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Demographics and a Brief
Historical Perspective
ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR
A. Demographics

French Polynesia encompasses five administrative areas
representing five archipelagos with 130 islands and atolls in
the South Pacific, approximately 5,000 miles (8,050 km) east
of Australia. The Society Islands, the Gambier Islands, the
Austral Islands, and the Marquesas are primarily volcanic is-
lands, while the majority of the Tuamotu Islands are atolls.
Oceania is divided into three broad cultural groupings, with
Melanesia and Micronesia to the west and Polynesia to the
east. French Polynesia as a political entity is situated within
the indigenous culture area of Polynesia, which includes all
the islands in a “triangle” stretching from Easter Island in the
east to the Hawaiian Islands in the north and New Zealand in
the southwest. It incorporates diverse societies of Polynesian
peoples colonized by the French and declared a French Pro-
tectorate in 1842 (Stanley 1992). In 1957, this area became
officially known as Polynésie Frangaise. It is important to
note that French Polynesia is not an indigenous or cultural
subdivision, but is rather a modern neocolonial political sub-
division.

The Society Islands consist of 14 atolls and volcanic is-
lands and include the Windward Islands of Tahiti (1988
population 131,309), Moorea (population 8,801), Maiao,
Tetiaroa, and Mehetia; and the Leeward Islands of Huahine
(4,479), Raiatea (8,560), Tahaa (4,005), Bora Bora (4,225),
Maupiti (96), Tubai, Maupihaa/Mopelia, Manuae/Scilly,
and Motu One/Bellingshausen. Tahiti has a mountainous
interior surrounded by a fertile coastline where cane and co-
conut are grown. Over half of the indigenous French Poly-
nesians live on the island of Tahiti, along with French, Chi-
nese, and genetic intermixtures of these groups.

The Marquesas Islands, popularized by Melville in
Typee, consist of 11 islands, six of which are inhabited
(1988 population 7,358). Gauguin is buried on Hiva Oa, the
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most populated of the Marquesas Islands. Other inhabited
islands include Tahuata, Fatuiva, Ua Pou, Nuku Hiva, Ua
Huka, and Hova Oa. The Tuamotu Archipelago, which
means “cloud of islands,” situated north and east of the So-
ciety Islands, spans an arc of 80 coral atolls covering 1,100
miles (1,770 km), with a population of 7,547. Included
among the 78 atolls in this group are: Tepoto, Napuka,
Pukarua, Takaroa, Manihi, Rangiroa, Raroia, Rotoava,
Tatakoto, Hao, Reao, and Pukapuka, among others. Copra
and mother-of-pearl are important exports. The Gambier Is-
lands are southeast of the Tuamotus and include three in-
habited islands, of which Mangareva is best known (Suggs
1960). According to a 1987 report, it is estimated that only
1,600 speakers of Mangarevan remained on the inhabited
islands, a result, in part, of heavy out-migration. Their live-
lihood consists of horticulture, with crops such as coconuts,
taro, and bananas, along with fishing (HRAF 1991, 172).

The Austral Islands include five inhabited volcanic is-
lands with a population of 6,509. One of these is Tubuai,
and the group is sometimes called the Tubuai Islands. Is-
lands include Rimatara, Rurutu, Ra’ivavae, and Rapa. The
Rapanese cash crops are coffee and potatoes, which are ex-
ported, while farming and fishing are primary subsistence
activities (Hanson 1991, 274). The Austral Island peoples
are well known for their indigenous arts and temples.

It is difficult to ascertain the precolonial population of
these five island groups, because European contact resulted
in a massive population decline throughout French Polyne-
sia, both indirectly through disease and directly through Eu-
ropean attacks, e.g., in 1595, Mendana’s crew was responsi-
ble for killing over 200 Marquesans. Thomas (1991, 188) es-
timates that the population of the Marquesas declined from
35,000 to 2,000 between the 18th century and the 1920s. By
the mid-1980s, the population had increased to about 5,500.
The Mangarevan population may have once been 8,000 peo-
ple, but by 1824, it was only 1,275 (HRAF 1991, 172). Ac-
cording to Hanson (1991, 273), the island of Rapa, at contact,
had a population of 1,500 to 2,000, but by 1867, it reached a
low of 120. Today, there are only an estimated 400 remaining
Rapan speakers. The population of the Tuamotu Islands was
estimated at 6,588 in 1863, but declined by almost 2,200 by
the 1920s. A report in 1987 establishes the Tuamotuan popu-
lation at 14,400, with 7,000 of these in the Tuamotu, but most
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of the remainder living in Tahiti. The Raroian population de-
clined from 260 in 1897 to 60 in 1926. It rose to 120 in 1950
(HRAF 1991, 276). Tahiti’s population is believed to have
declined from a 1767 estimate of 35,000 to 16,050 in the first
missionary census in 1797. By 1869, it had declined to 7,169
(Oliver 1974, 1989, 67, 117). Stanley (1992, 5) cites the 1988
population of French Polynesia at 188,814, and the CIA
World Factbook 1999 estimated the total population as
253,506 (CIAO).

In July 2002, French Polynesia had an estimated popula-
tion of 257,847. (All data are from The World Factbook
2002 (CIA 2002) unless otherwise stated.)

Age Distribution and Sex Ratios: 0-14 years: 29%
with 1.04 male(s) per female (sex ratio); 15-64 years:
65.7% with 1.09 male(s) per female; 65 years and over:
5.3% with 1.01 male(s) per female; Total population sex ra-
tio: 1.07 male(s) to 1 female

Life Expectancy at Birth: Total Population: 75.23
years; male: 72.88 years; female: 77.69 years

Urban/Rural Distribution: NA

Ethnic Distribution: Polynesian (Ma ohi) 78%; Chi-
nese 12%; local French 6%; metropolitan French 4%. This
ethnic-identity breakdown has been critiqued and remains a
major obstacle to interpretation of the data.

Religious Distribution: Protestant 54%; Roman Catho-
lic 30%; other 16%

Birth Rate: 18.17 births per 1,000 population

Death Rate: 4.49 per 1,000 population

Infant Mortality Rate: 8.95 deaths per 1,000 live births

Net Migration Rate: 3.04 migrant(s) per 1,000 popula-
tion

Total Fertility Rate: 2.23 children born per woman

Population Growth Rate: 1.67%

HIV/AIDS: Adult prevalence, Persons living with HIV/
AIDS, and Deaths: NA

Literacy Rate (defined as those age 15 and over who can
read and write): 98%. About 87% of Polynesians are literate
in French and 64% to 68% are literate in one of the Polyne-
sian languages. The official languages of French Polynesia
are French and Tahitian or reo Ma ohi. (The Tahitians refer
to themselves as Ma ohi or Ta’ata Tahiti)) Indigenously
Polynesian languages form two major divisions: Western
and Eastern Polynesian. In 1987, educational institutions in-
cluded 176 primary schools, 7 secondary schools, and 18
high schools; the Université Frangaise du Pacifique was es-
tablished in 1987. The curriculum in public and private
church schools alike is a French one.

Per Capita Gross Domestic Product (purchasing
power parity): $5,000 (2001 est.); Inflation: 1.5% (1994
est.); Unemployment: 15% (1992 est.). Of the 64,000 persons
counted in the 1988 census as “having employment” out of
the total population of 188,814, two thirds of the employed
were men and three out of four worked on the Windward Is-
lands of Moorea and Tahiti. In the outer Leeward Islands,
80% of the women and no more than 73% of the men had
jobs. Most employed Ma 'ohi work either as civil servants or
in the tourist industry. All Tahitians, even in the rural areas,
are involved to varying degrees in the market economy, ei-
ther in independent enterprises such as craft production, peri-
odic wage labor, and/or cash cropping (Hooper 1985, 161;
Elliston 1997).

European culture has had an impact on the indigenous
culture of French Polynesia in a number of ways for over
200 years. This chapter presents an overview, integrating
historically situated accounts of the traditional culture with
perspectives on the influence of colonization and mission-
ary activity on the expression, beliefs, and values related to

Polynesian sexuality over the course of time. When avail-
able, contemporary sexual data will be presented. The focus
is specifically on the sexuality of the indigenous peoples of
French Polynesia and does not address that of the Europe-
ans or the other minorities, unless otherwise stated.

B. A Brief Historical Perspective

The beauty of these islands has been captured in the
paintings of Paul Gauguin and the writings of Herman Mel-
ville, Robert Louis Stevenson, Jack London, and W. Somer-
set Maugham, among other notables. Early explorers, such
as Captain James Cook (1769) and Captain Bligh of Bounty
fame (1788-1789), contributed to Tahiti’s reputation as a
sexual paradise. Indeed, the peoples of the area, particularly
the Society Islands, became distinguished for their sex-posi-
tive attitudes and known by Europeans for taking a casual ap-
proach to sex. Although the Polynesian sexual mores varied
greatly from those of the Europeans, they were not unregu-
lated. Polynesians had clearly defined cultural rules structur-
ing sexuality and marriage, including exogamy, hierarchy,
chiefly structure, genealogy, and incest rules.

The Polynesians’ ancestors arrived in the frontier areas
of Fiji, then reached Tonga and Samoa about 3,300 to 5,000
years ago (Oliver 1974, 1989, 67, 117). Eastern Polynesian
occupation occurred by 200 B.C.E. The Tuamotu Archipel-
ago was probably occupied by voyagers from the Society
Islands by about the 9th century, as were the Austral Islands
(Suggs 1960, 140-141).

The 1,609 square miles (4,167 km?) of area became a
French overseas territory under the French constitution in
1957 and is currently administered by a French High Com-
missioner assigned by France, and a 48-member Territorial
Assembly, both in the capital city of Papeete on Tahiti, the
largest of the Society Islands. The Territorial Assembly is
composed of locally elected representatives from the Wind-
ward and Leeward Islands of the Society Islands, the Aus-
tral Islands, Tuamotu Islands, Gambier Islands, and the
Marquesan Islands (Elliston 1996). “The Territorial As-
sembly has been granted more powers over internal affairs
over the past 20 years, as a result of Tahitian calls for more
‘internal autonomy’; the French High Commissioner, how-
ever, retains the right to overrule or modify any Assembly
decision” (quote from von Strokirch 1993; Henningham
1992; Elliston 1996).

The islands that now constitute French Polynesia are lin-
guistically of the Eastern division and originally included
proto-Marquesan and proto-Tahitian. Dialects of Tahitian
are spoken on the Austral, Tuamotu, Gambier, and Mar-
quesas Islands. (Tahitian is part of the Austronesian lan-
guage family that spread and diversified 6,000 years ago.)
This linguistic division is also replicated in terms of two
cultural groupings: Western and Eastern Polynesia, with the
Marquesas and the Society Islands identified as the cultural
epicenters of Eastern Polynesia (Goldman 1970, xxvii).
Robert C. Suggs suggests that these two archipelagos were
centers of population dispersion for the other islands in
Eastern Polynesia (1960, 107, 137).

1. Basic Sexological Premises

A. Character of Gender Roles

Because cultures operate as integrated systems, the ba-
sic sexological premises, such as gender roles, social status,
general concepts, and constructs of sexuality and love, must
be considered within the broader Polynesian cultural con-
text. Research on the status of women in traditional Polyne-
sian societies supports the view that their position was re-
garded as high (Howard & Kirkpatrick 1989, 82-83). High
status prevailed in the face of a tapu system in which
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women and men were segregated and women were re-
garded as less powerful. (See Section 2A, Religious, Eth-
nic, and Gender Factors Affecting Sexuality, for a discus-
sion of the concepts of tapu and mana.) In addition, al-
though there was a division of labor between Polynesian
women and men, it was different from the traditional West-
ern gender bifurcation of public/domestic or inside/outside.
In traditional Tahiti, men hunted pigs and fished, engaged in
warfare, and built temples, while women fished for shell-
fish, gardened, and produced mats and bark cloth (Oliver
1974). However, role flexibility was differentially enacted
among the various Polynesian societies (Howard & Kirk-
patrick 1989, 82-83). To fully understand women’s position
in precolonial Polynesia, the context of the “chiefly struc-
ture” must be considered. Chiefly status could take prece-
dence over gender, and consequently, women could also as-
sume positions of power as chiefs (Elliston 1996).

Levy’s work among the Tahitians from 1962 to 1964 sug-
gests a culture in which attention to gender distinctions con-
tinues the precolonial trajectory (1973, 230-237). Evidence
of this is found in the Tahitian language in which gender is
linguistically underplayed. While gender-specific occupa-
tional divisions do occur, there is a great deal of role pliabil-
ity and cross-over, e.g., although women do not hold office in
the formal political sector, they have an important voice and
interest in politics (Levy 1973, 233). The high position of Ta-
hitian women continues a pattern reported early on by ex-
plorers. The traditional descent system of reckoning through
either matrilineal or patrilineal lines provided women access
to powerful positions in the social order. Levy’s research
concluded that a blurring of gender boundaries continues as a
contemporary pattern in rural Tahiti. However, he found that
in the more urbanized and Westernized setting of Papeete,
this pattern of gender equality and blending was becoming
polarized by the wage-labor economy in which men are the
breadwinners and women the homemakers (Levy 1973, 232-
237). Elliston (1996) suggests that this pattern has not come
to fruition, but rather women’s employability is increasing
while men’s is decreasing.

Some researchers have proposed that in traditional times,
in Eastern Polynesia (including the Marquesas and Society
Islands), women’s status was considered low because they
were noa: common, impure, and polluting in regard to mana.
Shore’s examination of the literature suggests this may be an
oversimplification. He cites considerable evidence to the
contrary (1989, 146-147). For example, Hanson and Hanson
argue that women’s menstruation was not regarded as “sim-
ply polluting, but as inherently dangerous because it repre-
sents a heightened time of female activity as the conduit be-
tween the worlds of gods and human” (1983, 93 in Shore
1989, 147).

In-depth discussions of gender roles in recent times are
presented in Douglas Oliver’s Two Tahitian Villages (1981),
Greg Dening’s Islands and Beachers (1980), and Robert
Levy’s Tahitians: Mind and Experience in the Society Is-
lands (1983), among others.

Thomas (1987) has discussed Polynesian gender roles in
order to highlight the dramatic effect of colonization and
missionization on contemporary Marquesan women and
men. Depopulation has had an impact on the Marquesans,
as has the introduction of wage labor, which, in some areas,
continues today as a mixed economy with subsistence, oc-
casional copra sales, and/or intermittent wage work. The
work of Marquesan women is haka ha’e propa, which
means “to make the house clean.” This includes a variety of
domestic chores, childcare, clothes washing, and cooking.
Men engage in agriculture and horticulture, fishing, cutting
coconuts for copra sales, and/or paid manual work. The di-

vision of labor is flexible, and women may work in gardens
or collect Tahitian chestnuts, while men may do some work
in the house which consists primarily of cooking. Unlike
Western practices, cooking, washing dishes, and clothes
washing in the nonurban areas are done outside the home.
Even if a family has a gas stove or washing machine, this is
placed outside the home.

