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Gender and Cosmology:
Sexuality, Space and Ritual among the Foi, Papua New Guinea

<Summary>

Tomoko Tsuchiya

The notion that women are polluted and dangerous to men is widespread among
New Guinean Societies. Women are excluded from mens activities for fear that
womenas pollution might cause illness and death for men. Women3s pellution is
often explained to originate from womens bodily substance, especially menstrual
blood and birth fluid. This is why women are secluded from daily activities during
menstruation and childbirth. It is widely acknowledged among anthropologists that
the notion of womens bodily pollution is key to understanding male-female rela-
tions in New Guinea.

A different account of womenZs pollution was obtained during my field research
among the Foi-speaking people in the Southern Highlands Province of Papua New
Guinea. According to some Foi informants, menstrual blood is dangerous not only to
men, but also to womnen themselves. Women are, therefore, told to dispose carefully
of their menstrual blood and birth fluid, (another form of menstrual blood) in order to
prevent both men and women from being polluted.

The Foi theory of procreation is quite similar to that found in many New Guinean
societies. It states that two substances are necessary for the formation of an embryo
in the mother2s womb: the mother?s blood, that is, her menstrual blood, and the
fatherls semen. According to Foi informants, menstrual blood during menstruation
is dangerous, because it is not used for the reproduction of life. Semen itself is not
dangerous, but when it is mixed with menstrual blood and does not stay in the womb,

it becomes very harmful for the same reason as stated above. Men and women must
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not, therefore, approach weak persons, such as babies and sick persons, just after
they have sexual intercourse.

As these data show, the Foi notion of pollution which is based on gender is re-
lated to the Foi cosmology of life and death. To consider gender-cosmology relations
among the Foi, I describe the following in some detail; (1) sexuval division of labour
and space; (2} various womens taboo during menstruation and childbirth; (3) the
theory of procreation based on the origin myth of both sexes; (4) the taboo after
sexual intercourse; (5) gender symbolism in rituals (kui usane, i usane and aya). In
the final analysis of these data, it is shown that their cooperation is necessary to
reproduce life (sexual intercourse) and to take diseases and misfortunes away (rituals)
, though it sometimes leads to the destruction of life (pollution). In conclusion, I
argue that it is necessary for Foi men and women to cooperate to produce supemnatu-

ral power in ritual context.



