is not taboo. 

Since witches may get in, it is dangerous to sleep at night 

without .making the doorway secure, but leaving the door open is 

not taboo. There are no taboos connected with goblins, which 

are dangerous at all times. Even when taboos are associated 

in some way with sympathetic action, the dangers apply not to 

people in general, but only to people subject to the taboos. 

The dangers of breaking taboos are sanctions against breaking 

them~but they are the result, not the cause, of the taboos. 

Taboos resemble laws in so far as they demand observance 

whether or not it is dangerous to break them, and regardless 

of sanctions or enforcement agencies. 

At the end of the ethnographic account of taboos is a 
section on miscellaneous food avoidances. From this it can be 

seen that things are not taboo simply by virtue of being nasty 

or bitter tasting, repulsive, or unclean, or even because it 

would be inappropriate or grossly improper (as in the case of 

human flesh) to eat them. 

On the whole, nothing which is likely to be the subject 

of a dispute between people is also a concern of taboo. Thus 

there is no taboo on theft, damage to gardens or pigs, incest, 

or non-payment of compensation. In the chapter on social con-
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trol I made a distinction between statements and transactions. 

It is roughly true that there are no taboos on transactions. 

It might appear at first sight that some transactions between 

certain spouse's kin are taboo but this is scarcely the case. 

It is not permitted to eat pork from pigs tended by a 'wife's 

mother' but it is permitted to receive this pork (wrapped up) 

and pass it on. Although there are no taboos on specific 

transactions, taboos connected with unsettled killings forbid 

close contact of any kind. Even in this case compensation; 

the transaction which will restore normal relations, is not 

taboo. 

Kopan taboos then are not concerned with legality, 

religion, magic , sacredness, uncleanness, politeness, safety, 

or edibility as such. There is nothing that the total class 

of taboo things and actions has in common except the fact of 

being taboo. Certainly there are subclasses of taboo things 

among the Kopon that share some common feature beyond the fact 

of being taboo. But while there are heterogeneous qualities. 

that make things suitable subjects for taboo, and may occasion 

the selection of things as taboo, it is not these qualities 

that make things taboo. Kopon taboo is a mental construct 

without a counterpart in reality outs ide of the head. Taboo 

things are those onto which this construct is projected. The 

rules and characteristics of Kopon taboo have been described. 

The Kopon experience of taboo may be something which can be 

well appreciated only by those in cultures which have a 

similar concept. Taboo is probably the aspect of Kopan cul

ture most foreign to the western mind . It is possible, though 
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difficult, to give a coherent explanation for total sets 

of things prohibited as illegal, unclean, or even impolite. 

Taboo things are prohibited only because they are taboo. 1 

3. THE FUNCTIONS OF RITUAL AND TABOO 

The term function is used here to refer to what taboos 

and rites do in Kopon society, without implying that they 

exist in order to do these things. 

3.1 Roles, categories, and classification 

Roles and categories marked by taboo have already 

been mentioned in some detail in summarising chapter IX and 

I will not enumerate them here. 

The complexity of role classification achieved by 

taboos in Kopon society is extreme. A taboo on a thing 

identifies those who share it with each other, and distingu-

ishes them from all others who do not share it. A taboo be-

tween people both identifies them with each other and dis-

tinguishes them from each other, as well as distinguishing them 

from others who do not observe the taboo. The result is an 

overlapping and interpenetrating set of categories in which 

all members of Kopon society are both distinguished from and 

identified with each other in numerous ways. Taboo is thus a 

vehicle of both opposition and integration, in the manner 

noted by Levi-Strauss (1963:161), Fortes, Radcliffe-Brown, 

and Malinowski (Fortes 1967:7). For example a young married 

1. R. Bulmer (p.c.) has found certain Kalam 
t aboos to be e xplained by quasi-histori
cal traditions. I have not yet f ound 
such traditions among the Kopon. 
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man is identified with other males of his own age but disting-

uished by different sets of taboos from several categories 

of younger males and from at least two categories of older 

males. Various other taboos identify him with all younger and 

some older males while distinguishing him from those middle 

aged and older, and from the very old and the very young. 

Other taboos distinguish him from all females, and some of 

these same taboos might also distinguish him from some males. 

Numerous taboos set him apart from his wife's kin in varying 

degrees, and similar taboos set him off from the wives of his 

own and descending generation male cognates, also in varying 

degrees. If he has been to a funeral in the last few days he 

will be identified either with those who handled the corpse, 

and are thus prohibited from going to the gardens, or with 

those who did not handle the corpse and are free to go to the 

gardens. If he lives in a certain area he will be identified 

with all others living there who are allowed to eat, say, 

marita pandanus,but at the same time distinguished from some 

who are living there by not being permitted to eat, say, cer-

tain hawks. 

Fortes (1967:11) says of taboos: 

They set apart:- persons, localities, offices, 

institutions. They insulate as well as commun

icate .... Being with [the individual] all the 

time taboos keep him aware of his enduring 

identity as a person in contraposition to other 

persons. 

I explain now why I speak of 'roles and categories' 

where it might seem that the term 'roles' alone would suffice. 
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Banton 1 defines a role as "a set of rights and obligations, 

that is, as an abstraction to which the behaviour of people 

will conform in varying degrees ", R. Turner (1968:552) says 

that role:-

provides a comprehensive pattern for behaviour and 

attitudes; i t constitutes a strategy for coping 

with a recurrent type of situation; it is 

socially identified more or less clearly as an 

entity; it is subject to being played recog

nisably by different individuals; and it 

supplies a major basis for identifying and placing 
I 

persons in society, 

Kopon taboos mark or constitute social categories. Take away the 

taboos and it is in some cases a moot point how much in the way 

of roles is left. Certainly there are sex roles and age roles. 

Host/visitor roles remain even without local inherited taboos 

to identify them by. When no one is playing visitor or host 

it is not clear what roles the taboos are marking, except that 

of man in relation to ghost or wildghost. · It is debatable 

whether group IV taboos, which prevent people who have had 

contact with death and bleeding from going into gardens, 

mark roles at all. Group I taboos, concerned with social re-

lati?nships, in many cases entail little role-specific behaviour 

beyond observing the taboos. If Kopon taboos are all identi-

fiers of roles, some of the roles have remarkably little con-

tent. Taboos are, however, at least marking categories of 

people, even if the category is one as fleeting as that of 

people who handled a corpse at a funeral. 

Taboos are also a formal representation of Kopon social 

1. 1965: 21, s ee al s o 18-20, 38-41) 
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structure more or less as a totality, imposing on it a com-

plex and cross cutting implicit taxonomy. Having an associated 

taboo places a thing in the broad class of socially important 

phenomena. The phenomena are divided into four kinds in 

1 the four major groups of taboos. In the fourth group there 

is only a one level taxonomy, but in groups I, II, and III, 

taboos of varying scope create further taxonomic levels . For 

example, kinship taboos distinguish all natal from all 

spouse's kin. Among natal kin (so far as distinctions based 

on taboo are concerned) there are only two classes, cousins, 

and the rest, but spouse's kin are further distinguished ac-

cording to sex and other features. Sex and life cycle taboos 

constitute an even more complex taxonomy. The fact that the 

Kopon are not explicit about this taxonomy is perhaps of a 

similar level of significance to the fact that they are un-

aware of the syntax of their language. 

Personal names aside, taboo is by far the most important 

formal classifier of people the Kopon have. The other main 

classifiers are sex and life cycle labels, kinship terms and 

the sex indicators they carry, and locality names. Households 

may be denoted by place nmnes or the names of people. The 

important things about people so far as classification is con-

cerned are relationships based on sex/life cycle/marriage and 

on locality/inheritance. The indicators are largely comple-

mentary, but partly redundant. Kin terms denote classes based 

1. I reiterate that the Kopon do not explicitly 
recognise the four major groups of taboos. 
I have set them up on the basis of material 
presented in ch.IX.3. 
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on sex, age/generation, and marriage. There are taboos based 

on similar criteria. Life cycle terms are based on the same 

features except that there is no explicit recognition of 

marriage. The classifiers on ~he whole label phenomena at 

different levels or from different points of view. Taboos 

between spouse's ~in affect both wider and narrower categories 

than those denoted by kin terms. Sex markers in kin terms are 

based on one of the underlying criteria of kin classifica tion 

which is disguised in the kin categories themselves by cross 

cutting features which produce subcategories. Life cycle 

features, translated for purposes of kin categories into gen

eration, are similarly disguised in the kin categories them

selves, but are given explicit recognition in life cycle 

taboos. 

Classifiers in the locality/inheritance sphere are 

similarly, but less systematically, complementary. People are 

denoted by place names, by shared taboos, and occasionally 

by the names of prominent individuals with whom they are 

associated. Kin classes are concerned little with locality, 

and with named localities not at all, but one term, yamgaw, 

. probably makes collective reference to people at the wife's 

place. 

The differing viewpoints of the complementary category 

markers can be characterised as follows. Group I taboos and 

kinship terms mark 'relational' roles (Banton 1965:30-1). 

They relate an individual chiefly to his kin. Group II taboos, 

though based on similar sex and age criteria, orientate the 

individua l with re spe ct to a ll other members of society, in 

their vari ous s e x/life cycle classes. Group III taboos demand 
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that people acknowledge their heritage, their territory, and 

the supernaturals, all of which are interconnected. The indi

vidual is thus located in social/territorial space, in relation 

to the past and its people, and in relation to the total world 

of 'men'. To a limited extent, local inherited taboos mark 

relational roles {host/visitor,man/supernatural), whereas 

place names are more concerned with placing people, indivi

dually or collectively, in society as a whole. The differences 

in the point of view parallel those between group I taboos and 

.kinship terms on the one hand, and group II taboos and sex/life 

cycle classes on the other. 

Whereas group III taboos direct man's attention to the 

supernaturals, and thus to otherwise unexplained processes of 

life, growth, disease, and healing, group IV taboos focus on 

man's own most important productive activities; hunting, and 

gardening. These seem at the same time to represent respective

ly death, and life. Taking another view, group III taboos 

symbolise man's personal relations with the supernaturals, 

and with plants, animals, and birds, while group IV taboos 

might be ·said to symbolise societal relations with animals, 

plants, and birds (if the cassowary is taken to represent the 

last). Thus the personal/societal contrast between group I 

and group II taboos is found again between group III and group 

IV taboos. Societal relations with the supernaturals are per

haps expressed in ritual rather than taboo. 

Overall, while other classifiers supplement each other to 

varying degrees, chiefly in either the sex/life cycle/mar riage 

sphere or in the locality/inheritance sphere, taboo operates 
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widely in both spheres. In addition it is concerned with 

enmity and mourning, and with the death and bleeding of man 

and certain animals. The intense concentration of taboos 

and other markers on a limited number of roles and categories 

stresses their importance. Beyond this it may relate as 

much to the fact that there are few other non-trivial roles 

as to the difficulty of role separation discussed by Barth 

(1972:214). 

The classifiers I have mentioned achieve multilevel 

taxonomies in various ways. Except for place names the number 

of terms in each set is finite. The multilevel nature of kin 

category taxonomy is covert, only the terminal taxa being 

labelled. Taxa are mutually exclusive. T~e preterminal 

levels are semantically meaningful but unexpressed. Place 

names achieve multilevel classification of people somewhat 

covertly by using single place names at different levels of 

inclusiveness. The terms are denotatively meaningful, but 

carry no other semantic content relevant to their use as 

classifiers. The taxa, at any given level, are more or less 

exclusive. At the broadest level may be superimposed terms 

such as 'up valley person', which are not place names. Sex 

and life cycle labels, taken together, show an explicit and 

semantically meaningful four level taxonomy, but for transi

tions after birth and before death the boundaries of those 

categories which subdivide the life span are unclear. Taboo 

is the only classifier to set up more than two taxonomic levels 

which are formally marked and mutually exclusive. It can do 

this because it is semantically neutral with respect to the 
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marked categories. 

Many of Fortes' (1967) statements about taboo apply to 

the Kopon. The striking difference is that since the Kopon 

do not have bounded corporate groups,Kopon taboos do not 

reflect the position of people in such groups. This to 

some extent explains the less intense moral character of Kopon 

taboos. Tale taboos demand loyalty to group, group ancestors, 

and group norms. Kopon taboos stress rather the individual. 

Each individual is a unique walking set of taboos, requiring 

unique consideration. The Kopon seem determined to establish · 

"the integrity and separateness of the individual" (R. Bulmer, 

p.c.), in a society with little apparent reason for doing so. 

The lack of apparent reason, from the point of view of prac

tical utility, for doing so, may be the very reason for doing 

so, from the point of view of individual integrity. Taboos are 

ideally suited to draw attention to broad categories and to 

individuals at once. They establish the social personality of 

the individual, and the social pattern of the collectivity. 

3.2 Food, taboos, consumption, and conservation. 

The effects of taboos on the distribution of food to the 

two sexes and the different ages do not seem to be important. 

The taboo for male initiates on insects is possibly of some 

consequence in redirecting the activities of boys from gather

ing titbits to se.rious work, including hunting. It seems un

likely that conservation of insects is of any consequence, 

though this may be regarded as a possibility. The situa tion 

is different among the Maring where taboos direct extra game 

meat and pork to women and children (Rappaport 1967b: 80, 150-1). 
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Kopon local inherited taboos are possibly important in pro

viding sanctuaries where certain birds and animals breed 

freely and spread to surrounding areas. This could well be 

the case where there are stringent taboos, such as that on 

the hornbill (Aceros plicatus). This taboo affects an area 

of about two squar e miles. With less stringent taboos, 

visitors are permitted to take the species, sometimes even in 

the presence of those to whom the species is taboo, and this 

would reduce any sanctuary effect. 

Maring taboos probably have a significant effect on 

conservation, but are periodic rather than local (Rappaport 

1967b:l51). 

Maori tapu (Firth 1929:247-52) again contrast sharpl y 

with Kopon taboos. Tapu were imposed by chiefs deliberately 

to protect resources, usually with a view to later harvesting. 

Such a system depends on the presence of persons with aut hor

ity to impose and lift taboos at will. 

From the point of view of the individual the important 

Kopon food taboos are local inherited taboos, and, for males, 

initiation taboos. Six males at or close to Yha~ average 4.2 loca 

inherited taboos per head, affecting a total of 6 kinds of food. 

Of these Chondropython viridis is fairly plentiful, and at a 

guess usually weighs 1-3 lbs. Bats are also common, and vary 

in size from minute up to about 1 lb for Dobsonia fruit bats 

(White 1972:152). The other foods are of little importance. 

The lizard (Varanus indicus) weighs some 1-4 lbs but is re-

latively scarce, winged beans are an occasional food, the 

hawks (Accipiter spp.) are r a rely taken, and the wild tuber 
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is little eaten except when travelling in low altitude areas. 

In areas away from Yhai the prohibited species of some 

importance are rnaritapandanus, cassowaries, the pigeons 

Ducula zoeae and Gyrnnophaps albertisi, frogs, and the hornbill 

Aceros plicatus. The taboo on rnarita pandanus does affect a 

few people at Yhai, and since marita pandanus is plentiful, 

and a rich source of protein and fat, this could have an adverse 

effect on nutrition. The area where rnarita pandanus is 

strictly taboo is up valley, but parts of it are at no higher 

altitude than Yhai, and presumably provide a suitable habitat 

for rnarita pandanus, Cassowaries, the pigeons, and the hornbill 

are taboo, and most abundant, in lower altitude areas whe re 

other larger game, notably wild pig, is also comparatively 

abundant. 

Foods taboo to male initiates for about one year are 

breadfruit, pitpit (Saccharum edule), yams, and rnarita pandanus. 

All these foods are of some importance. Pitpit is eaten 

very frequently, yarns occasionally, and rnarita pandanus f re

quently in season. Breadfruit is important in helping to 

tide people over the time between one taro harvest and a nother 

when only small amounts of taro are available. Foods that are 

taboo to males throughout their period as initiates, some 

2-5 years, are frogs, 5 out of about 10 kinds of fungi, 5 out 

of some 25 kinds of bananas, 2 out of some 10 kinds of sugar 

cane, about 28 out of 150 kinds of birds, and some 8 out of 25 

kinds o f game animals. 

With the pos sible exception of taboos affecting initiates 
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and the taboo on marita pandanus it seems unlikely that food 

intake is importantly affected by taboos. To some degree 

food is channelled differentially to people of the two sexes 

and the different stages .of the life cycle. Down valley 

taboos on large birds must to some extent preserve these for 

up valley visitors, but probably only in the case of the 

hornbill is there a genuine sanctuary. 

Taboos on particular cooking methods do not affect the 

food supplY, but a taboo on food cooked in the fire is onerous. 

It has some practical effect in that more time, effort, and 

firewood are required to cook food in the oven than in the fire. 

3.3 Taboo and social control 

In chapter VII on social control I came to the cone usion 

that Kopon taboos are of little importance as sanctions for 

behaviour other than that concerned with the taboos themselves. 

They are at best of only minor importance in maintaining 

social control in general. Probably taboos connected with 

unsettled killings play some part in limiting conflict but 

this is debatable. Rappaport (1967b:207-10) suggests that 

Maring taboos are important in limiting conflict. Because 

the Maring people concerned may be in frequent contact with 

each other, this is plausible. Among the Kopon ·complete 

avoidance accompanies taboos connected with unsettled killings. 

It seems (Rappaport 1967b:l36) that a Maring taboo on the 

drinking of water while fighting also helps to limit actual 

fighting (as compared to other taboos which limit the tendency 

for fighting to take place). 

Maori tapu, unlike Kopon taboos, were important in social 
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control. They were used to protect property, to regulate 

productive work, and to assist in the maintenance of law and 

1 order generally. Such extensive use of taboo as a means of 

control is found only in societies where some individuals have 

considerable power. Among the Mbowamb (Melpa), where big 

men are influenti~l, they can impose some taboos {Vicedorn 

and Tischner 1943{II) :408-13). The extreme isolation of 

Mbowamb men in certain taboo states is a further reminder of 

Maori tapu. Vicedom and Tischner themselves point out the 

resemblance between Mbowamb and Polynesian taboos. Although 

Kopon taboos do not sanction authority, older people remind the 

young, especially initiates, 

3.4 Taboo and illness 

2 to observe them. 

Although supernatural beings are believed to lie behind 

virtually all illness, the sympathetic action associated with 

certain taboo species explains the form that illnesses take 

when the taboos are broken. Illnesses with symptoms concen-

trated in one area, such as a carbuncle on the head, severe 

diarrhoea, or a rampant infection in the vicinity of the knee, 

are likely to be attributed to breaking taboos. General i sed 

fevers and pains are attributed to other misdemeanours. 

Vicedom and Tischner (1943(II):408-13) claim that the most 

important reason the Mbowamb have for observing taboos is to 

maintain good relations with the supernaturals. This may also 

1. Firth 1929:30, 188-9, 237-8, 241-2, 253.. 

2. · The possibilities for the exploitation of 
taboo by those in positions of power were 
seen by Cook, the first writer on taboo 
(Cook 1784:410-11), and by Frazer (1888:17). 
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be true of the Kopon, though I suspect that the latter are 

constrained predominantly by the wish to avoid becoming ill. 

The Mbowamb are said to be chiefly concerned about the re

lationship itself. 