But this model of gender roles that continues in more-ru-
ral areas is changing in the more central, Westernized, and
urbanized island locales, where the presence of schools,
hospitals, post offices, and other administrative services, as
well as greater opportunities for continuous employment,
affect traditional patterns. Women participate in the work-
force in these areas to a high degree, particularly in clerical
positions, while men are employed primarily in the high-
way department with road maintenance. Women'’s pattern
of employment is typically one in which they quit work to
have children, but may later return to part-time positions. In
contrast, men have a more consistent pattern of long-term,
wage-labor employment (Thomas 1987).

Thomas (1987) suggests that these gender-role patterns
and the division of labor is more likely a result of colonial-
ism than a traditional Polynesian cultural pattern. The tradi-
tional pattern of gender roles in the early contact period
(1790-1830) was quite different, according to Thomas.
Like Polynesian societies generally, the fapu system was an
important part of the social organization of the Marquesas,
and it frequently involved segregation of the sexes.

Traditional activities for men included fishing from ca-
noes, which continues today, while traditional women’s ac-
tivities included gardening, preparation of bark cloth, and
making mats. Prior to missionization, women had other op-
portunities for enhancement of their status. Coexisting with
a class of male chiefs and priests was a class of women sha-
mans whose importance varied throughout Polynesia. In
the Marquesas, these women priests occupied a privileged
position in society as curers and diviners who received food
or pigs as payment for their services. The old Marquesan
role parameters provided women with opportunities and
access to prestige and power.

The Western disparity in gender roles delineated by sep-
arate but unequal domains of the public and the domestic
was not expressed in traditional Marquesan gender roles.
The tapu system also mitigated against such a Western pub-
lic/domestic split, since typically men ate meals with men,
not with women. As Thomas (1987) has noted, today
Marquesan gender roles reflect Western tradition and the
imposed Christian gender polarization of men-public-pro-
vider and women-domestic-nurturer. The demise of the
tapu system occurred unevenly, but seemed to have been
eliminated by the 1880s, facilitated by French colonial rule
in 1842, the political efforts of the Catholic and Protestant
missions, and the decline of the indigenous population. Co-
lonialism and missionization disrupted the hierarchical as-
pects of the social system and eroded the chiefly structure,
along with the system of fapu and mana that sustained it
(Elliston 1996). By the late 19th century, polyandry, which
was probably only practiced by the highest-ranking fe-
males, had become almost extinct (Thomas 1987).

Major changes in the political economy resulted in the
replacement of traditional landholding units and mecha-
nisms of redistribution by autonomous groups engaged in
their own subsistence. Missionaries felt that the traditional
Marquesan practice in which women gardened was im-
proper and unseemly to their sex. According to Christian
dictates, the women should be confined to their homes
while the men should work as the cultivators. This was suc-
cessfully imposed on the Marquesan peoples and others in
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French Polynesia. Lockwood reports a similar pattern in the
division of labor, in which men are the farmers while
women are responsible for the household and childcare on
Tubuai (1989, 199).

The impact of Western missionization on gender roles
was particularly effective in French Polynesia because of
the large-scale disruption in the indigenous way of life. All
these factors converged to influence indigenous gender
roles. Yet, the continuity of women’s precolonial status vis-
a-vis men cannot be underestimated (Elliston 1996). How-
ever, this does not now mean that women cannot surmount
the Christian ideologies that place men at the head of the
household. Lockwood observes that Tahitian women are
“socially assertive and are frequently willing to challenge
male authority when in a position to do so.” Oliver’s de-
scription of ancient Tahitian women as “anything but a pas-
sive, deferential, submissive lot; certainly not in domestic
matters and often not in ‘public’ affairs either” (1974, 604)
could be applied equally to contemporary Tahitian peasant
women (1989, 207).

B. Sociolegal Status of Males and Females

The sociocultural status of Polynesians throughout the
life course varies in terms of ages and expectations. Oliver’s
(1981) and Levy’s (1973) work on Tahitian life stages is
particularly valuable in this regard. The infant, an ‘aiu
(“milk eater”), gradually becomes a child (tamari’i) be-
tween 1 and 3 or 4 years old (also tamaroa, boy child, or
tamahine, girl child). Childhood is followed by taure ‘are’a,
the period of pleasure. This stage is ushered in by signs of
approaching puberty. Between the mid 20s and early 30s,
one becomes ta ‘ata pa’ari (“a wise or mature person”). Old
age is 7i ‘au (old) and/or if an individual becomes senile, he
orsheis ‘aru’aru, “weak and helpless” (Levy 1973, 25), see
also Oliver (1981, 340-400).

Traditionally, the status of individuals in many areas of
French Polynesia was defined by a hierarchical pattern of
genealogical ranking, sustained by the belief in mana, and
encountered through the fapu system of behavioral rules
and restrictions. The Polynesian system of genealogical
ranking was one in which the firstborn child was of higher
status than his or her siblings. Those in such a position, re-
gardless of their gender, were in a state of mana and, ac-
cording to some reports, were therefore secluded for certain
periods. The aura of mana also extended to a lesser extent to
other siblings as well.

In traditional Polynesian societies prior to disruption of
the fapu system, children were regarded as highly potent
and potentially dangerous. As a result, they had to undergo
certain rituals to prepare them to interact in the secular
world. All upper- and lower-echelon children were appar-
ently imbued with this divinity. The Polynesian cosmology
regarded this sacredness as a highly charged force that re-
quired precautions lest harm could befall the unprotected
individual.

Jane and James Ritchie (1983) noted that the precolonial
pattern of early-childhood indulgence, community con-
cern, and an extended-family concept of parenting has con-
tinued, especially in the more traditional areas at the time of
their research. Children learn to be autonomous and respon-
sible for tasks and chores at an early age. This transition to
responsibility and autonomy occurs when the child is
around 2 to 3 years old. By the middle years of childhood,
peers are accountable for most of the childcare. Polynesian
groups, and French Polynesia is no exception, were noted
for a pattern of fluid child adoption. This pattern still occurs
today. Adoption may occur informally through kin net-

works that may bypass the legal adoption process. (See
discussion below of marriage and the family.)

Gender was also conceived as an integral part of general-
ized Polynesian hierarchy, genealogy, and the status of the
individual as adolescent and adult. Thomas (1987) has de-
scribed Marquesan men as traditionally having mana, while
women were me ‘ie (common or free of tapu in relation to
men). The term noa is used in other parts of Polynesia. How-
ever, there were numerous situations in which women could
become subject to tapu prohibitions. This represents the con-
textual aspects of the tapu system described earlier. Such
contexts required precautions as well as certain restrictions
on the individual, his or her possessions, and tasks. Certain
kinds of activities were segregated by sex and locale, e.g.,
women learning a new chant, men making a net, or a woman
placing herself under tapu to conceive or prevent a miscar-
riage. This kind of tapu involved communal eating, sleeping,
and prohibitions on sexual activity for a particular period of
time, or until the project was completed.

Thomas (1987) has also pointed out that tapu and me ie
were relational constructs, and that in the Marquesas, a man
who was tapu in relation to a particular woman might be
me e in relation to other men who were in a tapu grade
above him. This same man would be me ‘ie in relation to
women of chiefly status.

In addition to the elites in the Polynesian hierarchy,
there were people who were low-status servants of the
elites, as well as those who were nonlandholding tenant
farmers. It was the commoners in the Marquesas who were
most affected by the fapu restrictions, e.g., common men
could only eat what was produced by women. Persons at the
lowest level of the hierarchy were not affected by the tapu
on food, since they were the servants and produced food for
not only themselves, but for the elite they served. The elite
were less affected, because they neither produced nor pre-
pared the food they ate.

C. General Concepts of Sexuality and Love

While sailors on the early European exploring ships re-
garded Polynesia as a sexual paradise, the missionaries they
brought viewed the same cultures as dens of debauchery.
Oliver (1989) cites a 1778 report of J. Forster who stated:
“The great plenty of good and nourishing food, together
with fine climate, the beauty and unreserved behavior of
their females, invite them powerfully to the enjoyments and
pleasures of love. They begin early to abandon themselves
to the most libidinous scenes.” Tahitians specifically, and
Polynesians generally, became known for their sex-positive
attitudes and open valuing of sexuality, although the cul-
tural structuring and tacit rules for sexual expressions were
not apparent to the Europeans. Sexual experience and ex-
pression for many Polynesians began early and continued
throughout the life course.

Needless to say, the various explorers and colonial ship
crews visiting the islands misunderstood Polynesian sexu-
ality. For example, in the Marquesas, young naked girls
swam out to the ships to engage in sexual trysts with the
sailors. While the sailors took advantage of the sexual liber-
ation of these young girls, they experienced some ambigu-
ity, because their own Western sexual paradigm had no
comparable framework or referent. While Polynesian girls
were similar in some respects to the prostitutes or sex work-
ers who typically greeted these sailors at other ports, they
were also very different because of their youth, nakedness,
and willingness to swim out to greet the boats. In addition,
not all young women swam out to the boats or engaged in
sex with the sailors. The young girls that came out to the
ships were outside the tapu classes, so their relations with
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the visitors provided them access to status and wealth that
they would not normally have. Foreign sailors and observ-
ers were not aware of the situational and contextual factors
behind this behavior (Dening 1980).

Others who swam out to the ships were the Marquesan
Ka'ioi. These were adolescents who were separated at pu-
berty in order to be educated in the social conventions and
skills necessary to become singers and dancers at koina
(feasts). For girls, this was a period of intense sexual play
and display. It involved learning songs and dances for the
feasts, as well as the art of beautification, which included
the application of oils and bleaches. High-status girls were
not educated as Ka ioi, nor did they swim out to the ships.
However, it was this behavior among the Marquesans that
also contributed to the Western stereotype of Polynesian
sexual license (Dening 1980).

In their massive cross-cultural review of the ethnographic
literature, Ford and Beach (1951) classified the Mangare-
vans, the Marquesans, and the Pukapukans as “permissive
societies,” characterized by tolerant attitudes toward sexual
expression in the lifespan of the individual. According to
Gregersen (1983), Polynesia is known for “public copula-
tion, erotic festivals, ceremonial orgies and sex expeditions,”
which had disappeared by modern times. It should be pointed
out that this does not imply a sexual free-for-all by any
means, as noted by Douglas Oliver’s account in Ancient Ta-
hitian Society (1974). While missionaries were immediately
struck by the Polynesian variance from Western Christian
standards of sexual morality, it should not be assumed that
Polynesian sexuality was without cultural rules. Like sexual-
ity everywhere, Polynesian sexuality was structured and
bound by norms, regulations, and sanctions—although these
were different from those of the explorers, missionaries, and
colonials. It was primarily the young and unmarried people
who had the greatest sexual freedom; married people and the
elite class had much less.

Although Polynesian societies condoned premarital sex-
ual expression, access to partners was strictly structured.
Gregersen (1983), for example, reported that on the island of
Raroia in the Tuamotu Archipelago, there were only 109
people in 1951. Such a small population meant that seven of
the nine women of marriageable age were prohibited from
having sexual partners because of incest regulations. In the
neighboring atoll of Tepuka in the 1930s, the young people
were all related and had to journey to other islands or await
the arrival of visitors to find a partner.

Specific laws were enacted with French colonization. In
1863, for example, the French administrators banned much
of the traditional cultural practices that involved tapu, the
religion, traditional songs and dances, warfare, naked bath-
ing, wearing of perfumed oils, polygyny, polyandry, and
other practices at variance with Christian morality. These
laws did much to repress the precolonial culture, but, as
Elliston (1996) points out, “Polynesians found ways around
both the Church teachings against sex-outside-marriage,
and against French laws.”

2. Religious, Ethnic, and Gender
Factors Affecting Sexuality

A. Source and Character of Religious Values
Polynesians today are primarily Christian, with 54%
Protestant, 30% Roman Catholic, and 16% other, including
Mormon, animist (the indigenous system), and Buddhist.
The impact of missionary activity in the Pacific is reflected
in the high percentage of Christian religious affiliation. De-
pending on the particular historical situation, different de-
nominations may predominate in an area, e.g., the Mar-

quesas Islands are over 90% Catholic; Protestantism domi-
nates the Austral Islands and the Leeward Islands, while the
Tuamotu Islands are two-thirds Catholic and one-third
Mormon. Although Thomas (1987) suggests that Catholi-
cism’s antagonism to contraceptive use has resulted in typi-
cally large families, large families are more probably a con-
tinuation of an earlier pattern that existed prior to depopula-
tion, rather than as the consequence of Catholic religious
attitudes.

It is important to remember that once the Europeans ar-
rived in Polynesia, the traditional culture began to undergo
major change and disruption. Archival and historical re-
search can provide important clues in unraveling the tradi-
tional patterns that have persisted despite European colo-
nialism and missionary activity. Broadly speaking, the vari-
ous denominations of missionaries found the Polynesian
sex-positive cultures repugnant. They were appalled by the
Polynesian joy of sex, and repelled by the marital practices
that allowed for polygyny and even polyandry.

In discussing religion, it is inappropriate to segregate the
sacred aspects of indigenous Polynesian life from the wider
culture, since these societies are unlike the West, where
there is a clear division between the sacred and the secular.
In contrast, the sacred and secular are interwoven in an inte-
grated fashion within Polynesian cultures. An attitude in
which sex was highly valued was reproduced as part of the
synthesis of the social and the sacred in Polynesian life. Sa-
cred aspects of sexuality incorporated beliefs about repro-
duction, fertility, and fecundity that were symbolically ex-
pressed through ceremonial sex. Marshall (1961) reports
evidence of public sex associated with sacred temples on
the Island of Ra’ivavae. This was also recorded for Tahiti.
Among Tahitians, the sacred temples, or marae, served as
the center of daily life. The religious system was based on
beliefs in spirits and gods. Humans and gods were in a rela-
tionship that permeated all aspects of the Tahitian’s daily
life. Even the gods were regarded as joyous and sexually
playful in concert with the positive sex ethos of the culture.

The tapu (taboo) system regulated social behavior. It was
based upon an important religious element, mana, a funda-
mental principal of divinity and sacredness, that has been lik-
ened to electricity, prevalent among some Polynesian societ-
ies. Mana provided a relational and contextual structure, as
well as demarcated sacred boundaries around class, time,
events, space, and people. “Theoretically mana is an inher-
ited potential, transmitted genealogically, with greater pro-
portions going to firstborn children. It is therefore a matter of
degree—a gradient ideally coincident with kinship seniority.
Ultimately it stems from the gods” (Howard & Kirkpatrick
1989, 614). Mana, however, must be demonstrated through
acts and activities of an individual. Success demonstrated the
strength of one’s mana, while failure signified weak mana
(Howard & Kirkpatrick 1989, 64). Mana was also associated
with fertility, fecundity, and abundance—both reproductive
and agricultural, according to Shore (1989, 142).

Shore suggests that this aspect of mana may account for
the traditional Polynesian emphasis on the genitals of the
chief. In the mana, relational and contextual construct power
was somatically embodied in the head and the genitals,
which were regarded as sacred. For the Marquesans, these
were the bodily sites for the protection of the self (Dening
1980). Linton reports that in traditional times, “there was
constant mention of the genital organs of the chief, which
were given names indicating their vigor and size” (Linton
1939, 159, in Shore 1989, 142). The Marquesan concepts of
sacred personhood and the autonomy of the individual ap-
parently also transcended class and gender in some respects.
All individuals were credited with an inherent divinity that
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granted them inalienable social respect. However, in terms of
ranking, the chiefly group held a higher position, because it
was believed that their personal mana far exceeded others.
Nevertheless, regardless of rank or status, the individual was
endangered if the tapu regions around the head and groin
were violated.

Bradd Shore (1989, 137-173) has described fapu in
depth. Tapu is a difficult concept for Westerners to under-
stand. It is not directly translatable into our concept of ta-
boo. Tapu has multiple referents. According to Shore,

First, the term has two quite distinct usages, one active,
the other passive. As an active quality, tapu suggests a
contained potency of some thing, place, or person. In its
passive usage, it means forbidden or dangerous for some-
one who is noa [not divine, common]. Moreover, it seems
to combine contradictory properties, suggesting on the
one hand sacredness, reverence, and distinctiveness and,
on the other, danger, dread, and pollution. (1989, 144)

When people were engulfed by tapu, they were in sacred
states, and consequently, restrictions and prohibitions were
placed on their behavior as well as their person. Tapu was the
system that structured behavior in relation to mana. For ex-
ample, according to Nicholas Thomas (1987), females were
considered me ‘ie, common or free of tapu in relation to men.
This classification, however, did not mean that women could
not have a high status or could not enter mana states. How-
ever, mana was a fundamental spiritual rationalization for
segregation of the sexes that resulted in fapu, or restrictions
on the interaction between the genders in certain domains.

Marquesan women were also regarded as potentially
dangerous when menstruating, which provided them with
certain kinds of power. For example, a woman could curse an
object by naming it for her genitals or by placing the object
beneath her buttocks. Similarly, tapu could be assigned to an
object by naming it for one’s head or placing the item above
one’s head. Among the Marquesans, who believed women
were potentially dangerous, sexual restrictions were also
placed on intercourse at various times. According to Thomas
(1990, 67) “some aspects of femaleness seem to be at the cen-
ter of the tapu system.” This was not, however, a universal
pattern in French Polynesia.

The religious aspects of indigenous sexuality were also
evident in the Tahitian arioi cult (discussed later in greater
detail and described by Oliver (1974).) Members of the
arioi society, an organization of traveling Tahitian enter-
tainers, dancers, and athletes, were permitted unrestricted
sexuality. Their roles as entertainers included sexual titilla-
tion and celebration for the public. The sexual element of
this cult was permeated by the religious, as the arioi were
dedicated to the Tahitian god, *Oro (Oliver 1974).

B. Source and Character of Ethnic Values

The peoples of French Polynesia are part of the larger
culture area of Polynesia, sharing linguistic and many other
cultural characteristics (Burrows 1968, 179). However, in
precontact times, there was much cultural variation and di-
versity among the five island groups making up French
Polynesia. Today, unification by the French has provided
“the Polynesians living in these different archipelagos and
islands . . . new grounds for relating to one another, includ-
ing the use of French and Tahitian languages” (Elliston
1996). However, it should not be assumed that variation has
been lost. For example, Oliver’s study in 1954-55 of two
Tahitian villages, one on Huahine and the other on Mo’orea,
led him to state: “I came to recognize that there were almost
as many subspecific varieties of Tahitian societal cultures
as there were communities” (1981, xii). In Elliston’s (1996)

words, “Polynesians throughout the archipelagos continue
to have a very strong sense of their own locally-based iden-
tities by which I mean that their contemporary identities are
strikingly based on their islands and archipelagos of ori-
gin.” Elliston explains this as “in part because Polynesians
associate different characters, economic practices, even dif-
ferent cultures with different islands and archipelagos;
where one is from encodes a great deal of information in the
local signifying systems,” noting that Polynesians them-
selves generally see a great deal of diversity in the islands.

Oliver spearheaded a research project in which the social
organization of eight Tahitian communities were studied,
two each by Douglas Oliver, Ben Finney, Antony Hooper,
and Paul Kay. The social organization of these island peoples
varied, as did their methods of food production, as adaptive
responses to different environmental riches. In Eastern Poly-
nesia, as in Western Polynesia, social organization was a
ranked system. The precolonial social system was a chiefly
structure and within it variance occurred. Therefore, unlike
Western Polynesia in which rank was graded, Eastern Poly-
nesia was stratified by class (Burrows 1968, 185). Four ma-
jor kinds of socioeconomic ranking or “degrees of stratifica-
tion” existed in the traditional chiefly structures of what is
now constituted as French Polynesia.

Tahiti had a very complex ranking system that usually in-
cluded hereditary statuses consisting of ari’i (aristocracy),
ra atira (gentry), manahune (commoners), feuteu (servant
class), and a small nonhereditary slave class of #iti, captured
during warfare. The people of Mangareva had “two basic sta-
tus levels with tendency to form a third,” while the Mar-
quesas had “two status levels,” and the Pukapukans “two sta-
tus levels; the upper containing very few members” (Sahlins
1967; Stanley 1992; Ferdon 1991). While class stratification
continues in modern times, the traditional categories have
been abandoned (Oliver 1981, 37).

These hierarchical aspects of Polynesian society were
permeated with religious meaning since the chiefs and other
elites were regarded as divine and rich in mana. Tapu, mana,
the arioi, and a hierarchical chiefly structure were intercon-
nected as aspects of the sexual system. For example, in Ta-
hiti, as elsewhere, hierarchy was mandated by the gods and
manifested in all levels of social organization. The kin-con-
gregation or extended family had small marae to make offer-
ings to spirits. Extended-family households were organized
into neighborhoods that had larger marae with the chief’s
marae, which was the largest and most potent (Scupin &
DeGorse 1992). It was believed that “the highest ranking
chiefly family . . . was . . . descended from the first humans
created by the creator god, Ta’aroa,” and was, therefore, the
most powerful spiritually (Scupin & DeCorse 1992, 31).

The bilateral kinship system was one in which the chiefly
status and sibling order (first-born siblings ranked in status
above others) determined one’s social position. This was not
necessarily limited through the patrilineage. Women, like
men, could have access to chiefly positions. The practice of
bilateral reckoning provided for flexibility in status and rank,
facilitating affiliation through either the paternal or maternal
line (Scupin & DeCorse 1992, 313). As aresult of colonialism
and Christianization, the traditional social-political organiza-
tion of inherited rank no longer exists (Hooper 1985, 161).

3. Knowledge and Education
about Sexuality

A. Government Policies and Programs

Because Tahiti contains over 70% of the population,
public health efforts are focused in this area. Not currently
available at the time of this writing is information from a
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sexual survey conducted in Tahiti in November 1993 under
the auspices of La Direction de la Santé Publique.

B. Informal Sources of Sexual Knowledge

Informally, spatial organization and sleeping arrange-
ments may contribute to sexuality education of the young.
Ford and Beach (1951) reported that among the Pukapukans
and Marquesans, families often slept in one room, thereby
providing children an opportunity for sexuality education
through clandestine observation. This, however, must be
placed in cultural context. Parents were not putting on an
open display for children; but, because families slept in close
proximity, this provided children an opportunity to secretly
observe their parents copulating. In these societies, discus-
sions about sex with children were also very open and frank
as part of a pattern of sex positiveness. For example, among
the Ra’ivavaens studied by Marshall (1961, 241), children
were aware of orgasm, the role of the penis (ure), and the cli-
toris (tira) in sexual arousal.

Other avenues for sexuality education included prac-
tices around childbirth. Oliver (1989) recounts that on old
Raroia in the Tuamotu Archipelago, childbirth was a social
event in which the whole community attended, including
children, and even male members who also assisted in
childbirth. This custom of including males in childbirth as
assistants is notable, for in many parts of Oceania, as else-
where, men are prohibited from participating in childbirth.

Indigenous beliefs about conception in French Polyne-
sia are part of the informal system of education. In a study of
the Marquesas in the late 1970s, Kirkpatrick (1983) re-
ported the then-current belief that, although babies were
conceived through the copulation of males and females, this
was not sufficient. Divine intervention was also a necessary
component.

The Tahitian ethnotheory of conception asserted that the
fetus received physical and divine characteristics from both
parents. The infant’s sacred attributes were regarded as cyno-
sure of its birth. In Old Tahiti, the genealogical system of
ranking reckoned that the degree of divinity in each child
was directly proportional to the degree of descent from his or
her ancestral deities. The firstborn inherited more divinity or
mana than the subsequent children, so that a genealogical
line consisting of all firstborn children had more divinity
than others. The amount of divinity was also synergistic, so
that a firstborn of parents of equal divinity possessed more
sacredness than either parent.

F. Allan Hanson (1970, 1444-1446) has written on the
“Rapan Theory of Conception.” This analysis focuses on the
Rapanese ethnotheory that conception is most likely to occur
in the three to four days following menstruation when it is be-
lieved women are most fertile. In order to prevent pregnancy,
Rapanese couples abstain from sex during this three- to four-
day period. While this practice is not an effective method for
limiting family size, it can be understood as articulating with
Rapan theories of physiology and reproduction.

The Rapanese woman, based on Hanson’s survey of
85% of the population, has an average of 6.3 births and
raises about five children per woman. This is considered
burdensome by the Rapanese who would like to reduce
family size to ideally two to three children. The Rapanese
say that:

a fetus is formed when semen enters the uterus and co-
alesces with the blood harbored there. The existence of
ovaries, Fallopian tubes, and ova is not recognized. Men-
struation ceases after conception, because all the blood
goes to building the fetus. If conception has not occurred,
the blood becomes stale after a month, is expelled in men-
struation and is replaced with a fresh supply. The uterus

opens and closes periodically, opening each month to al-
low the old blood to flow out. . . . Semen cannot enter
when the uterus is closed, so there is no possibility of con-
ception during the greater part of the cycle. (Hanson 1970,
1445)

This theory is also found in the Tuamotu Archipelago on
Pukapuka. In the Huahine and Mo’orea villages studied by
Oliver (1981, 334), as elsewhere in Tahiti, children were
highly valued. Problems in conception were treated by a
woman specialist who used an indigenous medication of hi-
biscus and green coconut.

4. Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns

A. Children and Adolescents

Among the Pukapukans, Mangarevans, and the Marque-
sans, during indigenous times prior to Christianization, a tol-
erant attitude was taken toward childhood sexual expression.
Among the Pukapukans, children masturbated in public with
no opprobrium. The parents apparently ignored their behav-
ior (Ford & Beach 1953). Levy’s research among Tahitians
from 1962-1964, cites early explorer and missionary ac-
counts of masturbation among adults and children (1973,
113-116). His work among rural Tahitians indicates children
masturbate, although the Tahitian term used to describe mas-
turbation refers to males, since it includes the morpheme for
uncircumcised penis. Levy notes that “the emphasis on
prepubertal male masturbation is striking” (1973, 115). It is
considered a boy’s activity outgrown with adolescence.
However, adult censure of masturbation does occur and
seems to be centered on the fear that the boy’s foreskin might
tear. Masturbation by post-superincised males is criticized as
an indication that he cannot attract a female.

B. Adults

According to William Davenport (1973), in traditional
pre-Christian Tahiti, masturbation was sanctioned posi-
tively for young women and men.

5. Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors

It needs to be noted here that the three Euro-American
developmental stages of childhood, adolescence, and adult-
hood may be of limited utility when encountering non-
Western peoples. Adolescence is a fairly recent Western
construct whose relevance and meaning cross-culturally
will vary. For example, Kirkpatrick (1983) notes that the
contemporary Marquesas islanders have an ethnotheory
that encompasses four stages of human development: in-
fancy, childhood, youth, and age.

A. Children

During the traditional times, the Pukapukans, Mangare-
vans, and Marquesans permitted children open sex play
(Ford & Beach 1953). The cultural practices of Marquesans
and Pukapukans not only allowed open sex play among
children but, as mentioned earlier, provided children clan-
destine opportunities to observe adult sexual behavior be-
cause of the sleeping arrangements. According to Oliver
(1974) on Tahiti, coital simulation became actual penetra-
tion as soon as young boys were physiologically able. The
Tahitians found children’s imitation of copulation humor-
ous. Other evidence suggests that young girls may have
engaged in copulation before age 10 (Gregersen 1983).

Kirkpatrick’s research (1983), based on 25 months of
fieldwork in the Marquesas (primarily on Ua Pou and Tahiti
during the late 1970s) provides much information on the
lifecycle, gender identities, and the integration of tradi-
tional patterns with new cultural influences. According to
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John Kirkpatrick, babies are massaged with oils and herbal
lotions to make their skin smooth, and baby girls are given
vaginal astringents to make the genital area sweet smelling.
Such treatments for girls continue through puberty and in-
clude menstrual preparations as well. The application of
fragrant oils, and the concern with cleanliness and personal
hygiene, is tied into a wider Polynesian valuing of beauty
and the body embedded in the traditional precontact cul-
ture. Suggs (1966, 25) comments that in traditional Mar-
quesan society, girls may have had their first coital experi-
ence by age 10, and boys were circumcised between 7 and
12 years old.

Oliver’s (1981) ethnography includes in-depth discus-
sion of infancy, childhood, and other life-course stages in
Tahiti (see the chapter on “Passing Through Life,” pp. 342-
400). In this regard, he notes that children played in mixed-
gender groups until 13 or 14 years old. The Tahitian atti-
tudes to children playing at copulation was one of amuse-
ment (1981, 366). However, as children approached the age
of 11, adult parental attitudes shifted in regard to young fe-
males but not males. Oliver points out that parents objected
to girls engaging in sex prior to marriage, an ideal that coex-
isted with an open and sex-positive attitude. Given Atean
and Fatatan flexible definitions of marriage and the cohabi-
tation of young people as a kind of trial marriage, the ideal
of chastity in veiled-bride weddings accounted for only
8.9% of Atean and 22.5% of Fatatan weddings.

B. Adolescents

In discussing adolescents, it is especially important to
avoid ethnocentrism. Adolescence is a Western construct
with specific age and social concomitants that is of limited
use cross-culturally. A more culturally relevant approach
for a discussion of Polynesian sexuality is marital status and
hierarchy rather than age.

Rites of Passage

Puberty rituals were practiced in traditional times among
the Polynesians, including ceremonies in which male geni-
tals were altered surgically, and females and males were both
tattooed. These rituals defined the individual as having
reached the age of procreation. Traditionally, superincision,
along with tattooing, occurred some time after childhood,
but before adulthood in the Society Islands.