3.5 The functions of cyclic ritual 

Turning to life cycle ritual, it is not necessary to re

peat in detail statements made in the summary i~ the last 

chapter. In brief, life cycle ritual . may be said to celebrate 

the five major stages of life. · The most extended ceremonies 

are initiations and funerals, which celebrate the arrival 

and departure respectively of a more or less fully functioning 

member of the community. Funerals for people who die before 

they reach this status are short, and for infants very 

short. In the only known case of an otherwise more or less 

normal adult who did not play a proper part in life and work, 

the funeral ceremony was perfunctory. 

Life cycle ritual also makes clear what activities and 

attitudes are proper to each stage of life. 

In the 'child dressing up' ceremony the ordinary cour.se 

of development for a boy is foreshadowed in the ritual, 

especially the cassowary myth chant, where an increasing range 

of hunting and gardening activities is portrayed. At 

initiation boys are lectured on gardening, collecting firewood, 

and hunting, the main duties of adult men. The whole treat

ment of initiates suggests that they are junior members of 

the community. In addition to the moral harangue and the 

various physical hardships of the ceremony itself, long term 

taboos separate initiates symbolically from the opposite sex, 

and it is not proper for them to marry. Furthermore, the 
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expression 'has nose' suggests frustrated anger or shame, so 

the very terms 'nose boy' and 'nose girl' may suggest shame. 

Funerals, on the other hand, show regard for those who have 

died. 

There is no life cycle ritual for marriage, mating, or 

giving birth, whic h rather than being stages of the life cycle 

are things that happen in its adult phase. Marriage is of 

great importance nevertheless, and is marked formally by the 

giving of compensation and the institution of a large nunilier 

· of life long taboos between the husband and . the wife's kin 

and between the wife and the husband's kin. 

The functions of the annual 'singsings' (parom) are ess 

clear. They provide an occasion both for exchanges of whole 

pigs and shell valuables between those who are st~ging the 

'singsing' and those who are the main guests and will later 

stage a return 'singsing', and for exchanges of butchered 

pigs between kin of all kinds. It seems that holding 'sing

sings' and life cycle ritual is also expected to ensure that 

the life and growth of people, animals, and gardens follows 

a .healthy and abundant course. 

Another important function of ,cyclic ritual is the renewal 

of contact with kin. With the exception of fighting, now 

discontinued, rituals are the only occasions when large numbers 

of people gather together. For the more important rituals 

practically everybody within an hour's walk appears at least 

for a time, a nd many people f r om two and even three hours' 

walk away. Such occasions kee p the channels of communi c ation 

open, and rea dy to be utilised for purposes such as hunting, 
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exchanging products available in one locality but not another, 

and even shifts of residence. 

occasions for finding mates. 

'Singsings' also provide 

Although I have no statements or clear evidence for this, 

it seems that people feel some obligation to go to any cere

monial within reasonable distance. It is a slight not to go, 

and in the case of a funeral possibly leads to suspicions 

of witchcraft. 

Ritual has some effect on production and consumption and 

on the settlement pattern among the Kopon. In preparation 

for a 'singsing' a new house, sometimes larger than average, 

is usually built. The people of two or three ordinary house

holds may be involved. Many new houses are in fact for 

'singsings' and do not stand out as a special class of house. 

Sometimes for a 'singsing' two or three houses are built 

closer together than usual, occasionally two side by side. 

The same people who build together for a 'singsing', and often 

others as well, are likely to make large gardens together to 

ensure adequate food for the 'singsing', though the produce 

of these gardens is not intended exclusively for this p rpose. 

Pigs are killed only on ritual occasions. 'Child dress-

ing up', initiation, and 'cooking in the fire and eating' 

rituals are usually followed by a 'singsing', at the end of 

which the pigs are killed. The other occasion for kill i ng pigs 

is in association with healing ritual for the ill. Pigs are 

not killed for the 'bamboo' or 'fire saw' ceremonies, for 

funerals, or for 'putting the bones in a tree'. 
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Maring ritual affects not only production and con-

sumption (chiefly of pork) but also the whole cycle of war-

fare. A cycle extending over 8-15 years has three parts: a 

period of fighting, during which pigs are killed, with a 

wholesale slaughter of pigs when the fighting is over; a 

period of 5 to 10 . years while pig stocks build up; and a 

period of about a year during which there are two major pig 

killings, again reducing the pig population to a very low lev-

el. This cycle is ritually regulated (Rappaport 1967a; 1967b) • 

. Rappaport (1967b:224) claims that:-

the regulatory function of ritual among the 

Tsembaga and other Maring helps to maintain 

an undegraded environment, limits fighting to 

frequencies that do not endanger the existence 

of the regional population, adjusts man-land 

ratios, facilitates trade, distributes local 

surpluses of pig in the form of pork throughout 

the regional population, and assures people of 

high-quality protein when they most need it. 

Ritual does not require the Kopon to fight at all, and by 

calling for the killing of smaller numbers of pigs more fre-

quently, fulfils with greater efficiency most of the other 

flinctions ascribed to ritual among the Maring. The Kopon scale 

is not so grand, but the procedure is more dietetically re-

warding. The number of pigs cared for by any individual 

Kopon household is affected by participation in 'singsings', 

but the overall pig population from year to year is not.
1 

1. I have not made counts, but roughly the same 
number of pigs is killed each year by the 
two or three hundred people near Yha~. 
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Maring pig populations, on the other hand, range during the 

cycle of war and peace from near extermination to a point where 

nu~bers are such that ~aring for the pigs is a real burden to 

the people. 

3.6 Sex role reversal, ritual, and taboo 

Among the Kopon,ritual and taboo also play a part in 

relationships between the sexes. Initiation ritual provides 

examples of sex role rever~al, and initiation taboos and 

a few other taboos achieve a symbolic separation of the sexes. 

First I describe what appears to be symbolic role 

reversal connected with Kopon initiation of boys. The pierc

ing of the nasal septum produces a hole which can be equated 

with the vagina. The hole bleeds, and this can be equated 

with menstruation. The piercing is done with an arrow and so 

reminds of intercourse, and since there is penetration against 

resistance, of the first intercourse of a virgin. The 

commonest posited consequence of an initiate breaking a taboo 

is a swollen belly, something that is likely to happen to a 

woman after intercourse. Women are strictly excluded from 

initiation ceremonies for boys. No Kopon has pointed out to 

me that initiation can be seen symbolically in the way l have 

just outlined, but other Melanesians have pointed out such 

things to other anthropologists (Allen 1967:17). 

Symbolic role reversal is expressed unequivocally 1.n a 

Kopon myth (recorded on tape by Ayqa on 6 November 1967). 

A woman and her daughter went and gathered frogs, put 

them in a cleft stick, and came home and slept. 

Next day they went and gathered frogs, and they 

took off their skirts, put them up in the valley, 
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and came home and slept. Next day they went 
1 

and gathered frogs, and there was a python, 

and it pulled at their skirts. They killed it, 

rolled it up into a ball round a stick, and 

took it home. They gave it to the father who 

heated stones to cook it, and then went and made 

a very large hole. He came back and took the 

python out of the oven, ate some of the body, 

and some more of the body, and some more of 

the body, and finally the last bit of the head, 

and slept for a very long time till faeces 

wanted to come out. He went to the hole, took 

away the stone with which he had covered it, 

and defaecated in the hole, a very long de

faecation, till qt last the head bored its way 

out, then he covered the hole with the stone 

and went home and slept. N.ext day he wondered 

how the pile of faeces was getting on and went 

to look, and there were beads of moisture on 

top of the pile, and he came home and slept. 

Next day he went and looked and there was a tiny 

child, and he looked, and went home and slept. 

Next day he went and looked and the child was 

larger, and he went home and slept. [At this 

point I omit an account of how the man raised 

his son and they built a house in which the· 

man kept the boy hidden]. 

One day the son farted loudly and the daughter 

heard. She said nothing, but took a bone needle 

and made a hole in the wall and looked, and there 

was a man. She gave him a look, then the mother 

and daughter and father all went off together. 

They went to get taro. The bamboo knives of the 

mother and the father were blunt so the daughter 

said,"! will go and get my sharp bamboo knife 

which I have left at home~, She went, and looked 

1. Aqmyp, Chondropython viridis. 
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about, but the man was not there. She went 

and looked at the track going up the valley, 

but he had not gone that way, and she went and 

looked at the track going up the hill, but he 

had not gone that way, and she went and looked 

at the track going down the valley, but he 

had not gone that way. Then she came and looked, 

and saw something at the place where the ginger 

was planted. ~Ah, there is my man~she said, and 

she took hold of him, and held him, and they 

held on to each other, and held on, and held on, 

for a long time ...• 

In this story the wife impregnates her husband with a 

snake, and the man gives birth to and raises the child. When 

he grows up it is a woman who takes the initiative in capturing 

him to be her man. There is incidentally a further reversal 

of the normal state of affairs (but not a sex role reversal) 

in that the resulting union is incestuous. In the remainder 

of the story the union is seen not to last. 

Role reversal is also symbolised in 'singsing' ritual. 

Kopan knowledge of birds is highly detailed, and many Kopan 

can tell what sex a bird is even when the differences between 

the sexes are slight. Birds of paradise with plumes however 

are often said to be female, which is incorrect. One bird of 

paradise (yabal, Paradisaea minor) has plumes called koj, 

which is the term for a woman's skirts. · These are the plumes 

which men most commonly wear at a 'singsing'. The plumed birds 

of paradise are also the ones that have displays and dancing, 

which is called by the same term as the dancing of men at 

a ~ingsing', when they are decorated with plumes. At the 

'singsing' women from time to time take a stout bamboo pole 
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and dance toward the men, holding it out erect in front of 

them with both hands and pounding the ground with it. This 

gives rise to great amusement and excitement. It seems that 

men pretend that plumed and dancing birds of paradise are 

female, in order to pretend that they themselves are female, 

and that at the same time women pretend to be men. I think 

the symbolism used by the women is perceived at a conscious 

level, but perhaps that of the men is not. Kalam women 

indulge in transvestism at initiations and 
1

singsings to 

the extent that they put on male headdresses and ornaments 

and dance outside the house in which their 'brothers', sons, 

and nephews are secluded (R. Bulmer, p.c.). I have not 

heard of this happening among the Kopon. 

After a 'singsing' a woman sometimes follows a ·man home. 

In the myth too, it was the woman who captured the man, rather 

than the other way round, as is ordinarily the case. 

Initiation taboos require food for male initiates to be 

cooked separately from food for females. In addition to 

this, initiates may not eat any food cooked in a fire. Female 

sexuality is widely associated with fire and heat. Glasse 

(1965:33) records a Huli female deity who cooked food by the 

heat of her genitals. Initiates are forbidden to eat eggs, 

which could be symbolic of female reproductive powers, or to 

eat insects that are the food of women and children, or to 

eat the birds which f e ed on these insects. They are als o for-

bidden to eat bi r d s that live in holes, or birds that eat 

worms (which in tur n live in holes). Worms may be seen as a 

male phallic symbol though I have little indication that the 
I 
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Kopon see them this way. It is possible to see things the 

other way round, whether it is because the worm lives in a 

hole, or because the bird puts its beak in to get it out. 

Initiates are also forbidden to eat the bird of paradise that 

has a 'skirt'. Even after 'cooking in the fire and eating', 

a young man cannot at first eat food cooked in a cylinder of 

bark or bamboo, where the symbolism of cooking in the fire 

is compounded by the symbolism of an elongated hollow con-

tainer and the fact that it is offered, as somewhat of a 

delicacy, by women to men. Only when men are married does 

this gift become appropriate. There are also life long taboos 

that distinguish the sexes. 

Though some of the above interpretations, taken in iso

lation, may be questionable, overall it is clear that in 

initiation and 'singsing' ritual the Kopon exhibit symbolic 

role reversal, and that taboos achieve a symbolic separation 

of the sexes. There is also an actual role reversal in that 

women may follow men home from 'singsings', and an actual 

separation of males and females in that women are excluded 

from initiation ritual at which little boys are involuntarily 

impersonating women. 

From Allen's arguments (1967:120-1), it would be expected 

that along with this degree of symbolic role reversal and 

symbolic separation of the sexes, and given these initiation 

ceremonies, the Kopon would have some or all of the fol l owing: 

unilineal descent groups which form the core of local groups, 

separate houses for men and women, male dominance, sexual 

antagonism, and a strict sex division of labour. These features 
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are · all either absent or developed only moderately. From 

the point of view of Allen's thesis then, the divisions and 

antagonisms between the sexes in ordinary life do not corres-

pond to what would be expected given the degree of role re-

versal and of real and symbolic separation of the sexes that 

occurs in ritual. It is a fact however that in practice the 

Yha:t Kopon kill women but not men as witches, and that when 

there is a shift of residence at marriage it is almost invari-

ably the woman who shifts unless the man is migrating down 

valley. This may bring the Kopon within the pattern described 

by Allen. 1 

4. THE APPROPRIATENESS OF TABOO 

In this section I look at why taboo is so important to 

the Kopon and why things are chosen to be taboo. My explan-

ation is largely limited to pointing out the suitability of 

taboos to the functions they perform. 

Kopon taboos mark a complex, wide ranging, and overlapping 

series of roles and categories. Taboos fulfil similar functions i 

other societies, though rarely to the same extent if published 

material · is anything to go by. Taboos are particularly 

suited to marking roles in a society such as the Kopon where 
' 

bounded kin groups are absent, and exchange, leadership, war-

1. For his comments on residence patterns in 
cognatic societie s as they relate to his 
thesis see Allen 1967:89-90. A.J. Strathern 
also questions some of Allen's arguments. 
After examining possible associations between 
male initiations, warfare, a concern to expel 
"maternal blood" from boys, and tendencies 
towards "menstruat ion envy" (1970:373-4) he 
points out (1970:378) that "In whatever direc
tions the arguments are urged, problems re
main", and concludes (1970:379) that "The 
problem of initiation falls into place as part 
of the larger problem of the comparative study 
of socialization". 

I 
I 

·I 
I 
I 

l 
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fare, and other institutions which lend scope for classifying 

people and setting them off against each other, are comparativ

ely undeveloped. Taboo is not the only classifier the Kopon 

could use, and taboo is used in similar ways in societies 

where kinship groups, exchange, and so on are well developed. 

The Melpa have a ~arge number of taboos even though they are 

among the less egalitarian peoples of the Highlands. 

Nevertheless taboo is a particularly appropriate classifier 

for a society iuch as the Kopon. This view finds support 

from Barth who maintains (1972:214) that in certain kinds of 

societies (exemplified by "a marginal, newly contacted New 

Guinea community") status differentiations are difficult to 

maintain, and that taboo is a means of conceptualising them. 

In societies such as the Kopon, people are. not readily 

separated into large numbers of classes by what they have, 

but they are readily distinguished by taking things away. 

Things taken away, or prohibited, by taboo, are usually of 

minor importance. There are practically unlimited numbers of 

such things, and so practically endless possibilities for 

taboo. 

It is also appropriate that Kopon taboos are of the kind 

they are, in particular that they are entirely embedded in the 

given order; that where people are taboo to each other the 

taboos are reciprocal; and that no thing or person is in

herently taboo to everybody, but rather, certain people are 

taboo to each other, or to certain things. In all these 

respects Kopon taboos contrast, for example, with Maori 

tapu, where people of high position have great tapu, are 
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inherently tapu, and can impose tapu, and tapu are not 

reciprocal. Taboos like those of the Kopon are not limited 

to egalitarian societies, but they are specially appropriate 

to such societies. Taboos like the Maori tapu would be im-

possible in a highly egalitarian society since the tapu them-

selves make the holders and controllers stand out from ordin-

ary people. 

The selective nature of Kopon taboos not only makes 

sense, but is an absolute requirement insofar as Kopon taboos 

are classifiers. Unselective taboos may serve various other 

functions, but not classification. 

Why things are chosen to be taboo has been a matter of 

'd bl · · 1 h h t f th consi era e interest in recent years t oug mos o e 

discussion has revolved around totemism rather than taboo as 

- h 2 sue . It has been debated 3 whether animals are taboo be-

cause they are good to eat, good to think, or good to pro-

hibit. Kopon taboos are on things that are of some use, 

whether for eating, building a house, making string, or, a.s 

in the case of names, simply as a convenient mode of address. 

There is some inconvenience, however slight, in every Kopon 

taboo. I submit that this is a logical requirement for all 

taboos. Only things which could be done can be taboo. 

1. See Levi-Strauss 1969, Leach 1964, Doug-
las 1966, Fortes 1967, Tambiah 1969, Bulmer 
1975. Many of these refer back to Radcliffe
Brown 1952 (first published 1929), 1939, 1951. 

2. If totems are by definition associated with 
descent groups, then it is not possible for 
the Kopon to have totems or totemic taboos. 

3. Levi-Strauss 1969:162; Fortes 1967:17, 18; 
Tambiah 1969. 
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Bowers (p.c.) reports a taboo which prohibits looking at a 

particular species of plant which is not of any practical 

use. In this case the inconvenience consists in having t o 

avoid seeing the plant so as to avoid the putative ill 

effects that will follow. 

Fortes (1967:12) says that taboos are the more effective 

"because they are of no ut~litarian or rational value". 

This statement can be taken further. Things which are 

simply useless but not inconvenient in any way do not stand 

out. More important than inconvenience is the simple fact 

of prohibition. A prohibition inevitably attracts attention. 

This effect is enhanced in the case of taboos by an 

apparent arbitrariness. All Kopon taboos are on things that 

most people can do. It is the selective nature of Kopon 

taboos that makes them arbitrary. This also makes them stand 

out clearly, as a class, from all other classes of prohi bitions, 

and so constitute effective labels. Being good to eat, good 

to think, and good to prohibit, are interesting features of 

taboo things. But the essential element is the prohibit ion 

itself. The prohibition makes a thing good, even if it was 

not good before. 

In writings on taboo a persistently recurrent suggestion 

is that taboo things are in some way marginal, ambiguous, 

or anomalous. Thus there is van Gennep's (1960) emphasis on 

transitional social states and other transitions, Freud's 

(1950) discussion of special individuals, exceptional states, 

and uncanny things, Douglas' (1966) emphasis on margin al states 

of all kinds and things out of place, and Leach's (196 4) 
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account of ambiguous categories. Although such designations 

might fit some Kopon taboos, most are on people or things 

that are perfectly ordinary. On the whole taboos affect 

people not in transitional but in steady states. 

So far my references to Kopon taboo have been general 

ones. I will now consider the appropriateness of taboos in 

the four groups. 

It seems natural that relationship taboos (grqup I) 

utilise what can be broadly classed as items of personal con-

tact to mark relationship roles. The Kopon recognise degrees 

of personal contact ranging from complete avoidance to the 

absence of any taboos. A fine gradation of permissible 

degrees of contact has been achieved by selective restrictions 

on using personal names. I can conceive of relationship roles 

being marked by no other kind of taboos than those on contact 

and sharing. The taboos used by the Kopon do occasion slight 

inconvenience, but .with minor exceptions do not affect co-

operation in day to day tasks. They also utilise most of the 

kinds of contact and sharing that can readily be tabooed. 1 

Group II taboos are the most numerous and various, and are 

concerned with sex roles as well as life cycle roles. Whereas 

a person is in numerous different relationship roles with 

different people, it is possible at any one point in time to 

be at only one stage of the life cycle, and with regard to 

1. For a discussion of cornmensality taboos and 
other eating taboos see Fortes 1967:16-17 
and for a discussion of names and name 
taboos Levi-Strauss 1966:172-216. 
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sexes, there are only two. Life cycle roles then are 

necessarily marked by taboos which individuals can observe 

without reference to anyone else. 1 For the Kopan, natural 

species are the obvious subjects for life cycile taboos. It 

is difficult to think of anything else which provides the 

neces sary variety without imposing undue inconvenience, so 

far as the long term taboos are concerned. Some sex taboos 

are on natural species , and thus define the sexes, as it were, 

in isolation. ·others achieve symbolic separation of the · 

sexes at certain stages of the life cycle by the use of taboos 

on the sharing of food cooked in the same oven, and other 

taboos connected with cooking. The possible symbolism of 

these taboos, discussed earlier in this chapter, makes them 

particularly appropriate. 

Group IV taboos, concerned with locality and with 

smokers , are entirely on natural species. Natural species 

are numerous, widely used, and useful, but not in most cases 

individually indispensable. These characteristics make them 

more convenient than matters of dress, speech, technology, or 

anything .else I can think of, where numerous different taboos 

are required, and where taboos are observed independently by 

individuals (in however large numbers) rather than in re-

lationship to someone else. Natural species have the further 

advantage that they are a fertile source of symbols. Through-

1. Reciprocal taboos between people at dif£er
ent stages of the life cycle are conceivable, 
but an impossible complexity would be re
quired to use such a system and at the same 
time mark anything like the number of life 
cycle classes thatare marked by Kopan taboos. 
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out the ethnographic account of taboo in the last chapter I 

have comme nted on the symbolism of natural species whenever 

this had be en pointed out to me or seemed plausible. Much 

but not all of the symbolism of Kopon taboo species is related 

to sympathe tic action. The things concerned are 'heavy' , they 

'bleed', they are 'swollen', and so on. In most cases a 

single spe cies is affected but in some cases a set of species, 

such as birds that fossick on the ground in faeces, birds 

that 'dance', and 'birds' (bats) that have tight anuses. 

Among plants s ap is particularly important, in some cases 

apparently because it resembles blood, in other cases con-

ceivably because it resembles milk or semen. Plant symbolism 

is more important in magic however than in taboo. 

Natur al species are the subject of taboos in group II, 

and indirectly in group IV, as well as in group III. Sex 

and life cycle dif f erences are seen as making people vulner-

able to the dangers of sympathetic magic at various times. 

Thus adult women are particularly subject to the danger of 

bleeding from the vagina, and older boys and younger men, 

the ones to whom tree climbing is most important, are a t risk 

if they eat 'heavy' things. 

The no t able characteri s tics of taboo species among the 

1 Kopon are ge nera l l y concerne d with s ympathetic dangers, 

not anoma lous class. The kind of parallelism suggested by 

Levi-Stra u s s (1969) betwe en natural species and human groups 

1. Frazer (19 05:52-3) r eferre d to taboos b a sed 
o n s ympathetic dange rs a s "negative ma g i c". 
Hubert and Mauss earlier and indepe n dently 
p ubli shed a the ory o f taboo a s nega tive rites, 
and van Gennep published a s imi l ar theory in 
t he same yea r a s Fr azer (van Genne p 1960:4,7, 
s. foo tno tes ) . 
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also seems to be lacking among the Kopon. 

Group IV taboos prohibit people who have been in contact 

with death and bleeding in man and certain animals from corning 

into gardens. I have pointed to the quasi-human status of 

the animals concerned. 1 Contact with bleeding and death pre-

surnably carries the danger, in Kopon eyes, of spreading death 

to the gardens, a further example of sympathetic effects. The 

quasi-human status of these creatures is important in that it 

makes their death and bleeding of some account. It would be 

impractical to believe that gardens could be affected by any 

kind of death or bleeding at all. The creatures concerned 

are representatives of some of the kinds of creatures most 

important to the Kopan. This is in line with a revised form 

of Radcliffe-Brown's hypothesis put forward by Bulmer 1975: 

26). Radcliffe-Brown claimed that species that are in them-

selves important, or at least symbolic of important th "ngs, 

were likely to become the subject of taboos. Bulmer has 

argued that the main Kalam totems are representatives of irn-

portant groups of species from which they have been singled 

out because they are prominent in various ways. In the Kopan 

case the taboos are not on the use of the species, but on 

what may be done after certain kinds of contact with them. 

In sum, Kopon taboos are suited to their functions by 

being embedded in the given order, imbued with symbolism, 

potentially innumberable, applicable to any de~d or thing, and 

for any period of time. Taboo things, individually and in 

sets, draw attention to categories, relationships, and the 

1. Bulmer (1967), Fortes (1967:15), and Tambiah 
(1968:435 ff.) also discuss the quasi-human 
status of certain taboo .creatures. 
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like. In section 3.1 of this chapter the use of taboo as, 

in effect, a neutral marker, was described. The particulari

ties of taboo things, and the indivisibility of the notion of 

taboo, combine to allow the use of taboo as a specific marker 

and a general classifier both at once. 

5. THE DIVISION OF LABOUR AMONG KOPON SUPERNATURALS, 

MAGIC, RITUAL, AND TABOO. 

Though the functioni fulfilled for the Kopon by the super

naturals, magic, ritual, and taboo could doubtless be fulfilled 

in other ways, they are attributed on a far from random basis. 

The supernaturals explain the physical processes of the 

world as it is known to the Kopon, including growth, decay, 

illness, and healing. There is a choice between personal and 

impersonal powers to explain such processes, but it seems 

natural to choose personal powers, as the Kopon have done. 

The most obvious form to give supernaturals for their occas

ional validatory appearances is an anthropomorphic one. Super

naturals must be there to do things, but not there, in the 

sense that they are not usually detectable. This enables 

them to keep the world going without ordinarily being seen. 

Those things about man which are both there and not there, 

and which are anthropomorphic in the strict sense, are his 

shadow and his reflection. These are chosen by the Kopon, 

and by many other peoples throughout the world, as the embodi

ment of the superhuman element of man. 

The characters of Kopon gods can be explained as a re

flection of the character of Kopon people . Kopon supernatural 

do not have unlimited powers some over others, or over people. 
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In contests with people they do not always win. There is 

also a c·onvincing kind of variety among Kopan beings, each 

with its own foibles and functions, somewhat after the fashion 

of variety among people. Motives attributed to them parallel 

motives attributed to people. The supernaturals, like people, 

of~en repay offences by attacking people associated with 

someone who offends them rather than the offender in person. 

This makes it relatively easy to find a suitable offence to 

which to attribute any illness. Children are not thought to 

offend supernaturals, and their illnesses are attributed to 

offences on the part of their adult kin, especially parents. 

Witches, as I have pointed out, must be both human and 

superhuman. They must be superhuman to kill because their 

victims have not been attacked in any human fashion. They 

must be human to suffer the death that may repay them for 

their superhuman deeds. They must also be human to figure in 

the political machinations and disputes that may be seen by 

the outsider as the real reasons for killing them. 

Small differences in beliefs about supernaturals can be 

important to the way they function. A crucial element in 

beliefs about Kopon witches is the lack of a specific method 

of diagnosing the deaths they cause . Ideally a death caused 

by witches should be repaid, but since there is no certainty 

as to who the witches are, or even that witches are involved 

at all in any particular death, deaths are only occasionally 

repaid. This leaves witchcraft with a multiple functio . 

It is a target for the expression of anger at death, and an 

e xplanation for death, while at the same time it can be used 

occasiona lly as a rationale for attacking people one would 
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like to attack. 

Having created personal. powers it seems natural for 

the Kopon to enlist their support. This is done most 

obviously by 'smokers', who use certain supernatural beings 

in an attempt to make others desist from causing illness. 

Kopon impersonal power largely takes the form of 

sympathetic action. In many spells the power attributed to 

natural .objects on the basis of characteristics such as being 

'cold' or like 'blood' is used to effect growth, or recovery 

from illness. An attempt is made to harness for the benefit 

of man powers presumed to reside in nature. 

The division of labour between ritual and taboo also 

makes good sense. Ritual is suited to performance by a number 

of people gathered together, but a taboo cannot be performed. 

Ritual is a drama, each performance ephemeral. Kopon c arry 

their taboos wherever they go. Transitions then are marked by 

ritual. If a transition is sudden, such as at death, the 

ritual takes place when the transition occurs. If the trans

ition is gradual, as life cycle transitions are, the ritual 

takes place at some convenient time. Some taboos on initiates 

last only about three days, and could be said to mark a 

transition. The great bulk of taboos, however, affect people 

not in trans itional but in steady states. They have simply to 

be observed, not performed, and are suitable even to mark 

states that last a lifetime, such as being male or female. 

The kinds of powe r that can be devised are limited. Like 

other peoples the Kopon have chosen the most obvious and 
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cast them in appropriate forms. The Kopon recognise the 

embodied powers of 'men' (man and the supernaturals) and 

the unernbodied powers of magic. Ritual and taboo are not 

powers, but an activity and a state respectively. All the 

kinds of power known to the Kopon can be controlled or 

directed by the use of spells. Spells are not in themselves 

a kind of power. I have attempted to show in broad outline 

how the forms taken by the supernaturals, magic, ritual, and 

taboo, are related to the functions they fulfil. 

The preceding section on the appropriateness of Kopon 

taboos presumes a similar view and could alternatively have 

been appended here. 

6. DEFINITION OF TABOO 

Having defined taboo in the introduction, I left further 

consideration till last, so as to able to view the definition 

in the light of as much information and discussion as 

possible. 

Steiner (1956:20) says that "several quite different · 

things have been and still are being discussed under the 

heading 'Taboo'". He remarks (Steiner 1956:21) on "the many 

attempts to narrow the definition of taboo". It is true that 

the term has been used in a broad sense, covering miscellan-

eous prohibitions on things that are unclean, polluting, 

sacred, repulsive, mystically dangerous, marginal, ambiguous, 

and so on. However, there has been a mainstream view t at 

taboos are prohibitions with automatic sanctions. Frazer 

(190 5:52-3) speaks of taboo as negative magic . Junod (1927 (II): I 

573) defines as taboo among the Thonga "Any object, act, or I 
I 
I 
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person that implies a danger for the individual or for the 

community, and that must consequently be avoided, this 

object, act or person being under a kind of ban". Radcliffe

Brown (1939:8) speaks of 'ritual prohibition, rather than 

taboo, saying "everywhere there is the idea that it involves 

the likelihood of some minor or major misfortune". Mead 

(1934a:502) defines taboo as "a negative sanction, a prohibi

tion whose infringement results in an automatic penalty" .. 

Steiner (1956:147), in less clearcut terms, lays stress on 

the dangers of things taboo. Piddington (1950(I) :379) says 

taboo "refers to certain specific types of prohibition, 

violation of which is believed automatically and by super

natural means to produce undesirable consequences". These 

definitions are not selected to support a case. While complete 

accord is lacking, consensus is sufficient to justify a defini

tion of taboos as prohibitions with automatic sanctions. I 

expand this definition in two ways. 

i) To include prohibitions with sanctions which are 

only apparently automatic. Many Kopon taboos have apparently 

automatic sanctions which are in fact mediated by supernaturals. 

The same may be true of apparently automatic sanctions in some 

other societies, including those of. Polynesia (Frazer 1888:16, 

Radcliffe-Brown 1939:14-15). Note also Piddington's remark 

(1950 (I): 380) that "[natives] are generally vague as to how 

tab~o operates. They are not interested in metaphysical 

interpretations". 

Incidentally, the ill consequences of breaking taboos 

are often automatic when they occur, rather than automatic in 

the sense that they will inevitably occur. 
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In some cases it might be possible to argue that a 

penalty put into effect by supernatural beings is automatic. 

ii) I further expand the definition of taboos as pro-

hibitions with automatic sanctions to cover all prohibitions 

in a set if some members of the set have automatic sanctions. 

Some Kopon prohibitions termed hyl do not have even apparent 

automatic sanctions. Kopon taboos which lack specific 

sanctions are observed as carefully as those that have them, 

and I have no evidence that they are regarded differently 

from other taboos. It would be doing violence to the Kopon 

category hyl to translate it by two different terms. The fact 

of being taboo, not the associated sanctions, dominates 

Kopon attitudes. I suspect that the same applies to sets of 

prohibitions in other cultures, but have no concrete evidence. 

I refer to the totality of taboos in any particular 

society as a set. My criteria for sets of taboos are to be 

regarded as alternatives:-

i) There is a term for the set. 

ii) The set constitutes two or more subsets, for 

each of which there is a term, even if the 

set as a whole is unlabelled. 

iii) There is a term for things that are not 

in the set. In Kalam there is no single 

term for 'taboo', but there is a term for 
1 things that are 'safe' (R. Bulmer, p.c.). 

iv) Prohibitions which operate in similar con

texts, and which people say are of the same 

1. I say this without prejudice as to whether the 
Kalam prohibitions concerned should be called 
taboos. 
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kind, may be regarded as a set even if 

there is no single term for them. 

Sets of prohibitions based on the third criterion alone 

are suspect, and those based on the fourth criterion alone 

are highly suspect. Sets of prohibitions with automatic 

sanctions have a strong tendency to show the characteristics 

I list below. A suspect set may be accepted if it exhibi ts 

these characteristics to a striking degree, and rejected if 

it does not. To define the following characteristics and 

their use in testing sets more fully is a task beyond present . 

undertaking. 

1. Taboo tends to be contagious, and the ill consequence9 

of breaking taboos are often liable to fall on persons other 

1 than the offender .Mead (1934a:504) says that "Because con-

tagion is so frequently a part of the taboo situation, it is 

often included in the definition". 

2. Taboos are usually socially significant. They are 

instruments which mark roles, conserve resources, sanction 

prohibitions, support authority, and so on. (See Fortes 

1967:11). 

3. Taboos, taken as a set, are generally more selective 

than other sets of prohibitions. In other words they tend 

to apply to limited classes of people or for limited periods 

of time. To the extent that they are used as category markers 

they mus t be selective . 

4. The things taboo in any particular culture are often 

strikingly heterogeneous. This is to some extent accounted for 

by the fact that taboos are commonly used as markers for diverse ·1 

1. Frazer 1888:16, Piddington 1950( 1 ) :379 . 
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categories. The total set of things taboo in any particular 

culture rarely if ever belongs in any other single category, 

except for broader categories of prohibitions or magic. 

Taboo things are not generally all either unclean, pollut ing, 

sacred, repulsive, impolite, immoral, illegal, marginal, 

or ambiguous. Piddington (1950(1):379) says "The specific 

types of be haviour forbidden by taboo among various primitive 

peoples covers practically every act of which a human being 

is capable". 

5. Taboos can frequently be lifted or imposed. This 

is true of some Kopon taboos, even though the occasions for 

doing this are fixed. 

6. Taboo things, outside of certain contexts, are often 

treated as ordinary. This is to a considerable extent implied 

in the fact that taboos tend to be selective. 

Some of these characteristics are more or less corollaries 

of others. It might seem that I am listing the characteris

tics of Kopan taboos but this is not the case. Kopon taboos 

have three further characteristics which I omit because they 

ma y not be wide ly sha red. (i) They are embedded in the 

given order . (ii) Taboos between ?eople are reciprocal. 

(iii) Kopon taboo is not, in itself, a power. 

Melpa, Maring, and Maori taboos, with which I compa re 

Kopon taboos, show the general charact eristics listed above. 

Taboo, as it e xists in ma ny societies, is a mystical/ 

ma gical p r ohibition whi ch is not justi f ied by anything but 

its own exi ste nce, though this is not to deny that it ma y be 
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regarded in a matter of fact way. It is more like a kind 

of magic than anything else, and perhaps Frazer (1905:52-3) 

was correct, though not in quite the sense he intended, in 

describing taboo as negative magic. Sanctions based on 

sympathetic action are negative only in the sense that they 

do harm rather than good. The truly negative thing about 

taboos is the magical prohibition, whether sanctioned or not. 

My view that the prohibitions of taboo are a form of magic 

may be expressed as follows. Taboo is to sanction as pro

hibition is to punishment. In other words, taboos and 

sanctions are the magical counterparts of ordinary prohibitions 

and punishments. If I am correct, there is about as much or 

as little parallel between taboo and other prohibitions as 

there is between magical and ordinary action. Minimally 

and ideally I define taboos simply as magical prohibitions. 

Since these might be hard to recognise, I have used a working 

definition of taboos as prohibitions with automatic sanctions, 

extending this definition in the ways stated above. 
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CHAPTER XI 

SUMMARY 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The surrunary forms a unified presentation of the main 

statements that have been made piecemeal throughout the thes -

is. Most of the associations I suggest, such as between a 

relatively low population density and a rel~tively low level 

of fighting, cannot be established beyond doubt. This limitation 

lies not simply in the data, inadequate though they are in 

many respects, but in the nature of the case. 

Though it is helpful to look at other societies for 

parallels and differences, it is internal coherence with which 

I am chiefly concerned here. My suggestions about the effects 

of population density are susceptible of proof or disproof 

by comparison only with societie s similar to the Kopon. I 

am fortunate in having for comparison the Kalam, who resemble 

the Kopon in very many ways. Other comparisons are ma~nly 

with Highland peoples, though occasional ly, as in debating 

the relationship of reciprocal kin terms to egalitarian be-

h aviour, I have made superficial comparisons further afield. 

Since 1960 there has been considerable discussion of 

loose or flexib le social structure in New Guinea1 much of it 

1. Pouwer (1960) and Van der Leeden (1960), 
which refer back to Held and van Baal; 
Barnes (1 962); Brown (1962); Dutoit (1962); 
Langness (19 64); Vayda and Coqk (1964); Wat
son (1965b); Pouwer (1966a, 1966b); Watson 
(1970); Nelson (1971 ); Wagner (1974). 
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questioning the u s efulness of the concept. As I am concerned 

with coherence rather than looseness I have not pursued this 

line of thought. Some of the peoples whose structures have 

been characterised as loose1 have an ecologica l setting so 

different from that of the Kopon that comparisons would i n 

any case be highly suspect. For the same reason, "cognat ic" 

societies outsid~ of New Guinea2 which might appear to be 

useful models, have received only passing mention. 

2. MAIN STATEMENT 

The natural environment of the lower Kaironk Valley plays 

an important part in shaping the lower Kopon way of life. 

Compared to the upper Kaironk, and attributable to the lower 

altitude, there is a greater variety of plant and animal 

species, and growth is more prolific. There is also a higher 

human death rate from natural causes, including introduced 

diseases. Pneumonia kills many people throughout the Ka ironkr 

and the di f ferences between lower and upper Kaironk are pro-

bably accounted for in the main by ma laria and tropical 

ulcers. The lower Kaironk, from the point of view of natural 

resources, probably has the greater carrying capacity for 

man, but owing app a r ent ly to the high death rate, popula tion 

densities are lowe r than in the upper Kaironk. A further 

point is that the altitudinal range which it is convenient 

to e xploit in the lowe r Kaironk does not occur in uninte r-

rupted stretches f r om hill top to valley floor. Some lower 

1. For example the Sarmi, v a n de r Leeden's 
account o f whom i s reviewed by Pouwer (1960); 
and t he Tor (Ooste rwal, 1961). 

2. Goodenough (195 5 , 1956), Frake (1956), 
Freeman (1 960). 



433. 

Kopon have to pass through the territory of others to get 

to higher altitude areas and some to get to lower altitude 

areas. 

Although land is not a free good among the Kopon there 

is adequate access for all through accepted channels. The 

relatively low pQpulation density and high productivity make 

this possible without serious friction. 

The division of labour does little more than utilize 

appropriately the capacities that differ with age and sex, 

and there is no local specialisation of any consequence. 