Superincision continues to be part of contemporary
Polynesian practices among some societies. One of the
functions of the superincision is to make the penis hygienic
and clean, just as vaginal astringents are used for cleanli-
ness in young girls. This is part of the continuing traditional
Polynesian cultural emphasis on beauty and cleanliness. It
is believed that clean and sweet-smelling genitals make one
more attractive as a partner (Kirkpatrick 1983).

However, the puberty ceremonies were and continue to
be much more than male genital surgery. They are markers
of a process of social-identity transformation as the youth
approaches competence and adulthood. Kirkpatrick (1987)
discusses Marquesan superincision as a “freeing or en-
abling event. It results in emergence into the world, rather
than the incorporation of the subject into a new group or sta-
tus” (1987, 389). Young Marquesan males take pride in be-
ing superincised for these reasons. Additionally, it is not
considered proper for an unsuperincised male to have inter-
course. In the Old Society Islands, Oliver (1974) notes that
sex was allowed prior to the completion of the tattooing or
superincision.

The superincision was traditionally done in the Mar-
quesas by a local indigenous specialist. In the Old Mar-
quesas, the superincision was performed after puberty, al-

though Kirkpatrick (1983) found that in the late 1970s, the
age of superincision was expanded to include 11- to 18-
year-old boys. Frequently, a boy or group of boys would re-
quest that a superincision be performed.

Levy (1973) describes Tahitian superincision in very
similar terms. Superincision among Tahitians is part of a
boy’s entré into faure’are’a (“the time or period of plea-
sure”). Levy points out that this precontact pattern contin-
ues in modern times because of its association with Chris-
tian circumcision. Peer pressure, such as teasing about
smegma, is the reason boys gave when asked why they pur-
sued superincision. Reinforcing this is a belief that super-
incision enhances sexual pleasure. Linguistic evidence in-
cludes an indigenous term for “skin orgasm,” which de-
scribes the unsuperincised male’s orgasm as quick and
unsatisfying (Levy 1973, 118-119).

In superincision, the foreskin is cut, various prepara-
tions may be applied on the wound, and then the penis is ex-
posed to heat and salt water to heal. Young men will go to
rock pools in the sea and expose their penis to the heat from
sun-warmed rocks and then alternately bathe in the sea.
When the incision is healed, the boys may return to their
daily activities and wear shorts. This pattern is similar to the
Tahitian regimen that has changed very little from tradi-
tional times. A group of boys gets together and asks a man
known for his ability to operate on them. Parents are not told
beforehand of the boys’ plan to do this. A razor blade is now
used to cut the skin, followed by bathing in the sea and ap-
plication of herbal medicines. A fire is made with leaves,
and the boys heat the penis from the vapors and then
bandage it (Levy 1973, 118-119).

Marshall (1961, see below) reports that superincision,
practiced among the ancient Ra’ivavaens, included sexual-
ity education by a priest, as well as a training component in
which the superincision scab was removed by copulation
with an experienced woman. A boy cannot become a man,
even among contemporary Ra’ivavaens, without the super-
incision. While specialists performed the superincision tra-
ditionally, any male with knowledge of the procedure may
do so today. However, traditional elements persist in the
technique, as well as in the removal of the scab through in-
tercourse with the older experienced woman (Marshall
1961, 248).

Superincision is a characteristic Polynesian practice.
Although the foreskin is only slit, the outcome of exposing
the boy’s penis is the same as in circumcision, according to
Davenport (1977, 115-163). Although Davenport main-
tains that the dramatic ritual aspects of superincision have
been lost, the genital operation continued at the time of his
writing in 1976 in Polynesia.

Generally speaking, in the Polynesian area, women were
not rigidly isolated when menstruating as in Melanesian
groups. Like female puberty rituals throughout the world, the
Marquesan girl’s rite of passage is more continuous and less
dramatic than the boys. Reproduction readiness was recog-
nized by the growth of pubic hair. Kirkpatrick (1983) notes
that if a menstruating female climbs a breadftuit tree, it is be-
lieved that the fruit will have blotched skin. In the Old Society
Islands, there was no ritual around menstruation, although at
puberty, girls did receive tattoos on the buttocks. Menstruat-
ing women were not to enter gardens or touch plants. Levy
reports in his early 1960s research that some traditional be-
liefs persist regarding menstruation among Tahitians. Appar-
ently, young women who were menustrating were told to
avoid getting chilled or eating cold foods, as this could result
inma’i fa’a’i (the filled sickness). It is believed that if a girl
does not menstruate, and/or if she remains a virgin, the blood
will fill her body and head and make her crazy, also leading
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toma’ifa’a’i. One act of intercourse was believed necessary
to ensure good menstruation (Levy 1973, 124-126).

Premarital Sexual Activities and Relationships

Among traditional French Polynesian societies, and for
Polynesia generally, there were two standards for premari-
tal sex that varied by status and rank, according to Daven-
port (1976). For example, among the Tahitians, firstborn
daughters in lineages of firstborns were very sacred. As a
consequence, their virginity was valued and protected until
a marriage with a partner of suitably high status was ar-
ranged. Among these elite daughters, virginity was demon-
strated, for example, by the display of a stained white bark
cloth following coitus. Subsequent to the birth of their first-
born child, females of high rank were permitted to establish
extramarital liaisons. On Pukapuka, according to Marshall
Sahlins (1967), the chief kept a sacred virgin in his retinue
as a symbol of his spiritual power.

Among the Margarevans and Marquesans, the only ap-
parent restrictions on adolescent sexuality were incest, ex-
ogamy regulations, and/or the upper-class status of certain
females. Premarital virginity was required for a chief’s
daughters but not for other youths. This pattern, according
to Kirkpatrick (1983), continues even today, where con-
cern for rules of exogamy and relatedness still persist
among Marquesans. However, Marquesan youths may not
be aware of their degree of relatedness to a potential part-
ner when they begin a relationship, a source of concern to
their elders.

Marshall’s study of Ra’ivavae (1961), based on reports
from the archives of ethnographer J. Frank Stimson, his
own ethnographic research with elderly consultants, arche-
ological, and linguistic analysis, presents a picture of a
highly eroticized Tahitian culture that has been largely dis-
mantled by colonialism and Christianity.

The clitoris, among ancient Ra’ivavaens, received a
great deal of cultural attention. Marshall reports that the cli-
toris was elongated by the child’s mother through oral tech-
niques as well as tying it with an hibiscus cord. An elon-
gated clitoris was considered a mark of beauty. According
to Marshall’s research, the king would inspect a girl’s clito-
ris to see if it was sufficiently elongated for her to marry.
The girls who were ready for marriage would display their
genital attributes at a sacred marae (Marshall 1961, 272-
273). Both cunnilingus and fellatio were practiced among
traditional Marquesan youth and adults (Gregersen 1994,
272; Marshall 1961). Suggs (1966, 71-73) describes con-
temporary Marquesan sex as including virtually no fore-
play and lasting five or less minutes.

For the indigenous population of French Polynesia, the
taure are 'a period in the lifecycle is demarcated as a special
status. Taure 'are’a is part of a traditional pattern that con-
tinues today primarily in rural areas. In the Marquesas, ado-
lescence includes a category known as taure ‘are’a that op-
erates as a transitional period between childhood, to'iki
(kid), and adulthood ‘enana motua (parent person). Kirk-
patrick describes it as “errant youth” (1987, 383-385).
Taure’are’a are characterized by their sexual adventures
and same-gender peer orientation. Taure ‘are’a are known
for brief sexual liaisons in contrast to adult sexuality, which
is integrated within the larger context of domesticity. As a
period in the lifecycle, taure’are’a is characterized by its
pleasure-seeking goal and is looked back upon fondly by
adults (Kirkpatrick 1987, 387). Taure 'are’a is regarded as a
temporary status that gradually evolves into adulthood. It is
one in which brief sexual encounters are replaced by rela-
tions and cohabitation with their partners (Levy 1973, 123).
It has also been argued that taure ‘are’a is a time of “testing

relationships” through cohabitation with one or more part-
ners serially (Elliston 1996).

According to Kirkpatrick (1983), peers are very impor-
tant for the Marquesan youth, especially the finding of a
confidant with whom one can share secrets, including sex-
ual ones. Of apparent equal interest is the establishment of
heterosexual relationships. These sexual liaisons must re-
main secret because of the rigid Christian sexual prohibi-
tion against premarital sex. For example, if pregnancy were
to occur, the girl would be either forced into marriage or her
relationship would be ended, although this is not true of Ta-
hiti or other areas of French Polynesia. Peer relations are not
severed with marriage, although one’s behavior is expected
to mature. Sexual gossip is considered normal for youths
but not for adults. There is some expectation of a double
standard for youthful males and females. Youthful females
are expected to act more coy than their male counterparts. In
the Marquesas of the late 1970s, males were the sexual initi-
ators, while it was considered inappropriate for girls to take
the lead. However, it is a cultural value that both partners
should desire and enjoy sex.

Levy also reports on the taure ‘are’a period among rural
Tahitians. Taure are’a for Tahitians during the 1960s was
very similar to that described for the Marquesans. For girls,
taure are’a status converged with menstruation and the de-
velopment of secondary sexual characteristics. According
to Levy, the girls’ taure ‘are 'a period is less distinctive than
the boys in terms of role contrast with childhood norms
(Levy 1973, 117-122). For boys, taure ‘are 'a status does not
begin with superincision, but occurs gradually over the next
year or two following it.

In Piri (a pseudonym), Levy notes that most youngsters
had sexual intercourse between 13 and 16 years of age. Vir-
ginity was regarded as unusual for faure ‘are ‘a males and fe-
males, although shifting demographics, with the migration
of taure’are’a girls to Papeete, seems to be having an im-
pact on the prevalence of virginity. At the time of Levy’s re-
search (1962-1964), the taure ‘are’a male was the initiator
in terms of making the arrangements for a sexual encounter
(Levy 1973, 122-124).

Douglas Oliver’s Two Tahitian Villages (1981), histori-
cally situated in 1954-1955, offers a detailed enthnography
of social life, life stages, sexual behavior, courtship, mar-
riage, and relationships in two rural villages on Huahine and
Mo’orea. Oliver’s male Tahitian consultants began having
intercourse between the ages of 12 and 15 years old. Ac-
cording to Oliver, the standard position was male on top.
Male foreplay, which typically lasted from five minutes to
half an hour, included: “breast fondling and kissing, clitoral
manipulation, and cunnilingus; mutual orgasms were ex-
pected and . . . nearly always achieved” (1981, 274).

Night crawling/creeping is a traditional practice that
continues even today in various forms throughout Polyne-
sia. It is known as moe totolo among Samoans and motoro
among Mangaians and Tahitians. There is some contro-
versy among anthropologists as to the function and mean-
ing of'this institution. Oliver (1989) regards night crawling/
creeping as resulting from sleeping arrangements in which
family members shared the same sleeping quarters. It seems
to be embedded in the faure are’a pattern for adventure by
both females and males.

Night crawling is characterized by the efforts of a young
man to sneak into the house of a sleeping young woman and
copulate with her without her parents finding out. Appar-
ently, this could be accomplished either with collusion from
the young female or without her prior consent. In the latter
case, the belief was that the suitor would penetrate the
young female while she was asleep; and, if she awoke, she
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would enjoy it so much she would not want to scream and
alert her parents. Oliver (1989) offers a different explana-
tion, suggesting that the parents may have abetted the situa-
tion if their daughter was without suitors by making ar-
rangements for a young man to sneak into their home, and
then deliberately catching the couple and forcing them to
get married. Levy reported that motoro continued among
Tahitians in Piri at the time of his research, but that the
pattern was on the decline (1973, 123).

C. Adults

Cohabitation, Marriage, Family, and Sex

Adult interpersonal heterosexual behaviors, like other
aspects of French Polynesian sexuality, must be placed
within its cultural context. Oliver (1974, 1981, 1989) has re-
ported that the traditional Tahitians, both premaritally and
maritally, experienced sexuality with great joy and gusto,
and that this value was expressed in the wider culture
through styles of interaction and verbal banter, religion, en-
tertainments, mythology, and so on. This ties in with Wil-
liam Davenport’s analysis of the “erotic codes” of Polyne-
sia, defined as those symbolic aspects of culture that “both
arouse sexuality and enhance its expression” (1977, 127).
Davenport’s 1977 essay on “Sex in Cross-Cultural Perspec-
tive” is very useful in summarizing this cultural framework
and describing intracultural variations.

Marriage was traditionally restricted between individu-
als by status in the chiefly structure and lineage. Upper
ranks were not permitted to marry lower ranks. Formal mar-
riages were relegated to the upper and perhaps middle eche-
lons (Oliver 1989b). Although couples of disparate status
were not usually permitted to marry, they could cohabit, al-
though they were dissuaded from having children (Oliver
1974). Divorce was traditionally handled flexibly with the
couple returning to her or his own family. They were then
free to remarry. There was no formal legal divorce in
premodern Polynesia, according to Weckler (1943).

Beauty and sex were closely linked in Polynesia, al-
though in Old Tahiti it was most pronounced. In Tahiti, be-
cause large size was a symbol of beauty, higher-ranked boys
and girls were secluded, overfed, and prevented from exer-
cise so that they could put on weight. Subsequently, they
were displayed in all their pale and fat beauty so as to attract
a potential spouse. According to Ford and Beach (1951),
Pukapukans also liked plump builds on men and women.
Apparently, the Tahitian’s value on beauty was reiterated in
the belief that a baby could have several biological fathers
who would contribute their respective physical traits. Since
extramarital, as well as premarital sex was accepted,
women would select attractive and athletic young men as
sexual partners. In the traditional Marquesas, Ford and
Beach (1951) noted that elongated labia majora were con-
sidered attractive. Levy has uncovered an ethnotheory of
relationships that suggests couples must have a physical
compatibility. This is in contrast to one-night trysts in
which one person may be as good as another (1973, 129).

In the mid-1950s Aeta and Fatata, Tahitian attractive-
ness norms favored physical types that were neither too thin
nor too fat. Aside from the veiled-bride weddings in which
chastity, or at least evidence of strong parental control over
the daughter’s social behavior, was a prerequisite, previous
sexual experience was not unexpected (Oliver 1981, 291-
292). See below for Oliver’s (1981) typology of Tahitian
weddings.

The sexual practices of indigenous French Polynesians
include cultural-religious institutions. Gregersen’s (1983)
review of Oceanic sexual practices makes note of the arioi
cult. This was an organization of Tahitian men and women

divided into sects, located throughout the Society Islands,
who traveled within the archipelago as singers, dancers,
athletes, and sexual exhibitionists. Eroticism pervaded the
Tahitian songs and dances of the arioi entertainers. The
arioi members were allowed free sexual expression on their
journeys, but they were not allowed to marry or have chil-
dren. This organization was embedded with religious mean-
ing and has been interpreted as a fertility cult. The arioi
practiced abortion and infanticide, because having children
was not permitted for the member. Should an arioi become
a parent, he or she was humiliated and their participation in
the cult limited. The arioi were well known for their sexual
pursuits with one another and with noncult members en-
countered on their journeys. Members were selected on the
basis of physical beauty and talent that transcended chiefly
boundaries to include commoners as well.