Spouses, parents and children, siblings, and other kin, all 

co-operate with each other . The dependence consequent upon 

the age and sex division of labour is thus distributed, 

though it does tend to be concentrated on close kin when 

these are available. The high death rate makes it prudent to 

keep open a number of contacts so that people who die 

.can be the more readily replaced . The scattered nature of 

some resources also makes it politic to keep contact with people 

throughout the populated part of the lower Kaironk. Consider

able numbers of people co-operate in building houses for the 

annual ceremonials, and in precontact times numbers of men 

gathered for ritualistic fighting, but there are no day to day 

tasks that require more than about half a dozen people. Stone 

axes were, and shell ornaments still are, obtained by trade, 

but although the objects themselves come from f~r away, so far 

as the Kopon are concerned their sources are generally within 

a day's walk. Compare d to some Highland societies trade and 

exchange are on a small sca le, and uncompetitive. 



434. 

Corporate groups are those concerned with households, 

gardens, and land. Eligibility to join groups, which in 

practice is the same thing as permission to use land , derives 

from kinship and association with current owners, and close 

kinship with past owners. Each individual is a member of 

some two to five households, five to seven new gardening 

groups each year , and in the rough vicinity of 30 land owning 

groups. Two, three, or four households sometimes join a 

gardening group more or less en bloc, especially when par t of 

the produce o f t he garden is for use at annual ceremonials. 

Although close kin, especially parents and their younger 

children, frequently belong to the same groups, it is uncommon 

f o r two households to have all the same members, and rare for 

two groups of any other kind to have all the same members. 

Group membership then is overlapping, with free visiting and 

frequent changes. Thus a variety of contacts is maintained , 

changing from year to year, and the dependence based on the 

division of labour is distributed not only among individuals 

but among groups. It follows that individual allegiance is 

multiple and divide d and that the members of any one group can

not all be counted on to support any particula r cause. This 

is a corollary of distributed dependence, and so relates in 

turn to the high death rate and scattered resources . There 

are no corporate local or kinship groups in any ordinary 

sens e, and no large corporate groups of any kind. Non- corpor

ate g r oups of people are r eferred to by locality names. 

Kin clas ses, like the division o f labour, are based on 

age and sex, age be ing trans mut ed to ge neration. Subdivi s ions 
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beyond those of age and sex can on the whole be related to 

marriage, which is in turn concerned with reproduction. All 

kin terms are partly reciprocal, and most kin terms entirely 

reciprocal. There are special terms for pairs of kin, and 

for three or more kin, in any relationship. This reflects 

the importance of associations between pairs and very small 

groups of kin. · Knowledge of kin who have been alive in one's 

own lifetime is extensive but knowledge of unseen ancestors 

is slight. It follows that most relationships are reckoned 

through living kin rather than being traced through extinct 

genealogical connections. This speaks for the importance 

of association with the living rather than the dead in making 

claims on land, services, and g9ods. The movements of the 

living are not hindered by requiring validation through the 

static dead. 

Siblings and cousins are classed in the Iroquois manner. 

The most frequent of a number of kin term adjustments is to 

convert 'cousins' to the usual marriage choices, 'brothers' 

and 'sisters'. Marriage payments are small, and sister 

exchange is common, the latter possibly because, in the ab

sence of corporate kin groups, men do not have control over 

the disposal of more distant female kin. This would make 

other exchanges risky. Explanations for the fact that divorce 

is rare have been considered but a convincing conclusion did 

not emerge. 

The continuous local redistribution of population implied 

in the fluid membership and formation of groups takes the 

form in part of adjustments to life cycle changes associated 

. I 
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with the varying dependencies of young and old, male and 

female, married and single. The rate of redistribution how

ever seems likely to be dependent on the high death rate in 

two ways, first directly, as a response to particular deaths, 

and second indirectly, because of the desirability of main

taining wide contacts so as to be able to restore any gaps 

resulting from death. As well as local redistribution 

there is a down valley migration, one way for men, with a net 

movement of women of the same magnitude. This can be 

attributed to the lower population density and richer resources 

of the lower Kaironk , and also to some extent to the higher 

level of fighting in the upper Kaironk. The latter can in 

turn be accounted for by the higher population density of 

the upper Kaironk. Movements are small scale, rarely involv~ 

ing more than two or three individuals. The only movement on 

a slightly larger scale is causing tension. These immigrants, 

unlike others , have not merged with local Kopon, and are 

gaining control of considerable areas of land. In the absence 

of large corporate groups there is no mechanism for absorbing 

groups of immigrants inconspicuously. 

Social control depends on self interest and self help. 

An injury is likely to be followed by an equivalent return 

injury. Final settlement is achieved by compensation, which 

is usually the same both ways if there has been a return in

jury. In addition to damage to person or property, compensa

tion is given to the kin of a woman received as a wife, and 

for making certain spells. The amount of compensation given 

for a wife is about the same as that for a killing. Failure 
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to give compensation for a wife is likely to be repaid by 

taking a life. Ideally an injury is repaid by an injury, a 

woman by a woman, and a killing by a killing, but if the re

turn is lacking, compe nsation moves only one way. The 

twin requirements of equivalence and compensation are at the 

basis of the settlement of all major disputes. 

The system of settling disputes is complicated by the 

fact that natural deaths may be blamed on witches, and so 

ought to be repaid. The kin of a woman killed as a witch 

will not accept that she was a witch, and commonly make a 

return killing. It might be expected that neither side would 

think equivalence had been achieved and an endless feud 

would follow. However , no lower Kopon cases known to me have 

gone beyond an apparently natural death attributed to witches, 

a killing, and a return killing, with mutual compensation. 

There is no way to establish that a natural death was caused 

by a witch, or who the witch was, and I speculate that after 

a time the witch killers may be prepared to admit tacitly, 

by giving comp e nsation, that they could have been mistaken. 

They do not admit this in words. 

Social control has been considered without reference to 

'big men', corporate groups, or any institution independent 

of the immedi a te participants. With some qualification , the 

Kopon have not substantially elaborated on subsistence 

centred on the house hold, and supported by a network of kin. 

Avenue s for a chi eving distinction are largely lacking. Feast 

giving, t rade a nd e xc hange, ora tory , figh ting, and ritual 

e xpertise are less d e ve lope d tha n in many Highland socie ties, 
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and there are no large corporate groups in the affairs o f 

which to achieve prominence. Land, services, and spouses, 

are within reach of all and are not dealt out in return for 

political allegiance. This situation may be an accident of 

history, but there are other possible explanations, or at 

le~st contributing factors. I have argued that the Kopon 

system of continuous small scale redistribution of people 

over the land is well suited to an area where there is a high 

death rate. The redistribution of people in corporate groups 

might be more subject to time lag, and to problems 

associated with changes in group membership. The distributed 

dependence and allegiance attributable to a high death rate 

could also militate against the establishment of leaders or 

corporate groups. The fact that the lower Kopon are in 

somewhat of a backwater is also important. They are not on 

any important trade route, not in a position to get involved 

in large scale exchange cycles, and have not been harassed to 

any extent by neighbouring groups. In sum there is no need 

for powerful leaders or large corporate groups and they could 

be a handicap to redistribution of people in groups and over 

the land. The continuous redistribution could also make 

it difficult for leaders or large corporate groups to e xist. 

Although the evidence is open to question,it seems 

likely that in proportion to the population there are sub

stantially more killings, and more series of connected killings, 

among the upper Kopon and Kalam than among the lower Kopon. 

In the upper Kaironk there are killings not only of alle ge d 

witches b ut also of their a lle ged emp loyers. Through t he 

offices of 'big men ' who a rrange p ayment for killings, cases 
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become linked, and considerable numbers of people involved. 

The resulting complexity is such that it is virtually im

possible to arrange compensation which satisfies all parties, 

and killings are likely to continue indefinitely. Thus the 

lower rate of killing inthe lower Kopon can be attributed in 

par.t to the relative unimportance of 'big men', which I 

have already attempted to explain. The lower population 

density of the Lower Kopon may also reduce competition for 

natural resources. Riebe suggests that an increase in popu

lation density in the upper Kaironk in the last century has 

resulted in an increased level of fighting as a means of 

keeping contacts down to a level with which the Kalam can 

cope. Thus while the Kalam may .be using fighting to limit 

their networks of social obligations , the Kopon, with a 

lower population density, may have an interest in maintaining 

the peace so as not to jeopardise the distributed contacts 

on which they depend. 

Kopon belief in magic and supernatural beings provides 

an extensive rationalisation for life, growth, disease, and 

death. The injuries around which disputes between people are 

focussed are the same ones which are considered to of fend 

supernatural beings, and possibly the giving of injuries is 

avoided so as to escape the retributive illness which might 

follow. Recent deaths are frequently blamed on witches, and 

ought to be repaid, but usually anger dies down before action 

is taken, the attribution is shifted to ot~er supernatural 

beings, and thus the deaths cannot in Kopon belief, be re

paid. Actions seem to be rationalised rather than instigated 

by b e liefs. 
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Kopon egalitarianism extends to the supernaturals. They 

are include d in the same broad class as people, they show 

similar motives to people, and people can often succeed 

in repelling the ir attack& Although witches have mysterious 

powers which ena ble them to cause deaths without being seen, 

in hand to hand combat the y are only as good as ordinary 

people. 

I define taboos as prohibitions with automatic sanctions, 

or alternatively as magical prohibitions. Things are 

suitable to prohibit for all kinds of reasons, and taboos are 

often used as category ma r kers, thus the list of taboos in 

any society can be heterogeneous. Taboo things do not 

necessarily share any positive quality at all, only the nega

tive f e ature of magical prohibition. 

Kopon ritual and taboo have some effect on the use and 

distribution of natural species, but the taboos concerned are 

not imposed .by the will of people in positions of power. 

The Kopon can be said to keep taboos in an effort to maintain 

good relations with each other and with the supernatura l s, 

though such efforts are necessary only because the taboos 

exist. Taboos connected with unsettled killings however, 

by ke eping people apart, may serve to reduce the chances 

of further conflict. 

In accordance with the egalitarian character of the Kopon, 

taboos between people are invariably reciprocal, and all 

taboos are incorpora t e d in the give n order rather than imposed 

by individua ls. In these r e spects Kopon taboos contrast with 

Maori t apu, wh i ch attac hes primarily to chie fs and priests 
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rather than ordinary people, and can be imposed by these 

same people as a means of control. 

While Kopon taboo in general marks steady states, ritual 

celebrates transitions, sudden ones (birth and death) when 

they occur, and gradual ones mainly at the time of yearly 

cer·emonials. Ritual also provides occasions for large 

gatherings of people, thus helping to maintain over a wide 

area contacts that can be further exploited from time to 

time. 

Taboo, to classify, must be selective. The development 

of Kopon taboos as markers of complex overlapping and inter

digitating roles and categories is probably related to the 

relative absence of other indices of discrimination. There 

are few roles apart from those based on age, sex, and repro

duction. Who people relate to in these roles is largely 

determined by locality/inheritance, which is also marked by 

taboo. In addition, taboo provides formal recognition of enmity, 

mourning, the human like status of certain creatures, and of 

smoking. Taboo is the outstanding Kopon classifier of people. 

It is supplemented by kin terms and their associated sex 

markers, by sex and life cycle labels, and by locality names, 

but only taboo operates across the taxonomic board. Taboo 

and the other classifiers are complementary rather than re

dundant, delineating from different points of view the similar 

features on which they are based. The implicit taxonomy 

based on taboo, starting at the broad level of what might be 

called 'social phenomena', marks four categories corresponding 

to the four main groups of taboos. The taboos in . each group 
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are· appropriate to the tasks they perform, and by utilising 

a number of different features several taxonomic levels are 

achieved. Taboo is the only Kopon classifier to set up an 

explicit multilevel taxonomy composed of terms which at 

each level are mutually exclusive. Kopon taboo can provi de 

such a comprehensive taxonomy of Kopon social phenomena 

because it is a formal marker, being semantically neutral 

with respect to the things concerned. 

At the same time as they act as classifiers, taboos 

symbolise individual and collective relations with people, 

the supernaturals, and plants and animals in general as they 

are important to the Kopon. 

At least some peoples on the fringes of the Highlands, 

and perhaps many, share the Kopon traits of a high mortality 

from disease, and migration from higher to lower altitude 

areas with a warmer climate, a lower population density, and 

more varied natural resources. Questions I have not con

sidered but . which invite exploration are the extent to which 

fringe Highland populations have lower rates of homicide,· 

less powerful leaders, and show patterns of residence and 

allegiance more fluid, unbounded, and overlapping than those 

of their Highland neighbours. 
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APPENDIX A. 

YHAt KOPON PHONEMES 

With the exceptions recorded in the following table and 

accompanying not&s , the orthography used in this thesis is in-

tended to be phonemic. There are, however, points about 

which I am uncertain. 

phonemes allophones 
initial medial final 

b b mb mp 

d d nd nt 

t (allophone of d) d t 

j j nj n_ch 

c (allophone of j) j ch 

g g l)g l)k 

p qi b p, f3 
k x g k 

h (position in word 
sometimes variable) h h h 

s s s s 

1 1 1 1 

m m m m 
I 

n n n n I 
q ' I) I) I) I 

I 
± 1 (flapped, · 1 (flapped, 1 (flapped, . I 

voiced) voiced) unvoiced) I 

(pre-aspi- (flapped, (flapped 
I 

r r r r or 1 
rated, voiced) rolled, un-
flapped) voiced) I 

I -1 1 1 1 

-n n n n 

w w, WU w, u, ~,y w, u, f3 

y y, yi y, i i 

a a (as in a a 
father) 
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phonemes allophones 

initial medial final 

e e {as in e e 
egg.) 

0 0 {as in 0 0 

br~ght) 

0 0 {as in 0 0 

-i- burn) -i-

Notes 

1. In the above table:-

[i] as in been 

[~] is a bilabial voiced fricative 

[x] is a voiceless velar fricative 

[y] is a voiced velar continuant with little or 

no friction 

[I)] as in sing [ch] as in church 

2. A neutral vowel /-i-/ separates most consonants in clusters, 

except that it is omitted after /m/ or /n/. 

3. The neutral vowel /-i-/ is phonemic only in the final 

position. 

4. /w/ takes the following shapes:-

initially (i) before a consonant [wu] 

(ii) before a vowel [w] 

medially ( i) 

(ii) 

(iii) 

between two vowels [w], 

occasionally [y] 

between two consonants [u] 

between a consonant and ·a vowel 

/w/ is in free or environmentally 

determined variation between [w] 

and [ ~] 
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finally (i) after a vowel [w] 

(ii) after a consonant [u] 

5. /y/ takes the following shapes:-

initially (i) before a consonant [yi] 

(ii) before a vowel [y] 

medially (i) between two vowels or between 

a consonant and a vowel [y] 

(ii) between two consonants [i] 

finally (i) [i] 

6. Except in the final position, an initial consonant re-

peated in a word usually retains its initial shape. It in-

variably retains its initial shape if it is the next conson-

ant in the word. For example, / dwdw/ is pronounced [dudu] not 
J 

[dun du] . 

7. Two sounds which occur infrequently and which I have been 

unable to assign to a phoneme, I have written in the body of the 

thesis as ;8; and ;R;. The /o/ in this position sounds as in 

pop and the /a/ as in bat. In both cases there is an accompany-

ing aspi.ration. 

8 . Working with the upper Kopon, .Marcus and May Dawson 

(1970:1-3) claim to have discovered a velar fricative phoneme. 

Such a phoneme may exist in the lower Kopon but I have so 

far bee n unable to find convincing contrasts. 

9. There is a contrast between [haui] ('unperceiving') and 

[ha~±±J (a wild or impe ne trable patch of forest). My present 

phonemicis a tion would h a ve both of these as /haw!/. If the 

contra st is genuine it is necess a ry to introduce a further 
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phoneme, probably a bilabial fricative, but possibly the 

neutral vowel in medial position. A bilabial fricative might 

absorb the[~] allophone of /p/, which tends to occur after 

/a/ and /e/, but not with complete regularity. 

10. Although /d/ and its allophones which I have included in 

the orthography as /t/ are not in free variation, I have not 

been able to discover the determinants. The same comment 

applies to /j/ and /c/. 

11. Where there is only one vowel in a word the stress falls 

on this. Where there is more than one vowel the stress 

generally falls on the second vowel. 
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APPENDIX B 

SEX INDICATORS, AND FEATURES 

USED IN CLASSIFYING KIN, 

1. SEX INDICATORS IN KIN TERMS 

Those not familiar with the Kalam (Karam) language 

family (listed in Wurm 1971:548, 551) may find the following 

examination of sex indicators unconvincing. · In fact many 

expressions in the languages of this family, including Kopan, 

are made up of small elements which may be dissected with 

varying degrees of aspurance. 
1 

The word for man is b~. All terms beginning with 'b' 

include at least some men. On chart III there are six tierms 

beginning with 'b', or eight counting the alternatives to 

bac and bato. The terms which cover at least some males but 

do not begin with 'b' are pap, apl, am~, apy, aman, aws, mam, 

m<lRp, and nawy, which will now be considered in turn. Four of 

the six terms beginning with 'b' cover all ascending genera-

tion male kin except those included in pap and apl. In Kalam 

the term corresponding to pap is bpap (R. Bulmer, unpublished 

list of kin terms) so the Kopon term may have lost an initial 

'b'. The modified form of pap for referring to the kin of 

others is nbap,which implies an initial 'b'. The term ~pl, 

'husband's parent', covers males as well as females in the 

ascending generation, and ego is female, so it is not sur-

prising that it begins with 'a'. Am,~, aman, and aws 

are all terms for ascending generation females and it is only 

the reciprocals that include males. There is no apparent 

1. For details of the Kalam language see Pawley 
(1 966 , 1969). 
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reason the term~' 'brother', should not begin with 'b'. 

h Mdap, 'cousin', applies to males and females equally. ~' 

'husband's brother', has a female ego so might not be expected 

to being with 'b'. h Mam and mdap, the only exceptions which 

might cause surprise, cover all own generation male cogna tes. 

Bulmer (p.c.) notes a similar finding among the Kalam and sug-
. 

gests that 'b', essentially a term for 'man' rather than just 

'male', may be avoided for 'brothers' and 'cousins', who are 

less likely to be adult than are ascending generation or spouse's 

kin. As I have defined ego an ego who uses spouse's kin terms 

is bound to be adult, and thus the adult male sex indicat or is 

used. Where there is a generation difference I define junior 

natal kin as ego. Terms for ascending generation males use the 

adult male indicator, as is appropriate for a child addressing 

an adult. The fact that senior generations use terms which in-

elude this indicator can be seen as a result of junior or child 

oriented terms for natal kin, combined with the fact that terms 

are reciprocal. 

All terms beginning with 'a I include at least some 

females. Seven terms for females begin with I a I• Those that 

do not begin with 'a' but include some f ernales are bawi-, bwo 

bac, h bane, nlwol, nawy, .na j, h h Of these pap, mdap, and goma. 

baw-i-, bwo, pap and bac are terms for ascending generation 

h males, with females found only in the reciprocals. Mdap, 

'cousin', applies to males and females equally. The term bane 

has a male ego, and of those to whom it applies · ('wife's 

siblings') half are male. ~ and naj begin with 'n' , the 

usual indicator of a term for kin of others. If this is 

dropped nawy and naj b e gin with 'a' as expected. With these 

two terms the form for kin of others is also the term it-
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s ·elf. The initial 1 n 1 is dropped in making the forms for 

two or more kin together. This leaves nfwol, 'wife's sister', 

and gBmR, 'wife's mother', each male from one pole and female 

from the other, as otherwise unexplained exceptions. 