Sex and eroticism were made public in other ways as
well. Linton’s 1939 report of the Marquesans revealed that
naked dancing, along with public group copulation, was
practiced as part of feasting and festivals as a pre-Christian
traditional pattern. Linton disclosed that women would
pride themselves on the number of men they had sex with.
In ancient times, Pukapukans of the Tuamotu Archipelago
would reserve places called ati, where men and women
could go for sex parties. These were organized by a person
who also acted as a guard, to prevent conflict by angry ex-
lovers and husbands (Gregerson 1983).

One of Marshall’s (1961, 273) Ra’ivavaen consultants
contended that, in traditional times, public sex followed
men’s prayers in the sacred temples. According to this par-
ticular consultant, various positions were used, cunnilingus
was practiced, and “sperm was smeared upon the face and
in the hair as a kind of mono’i’ (coconut oil)” (Marshall
1961, 273; Elliston 1996). Ceremonial copulation was inte-
grated within the spiritual ethos, which, according to Mar-
shall, was saturated with eroticism as a central theme. The
erotic was related to fertility, reproduction, and the sacred.

Polynesian societies have been distinguished by a posi-
tion for coitus at variance from the Western “missionary”
position, as the Polynesians refer to the male-prone-above-
prone-female position. According to Oliver (1989b), the
“Oceanic position” was traditionally far more popular than
the missionary position. The “Oceanic position” is one in
which the couple sat facing each other. Other positions in-
cluded the man squatting or kneeling between the woman’s
legs and pulling her toward him, lying side-by-side facing
one another, or with the woman’s back to the man’s front. In
the Marquesas, a sitting position was reported where the
woman sat astride the man’s lap or assumed a side-to-side
lying position. A variety of sexual positions were used, al-
though the woman on top seems to have been the more-
prevalent position related to the generalized Polynesian
concern for the sexual pleasure of women. The most com-
mon position taken today seems to be the missionary posi-
tion, which is undoubtedly a result of Christian missionary
efforts (Gregersen 1983).

Delayed ejaculation for the man was considered a val-
ued expertise in Old Polynesia because it facilitated the fe-
male partner’s pleasure. Multiple orgasms were valued by
both partners in traditional Polynesia as well. Although
there was a lesser emphasis on foreplay and more concern
with intercourse, the Marquesans were known for practic-
ing cunnilingus and fellatio. Coitus interruptus was also re-
ported among the Marquesans. According to Ford and
Beach (1951), the Pukapukans had no preference for sex
during the day or at night; each was just as likely.

Kissing among Polynesians is a Western custom. The
traditional Tahitian/Polynesian kiss (%0 i) consisted of mu-
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tual sniffing and rubbing of noses on the face. According to
Levy (1973, 128),

kissing on the mouth is still considered a mild perversion.
Contemporary Tahitian foreplay according to younger
male Pirians includes: “kissing, fondling the woman’s
breasts, and occasionally cunnilingus.” Fellatio was con-
sidered a practice of “bad girls” in Papeete. (Levy 1973,
123)

Intercourse among Pirian youth continues the tradi-
tional pattern that emphasizes the female orgasm. A man is
humiliated by not bringing his partner to orgasm. The role
of the clitoris in women’s pleasure, as in traditional times,
still is part of people’s sexual knowledge. In Piri, it is re-
ferred to as feo. Linguistic evidence provided by the term
‘ami’ami suggests a precontact focus on eroticism. It is con-
sidered a unique capability of some women who can con-
tract and relax the vaginal muscles during coitus (Levy
1973, 128). Elliston (1996) notes that Sahlins makes refer-
ence to the Hawaiian term ‘amo ‘amo in Islands of History,
writing: “Girls were taught the ‘amo’amo[,] the ‘wink-
wink’ of the vulva, and the other techniques that ‘make the
thighs rejoice’” (p. 10).

Surveys on the frequencies of sex for traditional indige-
nous French Polynesians at various points in history are
sparse, although qualitative reports found in the ethnogra-
phic literature are available for some of this area. Suggs’s
1956-1958 study, Marquesan Sexual Behavior (1966), com-
bines qualitative and quantitative data. Frequencies for
Marquesan adolescents are sometimes said to be more than
ten times in a single night. This may be compared to fre-
quencies for older married couples that are reported of from
five times a night to two to three times a week. Questions of
accuracy and bias must be considered in evaluating this
data. Levy’s Pirian male consultants reported that sex oc-
curred daily in the first year or two of a steady relationship,
but dropped to about one to three times a week, declining af-
ter several years to once every two or three weeks or once a
month. A sex-positive attitude is evident as there is no indi-
cation of sanctioning of sex among the elderly. Sex contin-
ues up to two to three weeks prior to childbirth and is re-
sumed in one to two months. However, sex is prohibited
during menstruation (Levy 1973, 125-126).

Data on contemporary sexuality in French Polynesia are
not abundant. A sexual survey was considered in Tahiti un-
der Le Direction de la Santé Publique in 1993, but had not
been initiated as of early 1997. Spiegel and colleagues
(1991) have provided recent sexual data collected between
October and December 1990 on 74 sexually active women
between the ages of 18 and 44 who were working in bars or
nightclubs. It must be noted that this sample is not at all rep-
resentative of the population at large. The median number
of sexual partners among this group was 3 (range 1 to 200),
and the median number of sexual encounters was 104
(range 12 to 1,095). This segment of the population is im-
portant because of their risk for contacting and spreading
sexually transmitted diseases.

Marriage patterns in traditional French Polynesia in-
cluded monogamy, serial monogamy, polygyny, and poly-
andry. For example, Oliver (1974) observes that elite chiefs
were required to engage in monogamy; lower male chiefs
could have two to three wives, although only one wife’s
children could inherit titles and property. The middle and
lower classes of Tahiti were known to have been polygy-
nous. The Marquesas were known for polyandry. An elite
woman’s household might include a primary as well as sec-
ondary husbands (pekio). The secondary husbands were
subordinate to the primary husband and performed menial

duties, although as members of elite households, they had
privileges associated with the aristocracy (Goldman 1970,
142). According to Thomas’s 1987 review of gender in the
Marquesas, polyandry is better understood as part of do-
mestic relations rather than conjugal relations per se. How-
ever, Goldman asserts that an unequal sex ratio of 2.5 men
to one woman may account for the pattern (1970, 142).
Commoners practiced cohabitation rather than the formal-
ized marriages of the privileged classes.

The Marquesans traditionally engaged in a ritual in
which the husband was required to have intercourse with
his wife almost immediately after childbirth. Following ex-
pulsion of the afterbirth, the wife would bathe in a stream. It
was believed that intercourse should then occur while the
wife was in the stream in order to stifle the flow of the
bleeding.

In contemporary French Polynesia, marriage is legiti-
mized by the Church although most people are not formally
married. The Protestant Marquesans must be married before
membership in the Church is granted. The transition from the
secret liaison to marriage signals a dramatic change from
youth to adulthood (Kirkpatrick 1983). On Ra’ivavae, Mar-
shall found that of 31 marriages, 29 couples had cohabited
(1961, 275). This continues the traditional pattern of premar-
ital sex despite a Christian overlay.

Nonlegalized adoption, a common pattern throughout
Polynesia, must be interpreted in the context of the social
organization of the family. Kirkpatrick (1983) has noted
that the traditional Marquesans had a pattern of large multi-
couple households that included not only extended fami-
lies, but also others not closely related. Such households
may have been indicative of wealth. This pattern would also
include children whose biological parents were unable to
raise them for a variety of reasons. Although this kind of
adoption or fosterage is not legal in colonial French Polyne-
sia, it is socially instituted and informally practiced. It rep-
resents an old and more widespread Polynesian pattern of
fluid adoption that may include close kin, more-distant kin,
and even those not directly related.

The trend in the Marquesas in the late 1970s was toward
nuclear conjugal family dwellings. This represents the in-
fluence of Catholicism as well as broader Western trends.
However, the traditional pattern of foster parents and casual
adoption still continues today. Kirkpatrick (1983) found
that on Ua Pou, 19% of the individuals in the households
were unrelated to the household head. Tahitians have a sim-
ilar pattern of fosterage. Levy reports that 25% of the Tahi-
tian children were not residing with their biological parents
at the time of his research (1973, 474-483).

Polynesian childrearing patterns have continued to per-
sist despite the social disruption caused by exploitation,
missionization, and colonialism. The Ritchies (1983) have
identified several common themes delineating traditional
Polynesian childrearing. Among these are fosterage and
adoption as part of a wider pattern of community investment
in children. Because the community was traditionally com-
posed of lineages of related people, parenting was a collec-
tive endeavor, unlike that in the West where it is exclusive to
the nuclear family. Howard and Kirkpatrick note that adop-
tion continues today to function as a mechanism to foster re-
lationships between families at the community level and to
create alliances at a more macro level (1989, 87). There are
economic and ecological implications as well. Adoption of
children may help a family with domestic labor since chil-
dren have certain tasks to do. As they mature, they become
important economic contributors for a household. Adoption
is also “a powerful adaptive mechanism for equitably distrib-
uting people relative to resources, including land, in island
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environments” (Howard & Kirkpatrick 1989). In addition,
early indulgence of infants was followed by an expectation
of autonomy for children beginning around 2 to 3 years of
age. Peer socialization began with sibling care and responsi-
bility for younger siblings, and included larger community
groups of peers who spanned a broad age range from 2 to 20
years old.

Extramarital Sex

Extramarital sex was also part of precolonial French
Polynesian cultures. The Pukapukans celebrated a success-
ful fishing expedition with extramarital sex. Apparently,
women would initiate sexual joking as the men returned
with their catch. This was followed by trysts in the bush.
Both single and married people participated in these extra-
marital opportunities with no opposition from their spouse,
provided they respected class and incest prohibitions (Oli-
ver 1989b). Among the Tahitians, restrictions on sexuality
occurred for upper-class women, sometimes before as well
as after marriage, although men and women of common sta-
tus were free to participate in extramarital sex (Oliver
1989b; Davenport 1977).

There were, therefore, two standards in effect for tradi-
tional Tahitians—one for commoners and others, and one for
the very elite. Firstborn children, in genealogical lines of
firstborns, were regarded as very high ranking and sacred.
Purity of the genealogical line was important and controlled
through rules against premarital and extramarital sex until, at
least, the woman gave birth to a successor. Then, she was
permitted extramarital freedom. For example, Douglas Oli-
ver notes that married ari i women were notoriously promis-
cuous (personal communication with Oliver 1994). Elite
women were known to separate from their husbands and to
establish their own residence and have lovers (Oliver 1974).
Men and women of common status faced no restrictions on
extramarital sex (Davenport 1976, Oliver 1989).

On Tahiti, according to Sahlins (1976), a male chief who
produced an illegitimate heir practiced infanticide unless
measures were taken to alter the status of the mother to be
equal to that of the chief. On Mangareva, the chief’s power
was such that the rule of prohibition against marriage to a
first cousin was often disregarded.

Extramarital sex was also institutionalized in the Soci-
ety Islands in terms of sexual hospitality. Male taio partici-
pated in a form of formal friendship relations where sexual
intercourse was permitted with one’s married faio‘s wife.
Taio of the opposite sex were not permitted intercourse be-
cause their relationship was a social siblinghood and pre-
vented by the incest taboo (Oliver 1974; Ferdon 1981). Sex-
ual hospitality is regarded by some researchers as a wide-
spread Polynesian pattern (Gregerson 1983).

Among the Pukapukans, adultery was believed to cause
delayed delivery, and women in such situations were ex-
pected to confess (Gregersen 1983, 255). Kirkpatrick (1983)
did not find extramarital affairs practiced on Ua Pou, al-
though Suggs (1966) reported that extramarital affairs were
common in the Marquesas during his sojourn there. How-
ever, according to Goldman (1970, 585) precontact adultery
could have dire consequences, resulting in murder by jealous
husbands and possible suicide by the wife of an adulterous
husband. Suggs (1966, 119-120) reveals that at the time of
his research, although adultery was condemned, it still oc-
curred. However, it caused jealousy and hard feelings among
both sexes if found out.

Although adultery was the primary cause of breakups
and divorce in Aeta and Fatata in the mid-1950s, it was not
reason enough by itself. Oliver’s Tahitian consultants re-
garded adultery as something any Tahitian, given an oppor-

tunity, would be likely to do (1981, 317). While church pas-
tors in both villages declared adultery as a sin and cause for
explusion, the Tahitian attitude was more relaxed, reflect-
ing a double standard of greater tolerance of male adultery
than female (p. 334).

6. Homoerotic, Homosexual, and
Bisexual Behaviors

A. Children and Adolescents

Some Tahitian upper-class men, according to Douglas
Oliver, kept boys in their household for sex, although this
was not a widespread practice. Suggs (1966, 24) states that
homosexual experiences among boys, and possibly girls,
were common among Marquesan adolescents.

B. Adults

Since first colonial contact, the indigenous peoples of
Polynesia have been engaged in culture change and trans-
formation. Indigenous systems of homosexual options may
be influenced, or even reinvigorated, by the advent of West-
ern homosexual identities. For French Polynesia, it is nec-
essary to point to this complexity in order to understand
homosexuality/bisexuality from a cultural perspective that
is not a Western-based psychological model.

There were two forms of homosexual behavior in an-
cient Tahiti. Some Tahitian ari 7 men, according to Oliver
(1989), kept boys in their household for sex. The other con-
text for homosexual expression was associated with the
mahiu status. The mahii was a transvestic tradition that in-
cluded homosexual practices with nontransvestic males. It
is important to note that since the mahi is a transgendered
category, the term homosexual is not really an appropriate
descriptor for mahu sexuality. Swallowing semen was be-
lieved by Tahitians to foster masculine vigor (Gregersen
1994, 274). The indigenous pattern of the mahii is not an
equivalent to Western subcultural homosexuality or West-
ern transvestism, but was an integrated part of the wider Ta-
hitian culture. The homosexual aspects of the mahii status
were not its most significant features, but rather it was the
cross-gendered aspects of dress and behaviors that identi-
fied one as a mahii. The mahi is reported throughout Poly-
nesia and was found among the Marquesans, where it was
very similar to the Tahitian form, according to Oliver
(1989). Ferdon (1981) found evidence that the mahii began
dressing in women’s attire while very young. (See Section 7
on gender diversity for further discussion.)

Data on Western-type homosexuality in contemporary
French Polynesia is sparse. Chanteau et al. (1986) distin-
guish the presence of a male homosexual community of
Polynesian men that frequented hotels, bars, restaurants,
and nightclubs of Tahiti (presumably in Papeete). This pop-
ulation was considered at high risk for LAV/HTLV-III in-
fection by Chanteau et al. who conducted a serological sur-
vey. (See discussion on HIV/AIDS below in Section 10.)
The population recruited for the serological survey con-
sisted of 50 transvestite homosexuals known as raerae.
Forty percent of this population had only one partner and
frequency of intercourse was once a week. Eighty-five per-
cent of this group had intercourse only once a month. Some
of this population had had plastic surgery and female hor-
mone therapy. It is difficult from this report to assess the
character of this population, since there are a number of
possible gendered identities.

Spiegel and colleagues (1991) collected data from 156
male homosexuals aged 13 to 54 between October and De-
cember 1990. The annual median number of sexual partners
was 9.5 (range 1 to 600) and the median number of sexual en-
counters was 156 (range 2 to 5,810). Of this population,
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56.4% were transvestites. Unfortunately, it is not possible to
place the transvestites in the cultural milieu, as sampling in-
formation was not provided by the researchers. Nor is it pos-
sible to determine the social identity of the transvestites in
terms of the mahii, Western gay transvestism, a modern syn-
thesis of both patterns, or some other identity (Williams
1986, 255-258). These transvestites are employed in bars,
hotels, and nightclubs. Apparently a raerae subcultural ex-
pression is found in the Miss Tane and Miss Male beauty
contests. It should be noted here that the Western term trans-
vestite is not really appropriate in describing the complexity
of transgendered identities and homosexualities of French
Polynesia.

Levy also records the introduction of the term raerae to
refer to homosexual and lesbian behavior. While Pirians
maintained lesbian behavior (oral and mutual masturba-
tion) did not occur on Piri, it was believed common in
Papeete in the bar scene. It was not considered part of a les-
bian orientation but rather context-specific. Women who
engaged in lesbian encounters were not stigmatized, ac-
cording to Levy (1973, 139-141), but more-recent research
indicates that lesbian lifestyles are problematic in Tahiti
(Elliston 1996).

7. Gender Diversity and
Transgender Issues

In discussing transgendered individuals among indige-
nous populations, Western-based terminology, such as
“transsexualism” or gender dysphoria, are inappropriate,
since they refer to 20th-century Western psychiatrically
derived categories. The expression of cross-gender or
transgender roles needs to be understood in the socio-
cultural context and not viewed from the Western perspec-
tive as “deviant” behavior. Levy (1971, 1973) has pro-
vided some of the most significant research on this subject
in his study of the mahu of Tahiti. The mahi was a
transgendered role for males who dressed and took on the
social and occupational roles of Tahitian women including
taboos and restrictions. According to Levy, the mahi tradi-
tion has continued from precontact times, although attrib-
utes of the status have changed somewhat, so that today the
mahii no longer cross-dresses, but still engages in work
that is considered traditionally female, such as household
activities. Levy considers the mahii a role variant for men.
An interesting parameter of the mahii in rural Tahiti is that
a man can be “mahi-ish” without being mahu. Mahu are
regarded as being “natural,” yet one does not have to re-
main mahu throughout the life course. There is a concep-
tion of effeminacy associated with mahi. Mahii are not
stigmatized nor are their heterosexual male partners. Ac-
cording to Levy, “a mahii is seen as a substitute female”
(1973, 34). In Piri, the mahii are not believed to practice
sodomy, but are fellators of other men.

As mentioned previously, this institution was wide-
spread throughout Polynesia. The mahu engaged in fellatio
with nontransvestite male partners, but these partners were
not considered mahii or homosexual. Mahu were also re-
ported to have been sex partners of chiefs. This suggests
that the Polynesian gender paradigm is one in which sex and
gender are discrete categories and the mahii identity func-
tioned to highlight gender differences. Levy suggests that
the mahii may be analyzed as an embodied warning to other
males on how to avoid nonmale behavior.

In neo-Tahiti, the mahu continues to be regarded as a
natural phenomenon. While various explanations are of-
fered for its occurrence, the mahii is generally a non-
stigmatized status and accepted within wider Tahitian soci-

ety. According to Kirkpatrick (1983), the Ua Pou Mar-
quesans note that there are no mahii in their area today be-
cause the mahii have migrated to Tahiti. Kirkpatrick de-
scribes the mahii as an ambiguous or disvalued status. The
Marquesans also have a more recently introduced term,
raerae, which is used interchangeably with mahii. The
Marquesan mahii are not considered women, but rather men
who want to act as women. The significant attributes for the
Marquesan gender paradigm in terms of mahi status relate
to occupation and appropriate peer relations, rather than
homosexual behavior per se.

Kirkpatrick (1983) reports on the Marquesan vehine
mako, or shark woman, which is a gender-variant identity
for females. Unlike the mahii, the vehine mako is not based
on relational or occupational criteria. Instead, the shark
woman is characterized by an aggressive and vigorous sex-
uality. The defining feature of vehine mako woman is that
she is a sexual initiator, an activity defined as masculine.
Thus, both the mahii and vehine mako are defined in terms
of the reversal of gender-role attributes. However, vehine
mako is not a female equivalent of the mahii, or recognized
as a form of female homosexuality. Levy regards the institu-
tion of the mahu as a boundary-maintenance mechanism
that identifies the limits of what is considered conventional
male and female gender behavior, i.e., masculinity and fem-
ininity. Whether this applies to the vehine mako must be
determined by further research.

[Update 2002: In the text above written in 1996, I raised a
cautionary note concerning the use of “Gender Conflicted
Persons” as a subheading, which was used then for this sec-
tion, because of its ethnocentric bias. That caution is even
more important in light of the emergence of intersexed and
transgendered persons in North America and Europe during
the 1990s. It is even more important today that researchers
avoid biased and ethnocentric wording that is rooted in the
Greco-Roman philosophical dualism of male and female
genders/sexes. The concept of “gender conflicted” is inter-
twined with Western medical/psychiatric derived categories
whose applicability in the cross-cultural record remains to be
determined. I have suggested substituting the terms “gender
diversity” or “gender variance” generally, and the indige-
nous terms specifically, following Sue Ellen Jacobs recom-
mendation for replacing the term Berdache with “two spirit”
in reference to Native American gender diversity (1994, 7).
The trend among anthropological researchers is to use less
“culture-bound” terminology and to seek to understand gen-
der variance within the extant gender paradigm.

[In the original text above, I reported on Robert Levy’s
(1971, 1973) substantial research on the Tahitian mahi.
Levy considered the mahii a role variant for men, which op-
erated as a negative identity for Tahitians in a society where
there was little gender disparity in roles. The mahii, accord-
ing to Levy’s interpretation, serves as a clear model of what
not to be. Although this research and argument are compel-
ling, it is important to note that this research has not gone
unchallenged. In his discussion of “Polynesian Gender
Liminality Through Time and Space” (1996, 285-328),
Niko Besnier makes a strong and persuasive argument that
the mahi, although clearly not a third gender as found in the
cross-cultural records elsewhere, is nevertheless something
more and outside of a variant role for men, as Levy claims.
Besnier suggests that the mahii is part of a wider Polynesian
pattern of gender liminality (threshold) or gender-liminal
personhood that occurs within a dimorphic gender para-
digm. Besnier makes several important points regarding the
Polynesian mahii in general, but argues for a historical
particularistic interpretation of the mahi as gender limi-
nality. He argues that although gender liminality:
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is best viewed as a borrowing process rather than as a role
or identity, it does give rise secondarily to a rather loosely
defined identity. Fundamentally counterhegemonic, it can
be a means through which some individuals stake a claim
on certain forms of prestige, but at some cost, as evidenced
in the low status with which it is associated in the politics of
sexual encounters, for example. (Besnier 1996, 327)

[Thus, Besnier takes issue with Levy’s functionalist in-
terpretation of the mahii as located in Tahitian low sex-role
disparity. Rather, Besnier points to a clear division of labor
by gender in Tahiti and argues that the mahu “blurs gender
categories rather than affirms them” in a society where . . .
gender boundaries are anything but blurred.” (Besnier 1996,
307). The question of the character of Tahitian gender roles is
an important one that has influenced subsequent research.
Thus, Levy’s perspective that Tahitian gender roles are rela-
tively androgynous has informed subsequent literature on
men’s and masculinity studies, such as David Gilmore’s
Manhood in the Making, specifically his chapter, “Excep-
tions: Tahiti and Semai” (1990, 201-219). Gilmore provides
a cultural-ecological explanation for Tahitian gender roles,
wherein it is argued that in environs where resources are
abundant and where there are no enemies and serious envi-
ronmental challenges, Tahitian men have nothing to prove
and no reason to separate their roles as radically different
from women. Besnier (1996) argues against this view that
Tahitian gender roles have little gender differentiation and
rejects Levy’s explanation of the mahii as related to androgy-
nous gender roles.

[Besnier regards the mahu status as an extremely com-
plex positioning that simultaneously incorporates ambiguity,
conflict, and contestation. It is articulated within the Polyne-
sian, and specifically Tahitian, concept of personhood as
context oriented (Besnier 1996, 328; Nanda 2000, 70). While
Besnier (1996) notes that the gender liminality is porous, it
may be adopted as a temporary position. Elliston’s research
in Tahiti finds that long-term participation in gender limi-
nality facilitates its legitimization (1999, 236).

[While commonalities may occur throughout Polynesia,
there are also regional differences that prohibit the view of
the mahii as a monolithic Polynesian presence, as testified
in the work of Levy and Besnier. Indeed, further research is
needed to understand regional context, but also the gender
crossings with Western-derived identities such as gay and
transgender. There is far less evidence of liminal females
and that the identity may be of more recent origin (Besnier
996, 288; Elliston 1999). Indeed, there is little research on
this subject, most notably Kirkpatrick’s (1993) ethnogra-
phic research of the vehine mako in the Marquesas, and
recently, Elliston (2000) in Tahiti.

[However, Besnier reports “copious early accounts of
mahiiin Tahiti, . . . Hawaii, the Marquesas and New Zealand
...7 (1996, 294), and argues that there appears to be histori-
cal continuity in contemporary gender liminality, although
she cautions that this needs more ethnographic and ethno-
historical research. For example, the mahu, whether in rural
or urban settings, has proclivities towards occupations and
tasks associated with women. The mahii is thought to have
exceptional expertise in these areas. For example, in urban
settings, mahu demonstrate skill as secretaries and as do-
mestic workers. While some intermittent cross-dressing oc-
curs on special occasions, such as dances, permanent cross-
dressing is not reported among mahii. However, Elliston’s
(1999, 236) research indicates that most Tahitian mahit men
wear a pareu, a clothing item worn mainly by women. Gen-
der-liminal persons also span social backgrounds. Histori-
cally, mahii have been reported as part of chiefly retinues,

acting as confidants to persons of chiefly rank and offering
sexual services for male chiefs, although it is not clear if the
mahii are actually of chiefly rank themselves (Besnier
1996, 297-298).

[According to Besnier (1996, 300), “sexual relations
with men are seen as an optional consequence of gender
liminality, rather that its determiner, prerequisite or pri-
mary attribute.” Levy (1973) reports that the Tahitian
mahii engages in fellatio with non-mahu men, who in re-
turn view the mahii as an accessible and unencumbered al-
ternative to women for sexual release. However, same-sex
relations with non-liminal men do not define the mahi
(Elliston 1999). In contemporary Polynesia, erotic en-
counters with mahii do not commonly occur once a man
has married, suggesting that sex with liminal men is a sec-
ond choice to sex with a woman (Besnier 1996, 301-303).
Thus, the meanings associated with sex with mahii vary
from that of the heterosexual ideal, such that it is “viewed
as promiscuous, transient and lacking in significance,”
contesting Levy’s (1973) stance that the mahi is “non-
stigmatized” (Besnier 1996, 302). Sex with liminal men
can be conceived as embedded in wider Polynesian ideolo-
gies of illicit sexuality. Mahu sexuality is further compli-
cated by Western-style gay identities, known as raerae,
currently emergent in urbanized areas. This is considered a
French importation (Nanda 2000, 65). Both Levy (1971,
1973) and Besnier (1996) offer provocative interpreta-
tions of the mahu in French Polynesia that deserve careful
review before conclusions can be drawn. Serena Nanda
(2000) provides an overview in “Liminal Gender Roles in
Polynesia” that integrates Levy (1971, 1973), Besnier
(1996), and Elliston’s (1999) research. (End of update by
A. Bolin)]

8. Significant Unconventional
Sexual Behaviors

A. Coercive Sex

Douglas Oliver’s (1974) intensive research could not
find evidence of rape in the precolonial Society Islands, and
according to J. E. Weckler, “rape is practically unknown in
(traditional) Polynesia” (1943, 57). However, today, rape
does occur. According to one anthropologist with a research
background in Tahitian culture, first encounters with a
young girl are often forced by the young man. Levy’s con-
sultants argued that haree (rape) may have occurred in the
past on Piri, but it does not occur today. Levy found no re-
ports of violent rape on the island of Huahine in which Piri
is located (1973, 124). More recently, Elliston (1996) re-
ported rape and attempted rape on Huahine and in Papeete.

B. Prostitution

Oliver reports that prostitution, as defined in the West,
was associated with European contact and exploitation of
the Pacific. In Old Polynesia, there were opportunities for
women in the royal courts to entertain visitors sexually.
These positions were not stigmatized in the least. One con-
sultant reports that today, in the Westernized and urbanized
city of Papeete, prostitution is not uncommon, although sta-
tistics were not available at the time of this writing. Stanley
also reported that today there is evidence of male prostitu-
tion among some transvestites (1992, 34).

C. Pornography and Erotica

Information was not available at the time of this writing.
The sexual survey of La Direction de la Santé Publique
(1995) is expected to address this (see address in Section
12B, Sex Research and Advanced Professional Education,
Major Sexological Surveys, Journals, and Organizations).
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D. Paraphilia

It is especially important here to specify the culture of
derivation in discussing unconventional behaviors. What is
unconventional from Western perspectives is not necessar-
ily regarded so from the indigenous view. Generally, the Pa-
cific peoples have a low incidence of Western categories of
paraphilia. In fact, Gregersen’s review of the literature of
Oceania revealed only the two rather suspicious reports de-
scribed below. Archival data on which these reports are
based may be inaccurate and even fanciful. It is with caution
that these are presented here.

According to Gregersen (1983, 1987, 278), among the
precolonial Pukapukans, a form of sexual contact with
corpses was said to have occurred. In this group, a strong
aversion to corpses was expressed in zapu. Contact with
corpses was prohibited and friends were not even permitted
to look at the dead. This fapu was mitigated in certain cir-
cumstances by the belief that the “grief of a cousin will be
naturally so intense that the tabus will be broken—not only
by looking at the corpse but even embracing it and some-
times having intercourse with it.” This violation of the corpse
tapu was referred to with a special term, wakaavanga. Al-
though contact with corpses was fapu, such behavior was ex-
pected of cousins. Archival data on which this report is based
may or may not be inaccurate and is subject to Western and
historical bias.