It might be noted that one term .for own generation kin 

(md~p) covers an equal mixture of males and females· Three terms 

- - h h (nlwol, nawy, and goma) are exclusively male from one pole 

and female from the other. None of these begins with 'a ' or 

I b I• 

Since sex is so important in determining kinship obliga-

tions, some trouble has been taken to look into sex indicators 

carried by kin terms. They are a way of saying that people 

in different categories have something in common, that is, 

their sex. At first glance the number of cases where there 

is no such indicator or where it appears to be misplaced is 

considerable. It has been shown that most of these exceptions 

are explicable. 

The Kalam use the same sex indicators with a similar·de-

gree of consistency (R,Bulmer/unpublished list of kin terms). 

2. THE FEATURES USED IN CLASSIFYING KIN 

If kin are classified according to sex, generation, 

reciprocity, and the distinction between natal a.nd spouse's 

kin, something like the Kopon set of terms results. There 

are a number of qualifications and exceptions, and among own 

kin five additional terms are required. These additional 

terms are considered in chapter IV. 2. 1. The purpose here is to 

see what h a ppens when features such as sex, generation, and 
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reciprocity come into conflict, and to look at the further 

exceptions that cannot be explained in this way. 

2.1 Natalkin, wife's kin, and husband's kin 

The distinction between natal and spouse's kin is 

ignored only in the use of the same term for natal and husband's 

'grandfathers' and 'grandmothers'. Taboos between a woman 

and her husband's ascending generation kin are less numerous 

than between a man and his wife's ascending generation kin. 

The use of the ·terms 'grandfather' and 'grandmother' for hus-· 

band's kin is part of a relatively relaxed relationship which 

tends towards that with own 'grandfather' and 'grandmother~ 

However, the same taboos are observed between a woman and her 

husband's 'grandfathers' and 'grandmothers' as between a 

woman and her 'husband's parents'. 

2. 2 Reciprocity 

Nearly all terms are fully reciprocal and all terms are 

at least partly reciprocal, with gBmR, 'wife's mother', as a 

kind of exception. Where distinctions of sex, generation, 

and reciprocity are not all recognised at once, it is almost 

always reciprocity that takes precedence. Consider the 

term 'grandfather'. This is fully reciprocal at the expense 

of distinctions of both generation ·and sex. Second ascending 

and second descending generations are classed together. The sex 

distinction is made in the ascending generation but the de

scending generation includes both male and female grand

children. Reciprocity and the sex distinction could both be 

fully observed if males and females had different terms for 

their 'grandfathers'. However, it is characteristic of 
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Kopon terminology that junior egos of both sexes use the 

same terms for natal (as opposed to spouse's) kin. The 

generation distinction is necessarily lost when terms for 

people in different generations are reciprocal. Where this 

happens the distinction can be made in other ways. Kopon 

natal kin of the senior generation usually use a personal 

name or a term for man, woman, or child, while junior natal 

kin usually use a kin term. With spouse's kin however, personal 

names are taboo, and both senior and junior generations use 

kin terms. 

Parents do not address their own children by the ki 

term, but on the following grounds the terms for parents can 

be taken as reciprocal. 

i) Parents have occasionally given these 

terms for their children. 

ii) The terms for pairs or groups of kin together, 

which parents freely use of themselves to-

· gether with their children, are modified forms 

of the simple terms for parents. 

iii) There are no other ordinary kin terms for 

children. (Other terms for children are 

listed on chart IV.) 

Terms for own generation cognates cannot both observe 

the sex distinction and be fully reciprocal. The Kopon pre

serve the sex distinction among siblings and parallel cousins 

at the expense of reciprocity, and preserve reciprocity be

tween cross cousins at the expense of the sex distinction. 

Thus 'brother' covers brothers and parallel male cousins, 

'sister' covers sisters and parallel female cousins, and 
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'cousin' covers cross cousins of both sexes. Although the 

terms 'brother' and 'sister' are not reciprocal between 

persons of opposite sex, there are special terms for 'brothers' 

and 'sisters' together. 

The only other terms not fully reciprocal are the pair 

'wife's father' and 'wife's mother'. The term 'wife's 

father' is reciprocal in the ordinary way but in addition it 

is used by a senior generation woman in response to any man 

who calls her 'wife's mother'. The term 'wife's father' 

(boma) begins with a 'b' (the normal indicator for a male) 

so to that extent it is appropriate to use it in response to 

a male. 

2.3 Generation 

It is inevitable that when people in different genera

tions use reciprocal terms the generation distinction is lost. 

Apart from this the generation distinction is ignored in 

only one pair of terms. The terms 'wife's father' and 'wife's 

mother' each cover two ascending generations and reciprocally 

two descending generations. Taboos between a man and all 

of his wife's ascending generation cognates are numerous 

and these kin must all be treated with circumspection. 

Suppressing the generation distinction stresses the similar 

relationship with them all. 

2.4 Sex 

It is a practice to which there is no exception that na

tal ascending generation kin are called by the same term by 

both sexes. Given this, it follows that it is not possible 

to preserve both reciprocity and the sex distinction in de-
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scending generations. It is the sex distinction that is lost. 

With spouse's kin those in descending generations covered by 

any one term are of only one sex, having to be either a 

husband or a wife. 

Terms for own generation natal kin cannot both ob

serve the sex di~tinction and be fully reciprocal, and note 

has been taken of the choices the Kopon have made. For own 

generation spouse's kin, at one pole there can be only one 

sex, a husband or a wife. The sex distinction is ~ade at 

the other pole as well, though in one case ('wife's sibling') 

a term covering both males and females overlaps a term used 

for females alone. 

The one case where the sex distinction is lost in a 

senior generation is 'husband's parent' (~). 
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APPENDIX C 

THE MEANING OF 'BEING MAKES 

COMPENSATION', AND THE 

LEVELS OF DIAGNOSIS 

1. THE MEANING OF THE TERM 'BEING MAKES COMPENSATION' 

For simplicity I have . translated wyP haj~ gop as 'being 

makes compensation'. Below I consider evidence for this and 

other possible interpretations. 

1. Sometimes wyp haj~ gop seems to be equivalent to ~

('to be ill'). If the question of the cause of an illness is 

made explicit, however, wyP haj~ gop is used only of illnesses 

caused by supernatural beings other than witches . 

2. Usually wyP haj~ gop implies at least that a super

natural is the cause of an illness. The verb gop implies 

that something is acting. Wyp haj~ can be taken to refer 

either to whatever supernatural is causing the illness, or 

to an illness causing part of the supernatural. In some · 

contexts wyp haj~ is equivalent to wyp ana (ghost), and to 

~ (wildghost). Thus people say spontaneously of a trans

formed ghost, or perhaps the illness causing aspect of a 

ghost, especially that associated with cicadas, wyp haj~ ajab 

('ghost flies about'). In response to questions they say 

that wyp ana and wyP haj~ are the same. Yet in the most 

common usages they are not simple equivalents. · For example, 

it is not possible to replace wyp haj~ gop with wyp ana gop. 

The latter is not an acceptable statement at ali. Nor is 

wyp haj.J:. equivalent to kjay (goblin) or to rrnw b.J:. (thunder 
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.. 
person) even though wyP haj~ gop is used for the illnesses 

they cause. 

3. It is tempting to take the most literal interpretation 

of wyP haj4:- gop 'being makes compensation' as at least one 

possible interpretation. This would imply that supernatural 

beings, who cannot obtain compensation in the ways available 

to ordinary people, are getting it by making people ill. 

While it seems that the Kopon see things in this light, such 

statements as wyp ana haj-3::- gop ('ghost make·s compensation') 

or kjay wyP haj-3::- gop ('goblin makes compensation'), are un

acceptable. It is possible to say wyP ana pawb, wyp haj~ gop 

('ghost ·struck, is ill'), which could be taken to weigh 

against the interpretation of wyP haj~ gop as meaning that 

supernatural beings are making compensation. 

It does not seem that problems of the interpretation of 
.. 

wyp haji gop can be entirely resolved by assigning different 

meanings in different contexts. My best interpretation would 

be 'compensation aspect of being is making ill'. 

2. LEVELS OF DIAGNOSIS 

Inquiries into illness and its causes can take four 

stages, though any of the earlier stages may be bypassed. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Question 

N-4:- nhn 

gop? 

Nhn 

wmabon? 

Nan nhn 

gop? 

'What is the mat

ter with you?' 

'How are you 

ill?' 

'What something 

Answer 

Wmabyn. 'I am ill .. ' 

Nan ~. 'Something is 

making me ill.' 

Wyp haj~ ' A being is mak-

is making you ill?• gop. ing me il .' 
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Question 

Nan nhn 'What being is 

~ haj~ making you ill?' 

gop? 

Answer 

'A goblin shot 

me.' 

It would be unusual at st'age one to be given an answer 

in terms of a specific supernatural being, but such an answer 
. 

becomes increasingly likely through the remaining stages . At 

stage two answers could include causes other than supernatural 

beings, though .these are few, and comparatively uncommon . 

Bhayb lw gap ('fallen spleen') is the only illness not caused 

by a supernatural which is at all common. This answer could 

also be _given at stage three, but stage four answers mus 

name supernatural beings . Witches do not come into this 

calculus. Witchcraft is a different kind of thing, and as 

a diagnosis it is retrospective, following death. 'Witch 

infant' could appear from stage two on. 
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APPENDIX D 

MANIFESTATIONS OF ILLNESS 

Most of the following somewhat heterogeneous conditi ons, 

illnesses, and manifestations, can have supernatural causes, 

and may be treated by smoking. Where there are special 

causes and treatments these . are described with the condi t ions 

concerned. 

. 1. 'Blindness' (amki we gop) 

'Blindness' covers anything from passing pain and im

pairment of vision caused by a blow or something in the eye, 

to permanent blindness. I have not however seen any case 

of total blindness among the Kopon. 

'Blindness' may come of itself or as a result of injury. 

The sap of certain plants is said to be particularly dangerous. 

These are glwos (Ipomoea nil) , gweq~ (Homalanthus populnii

folius), yak!awo (Alstonia scholaris), and jboq (Euphorbia 

buxifolia). 'Blindness' may also result from breaking a 

taboo on frogs, which are associated with the wildghost ~ 

~ nme . 

When the sap from dangerous plants gets into the eye 

the surrounding skin may be blackened with charcoal. Another 

treatment is to pour expressed breast milk into the eye, and 

spells may be made at the s ame time. The sap of yak~awo is 

believed to be so potent that some people say blindness and 

even death is inevitable if it gets into the eye. When helping 

collect specimens I was repeatedly exhorted to be careful. 
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2. 'Soul loss' (ana pa g do g arp) 

The 'soul' may be lost if a person is wakened suddenly, 

hit on the head, encounters a goblin, or is struck by 

thunder. If the' soul' is not recovered by smoking or some 

other method the person will die. 

3. 'Acne' (aqnaqn ) 

This includes acne and blackheads. They are believed to 

come of themselves or to be caused by eating the heads of 

newly hatched chicks or newborn wild animals. This could be 

a sympathetic effect resulting from the resemblance of 

'acne' to the little swellings that presag~ the growth of 

feathers. 1 No treatment has been recorded other than squeez-

ing. The material squeezed out is called ±ap±ap. 

4. 'Fallen spleen' (bhayb lw gop) 

When the spleen is enlarged and can be felt it is called 

'fallen spleen'. It is recognised that this condition can 

go on for a very long time and may be fatal. Medically the 

common cause is malaria. The Yha± Kopon say this condition 

does not occur up valley. People with 'fallen spleen' may 

not be able to work as hard as others do, and may have attacks 

of acute illness {malaria). Acute attacks are treated as 

other acute illnesses. The 'fallen spleen' itself is not re-

garded as caused by supernaturals. It is treated by stroking 

outwards across the enlarged spleen as if to stroke it away. 

Stinging nettle may be rubbed on the belly at the same time. 

Another treatment is to hold the belly over steam rising from 

the heated bark of a tree called ~ (Planchonia timorensis). 

1. More plausibly, the Kopon may also see an 
analogy betwee n blackheads and other small 
heads. 
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5. 'Hoarseness' (galgal gop, golgor lop) 

'Hoarseness' may come of itself but if it is longstand

ing it is likely to be attributed to eating food that has 

been stepped over by a woman. 

6. 'Cough' (gwt gap) 

The Kopon d Q not complain of cough so much as of 'throat 

irritation' (see below). 

7. 'Pimples' (habo gop) 

Most 'pimples' are said to come of themselves but they 

can be caused by eating food that has been .bitten by a ·cousin: 

If cousins' give each other food it should be broken by hand. 

8. 'Unperceiving' (haw! alop~ 

'Unperceiving' covers one or more of being deaf, dumb, 

foolish, disorientated, or lacking in other kinds of percep

tion. Violent actions are sometimes attributed to being 

'unperceiving'. A person who is permanently 'unperceiving', 

for example through 'deafness' (rmd parw gop),may be otherwise 

normal. Being temporarily 'unperceiving' is usually part of 

being ill. Any ill person may be 'unperceiving' in varying 

degrees but some causes of being ill are particularly l i kely 

to result in being 'unperceiving', sometimes as the sole mani

festation. A smoker who too soon breaks taboos associat ed 

with the wildghost that 'climbs up' in him is likely to be

come 'unperceiving ', lose the power of normal speech, make 

strange noises, go off into the forest alone, and walk over a 

bank o r otherwise injur e himself. This can be under the in

fluenc e of the associated wildghost, or of possession by an 

abnor ma l being . Goblins a re also likely to make people 
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'unperceiving'. 

9. 'Belly upset' (hyb bha gap} 

I do not know the precise meaning of this term but 

.. 
bha ~ seems to refer to the bubbling noises-, and possibly 

the accompanying pain and diarrhoea, of an upset abdomen. It 

is believed to be caused by overeating, especially of bread-

fruit, Saccharum edule (pitpit}, and pork, or it may be a 

manifestation of illness caused by a supernatural being, 

-especially the wildghost wyp ng nme, which is associated 

with frogs. 

10. 'Diarrhoea' -(hyb ng arp) 

Literally 'faeces water goes'. This may occur with or 

without the other features of 'belly upset', but there is no 

association of diarrhoea on its own with any particular super~ 

natural being. 

11. 'Fallen intestine' (hyb y:t lw gop} 

Literally 'the base of the belly falls'. I have a record 

of only one case, and that was not reported by people who . 

had actually seen it. It seemed to be the prolapse of the 

rectum in an infant. In this case the infant recovered. The 

condition was said to be caused by a ghost when the father 

of the child shot a wild pig and did not share the meat as he 

was expected to. 

12. 'Sharp stick' ( kal~ :l:wado ywop } 

nwado is the heart wood left when the sap wood has rotted 

off a branch o r root. Kal~ is any thorn or sharp piece of 

wood. It is bel ieve d tha t such obj e cts get into the body 

and caus e p a in and illness. The t e rm is also u s ed to describe 
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pain, especially in the chest. 'Sharp stick' illness may 

be the sole manifestation of illness or may accompany others. 

It may come, and go, of itself, or it may be caused by super-

natural beings. 

13. 'Tinea' (kwa gop) 

Tinea (a fu~gal skin infection) may affect large areas 

of the body. It is common, and is said to come of itsel f . 

While regarded as undesirable, sufferers do not seem to 
. . 

suffer serious social disadvantage except that if female, and 

possibly if male, they are not so much sought after as 

spouses. 'Tinea' may be treated by rubbing on the sap of 

gweq~ (Homalanthus populniifolius), glwos (Ipomoea nil), or 

jboq (Euphorbia buxifolia). 

14. 'Throat irritation' (±son gop) 

The Kopon complain of 'throat irritation' rather than 

of cough. It may come by itself, or may be part of being 

ill. Ginger root may be chewed in an attempt to alleviate it, 

and the sap of the vine hame nag (Annonaceae ?uvaria) is 

sometimes used as a cough mixture. 

15. . 'Groin swelling' (maitwi glw gop) 

This refers to swollen lymph glands in the groin. The 

condition is believed to be caused by being looked at by a 

snake. One informant did a striking impression of a snake 

peering out of the grass. The treatment is to take a short 

piece of string, set it burning at one end, and .wave it back 

and forth over the g r oin. At the same time a spell is made. 

It consi s ts o f one line, which is repeated using the names 

of various snakes: 
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rbwo ram yneb yneb 

(snake name) home burning, ·burning 

16. 'Lice' (man nob) 
This term covers both head and pubic lice. Treatment 

is by picking them out, or applying marita pandanus juice. 

17. 'Toothache' (meg ylon gop) 

This may come of itself, or be caused by the wildghost 

~ sda~. Ginger root may be chewed as a treatment. 

18. 'Swollen belly' (mwdwn habw gop) 

This term derives from the shape of habw, a gourd. It 

is believed to be associated with sluggishness and failure 

to thrive. It may be caused in initiates by breaking of 

initiates' taboos, and in others by breaking a locality taboo 

on gourds, by eating aio, a plant that grows in the Jimi, or 

by 'fallen spleen'. 

19. 'Bleeding vagina' (wlo mol paj lw gop ) 

This refers to menstruation, and to vaginal bleeding 

from any cause. It may be treated with spells. Abnormal 

'vaginal bleeding' may be caused by breaking taboos 

associated with the wildghost ~ sda%. 

20. 'Anal constriction' (wl~p g6p) 

In this condition the anus is believed to be small and 

tight. Though found mainly in children, the condition can occur 

in adults.It may be caused by the ghost associated with bats 

when taboos on these are broken. The condition was given as 

the explanation for the state of a grossly malnourished 

child, even though its defaecation seemed normal to me. 
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21. 'Sores' and 'ulcers' (wos lop) 

The Kopon term covers both sores and ulcers. Death may 

be a ttributed to large ulcers, but they are not said to be 

caused by supernaturals. 'Sores' may be caused by scratch

ing areas infected with scabies. I know no term for 

scabies as such. 

22. 'Boil' Cydq lop> 

This covers anything from a boil to a large multiple 

abscess. There is no strict line of demarcation between a 

'boil' and a 'swelling' but anything with a 'core' (arnk~, 

'eye'), is a 'boil'. 
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APPENDIX E 

Appendix E is the folk tale which forms the basis of 

an extended chant in the 'child dressing up' ceremony. This 

tale was recorded on tape by Kabcn on 16 January 1968: 

A married couple slept the night, then went away and 

built a house. The woman had a baby, cut its umbilical 

cord, and they brought it home. Then they .made a garden and 

fenced it, and planted shoots in the garden, and each night 

they slept. One day the husband went away, and his wife took 

the baby and went to ·the garden,where she hung the baby i.n 

a basket at the bottom of the garden while she was weeding. 

An old woman came and saw the baby, slung the basket over 

her neck1 and carried the baby away. The baby cried and its 

mother heard it and called out,_ "I want my child", and ran 

in pursuit. The baby cried as it went down in hollows and 

over one ridge after another, but its mother could not catch 

up. She went home and she and her husband quarrelled and 

fought with each other, then her husband said, "It was my 

sister that took the child", and they slept. 

2 The woman who had stolen the baby gave it fungus water 

and it grew well. When it had grown larger she stole ba -

anas and brought them and fed the child with them, and she 

kept on doing this till eventually its teeth came up. "I 

1. The term used here for slinging the basket 
over the neck is different from that norm
ally used for women and tells the informed 
listener that this was not an ordinary woman. 

2. Fluid from the inside of a soft hollow fungus 
that grows on rotting wood, since she could 
not give it mi lk. The liquid is used today 
to put on sores and ulcers. 
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have done well", she said, and next day when she looked 

there were top and bottom teeth too. Soon she went and looked 

for a toy bow and arrows, found some, and stole them and 

brought them home for the child. When she gave them to him 

he shot a lizard
1
, and she saw this and went again and got 

him an axe. With the axe he cut poles and brought them and 

made a house, and it was dry inside. 2 His mother stayed 

just outside but he went inside, finished making the walls, 

and slept the night. Next morning his mother said, "I am 

going to get you a large axe", and she went and brought a 

large axe and gave it to him, and he cleared a place for an 

enormous garden. Then his mother said "I will go and get 

you a bow and arrows", so she went and brought a bow and 

arrows and got a string for it, put the string on, and gave 

it to the boy. The boy took the bow and shot wild pigs and 

game animals and cassowaries and ate them up, not leaving 

even the intestines. Then his mother said, "We must make a 

garden, I want to eat", and she went and got banana shoots 

and taro shoots and gave them to her son, and he planted them 

and made a garden. The garden grew and the banana palms 

sent down bunches of bananas. Then his mother said "I 

want to go and get something", and she went and ate pandanus 

· 3 
nuts and other seeds , and when she had eaten she came home 

and scratched away her faeces and slept. Her son ate food, 

1. The word used could mean any kind of snake 
or lizard but in this context would refer. 
to a small lizard such as boys use for en
tertaining target practice. 

2. Up to this time he did not have a house to 
live in but stayed outside like his casso
wary foster mother. 

3. These are cassowary foods, not human foods. 
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1 and slept. Next day he went hunting and brought home many 

game animals, and the next day he went again but he lost the 

track and wandered about in the forest till eventually he 

found his way home and slept. The following day the same 

thing happened again, and the next day yet again, and he 

said "I will make a jew's harp". He made a jew's harp with 

the bamboo called rgwn and put a string on it,but it did 

not make a sound and he discarded it. Then he made a harp 

with the bamboo called jyj_,but that did not make a sound 

and he discarded it. Then he made a harp with the bamboo 

called wd-3:.,but that did not make a sound either so he dis

carded it. Then he made a harp with the bamboo called qa~. 

but that did not make a sound so he discarded it. Then h e 

made a harp with the bamboo called rmw,and put a string on 

it and listened,but that did not make a sound either, and 

he said "I will make a harp with the bamboo called kaynam and 

listen to it". And he went to a valley and got some kaynam 

and brought it and made a harp, and he tied poles on a tree~ 

and climbed up and put the harp on top and listened, and the 

sound spread all around through the forest. 3 Then he said, 

"Now I will have a 'singsing'". So he went to the forest 

1. The term for food means the class of food 
which includes taro, yams, bananas, sweet 
potatoes, and starchy staples, but not meat 
or leaf or seed foods, and contrasts with 
the things eaten by the cassowary mother. 

2. Poles are tied on trees that are too big 
to climb by putting arms and legs round 
the trunk. 

3. He was not sounding the harp himself. 
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to get game animals, and heard the jew's harp, and came 

home and slept. Next day he went and got more game animals 

and brought them home, and after that he caught many eels 

and ·brought them home, and he slept. 

Two . 1 1 gir s heard the harp and it made a pleasing sound, 

and they went to find ite They came to one place, and 

another, and another, till they came to the head of the Jimi 

River, and still they heard the sound. Then they followed 

down the river till it became a broad valley, still hearing 

the sound of the harp, and they saw a taro garden, and a 

house. They went and looked and it was a large house, a 

'singsing' house. The elder sister climbed the tree that 

the harp was in and took hold of it and looked at it, and 

said, "This will break easily", so she took hold of it 

carefully and examined it and put it back. Then the younger 

sister climbed up and took hold of the harp, but she brok e it, 

and it did not make any more sound. The older sister said, 

"Couldn't you do as I did? What do you want to do? Younger 

sister, why did you take hold of this and break it?", and 

they argued for a long time. Then they went to the house, 

opened the door, and went inside. They closed the door, 

made it secure, and hid inside and waited, and waited, and 

waited. Their man 2 los t his way in the forest because the 

harp was no longer soun ding to guide him. He wandered about~ 

and at last came home with his bow and his string bag, and 

climbed the tree to see what had happened. He found the harp 

1. The two gir ls were sisters. 

2. He is spoken of as thei r man or husband, 
though they have not yet met. 
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broken and a piece of a woman's skirt caught in the tree. 

"What's this?", he said. "There are no women here. Only 

my mother is here, but this is a true woman, and she has a 

skirt." He went home and tried the door but it was jammed 

fast. He tried to open it but it was too firm. "What if 

there is something inside?", he said, "What if there are 

people there?". He peeped in and saw the two girls and 

he laughed and said, "What are you two doing?"o They said 

"We heard the sound and we came", and he said "My mother 

is away feeding in the forest, and why have you. two come?" 

He made them a place in the ceiling, and he slept on the 

floor. When his mother came home she scratched about in 

front of the house and lumps of dirt flew into the house through 

holes where the walls were not yet finished. Then she slept 

and early next morning went to the forest. After she had 

gone the two women said, "Come and make a bridge over the 

river for us", so he went and made a bridge and said, "I 

have made a bridge, now I will turn and go home". The two 

women said, "You have made a bridge, come and stay at our 

house". He went with them and there was a large 'singsing' 

house, with houses in front of it and behind it. The women 

found their brothers and their mother and said, "We have 

brought a man". 

His mother came and hid near the houses, and there was 

thunder and fog and a strong wind, and he knew that his 

mother was there. She hid for a long time, but one day the 

men of the place found her and killed and ate her, and the 

people wore her feathers as hats. The man recognised the 

feathers of his mother and said "They have kill~d and eaten 
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my mother". He cried, and the tears welled up and poured 

out of his eyes. The tears poure~ _ out of his eyes for a long 

time, till he slept. In the morning his wives went to get 

food, and he stole away with his bow to where his mother 

had been hiding and looked for her, but she was not there. 

He tore down the houses of his wivesv people, and went down 

and down and down till he came- to the Jimi River, and he 

crossed the river and saw his house and the place in front 

of it where his mother had been accustomed to sleep. He went 

and got a great many arrows and laid them near the house, 

then went in and hanged himself by a pig rope. When his wives 

came home he had gone. They took pork, got their two brothers, 

and set out for their husband's home. When they got there 

they saw the arrows .and said, "Our man is just up the valley". 

They went here and there on various tracks looking for him 

but could not find him. At last they went into the house 

and found him hanging with his teeth showing. They cut the 

rope and took him down and said to their brothers, "We 

will hang ourselves too". So the elder sister hanged he r self, 

and then the younger. The two brothers went and made many 

more arrows, then they went down to the valley and took out 

their insides, and hid them in some ferns, and went home, 

arriving with drawn bows. They shot the people with their 

arrows, and many arrows were fired back at them, but they 

lived because they had hidden their insides down in the valley. 

But while they were fighting a bad old man came with his dog, 

and the dog found their insides and tore them up. When they 

had killed everyone the two brothers came to get their insides, 

but they found them torn into little bits, and they died. 
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APPENDIX F 

KOPON AND SCIENTIFlC NAMES 

FOR NATURAL SPECIES 

There is considerable but not complete correspondence 

between Kopon and scientific names for natural species. It 

is conunon for a Kopon name to cover more than one species 

of small or very similar creatures, especially insects and 

other creeping and crawling things! The Kopon sometimes 

give different names to different stages in the life cycle 

of the same species, especially with grubs, beetles, and 

moths. This also happens with certain of the birds which 

have marked sexual dimorphism, in most of which cases 

inunature males resemble females and are classed with them. 

In cases where there is more than one Kopon name corres-

ponding to a scientific name I separate the Kopon names by 

a bar (/) if I think there is probably only one species 

concerned, and by a conuna if I think there is probably more 

than one species. 

Appendix F.l KOPON AND SCIENTIFIC NAMES FOR BIRDS 

Scientific names are taken from Rand and Gilliard (1967) 

and from Diamond (1972). Identifications made from spirit 

specimens by Mr Roy Mackay, then Preparator in Charge at the 

Papua and New Guinea Public Museum and Art Gallery, are 

marked with a * Other identifications are my own responsi-

bility, though R.N.H. Bulmer has ~een good enough to go through 

the list and point out possible errors. Identifications are 

1. Reference to one species does not therefore 
preclude the possibility that further species 
share the same Kopon name. 
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awaited for a further 65 spirit specimens of species where I 

was not confident of my own identifications from Rand and 

Gilliard (1967). 

F.1.1 Birds listed according to scientific classes. 

CASUARIDAE (Cassowaries) 

Casuarius ?casuarius Linnaeus ) 
) wayoq /abngy / 

gob~y . /al'We Casuarius bennetti Gould ) 

PHALACROCORACIDAE (Cormorants) 

sp. unidentified 

ARDEIDAE (Herons and Bitterns) 

sp. unidentified 

ACCIPITRIDAE (Harriers, Hawks, 
and Eagles) 

Haliaster indus (Boddaert) 

Harpyopsis novaeguineae 
Salvadori 

Henicopernis longicauda 
(Garnet) 

Milvus migrans (Boddaert) 

Accipiter fasciatus (Vigors 
and Horsfield) 

Accipiter novaehollandiae 
(Gmelin} 

Accipiter melanochlamys 
(Salvador1) 

Accipiter sp. 

hawks, sp. unidentified 

FALCONIDAE (Falcons} 

* 

Falco berigora (Vigors 
and Horsfield) 

Falco peregrinus Tunstall 

maj gwiwb 

i) gw±wmiy 

ii) ag-i agi 

mywo 

dw 

swb 

mqywo / ?mywo 

ws gay~ 

ws gayn (white phase 
is ws gayn rwd) 

ws gayn ylonbo 

ws gayn ~ayonbo_E,££ 

i) gSblawn 

ii) gad.my 

glgalo 

Y's gayn ylonbo ma~ 
('large kind of the high 
altitude places') 
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MEGAPODIIDAE {Megapodes) 

Megapodius freycinet 
Gaimard 

Aepypodius ?arfakianus 
(Salvadori) 

Talegalla jobiensis 
Meyer 
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PHASIANIDAE (Quails and Pheasants) 

Synoicus ypsilophorus 
(Bose) 

RALLIDAE (Rails and Coots) 

Rallicula forbesi 
Rothschild 

COLUMBIDAE (P~geons and Doves) 

Ducula zoeae 
(Lesson) 

Ducula pinon 
(Quoy and Gaimard) 

Columba · vitiensis 
Quoy and Gaimard 

* Ptilinopus rivoli 
bellus Sclater 

Ptilinopus ornatus 
Schlegel 

Ptilinopus superbus 
(Temminck) 

Ptilinopus coronulatus 
G.R. Gray 

Megalopropia maqnifica 
(Temminck) 

* Gymnophaps albertisi 
Salvadori 

Gallicolurna beccari 
(Sal vadori) 

* Gallicolumba jobiensis 
·(Meyer) 

Otidiphaps nobilis 
Gould 

Macropygia nigrirostris 
Salvadori 

qa:l:o qa:l:o 

abka:l:o 

?rbamd 

wofiwafi 

dawo / dagw 

pw:l:mob 

wakw 

wawki-

b:l:ob pro 

b:l:ob ypyp nrne 

wonme 

wrawe wo:t 



Macropygia arnboinensis 
(Linnaeus) 
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Reinwardtoena reinwardtsi 
(rernminck) 

Goura victoria 
(Fraser) 

wrawe galgalff 

waynm/ jabw 

? 

PSITTACIDAE (Lories, Parrots, and Cockatoos) 

Opopsitta diophthalma 
(Hornbron and Jacquinot) 

Probosciger aterrimus 
(Gmelin) 

?Larius roratus 
(MUller) 

Trichoglossus haematodus 
(Linnaeus) 

Charmosyna papou 
(Scopoli) 

Charmosyna pulchella 
G.R. Gray 

Pseudeos fuscata 
(Blyth) 

Micropsitta bruijni 
(Sal vadori) 

Psittrichas fulgidus 
(Lesson) 

CUCULIDAE (Cuckoos) 

Cacomantis variolosus 
(Vigors and Horsfield) 

Cacomantis pyrrhophanus 
(Vieillot) 

Eudynamis scolopacea 
(Linnaeus) 

Centropus phasianinus 
(Latham) 

TYTONIDAE (Harn Owls) 

Tyto ?alb~ 
(Scopoli) 

PODARGIDAE (Frogmouths) 

Podargus ocellatus 
Quoy and Gaimard 

habefi 

wawroj 

rabal 

jbnog 

odak-3:-

swyp 

h haba 

h haba pape 

awagnam 

gably 

wdeywaq 
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AEGOTHELIDAE (Owlet - nightjars) 

* Aegotheles insignis 
Salvadori 

CAPRIMULGIDAE (Nightjars) 

Caprirnulgus rnacrurus 
Horsfield 

APODIDAE (Swifts) 

Collocalia spp. including 
* vanikorensis (Quoy and 

Gairnard) 

HEMIPROCNIDAE (Crested Swifts) 

Hemiprocne mystacea . 
(Lesson) 

ALCEDINIDAE (Kingfishers) 

Clytoceyx rex 
·sharpe 

Ceyx lepidus 
Temrninck 

Halcyon rnegarhynchus 
(Sal vadori} 

Tanysiptera galatea 
G.R. Gray 

MEROPIDAE (Bee-eaters} 

Merops ornatus 
Latham 

CORACIIDAE (Rollers) 

* Eurystomus orientalis 
(Linnaeus} 

BUCEROTIDAE (Hornbills) 

Aceros plicatus 
(Forster) 

PITTIDAE (Pittas) 

Pit,.ta sordida 
(Muller) 

wawol 

rdalwq 

rnnomiio 

alahw alahw 

p!ag 

haiiawpal 

s3:a3:oq 

bybla 

g3:apt 

kaywl 

g3:awnoq 



CAMPEPHAGIDAE (Cuckoo-shrikes) 

* Lalage ?atrovirens 
(G.R. Gray) 

Coracina caeruleogrisea 
(G.R. Gray) 

Coracina ?boyeri 
(G. R. Gray) 

* Coracina rnontana 
(Meyer) 

Coracina ?rnelaena 
(Lesson) 

Coracina ?rnorio 
(Muller) 

TURDIDAE (Thrushes) 

Saxicola caprata 
(Linnaeus) 

TIMALIIDAE (Babblers) 

Eupetes castanonotus 
Salvadori 

SYLVIIDAE (Warblers) 

Magalurus tirnoriensis 
Wallace 

Cisticola exilis 
(Vigors and Horsfield) 

?Gerygone palpebrosa 
Wallace 

Sericornis ?spilodera 
(G.R. Gray) 

MALURIDAE (Wren Warblers) 

Malurus alboscapulatu~ 
Meyer 

Crateroscelis exilis 
(Vigors and Horsfield) 

MUSCICAPIDAE (Flycatchers) 

Rhipidura hyperethra 
G.R. Gray 

475. 

sbonben 

wrnhaynhayni: 

walmarna 

so±wa± 

so±wa:I: brhi: 

so±wa± 

w±rnen 

joq joq 

bcbc 

-whalw 

byn g±w 



476. 

MUSCICAPIDAE (Flycatchers) Cont'd 

* 

Rhipidura albolirnbata 
Salvadori 

Rhipidura leucothorax 
Salvadori 

Rhipidura rufiventris 
Vieillot 

Rhipidura leucophrys 
(Latham) 

Peltops rnontanus 
Stresemann 

Monarcha f rater 
Sclater 

bha jaky 

jlhena 

jrajr 

hagroc 

wablrn jajo 

, Monarcha sp. rnremraq nrne 

* Arses telescophthalrnus insularis 
Meyer rmw rrnw nme 

Microeca ?flavoviriscens 
G.R. Gray 

Tregellasia leucops 
(Salvadori) 

MOnachella rnulleriana 
(Schlegel) 

?Poecilodryas brachyura 
(Sclater) 

wdho /pqs 

glosag 

iig jawy 

PACHYCEPHALIDAE (Whistlers or Thickheads) 

* 

Pachycephala f lavogrisea 
Meyer 

Pachycephala rufiventris 
Latham 

Pachycephala monacha 
G.R. Gray 

Pachycephala spp~ including 
schlegeli Schlegel and 
soror Sclater 

Rhagologus leucostigrna 
(Salvadori) 

) 
) 

?wiiwn ba:lo 

) sbonben brh-:i
) 
) 

) 
) 
) 

wds/sdo 

sdo kklyiinbo 
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PACHYCEPHALIDAE (Whistlers or Thickheads) cont'd 

* Myiolestes megarhynchus 
(Quoy and Gaimard) 

Pitohui dichrous 
(Bonaparte) 

LANIIDAE (Shrikes) 

Lanius schach 
Linnaeus 

ARTAMIDAE (Wood-swallows) 

Artarnus maximus 
Meyer 

ORIOLIDAE (Orioles) 

Oriolus szalayi 
(Madarasz) 

joado 

wabwob 

±pk -----

waswas 

ywa hawi 

CRACTICIDAE (Butcherbirds and Bell Magpies) 

Cracticus cassicus 
(Boddaert) 

DICRURIDAE (Drongos) 

Dicrurus hottentotus 
(Linnaeus) 

CORVIDAE (Crows) 

Gyrnnocorvus tristis 
(Lesson and Garnet) 

PARADISIIDAE (Birds of Paradise) 

Phonygammus keraudreni 
(Lesson and Garnet) 

Epimachus f astosus 
(Hermann) 

Epimachus meyeri 
Finsch 

Astrapia stephaniae 
(Finsch and Meyer) 

Parotia lawesi 
Ramsay 

maiwo 

jyaq 

kwben 

wnayo 

gwigwx (mature male) 

walwalnme (mature male) 

gwsgws (mature male) 

aban /abami (immature, 
female) 



I 
I 

II 

I 
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I 
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PARADISIIDAE (Birds of Paradise) cont'd 

Lophorina superba 
(Pennant) 

Diphyllodes magnif icu~ 
(Pennant) 

Cicinnurus regius 
(Linnaeus) 

* Paradisaea minor f inschi 
Meyer 

~teridophera alberti 
Meyer 

PTILONORHYNCHIDAE (Bower Birds) 

Arnblyornis macgregoriae 
De Vis 

Ailuroedus crassirostris 
Paykull 

MELIPHAGIDAE (Honeyeaters) 

* 

* 

* 

* 

Melidectes rufocrissalis 
(Reichenow) 

Melidectes torquatus 
Sc later 

Melilestes megarhynchus 
.(G.R. Gray) 

Meliphaga ?rnontana 
(Salvadori) 

Xanthotis chrysotis 
(Lesson and Garnot) 

Xanthotis polygrarnma 
(G. R. Gray) 

* Pyconopygius cinerius rnarrnoratus 

jaq gaq (adult male) 

-abaii I abaml (immature, 
female) 

ngano, agano 

yabal 

iiawd 

.nomej 

mhabl 

m3:ojaq 

halo 

pwrnobnab 

ha3:wo brh-i:-

a:t:qanrne 

(Sharpe) ha:l:wo ylonbo 

Toxorharnphus iliolophus 
(Salvadori) 