Gregerson (1983) also notes that sexual contact with an-
imals occurred among the Marquesans when partners were
unavailable. Men were known to have sex with chickens,
dogs, and even horses, while women were said to have lured
dogs into performing cunnilingus on them. However, this
account may also be in need of further investigation of its
accuracy.

From the vantage of the indigenous peoples of French
Polynesia, there was one behavior that was considered sex-
ually deviant. The celibate role of the priest is considered at
great variance with male Marquesan ways of being, accord-
ing to Kirkpatrick (1983). This role is considered distinc-
tive and deviant with the nature of Marquesan masculinity.

9. Contraception, Abortion, and
Population Planning

A/B/C. Attitudes, Practices, Teenage
Pregnancies, and Abortion

In precolonial Tahitian times of the latter 1700s, discus-
sion of teen pregnancies must be situated within the cultural
and historical context. The taure ‘are’a was a period of sex-
ual freedom during adolescence, and this, combined with
fosterage, testifies that teenage pregnancy was not prob-
lematic and should not be interpreted in terms of Western
concerns over teenage pregnancy, where the cultural ideal
is delayed pregnancy until young adulthood. It was not un-
usual among traditional indigenous societies for pregnancy
to occur during the teenage years; in many cultures, it was
the norm. Today, according to one consultant with Tahitian
cultural experience, grandparents may adopt the child,
while teenage marriage is much rarer.

The precontact Tahitians practiced infanticide and abor-
tion on occasion. The stratification by class was castelike and
intermixing was strictly prohibited. The offspring of parents
who were respectively from an upper- and lower-class status
was strangled at birth. The arioi society members were pro-
hibited from producing offspring, since children would be a
hinderance to the many religious activities required by cult
membership (Ferdon 1981). Abortion and infanticide were
practiced not only by arioi members, but also in cases where
arioi couples of two different class levels conceived. In these

cases, infanticide had no connection with population control,
but was practiced instead to counter a violation of interclass
marriage. This was tied to the status system in which titles
and positions were inherited through chiefly lineages. Infan-
ticide was practiced in situations in which either a woman’s
child was conceived with a male of lower rank or in which a
man’s child was conceived with a woman of lower rank. Al-
though, according to Goldman, male infanticide was more
common on Tahiti, Marquesan female infanticide was preva-
lent enough to result in a ratio in which men far outnumbered
women (1970, 563).

In the villages of Aeta and Fatata, mixed attitudes were
voiced on contraception, although few, if any, used contra-
ceptives regularly. According to Oliver, only “some [from
both villages] . . . knew of the existence of contraceptive de-
vices, mainly condoms” (1981, 341).

While attitudes about abortion was varied in these two
Tahitian villages, it was generally viewed as the concern of
the individual. A folk abortificient, a blend of green pineap-
ple and lemon juices, was available from older women spe-
cialists and believed to cause miscarriage within two months
(Oliver 1981, 34).

D. Population Control Efforts

Information could not be obtained by the author at the
time of this publication. See La Direction de la Santé
Publique “Sexual Survey” (1995; see address in Section
12B, Sex Research and Advanced Professional Education,
Major Sexological Surveys, Journals, and Organizations).

10. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
and HIV/AIDS

A. Sexually Transmitted Diseases

In Tahiti, testing for sexually transmitted diseases is
available at STD and maternity public clinics. There is a
dearth of information on the epidemiological study of chla-
mydia in the Pacific Islands, with the exception of one study
in New Caledonia. Chungue et al. (1988) have examined the
rate of Chlamydia trachomatis in three populations of at-risk
individuals in order to illustrate the importance of specific di-
agnostic testing for monitoring of this infection. Chlamydia
was found in 53% of 53 bar women (ages 15 to 45), 24% of
75 women attending a public maternity clinic for routine care
(ages 14 to 40), and 37% of 71 men attending an STD clinic
with acute or subacute urethritis (ages 17 to 37).

Neisseria gonorrhea infection was associated with chla-
mydia infection in 11.4% of the bar women and 18.3% of the
men with urethritis. Of the chlamydia-positive women,
58.3% of the bar women and 23.2% of the women at the ma-
ternity clinic were without clinical complaints. Eight bar
women (15%) were infected with Trichomonas vaginalis.
This study proves that Chlamydia trachomatis is common in
Tahiti and warns that asymptomatic women who are chla-
mydia-positive may be vectors for the spread of the disease.
The authors have proposed routine testing for Chlamydia
trachomatis in STD or maternity clinics.

According to a 1984 public health report by John A. R.
Miles, in 1971, three cases of syphilis were reported, but by
1977, the rate was 23 per 10,000. The rate of gonorrheais 27
per 10,000.

B. HIV/AIDS
Incidence, Patterns, and Trends

Several important surveys have been conducted regard-
ing HIV in the French Polynesian population. Chanteau et al.
(1986) conducted a serological survey screening for anti-
LAV/HTLV-III antibodies using Institut Pasteur and Abbot
Laboratories immunoassay kits. Four populations consid-
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ered high risk were tested. These included 80 homosexual
and transvestite men of low-SES (socioeconomic status); 37
homosexual/bisexual men of Polynesian, European, and
Chinese ethnic background of middle- or upper-SES, 35 fe-
male prostitutes, and 33 blood-transfusion patients. Four
positive results were obtained from the group of 37 homo-
sexual/bisexual men; three Europeans and one Chinese were
positive. This group was a highly traveled population that ap-
pears to be the source of the introduction of LAV/HTLV-III
in French Polynesia. Nicholson and colleagues (1992) mea-
sured the prevalence of HTLV-I using the ELISA test and
confirmation by Western Blot in 19,975 blood samples from
Australia and the western Pacific. No antibody was detected
in the 198 sera from the French Polynesian population. How-
ever, a 1989 study by Alandry etal., a 1991 report by Spiegel
etal., and research by Gras et al. (1992) all report evidence of
HIV and AIDS in French Polynesia.

These researchers suggest that HIV was introduced in
French Polynesia as early as 1973. Factors contributing to
the introduction and spread of HIV include blood transfu-
sions prior to August 1985, tourism primarily from conti-
nental France and the United States, and certain groups of
individuals whose behaviors put them at risk.

The Allandry (1991) report on HIV is based on data col-
lected over three years. In June 1988, 27,000 HIV tests were
given, including to 16,881 blood donors. Of the 27,000, 45
were seropositive; none of the blood donors were HIV-posi-
tive. While an additional two children not older than 18
months were HIV-positive, these were not included in the
study per se. The age breakdowns for the HIV-positive indi-
viduals are: 18 months to 6 years, 1; 20 to 29 years old, 24;
30to 39 years, 10;40to 49 years, 8; 50 years and over, 2.

Of the 32 HIV-positive men and 13 HIV-positive
women, 22 are of Polynesian ancestry, 19 are European,
and 4 are Asiatic. Twenty-two are homosexual or bisexual
males (48.8%), 12 are polytransfusions recipients (26.6%),
6 are partners of HIV-positive people (13.3%), 3 are hetero-
sexuals with multiple partners, and 2 are former drug users.
Based on this data, the rate of HIV-positives is 2.4 per
10,000.

Only 1 (0.7%) of the 147 homosexuals screened by
Spiegel et al (1991) showed a positive result. A subsequent
screening of 156 male homosexuals, among whom 56.4%
are transvestites working in hotels, nightclubs, and restau-
rants, and 74 sexually active females working in bars, was
conducted between October and December 1990. Among
the male homosexuals 13 to 54 years old, 3 (1.9%) are posi-
tive for HTLV-1. Among the 74 females 18 to 44 years old, 3
(4.1%) are positive. The median number of sexual partners
was 9.5 and the median number of sexual encounters was
156 in male homosexuals, while for the female population,
the median number of partners was 3 and the median num-
ber of sexual encounters was 104 for the period of October
to December 1990. Among the total population of 230 sub-
jects, 2 are IV-drug users, but both are HTLV-I negative.
The authors concluded that the risk for HTLV-I infection
among male homosexuals is increasing, and the infection is
also present in a female population at risk.

Gras et al. (1992) reported on 96 cases of HIV-positive
and AIDS-infected persons. Of these, 78% were between
21 and 40 years old, 72 of the 96 had acquired HIV through
sexual contact, and 94% live in Tahiti. The sex ratio was 2.8
males to 1 female. Fifty-five percent were Europeans, 38%
Polynesians, and 7% Asiatic. Gras estimates the rate of new
HIV infection at 20 new cases per year in a French Polyne-
sian population of 200,000, with 150 cases of AIDS per 1
million inhabitants. The rate of prevalence of HIV-positive
cases between 1987 and 1990 per 100,000 was a mean of

9.45, amedian 0f 9.65, and the extremes of 7.2 and 11.4. As
of June 21, 1993, 30 cases of AIDS were reported for
French Polynesia, according to the regional office for the
Western Pacific of the World Health Organization (1993,
9). Twenty-two cases were reported for 1979-1990, five
AlDs cases for 1991 with a rate of 2.7, and three in 1992 for
a rate of 1.6, with no cases reported as of July, 1993.

The ELISA test can be performed in only six laborato-
ries on the Island of Tahiti. A Western Blot confirmation test
isrequired for the HIV-positive cases. HIV-positive patients
are provided sex education on condom use, and follow-up
of asymptomatic individuals continues for six months.
Treatment may be either by a private physician or under the
Chefdu Service de Medecine du Centre Hospitalier Territo-
rial. A medical exam for the occurrence of opportunistic
diseases is also available. Individuals with AIDS may be
treated with AZT and pentamidine.

Availability of Treatment and Prevention Programs

Government policies contribute to the tracking of HIV
through readily available testing at hospitals and public
health centers. Testing may be done at the following cen-
ters: Le Centre de Transfusion Sanguine, Le Centre Hos-
pitalier Territorial, L’Institut Territorial de Recherches
Medicale Louis Malarde (Centre des Maladies Sexuelle-
ment Transmissibles, Centre de Lutte contre la Tubercu-
lose). La Direction de la Santé Publique en Polynésie
Francaise has been mandated by the Bureau d’Education to
teach safe-sex practices. A December 1985 law requires
testing of blood donors. In 1986, a consulting commission
for HIV was formed, along with efforts at follow-up. Since
1987, condoms may be imported tax-free. In 1990, free and
anonymous testing was made available to the public. In
monitoring HIV, the French Polynesian Public Health Serv-
ice and health authorities have implemented HIV-serum
surveillance following World Health Organization guide-
lines. Twenty thousand screening tests for both HIV I and
HIV 1II are done on a population of less than 200,000. Thus
far, only HIV I has been found.

[Update 2002: There is very little information on current
French Polynesian sexual behavior and HIV/AIDS avail-
able, with the exception of high-risk populations of raerae
and bargirls (Beylier 1998). Confusion over terminology of
raerae exists in the literature. Anthropologists, including
Levy (1973) and Besnier (1996), define raerae as Western-
style homosexuality in reference to a person “who does not
perform a female’s village role and who dresses and acts
like a man, but who indulges in exclusive or preferred sex-
ual behavior with other men” (Levy 1973, 140). However,
in the report Sexual Behavior and AIDS Prevention in
French Polynesia summarized below, “raerae” are referred
to as transvestite or transsexual males (1999, 7).

[This confusion was recognized as a problem by the
French Polynesian Health Department in its efforts to eval-
uate and direct HIV-prevention activities for the commu-
nity-at-large. A study was conducted with the approval of
the Territorial AIDS Control Committee in November
1998. The report was published in November 1999 by the
Ministry of Health and Research, Health Department, and
the Messager Contre le SIDA association, under the title:
Sexual Behavior and AIDS Prevention in French Polynesia.
Papeete, Polynésie Frangaise . The objective of this invalu-
able research was to “describe sexual and prevention-re-
lated behavior in the population residing in French Polyne-
sia and to gather information in an attempt to understand the
social logic which leads certain people to protect them-
selves, but others not, when faced with a possible risk of in-
fection” (1999, 2).
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[The population surveyed included 1,043 people, 523
males from 15 to 35 years old and 520 females from 15 to
35 years old on Tahiti, Moorea, and the Leeward Islands.
Respondents ranged from those with no schooling through
those with senior high school education or higher. All eth-
nic groups and mixes thereof were included (1999, 6).
Areas covered included lifetime number of partners, sex-
ual orientations, first sexual experience, forced sexual ac-
tivity, recent sexual activity including new partners and
occasional partners, social acceptance of infidelity, social
acceptance of homosexuality, preventative behavior with
regard to AIDS and STDs including condom use over the
lifetime, opinions about condom use and other preventa-
tive behaviors, screening for HIV antibodies among the
population surveyed, knowledge and attitudes about
AIDS, sources of information about sexuality, contracep-
tion, pregnancy, and abortion, comparing 1993 and 1999,
and sexually transmitted diseases. Some of the important
findings are listed below:

e “Over the last five years, almost half of young people
used condoms during their first sexual experience”
(1999, 3).

* The highest level of protection was with those most at

risk, those who have intercourse with occasional part-

ners, and homosexual or bisexual men.

“The non-use or intermittent use of condoms with occa-

sional partners by more than half of the subjects was a

particularly high risk” (1999, 3).

Men were most often the ones to take the initiative in

condom use whereas women gave preference to rela-

tionship-based models of risk management, which tend
to utilize careful selection of partners than on reducing

risks with condom use in sexual intercourse (1993, 4).

“People with little education had less access to preven-

tion information” (1993, 4). Regardless of age group,

the cost of condoms was regarded as an obstacle by half
those surveyed.

[According to the World Health Organization, 54 cases
of AIDS were reported for the years 1979-1996, with no
cases reported for 1997 and 1998 (WHO Report 1999, 1).
(End of update by A. Bolin)]

11. Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies

A. Concepts of Sexual Dysfunction

Sexual dysfunction must be considered within the cul-
tural context. For example, sexual dreams with orgasm
among Levy’s rural Tahitians were thought to be the work
of spirits and were regarded as “dangerous” (Levy 1973,
129). The concept of “dangerous” is not translatable as a
sexual dysfunction, but neither is it considered desirable.

Hooper (1985, 158-198) collected ethnomedical data in
two rural Tahitian communities on the Iles Sou-le-Vent, a
group of islands northwest of Tahiti in the 1960s. Indige-
nous folk medicine continues despite the cultural disruption
caused by missionization and colonialism and the introduc-
tion of Western medicine. Hooper describes a form of
“ghost sickness” with sexual implications. Ghost sickness,
mai tipapa 'u, is a special category of illness that is believed
to be caused by tipapa 'u. Such illnesses are characterized
by their “bizarre” aspects and can only be cured by an indig-
enous healer, a tahu’a. Tipapa 'u is an incorporal aspect of
the self, distinct yet coexisting along with the Christian no-
tion of the soul. Each person has a tiipapa 'u that can travel
during one’s dreams. When an individual dies, his tapapa 'u
continues to remain in the vicinity watching over his kin.