Toxorharnphus poliopterus 
(Sharpe) 

byn ba:i:oi 

- -pnanw 
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MELIPHAGIDAE (Honeyeaters) cont'd 

* Melipotes fumigatus goliathi 
Rothschild and Hartert 

* . Myzomela cruentata 
Meyer 

Myzomela rosenbergi 
Schlegel 

Philemon novaeguineae 
(Muller) 

DICAEIDAE (Flowerpeckers) 

Oreocharis arf aki 
(Meyer) 

Dicaeum ~eelvinkianum 
Meyer 

Melanocharis longicauda 
Salvadori 

Melanocharis nigra 
{Lesson) 

Melanocharis versteri 
{Finsch) 

ZOSTEROPIDAE (White-eyes) 

* Zosterops minor 
Meyer 

Zosterops novaeguineae 
Salvadori 

PLOCEIDAE (Weaver-Finches) 

Erythrura trichroa 
Kittlitz 

Lonchura spectabilis 
Sclater 

) 
) 
) 
) 
) 

marqo 

sbqaqR 

sep/ dypw 

haw al 

bs 

mablyc 

mablyc 

mablyc 

h lwa 

dwn 

bcbc 

kawonbo 

brhf. 

rwd 
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F.1.2 Alphabetical list of Kopon bird names with 

corresponding scientific namesc 

ab a ml 

abkaio 

abngy 

agano 

ag±ag:l: 

alahw alahw 

aiawe 

aiqanme 

awagnam 

bacc 

bcbc 

bha jaky 

bha:l:w 

biob pro 

biob ypyp nme 

bs 

p;zb1:._a 

byn ba±o± 

byn g:l:w 

dagw 

dawo 

dw 

awn 

Parotia lawesi, Lophorina superba (imma

ture, female) 

Parotia lawesi, Lophorina superba (imma

ture, female) 

Talegalla jobiensis 

Casuarius casuarius, C. bennetti 

Cicinnurus regius 

Ardeidae (sp. un identi fied ) 

~emiprocne mystacea 

Casuarius casuarius, C. bennetti 

Xanthotis polygramma 

Eudynamis scolopacea 

Erythrura trichroa 

Gerygone ?palpebrosa 

Rhipidura leucothorax 

~rateroscelis murin~ 

Gallicolumba beccari 

Gallicolumba jobiensis 

Dicaeum geelvinkianum 

Merops ornatus 

Toxorhamphus iliolophus 

Cisticola exilis 

Ptilinopus rivoli bellus 

Ptilinopus rivoli bellus 

Harpyopsis novaeguineae 

Lonchura spectabilis 

Myzomela rosenbergi 



gably 

gadmy 

gas 

glgalo 

glosag 

giapt 

giawnoq 

gimto 

g:tno 

giys 

gSblawn 

gobiy 

gwajB 

gwigwi 

gwiwmiy 

gwsgws 

habR 

habR eaEe 

haben 

habynbo 

hagroc 

halo 

haiwo brh-3::-

haiwo ylonbo 

hanawpal 

-hawal bcbc 

jabw 

jaiy 

481. 

Centropus phasianinus 

hawk (sp. unidentified) 

Megalurus timoriensis 

Falco berigora 

Tregellasia leucops 

Eurystomus orientalis 

Pitta sordida 

?Larius roratus 

Aepypodius ?arfakianus 

Trichoglossus haematodus 

hawk (sp. unidentified) 

Casuarius casuarius, C. bennetti 

?Poecilodryas brachyura 

Epimachus fastosus (mature male) 

Ardeidae (sp. unidentified) 

Astrapia stephaniae 

Cacomantis variolosus 

Cacomantis pyrrhophanus 

Opopsitta diophthalma 

Rhipidura hyperethra 

Peltops montanus 

Melilestes megarhynchus 

Xanthotis chrysotis 

Pycnopygius cinerius marrnoratus 

Ceyx lepidus 

Oreocharis arf aki 

Reinwardtoena reinwardtsi 

Tanysiptera galatea 



jaq gaq 

jbnog 

jj 

jlhena 

joado 

joqjoq 

jrajr 

jyaq 

kaywl 

kwben 

mablyc brhi

mablyc kawonbo 

mablyc rwd 

ma bi 

maj gw:l:wb 

ma~wo 

marqo 

mhabi 

mlojaq 

mnomno 
.. 

mqywo 

mremrag rune 
.. 

mywo 

ngano 

nomej 

nawd 

482. 

Lophorina superba (adult male) 

Charmosyna pulchella 

Rhipidura albolimbata 

Rhipidura rufiventris 

Myiolestes megarhynchus 

Eupetes castanonotus 

Rhipidura leucophrys 

Dicrurus hottentotus 

Aceros plicatus 

Gymnocorvus tristis 

Synoicus ypsilophorus 

Zosterops minor, z. novaeguineae 

Lanius schach 

Melanocharis nigra 

Melanocharis longicauda 

Melanocharis versteri 

Melidectes rufocrissalis 

Phalacrocoracidae (sp. unidentified) 

Cracticus cassicus 

Melipotes fumigatus goliath 

Aiuroedus crassirostris 

Melidectes torguatus 

Collocalia spp. including vanikorensis 

Milvus migrans 

Monarcha (sp. unidentified) 

Haliaster indus, ?Milvus migrans 

·ciccinurus regius 

Amblyornis macgregoriae 

Pteridophora alberti 



-ng jawy 

odak4-

piag 

- -· pnanw 

pqs 

pw-irnob 

pwrnobnab 

qaioqaio 

rabal 

?rbarnd 

rdalwq 

rrnwrmw nrne 

safiq 

sbonben 

sbonben brh4-
h sbqaqa 

sdo kklynnbo 

siaioq 

soiwai 

soiwa:t brh4-

swyp 

wablrn jajo 

wabwob 

483. 

Monachella rnulleriana 

Pseudeos fuscata 

Clytoceyx rex 

Toxorhapmhus poliopterus 

Diphyllodes rnagnificus 

Microeca ?flavoviriscens 

Ptilinopus ornatus 

Meliphaga ?rnontana 

Megapodius freycinet 

Charrnosyna papou 

Ducula pinon 

Caprimulgus rnacrurus 

Arses telescophthalmus insularis 

Ducula zoeae 

Sericornis ?spilodera 

Lalage ?atrovirens 

Pachycephala monacha, P. rufiventris 

Myzomela cruentata 

Pachycephala spp. including schlegeli and soror 

Rhagologus leucostigma_ 

Myzomela rosenbergi 

Halcyon megarhynchus 

Coracina montana, C. ?morio 

Coracina ?melaena 

Henicopernis longicauda 

Micropsitta bruijni 

Monarcha frater 

Pitohui dichrou~ 

Megalopropria megnif ica 
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walmama Coracina ?boyeri 

walwalnme Epimachus meyeri (mature male) 

wars Ptilinopus superbus 

waswas Artamus maximus 

wawk~ Gymnophaps albertisi 

wawoi Aegotheles insignis 

wawroj Probosciger aterrimus 

waynm Reinwardtoena reinwardtsi 
.. 

wayoq Casuarius casuarius, c. bennetti 

wdeywaq Tyto ?alba 

wdho Microeca ?flavoviriscens 

wds Pachycephala spp. including schlegeli 
and soror 

-whalw Malurus alboscapulatus 
.. 

wlop Podargus ocellatus 

wlmen Saxicola caprata 

wmhaynhayn~ Coracina caeruleogrisea 
.. 

wnayo Phonyga:rnmus keraudreni 

wnwnba~o Pachycephala f lavogrisea 

wonme Otidiphaps nobilis 

wonwaii Columba vitiensis 

wqa Rallicula forbesi 

wrawe galgalo Macropygia amboinensis 

wrawe wo± Macropygia nigrirostris 

ws gayn Accipiter fasciatus, A. novaehollandiae 

ws gayn wayonbo 
pro Accipiter sp. 

ws gayn ylonbo Accipiter melanochlamys 

~ayn ylonbo 
majo Falco peregrinus 



yabal 

yd am 

yiw 

X!!2. 

ywa hawi 

485. 

Paradisaea minor 

Psittrichas fulgidus 

Ptilinopus coronulatus 

Philemon novaeguineae 

Oriolus szalayi 
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Appendix F.2 VERTEBRATES OTHER THAN BIRDS 

Identifications for vertebrates other than birds haV'e 

been supplied by J.I. Menzies, Department of Biology, 

University of Papua New Guinea. Scie~tific names of mammals 

have been checked in Laurie and Hill (1954) and Walker 

(1968(II)),· and of Reptiles in Bulmer, Menzies, and Parker 

(1975). Names for amphibians have not been checked in 

the literature. 

The Kopon term yawr includes all birds and bats. Wal 

covers all wild four legged animals, rwe all reptiles, and ha 

all frogs. 

Appendix F.2.1 Bats 

PTEROPODIDAE 

Pteropus neohibernicus 
Peters 

Syconycteris crassa 
(Thomas) 

Paranyctimene raptor 
Tate 

Dobsonia sp. 

VESPERTILIONIDAE 

Philetor rohui 

? 

wmlyii habro 

wmlyii har 

oymad 

Thomas wmlyn habro 

Appendices F.2.2 and F.2.3: Rodents and Marsupials 

Nearly all identifications of rodents and marsupials 

are from jaw bones. The Kopon name these inconsistently, so 

that correspondences between Kopon and scientific names can 
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not be confidently established on this basis. 

F.2.2. Rodents 

MURIDAE (Rats and Mice) 

Anisomys imitator 
Thomas 

Pogonomys sp. 

Hyomys goliath 
(Milne-Edwards) 

Mallomys rothschildi 
Thomas 

Rattus spp. 

Melomys sp. 

Urornys caudirnaculatus 
(Krefft) 

Uromys anak 
Thomas 

xenuromys gubu 

Macruromys major 
Rummler 

Pa~ahydromys asper 
(Thomas) 

Hydrornys chrysogaster 
E. Geoffroy 

F.2.3 Marsupials 

?gwtwlws 

? 

? 

?rnsa/mha 

kwya, kwya kmd, ppla 

kwya 

? 

? 

? 

? 

? 

? 

DASYURIDAE (Marsupial 'mice', 'rats', etc.) 

Antechinus sp. 

Dasyurus albopunctatus 
(Schlegel) 

PERAMELIDAE (Bandicoots) 

Peroryctes raff rayanus 
(Milne-Edwards) 

?eroryctes longicauda 
(Peters and Doria) 

? 

? 

b±t:i:-

? 



I 
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PERAMELIDAE (Bandicoots) cont'd 

Echymipera clara 
Stein 

Echymipera kalubu 
(Lesson) 

smen4-

? 

PHALANGERIDAE (Phalangers, Cuscuses, Possums) 

Phalan~er gymnotis 
(Peters and Doria) knm 

Phalan9er vestitus 
(Milne-Edwards) ? 

Dactylopsila trivirgata 
? Gray 

Dactylonax EalEator 
? (Milne-Edwards) 

Pseudocheirus f orbesi 
Thomas ? 

Pseudocheirus cupreus 
Thomas ? 

Pseudocheirus corinnae 
Thomas - ? 

MACROPODIDAE (Kangaroos and Wallabies} 

Thylogale bruijni 
(Schreber) 

Appendix F.2.4. Reptiles 

SAU RIA 

GEKKONIDAE (Geckoes) 

.cyrtodactylus loriae 
(Boulenger) 

Cyrtodactylus rnirnikanus 
(Boulenger) 

Lepidodactylus sp. 

AGAMIDAE (Dragon-lizards) 

Goniocephalus nigrigularis 
Meyer 

? 

aqaso 

.. 
aqaso 

aqaso 

kworn 

------



SCINCIDAE (Skinks) 

Sphenomorphus aruensis 
(Doria) 

Emoia baudini 
(Dumeril and Bibron) 

Emoia kordoana 
(Meyer) 

Eugongylus rufescens 
(Shaw) 

Scincella stanleyana 
(Boulenger) 

489. 

VARANIDAE (Monitors or Goannas) 

SERPENTES 

Varanus indicus 
(Daudin) 

Varanus prasinus 
Schlegel 

BOIDAE (Pythons and Boas) 

Python amethystinus 
(Schneider) 

Chondropython viridis 
(Schlegel) 

Liasis d'albertis 
Peters and Doria 

COLUBRIDAE (Colubrid Snakes) 

Amphiesma sp. 

Dendrelaphis sp. 

Stegonotus sp. 

Boiga irregularis 
(Mer rem) 

ELAPIDAE (Elapid Snakes) 

Micropechis ikaheka 
(Lesson) 

Acanthophis antartica 
(Shaw) 

smaynonme 

yadw haw:l: 

bawl kkamqnbo 

gaghonme/kaj tyn nme 

mamla 

wablm/agio 

-wwran 

a:l:amo 

aqrnyp 

alako alalpi-

kaj nag haw:l: 

kaj nag 

hayqo / rnor brh4-

rnor 

pikyrn nrne 

.gadgol: 



Appendix F.2.5 Amphibians 

RANIDAE (Ordinary 'Frogs') 

Rana grisea 
Van Kampen 

Rana papua 
Lesson 

Rana arf aki 
Meyer 

HYLIDAE ('Tree Frogs' etc.) 

Litoria angiana 
(Boulenger) 

Litoria arfakiana 
(Peters and Doria) 

Litoria rnicrornernbrana 
(Tyler) 

Nyctirnystes dayrnani 
Zweifel 

Nyctirnystes foricula 
Tyler 

Nyctirnystes ?gularis 
Parker 

Nyctirnystes granti 

Nyctirnystes hurneralis 
(Boulenger) 

490. 

Nyctirnystes semipalmata 

Nyctirnystes spp. 

-alako/nabw/asawo 

aso wolab/halpayo 

.._ 
glhape 

g:tho/g:l:t4-

gocrnR 

gcape 

klaq pe 

gocrnR karnq 

h gocrna pe 

popanbo 

wyaqn karnq 

wyaqn 

jakjak, jrnjrn, ryoryo, 

wsws, wyaqn, klaq, gocrnR 

MICROHYLIDAE (Small 'Tree Frogs' and 'Toads') 

Baragenys sp. 

Cophixalus sp. 

Metapostira ocellat~ 
Mehely 

Xenobatrachus rostratus 
(Mehely) 

.. 
ganor 

brbr 

-ganpwq 



Appendix F.3. Insects and Spiders 

Identifications have been supplied by the staff of the South Australian Museum, Adelaide 

(Hemiptera), Father Chrysanthus, Oosterhout, Netherlands (spiders) and the staff of the CSIRO, 

Canberra (the remainder). 

Scientific names of insects have been checked as far as possible in The Insects of Austra-

lia, and of spiders in Clyne (1969). 

COENAGRIONIDAE 

LI BELL UL IDA~ 

BLATTIDAE 

POLYZOSTERIINAE 

BLABERIDAE 

PANESTHIINAE 

BLATELLIDAE 

ODONATA (Dragonflies and Damselflies) 

sp. unidentified 

Lanthanus~ sp. 

Orthetrum sp . 

BLATTODEA (Cockroaches) 

Platyzosteria nitida 
Brunner 

sp . 1 

sp. 1 

sp. 2 

sp. 3 

--·- ·-

bag wiiamo/baq awnamo/ 
bag mwlw mlo 

wag mlo 

waq mlo/ymj waqo 

brbr/ram mnmnap 

bharep 

wasqado nme 

wasqado 

wasqado 

.i:-. 
\0 
~ 
• 



TERMITIDAE 

KALOTERMITIDAE 

MANTI DAE 

ORTHODERINAE 

.MANTINAE 

GRYLLACRIDOIDEA 

STENOPELMATIDAE 

HENICINAE 

ISOPTERA (Termites) 

Nasutitermes? sp. 1 

sp. 2 

sp. 3 

Neotermes sp. 1 

MANTODEA (Praying mantids) 

Orthodera burmeisteri 
Wood-Mason 

Tenodera ?australasiae 
(Leach) 

Hierodula tamolana 
(Brancsik) 
Hierodula schulzei 
(Giglio-Tes) 

DERMAPTERA (Earwigs) 

sp. 1 

yawr abe 

_yawr abe 

haiwiw 

? 

baq wake hawi 

baq wake kayn 

baq wake kayn haiawn 

baq wake kayn 

habynar 

ORTHOPTERA (Grasshoppers, Locusts, Crickets) 

sp. unidentified ?ja%w% 

""' "° N 

I 



GRYLLACRIDIDAE 

RHAPHIDOPHORIDAE 

RHAPHIDOPHORINAE 

TETTIGONIOIDEA 

TETTIGONIIDAE 

PSEUDOPHYLLINAE 

MECOPODINAE 

PHYLLOPHORINAE 

CONOCEPHALINAE 

AGROECIINI 

ORTHOPTERA (Cont'd) 

Xantho9:r:z::lla,cris sp. 
Papuogryllacris 

Heterapriurn inversurn 
(Brunner) 

Eurnecopoda 

Sexava 

Phyllophora 

Sasima aequalis 

Sasima sp, 

Salornona 

sp. 1 

sp. 2 

sp. 1 

sp. 2 

sp. 1 

sp. 2 

sp. 3 

sp. 1 

sp. 2 

sp. 1 

-bag wawl 

baq wawl - -baq hawl/baq wawl 

~aq rnarnla 
baq rnghy 

baq wiwo baq 

baq asa~/bag batal 

baq batal brh4-

bag batal/baq batal brh4-

pyd pyn baq 

Eaq rwaio 

? 
. .. 

baq rwa3:o . 

baq gopw go 

~ 
~ 
w 
• 



ORTHOPTERA (Cont'd) 

sp. 3 bag h~w ye ano/bas 
wehano/baq awehano 

Niesara sp. 1 baq ara:i:no .. 
sp. 2 baq haw Y..C ano 
sp. 4 baq haw ye ano pro 

?Kirkaldyus sp. 1 baq haw ~e ano ero .. .. 
Gonataeanthus baq haw ye ano %wado 
?grif f ini 

... 
COPIPHORINI Euconoeephalus sp . . 1 baq mawlb ... 

sp. 2 bag mawlb 

CONOCEPHALINI Conoeephalus sp. 1 pag am.kc ng 2eLbag am.kc 
ng brh~ 

.::.. 
sp. 2 baq am.kc ng l.O 

.::.. 
• 

LISTROSCELINAE Hexacentrus sp. 1 baq wera 

PHANEROPTERINAE Caedieia sp. 1 baq am.kc ng 
sp. 2 bag am.ko ii9' 
sp. 3 .baq am.ko iig 

Paracaedicia nigro-
bag wlwo punctata All. 

Paracaedicia sp. 1 baq rwalo/baq wcra 

Diastella sp. baq wiwo baq/baq amko fig 



- ---------- - ---

GRYLLOIDEA 

GRYLLIDAE 

GRYLLINAE 

PODOSCIRTINAE 

GRYLLOTALPIDAE 

ACRI DO IDEA 

PYRGOMORPHIDAE 

ACRID I DAE 

OXYINAE 

CATANTOPINAE 

- -

ORTHOPTERA (Cont'd) 

genus 1 baq wiwo baq 

genus 2 baq amk~ ng/baq wcra 

Teleogryllus 

g.enus 1 

genus 3 

genus 1 

Gryllotalpa 

sp. 1 

sp. or spp. 

~tractomorpha crenaticeps 
(Blanchard) 

Oxya japonica 

Rectitropis brunneri 
(Bolivar) 

genus 1 

baq jjl 

baq gw3:y 

baq jjl pe (small kind) 

baq jjl (small kind) 

sason PY 

bag mlw mlo/bag awnamo/ 
baq wnamo 

baq bacc/baq g3:apt 

baq habratq py brh~ 

baq habratq py 

.i:i. 
ID 
VI 
• 



CYRTACANTHRACIDINAE 

ACRIDINAE 

PHASMATIDAE 

EURYCANTHINAE 

CICADIDAE 

CICADELLIDAE 

COREIDAE 

TESSARATOMIDAE 

ORTHOPTERA (Cont'd) 

Austracris proxirna ' (Walk.) 

Valanga irregularis (Walk.) 

?Willemsea birnaculata 
(Willernse) 

Heteropternis obscurella 
(Blanchard) 

PHASMATODEA (Stick Insects) 

sp. 1 

baq habratq PY 

_bag habratg py 

baq habratq PY 

baq bacc/baq grapt 

gaiwade kalkalp~ 

HEMIPTERA (Bugs, L~afhoppers, etc.) 

spp. unidentified 

sp. unidentified 

Mictis profana (Fabricius) 

Pternistria sp. 

sp. unidentified 

Agapophyta bipunctata 
Boisduval 

ryoryo nme, ylom pro, 
jjab 

kaywl 

malrnaj jhaion 

malrnaj jhaion 

malrnaj 

walwalo rnalrnaj 

.i:.. 
l.O 
m 



PENTATOMIDAE 

LUCANIDAE 

PASSALIDAE 

SCARABAEIDAE 

BUPRESTIDAE 

HEMIPTERA (Cont'd) 

Lyramorpha sp. 

Oncomeris f lavicornis 
(Guerin) 

Eurynome marginalis 
(Walker) 

sp. unidentified 

,I 

COLEOPTERA (Beetles) 

Cyclomrnatus sp. 
Prosopocoelus bison {01.) 

Cetejus peltostictus 
(Kaup.) 

Labienus inequalis Grav. 
' 1 

Labienus ptox (Kaup.} 

Lepidiota sp. 

Morokia bennigseni Hell. 

Lornaptera lutea Jans. 

Papuana· hti·ntru·sa Hell. 

P apua·na sp • 

Protaetia fusca Hbst. 

sp. unidentified 

ghaio rnalmaj 

malmaj 

habato malmaj 

rnalrnaj pro 

yronme 

yronrne pro 

SSW 

§filt 

SSW rnajo 

waqe (larva), waqe 
,rgnoi (pupa), baqwra 

rnerrner pe/rnermer brh~ 

merrner pe 

· mi; ·g'abwm/yronme 
rnaba·cw 

merrner pro 

alaq!:- ma .(larva) 

.c:o. 
~ 
-...] 
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LAMPYRIDAE 

CANTHARIDAE 

BOSTRYCHIDAE 

COCCINELLIDAE 

TENEBRIONIDAE 

CERAMBYCIDAE 

CHRYSOMELIDAE 

CURCULIONIDAE 

CUCUJOIDEA 

HEMIPTERA (Cont'd) 

Lueiola sp. 

Chauliognaths guineensi~ Pie. 

Dinoderus minutus (F.) 

Xylothrips religiosae Bdv. 

Coelophora inequalis (F.) 

Pterohelaeus sp. 

Sphingnotus mirabilis (Bdv . ) 

Xiphotheata sp. 

Potemnemus festator Pase. 

Batoeera laena Thoms. 

Batocera wallaeei Thoms. 

Dihammus tincturatus Pase. 

Rosenbergia weiskei Heller 

Rosenbergia sp. 
. -· 

Aulaeophora similis 01. 

spp. unidentifed 

sp. unident ified 

dmayn4:-

go dmayn4:-

hawgo 

hawqo 
... ... 

almalm 
.. 

ycano 

ma ye pro (adult) 
yhy ma (larva) 

gaygayq 

maymayq 

ma ye pe 

alaq~ ma ye/goban ma . ye 

..alaq~ ma ye 
gweq~ ma ye/pban ma ye 

pban ma· ye 
·goba·n n\a ye 

.afimam 

agalq kiyfi, agalq brh~/ 
agalq pe, agalg pro, wayd 
agalq 

bay nme ma (lar va) 

.i:i. 
\0 
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TIPULIDAE 

CULICIDAE 

CERATOPONGONIDAE 

TABANIDAE 

TACHINIDAE 

COSSIDAE 

LIMACODIDAE 

?PYRALIDAE 

PAPILONIDAE 

NYMPHALIDAE 

SATYRINAE 

GEOMETRIDAE (Looper) 

SATURNIIDAE 

SPHINGIDAE 

DIPTERA (Flies) 

sp. unidentified 

Tripteroides sp. 

Culicoides sp. 

Cydistomyia forentzi (Ric.) 

Cydistomyia ?torresi (Ferg. 
& Hill) 

hagnaii 

hagnan 

rnrrnr 

.wakw 

wakw 

warme mleb/warme mlneb 

LEPIDOPTERA (Butterflies and Moths) 

Xyleutes sp. or spp. 

sp. unidentified 

sp. unidentified 

Ornithoptera spe 

Taenari~ sp. 

?Melanitis leda 

sp. unidentified 

Coscinocera hercules 
sp. unidentified 

sp. unidentified 

sp. unidentified 

goban ma, wka ma (larvae) 

naqwm (cocoons) 

wq ma (larva) 

awo ygaq 

ygaq prmne/ygaq kayg 

wamem (larva) 

gcalm/rnomrawe (larvae) 

ygaq pwbacne 
wamaso 

ygaq rgno: yc/ygaq marwyj 
XE. (adults) 

mi mam awe/mamlawe/agasB 
(larvae) 

~ 
\D 
\D 
• 



LYMANTRIIDAE 

ARCTIIDAE 

LOTHOSIINAE 

?NOCTUIDAE 

?AGARISTIDAE 

ICHNEUMONIDAE 

CHRYSIDIDAE 

POMPILIDAE 

SCOLIIDAE 

VESPIDAE 

. Jl.PIDAE 

DIPTERA (Cont'd) 

sp. unidentified 

sp. unidentified 

sp. unidentified 

sp. unidentified 

rnjrnj (larva) 

papwk 

gcalrn (larva) 

glho gcalrn (larva) 

HYMENOPTERA (Wasps, :eees, and A.nts) 

Netelia sp. 

Holochrysis sp. 

~ernipepsis spp • . 

Prionernis sp. 

Campsonieris f ormosus (Guer) 

yespatropica tremeres Vecht 

Ropalidia sp. A 

sp. B 

sp. C 

Trigona sp. 

rwe a~aj 

hawqa mypi-

hem mrakwrn, ~ 
gaywadi- rwd/gaywadi- al, 

gaywadi- brhi-

a~q ye bcrn (male) 

gaywadi- hyb~ al (female) 

gaywadi-

bcm wra/bcrn kaj wra 

hem mwlw brh4;-

bcrn kaj wrako 

bcrn born 

U1 
0 
0 



SPARASSIDAE 

ARGIOPIDAE 

THERAPHOSIDAE 

SCORPIONIDAE 

SPIDERS 

Isopoda sp. or spp. ·.
Heteropoda rubra Chrysanthus 

Argiope aemula (Walckenaer) 

Cyrtophera moluccensis 
(Doleschall) 

Gasteracantha taeniata 
(Walckenaer) 

Gasteracanthacruciera Bradley 

Gasteracantha brevispina 
(Doleschall) 

Leucauge 

Leucauge 

Nephi la 

papuana 
Kulczynski 

grata (Guerin) 

maculata 
Fabricius 

spp. unidentified 

SCORPION 

sp. unidentified 

mhaw±am 

mamla 

msams/smasm/masb/ma sbq 

ganwan 

ha±awn 

ha±awn rwd 

ha±awn 

ganwan 

... 
ganwan al 

ga±woc 

mhaw±am brh!-, mhaw±am 
brh~ majo, mhaw±am ha±, 
mhaw±am wlepi-

kaba 

l11 
0 
I-' 
• 
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Appendix F.4 Plant Identification 

All identifications were supplied by the Division of 

Botany, Department of Forests, Lae, Papua New Guinea. They are 

presented in alphabetical ·Order of family, genus, and species. 

Scientific names above species level were checked in A Diction-

ary of the Generic and Family names of Flowering plants and 

Ferns of the New Guinea and South-West Pacific Region. My 

specimen numbers are given in brackets after each entry. Except 

for plants of ritual importance, uses are not recorded. Botanical 

and Kopon names are separated by a comma. 

ANNONACEAE 

?Uvaria sp., hame nag The strong smelling inner layer of 

the bark has a little water added to it, and is then 

squeezed to produce a liquid used as a cough mixture. 

This liquid may also be swallowed by 'smokers', pre-

sumably to enhance their powers. (138) 

APOCYNACEAE 

Alstonia scholaris, yakiaw~ The sap of this plant 

is collected in bamboo containers, heated, and poured 

into sores, especially deep maggot infested injur es 

to pigs, but it is also used on humans. (145) 

Asplenium group: Asplenium nidus L., jnap (44) 

BALSAMINACEAE 

Impatiens hawkeri Bull., malman (64) 

BARRINGTONIACEAE 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Planchonia timorensis pwg The bark is heated on 
· 1 

stones ,I 

I 



BIXACEAE 

503. 

water is poured over it, and parts of the body af

fected with pain or sores are held in the resulting 

cloud of steam. (148) 

Bixa orellana L., kna The red pigment of the seed pod 

is used to colour string and to decorate the body. (21) 

COMMELINACEAE 

Commelina nudiflora L., boba (24) 

Cyanotis moluccana , whabn/ wabhen / kaymarw. The 

leaves are wrapped in banana leaves, heated over the 

fire, and the juice squeezed out onto sores and 

ulcers. (131, 150) 

COMPOSITAE 

Bidens pilosa L.,ydq amkoq (81) 

Centipeda minima A. Br. & Ascherson,ag~on This plant 

is eaten with the new season's taro, possibly as an 

attempt to ensure the proper maturing of the rest of 

the harvest. 

Emilia prenanthoidea DC~jakab (35, 76) 

Erechtites valerianifolia (Wolf.) DC, geran (16) 

CONVOLVULACEAE 

Ipomoea nil, glwho ~ g~wos ( 130) 

Ipomoea purpurea (L.) Roth,g~who /glwos The sap of 

this and the irrunediately preceding plant, which I 

took to be the same, is applied to fungal infections 

of the skin. The sap is said to cause blindness if 

it gets into the eye. (5) 



504. 

CRUCIFERAE 

Cardamine africana (L.) ssp. borbonica {pers.) 

O.E. Schultz., wrop pro {small kind of wrop) (105) 

CYATHEACEAE 

Cyathea sp., ~ (ibom is possibly another sp.) The 

treefern kyg is associated with a wildghost. (90) 

CYPERACEAE 

Cyperus tenuiculmis Baeck., mawhan {large kind) (59) 

Scleria polycarpa Baeck., rawa!b (28) 

Dennstaedia Group: Pteridium aquilinus L., boram (111) 

EUPHORBIACEAE 

Breynia ovalifolia J.J.S., jamjamo (94) 

Euphorbia buxifolia, jboq The sap of this plant is 

applied to fungal infections of the skin. It is said 

to cause death if it gets into the eye. {143) 

Glochidion ?philippicum {Cav.) C.B. Rob.1 lws (91) 

Homalanthus novoguineensis (Warb.) Laut. & K. Schum., 

gweq"i- ( 1) 

Homalanthus populniifolius, gweq~ I took this and the 

preceding tree to be the same. The green wood is 

heated in the fire and the sap which exudes at the ends 

is put on fungal infections of the skin. The sap is 

said to cause blindness if it gets into the ~ye. (147) 

Macaranga aff . . inermis P. & H.1 wanqa (92) 

Macaranga ?latifolia Perry,bihan (86) 

Macaranga quadriglandulosa Warb.,hbalo, wyrn hawq (31) 

Ricinus communis L., sgy . The seeds are burned to pro-



FAGACEAE 
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duce a black body pigment used before fighting and 

in mourning. ( 4} 

Nothofagus grandis 1 kwmayo The decaying leaves of this 

tree are picked up from the forest floor and rubbed on 

fungal infections of the skin. (144} 

FLACOURTIACEAE 

Flacourtia sp., agalwq The green leaves are applied dire< 

to sores and ulcers, and held on by binding with the 

stems of thin vines or creepers. This is the leaf 

most commonly used on sores. (135} 

FLAGELLARIACEAE 

Flagellaria indica L.
1 

alkho (87} 

GESNERIACEAE . 

Cyrtandra sp., marmar kawonbo (the down valley kind of 

marmar} (110) 

GLEICHENIACEAE 

GRAMINEAE 

Gleichenia sp., warkt (6) 

Eleusine indica L.,mawhan (small kind) (60) 

Eulalia leptostachys (Pilger) Henrard1 wa·swas (55) 

Imperata conferta (Presl) Ohwi, mjhako (20} 

Ischaemum polystachyum Presl,haqap (18} 

Microstegium spectabile (Trin.} A. Camus agwn , __ {97) 

Miscanthus floridulus (Labill.) Warb.,waqan (36} 



LABIATAE 

LAURACEAE 

506. 

Ophiuros tongcalingii (Elmer) Henrard,ykhaiw kaj 

hyb (30) 

Paspalum conjugatum Berg., mrops (75) 

Pennisetum macrostachyum (Brogn.) Trin.,ajame (54) 

Polytoca macrophylla Benth.1 kabai (57, · 1s1) 

Sacciolepis indica / baqhalo The sap is squeezed out 

of the stem of this grass by running it down between 

finger and thumb. The resulting drop is put on sores 

and ulcers. (142) 

Setaria palmifolia (Koen.) Stapf., hawo (37) 

Sorghum nitidum (Vahl) Pers., gwn (17, 53) 

Themeda australis (R.Br.) Stapf., hep~ (19, 78) 

Thysanolaena maxima (Roxb.) O.K. / wapok (29) 

Coleus scutellarioide~ Benth., ~ harq ~ (~ 

that smells) (96) 

Plectranthus sp., mymy (26) 

• 

Cryptocarya sp., aymo The 'bark' of the roots, with the 

very thin outer layer stripped off, is chewed and 

spat out and then mixed with water. The resulting 

mixture is drunk by men (not initiands) before initi-

ation ceremonies. It seems the men lie about in a 

state of torpor for the rest of the day. (122, 141) 

LEGUMINOSAE 

Cassia occidentalis (L.) rw ye (recently introduced) (58) , --
Desmodium gyroides (L.) DC,walwalo (14) 



LILIACEAE 
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Desmodium sequax Wall., walwalo (23) 

Mucuna ?novoguineensis,pban (13) 

Cordyline ?terminalis, habiam wayoq ~ This and other 

cordylines are used in 'cordyline throwing' spells to 

drive out beings causing illness, and for other ritual 

purposes. (108) 

Dianella ensifolia (L.) DC
1

rrwyn This is planted in 

connection with 'child dressing up' ceremonies, but I 

do not know its significance. (41) 

Smilax blumei A. DC. / gaplok. {82) 

LOGANIACEAE 

Buddleja asiatica (L.) / gaygayq (98) 

LORANTHACEAE 

?Amyema sp., alalq (B9) 

LYCOPODIACEAE 

Lycopodium cernum L., kayn amwn habodonbo (74) 

spp. unidentified, kayn amwn (large kind), kayn· arnwn 

(small kind) {47, 48) 

MALVACEAE 

Gossypium barbadense {L.) var. acurninatum, swan (25) 

Urena lobata {L.) walwalo nme (34) 
. I 

MELASTOMATACEAE 

Medinilla sp., galgol (11) 

Melastoma malabathricum (L.) wka (32) 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~. J 



MORACEAE 
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Osbeckia chinensis (L.)
1 

wka hawenp~ (wka of the wild 

places) (71) 

-Ficus adenosperrna Miq. / alko (22) 

Ficus adenosperrna Miq. var. chaetophora (Warb.) 

Corner,~ (66) 

Ficus botryocarpa Miq. var. subalbiforarnea (Elm.~ 

wabwrn (12) 

Ficus calopilina Diels (Local name not recorded) (93) 

Ficus ?copiosa, kya (139) 

Ficus darnrnaropsis Diels
1 

goban (120) 

Ficus ?robusta
1 

wkap The leaves of this and the last 

species are burned and the ashes put on sores and 

ulcers. (149) 

Ficus trachypison K. Schum 
/ 

yalwq (112) 

Ficus variegata Bl., gmdoq (46) 
Ficus pungens Reinw.,wkap (84) 

MYRISTICACEAE 

Horsfieldia sp., alrnagoq The leaves and fruit are rubbed 

on pigs in poor condition with a kind of "dandruff" 

in the hair. (132, 133) 

MYRSINACEAE 

Embelia sp., rnag~awen (129) 

?Grenacheria sp., rnagiawen This and the last look the 

same. The green leaves are applied direct to sores 

and ulcers as a dressing. (85) 

MYRTACEAE 

- - -Eugenia ?aquae
1 

wlhem al (red kind of wlhem) (106) 
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ORCHIDACEAE 

Hetaerea sp., rawyonme (10) 

Liparis sp., galgalo wayonbo (galgalo of the clear 

places) (100) 

Spathoglottis ~p., arawo (70) 

PANDANACEAE 

Freycinetia sp., lye (39) 

PIPERACEAE 

Piper spp., jharon, maiw~, wawha (68, 69) 

RHAMNACEAE 

ROSACEAE 

Alphitonia incana, wal~ The inner layer of the bark 

is chewed and the mixture of sap and saliva applied 

to ulcers. (146) 

Rubus mollucanus, (L.) gras {33) 

RUBIACEAE 

Mussaenda sp., blbl (72) 

Ophiorrhiza sp., blbl (63) 

Uruparia sp., gasb (88) 

SAPINDACEAE 

Dodonaea viscosa (L.) Jacq., gha~o/gsa~ (77) 

Guioa sp., harado (109) 

SAURAUIACEAE 

Saurauia sp., ass (67) 
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SOLANACEAE 

Physalis minimum (L . ), hwrnwn nme (hwrnwn mother) (104) 

Solanum nigrum (L.) hwmwn nbon (Hwmwn daughter) (103) 
- ' --

STERCULIACEAE 

Sterculia sp . , arwan (134) 

THEACEAE 

Eurya meizophylla (Diels) Koh . ,~ (73) 

TILIACEAE 

Tri\.!It\fetta sp. F.M. Bailey, aqns/pypla Used in 

firelighting . (107) 

- -Thelypteris Group: Cyclosorus unitus L. Ching, halal (7) 

ULMACEAE 

Trema orientalis (L.) Bl.,warmog (123) 

UMBELLIFERAE 

Oenanthe javanica DC., wn There is a kind of wild

ghost associated with this plant. (117) 

URTICACEAE 

Elatostema sp., yaln (3) 

Laportea sp . , hawi (62) 

Pipturus argenteus (Forst.f . ) Wedd., glho The inner 

surface of fresh bark is applied direct to .- sores and 

ulcers. It is very sticky and is self adhesive. (136, 

137) 

VERBENACEAE 

Callicarpa arborea Roxb., rbayp (65) 

- -Callicarpa caudata Maxim., wlabl (56) 



VITACEAE 
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Cayratia sp., wmarg The sap which exudes from this 

vine when it is cut is put on sores and ulcers. (152) 

ZINGIBERACEAE 

Alpinia sp., arsas, ganbai (Probably two species.) 

(79, 119) 

Tapeinochilus sp., hawan (114) 
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