The tiupapa 'u is regarded as having a personality and can be
protective, but also vengeful and playful.

One form of ghost sickness entails visitations from
tipapa 'u of the opposite sex. While erotic dreams are re-
garded as encounters with tipapa 'u of the opposite sex (no
mention of same sex was made) and are therefore not really
dreams at all, these are not regarded as problematic if they
are occasional and the partners are varied. However, illness
can occur if an individual becomes obsessed with a particu-
lar visiting tiipapa 'u. In such a case of ghost sickness, the
individual may lose weight, refuse sex with his or her
spouse, and may be seen chatting and laughing with invisi-
ble tipapa 'u. Hooper describes the case of B, who refused
sex with her husband. “She would bathe in the evenings, put
on scented oil and special clothes, and lie on a separate bed,
talking and laughing with a tiupapa 'u tane (male ghost).” A
healer was called in who “commanded the tipapa’u to
leave and never return. B slept soundly for the rest of the
night and had no more dealings with the male ghost again.
According to . . . the healer . . . the ghost was ‘ripped up’ by
his familiar” (Hooper 1985, 178).

Levy’s Pirian consultants reported that frigidity and im-
potence did not occur. The only conditions acknowledged
as leading to impotence were illness or getting chilled. The
Tahitian theory of sexual attraction may explain this, and
clearly points to the importance of a relativistic perspective
when regarding Western categories of sexual dysfunction.
A Tahitian man who does not have an erection with a
woman in an intimate situation, assumes that he must not
want to have intercourse (Levy 1973, 128-129).

12. Sex Research and Advanced
Professional Education

A. Sexological Research

Sexual research concerning indigenous peoples of the
area of French Polynesia includes the work of Richard Levy
(1971, 1973), as well as Douglas Oliver (1989ab, 1974),
1. Goldman (1970), W. H. Davenport, R. Linton (1939), and
R. C. Suggs (1966), among others. In addition, contemporary
sex research with a focus on HIV and at-risk sexual behav-
iors has been conducted by G. Alandry et al. (1989), C. Gras
et al. (1992), and Spiegel et al. (1991). La Direction de la
Santé Publique conducted a sexual survey in November
1993. The results were to be available in 1995, but were not
published at the time of this writing. The interested reader is
encouraged to write for the survey. There is no organized ad-
vanced education in sexuality in French Polynesia.

B. Major Sexological Surveys, Journals,
and Organizations

A major sexological survey is the following:

Ministry of Health and Research, Health Department,
and Messager Contre le SIDA Association. Sexual Behav-
ior and AIDS Prevention in French Polynesia. Papeete,
Polynesie Francaise. November 1999.

Journals and periodicals in which sexological informa-
tion, research, and reports on French Polynesia may be
found include:

La Direction de la Santé Publique “Sexual Survey,”
Epistat CMRS Laure Yen, BP 611, Papeete-Tahiti, Poly-
nésie Frangaise.

Counseil Economique Social et Cultural, Avenue Bruat,
BP 1657, Papeete, Tahiti, Polynésie Frangaise.

Ministry of Social Affairs, P. O. Box 2551, Papeete, Ta-
hiti, Polynésie Frangaise.

Institut Territorial de la Statistique, BP 395, Papeete, Ta-
hiti, Polynésie Francaise.
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Service d’Information et de Documentation, BP 255,
Papeete, Tahiti, Polynésie Frangaise.

Institut Territorial de Recherches Medicales, Louis
Malarde, BP 30, Papeete, Tahiti, Polynésie Frangaise.

The Medical Journal of Australia, Australasian Medical
Publishing Company, 1-5 Commercial Road, P. O. Box 410,
Kingsgrove, New South Wales, 2208 Australia.

Medecine Tropicale, Institut de Medecine Tropicale,
Marseille Armee, France.

Oceania University of Sydney, Oceania Publishing,
Mackie Building, Sydney, New South Wales, 2006 Australia.

Bernice P. Bishop Museum Bulletins, 1525 Bernice
Street, Box 19000-A, Honolulu, HI 96817-0916, U.S.A.

Journal of the Polynesian Society, University of Auck-
land, Anthropology Department, Polynesian Society, Pri-
vate Bag, Auckland, New Zealand.

Journal de la Sociétédes Océanistes, The Association
for Social Anthropology in Oceania.

The Journal of Pacific History.

Pacific Studies.

Australian and New Zealand Journal of Sociology.

Acknowledgments

I am deeply indebted to Dr. Douglas Oliver who gave
generously of his time in reading and commenting on this
manuscript. His expertise and many works have been an in-
valuable source of knowledge and inspiration to me. I
would also like to thank Dr. Victoria Lockwood and Dr.
Paul Shankman for their helpful suggestions for research-
ing this subject. Dr. Deborah A. Elliston provided an ex-
tremely detailed commentary on this paper. Her research
among the Tahitians has been critical in this review, as she
provided thoughtful and up-to-date feedback. I am grateful
to Linda Martindale for manuscript preparation, editing,
computer magic, and reference research.

Acknowledgments for updates: I would like to thank Dr.
Bruno Hubert, Medecin Coordinateur pour les Maladies
Transmissibles, Direction de la Santé, Papeete, Polynésie
Francaise, for making available to me a crucial document
for this update: Sexual Behavior and AIDS Prevention in
French Polynesia (Ministry of Health and Research, Health
Department, and Messager Contre le SIDA Association,
Papeete, Polynésie Frangaise, November 1999). Thanks are
due to Robert Francoeur for taking on and continuing this
admirable endeavor of the /ES and for being a wonderful
mentor and friend. Special thanks to my intrepid Elon stu-
dent researcher, Hillary Sherman, for locating the recent
data on HIV and AIDS in French Polynesia.

References and Suggested Readings

Alandry, G, et al. 1989. Infection par le virus de I’immuno-
deficience humaine (VIH) en Polynésie Francgaise. Mede-
cine Tropicale, 49(1):71-72.

Besnier, N. 1996. Polynesian gender liminality through time
and space. In: G. Herdt, ed., Third sex/third gender: Beyond
sexual dimorphism in culture and history. New York: Zone
Books.

Blackwood, E. 1986. Breaking the mirror: The construction of
lesbianism and the anthropological discourse on homosex-
uvality. Journal of Homosexuality, 11(3-4):1-17.

Blot, W. J., L. Le Marchand, J. D. Boice, & B. E. Henderson.
1997. Thyroid cancer in the Pacific. Journal of the National
Cancer Institute, 89(1): 90-94.

Burrows, E. G. 1968. Polynesia: Culture areas in Polynesia. In:
A. P. Vayda, ed., Peoples and cultures of the Pacific (pp.
179-191). Garden City, NY: The Natural History Press.

Chanteau, S., F. Flye Sainte, M. E. Chungue, R. Roux, & J. M.
Bonnardot. 1986. A serological survey of AIDS in a high

risk population in French Polynesia. The Medical Journal
of Australia, 145(2):113.

Chungue, E., et al. 1988. Chlamydia trachomatis genital infec-
tions in Tahiti. European Journal of Clinical Microbiology
& Infectious Diseases, 7(5):635-638.

CIA. 2002 (January). The world factbook 2002. Washington,
DC: Central Intelligence Agency. Available: http://www
.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/index.html.

CIAO (Columbia International Affairs Online). Maps and coun-
try data. The CIA world fact book 1999. http://www.ciaonet
.org. Retrieved October 10, 2000.

Davenport, W. H. 1977. Sex in cross-cultural perspective. In: F.
A. Beach, ed., Human sexuality in four perspectives (pp.
115-163). Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Dening, G. 1980. Islands and beaches. Honolulu, HI: Univer-
sity of Hawaii Press.

Drage, J. 1995. The exception, not the rule: A comparative
analysis of women’s political activity in Pacific Island
countries. Pacific Studies, 18(4):61-92.

Elliston, D. 1996/1997. (January 15). Comments re Bolin,
Anne, ‘The Polynesian Islands: French Polynesia.” Unpub-
lished comments.

Elliston, D. A. 1999. Negotiating transitional sexual economies:
Female mahu and same-sex sexuality in Tahiti and her is-
lands. In: E. Blackwood & S. E. Wieringa, eds., Female de-
sires: Same-sex relations and transgender practices across
cultures (pp. 230-252). New York: Columbia University
Press.

Ferdon, E. N. 1981. Early Tahiti: As the explorers saw it 1767-
1797. Tuscon, AZ: University of Arizona Press.

Ferdon, E. N. 1991. Tahiti. In: T. E. Hayes, ed., Encyclopedia of
world cultures, vol. I1: Oceania (pp.305-307). Boston: GK.
Hall & Company.

Ford, C. S., & F. A. Beach. 1951. Patterns of sexual behavior.
New York: Harper & Row.

Gilmore, D. 1990. Manhood in the making.: Cultural concepts
of masculinity. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Goldman, 1. 1970. Ancient Polynesian society. Chicago: Uni-

versity of Chicago Press.

Gras, C., etal. 1992. Surveillance epidemiologique de I’infec-
tion par le virus de I’immunodeficience humaine (VIH) et
du syndrome d’immunodeficience acquise (SIDA) en
Polynésie Frangaise en 1991. Medecine Tropicale, 52(1):
51-56.

Gregersen, E. 1983. Sexual practices: The story of human sexu-
ality. New York: Franklin Watts.

Gregersen, E. 1994. The world of human sexuality: Behaviors,
customs, and beliefs. New York: Irvington Publishers, Inc.

Grosvenor, M. B., ed. 1963. National Geographic atlas of the
world. Washington, DC: National Geographic Society.

Hanson, F. A. 1970. The Rapan theory of conception. American
Anthropologist, 72(6):1444-1446.

Hanson, F. A. 1991. Rapt. In: T. E. Hayes, ed., Encyclopedia of
world cultures, vol. I1: Oceania (pp.273-276). Boston: GK.
Hall & Company.

Hays, T. E., ed. 1991. Encyclopedia of world cultures. Volume
1I: Oceania. Boston: GK. Hall & Co.

Henningham, S. 1992. France and the South Pacific: A contem-
porary history. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press.
HIV InSite 2000. HIV/AIDS throughout the U.S.: The Pacific
Islands area. http://hivinsite.ucsf.edu. Feb. 19, 1997-Sept.

18, 2000. Retrieved October 12, 2000.

Hooper, A. 1966. Marriage and household in two Tahitian
communities. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University (unpub-
lished Ph.D. dissertation).

Hooper, A. 1985. Tahitian healing. In: C. D. F. Parsons, ed.,
Healing practices in the South Pacific (pp. 158-198). Hono-
lulu, HI: The Institute for Polynesian Studies.

Howard, A., & J. Kirkpatrick. 1989. Social organization. In: A.
Howard & R. Borofsky, eds., Developments in Polynesian
ethnology (pp. 47-94). Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii
Press.



French Polynesia: References and Suggested Readings

449

Howard, M. C. 1989. Contemporary cultural anthropology.
New York: Harper/Collins.

Human Relations Area Files. 1991. Mangareva. In: T. E.
Hayes, ed., Encyclopedia of world cultures, vol. II: Oceania
(p- 172). Boston: GK. Hall & Company.

Human Relations Area Files. 1991. Raroia. In: T. E. Hayes, ed.,
Encyclopedia of world cultures, vol. II: Oceania (pp. 276~
277). Boston: GK. Hall & Company.

Institut Territorial de la Statistique, Polynésie Francgaise. 1988.
Résultats du recensement général de la population de la
Polynésie Frangaise du 6 Septembre 1988.

Jacobs, S. E. 1994. Native American two spirits. Anthropology
Newsletter, 35(8):7.

Kay, P. 1963. Aspects of social structure in Manuho’e. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University (unpublished Ph.D. disser-
tation).

Kirkpatrick, J. T. 1985. Some Marquesan understandings of ac-
tion and identity. In: G. M. White & J. T. Kirkpatrick, eds.,
Person, self, and experience: Exploring Pacific ethnopsy-
chologies (pp. 80-120). Berkeley, CA: University of Califor-
nia Press.

Kirkpatrick, J. T. 1983. The Marquesan notion of the person.
Ann Arbor: UMI-University of Michigan Research Press.

Kirkpatrick, J. T. 1987. Taure’are’a: A liminal category and
passage to Marquesan adulthood. Ethos, 15(4):382-405.

Le Marchand, L., J. Hankin, F. Bach, et al. 1995. An ecological
study of diet and lung cancer in the South Pacific. The Inter-
national Journal of Cancer, 63:18-23.

Levy, R. 1971. The community function of Tahitian male trans-
vestism: A hypothesis. Anthropological Quarterly, 44:12-
21.

Levy, R. 1973. Tahitians: Mind and experience in the Society
Islands. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Linton, R. 1939. Marquesan culture. In: A. Kardiner, ed., The
individual and his society (pp. 138-196). New York: Co-
lumbia University Press.

Lockwood, V. S. 1989. Tubuai: Women potato planters and the
political economy of intra-household gender relations. In:
R. R. Wilk, ed., The household economy (pp. 197-220).
Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Mann, J. M., D. J. M. Tarantola, & T. W. Netter. 1992. AIDs in
the world: The Global AIDs Policy Coalition. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Marshall, D. 1961. Ra 'ivavae. Garden City, NY: Doubleday &
Co., Inc.

Medecins Sans Frontires. 2000. The health of the population of

French Polynesia and nuclear testing (pp. 1-15, 1995). http:
//www.oneworld.org/mews/pacific/msf_report.html. Re-
trieved October 12, 2000.

Medecins Sans Frontires. 2000. Health in French Polynesia—
The effects of French nuclear testing (pp. 1-3, 1995). http://
canterbury.cybersplace.co.nz/peace/nuchealth.html. Re-
trieved October 12, 2000.

Miles, J. A. R. 1984. Public health progress in Polynesia. In: J. A.
R. Miles, ed., Public health in the Pacific (pp. 157-173).
Helmstedt, Germany: Geo Wissenschaftliche Gesellschaft.

Moorehead, A. 1966. The fatal impact: An account of the inva-
sion of the South Pacific 1767-1840 (Part 1. Tahiti, chaps. 1-
6, pp. 3-86). New York: Harper & Row.

Nanda, S. 2000. Gender diversity: Crosscultural variations.
Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, Inc.

Nicholson, S., et al. 1992. HTLV-I infection in selected popula-
tions in Australia and the Western Pacific Region. Medical
Journal of Australia, 156(12):878-880.

Oliver, D. L. 1974. Ancient Tahitian society. Honolulu, HI:
University of Hawaii Press.

Oliver, D. L. 1981. Two Tahitian villages: A study in compari-
sons. Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press.

Oliver, D. L. 1989a. Oceania: The native cultures of Australia
and the Pacific Islands (vol. 1, part 1. Background and part
2. Activities). Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press.

Oliver, D. L. 1989b. Oceania: The native cultures of Australia
and the Pacific Islands (vol. 11, part 3. Social relations). Ho-
nolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press.

Pacific Region Acknowledges AIDS Epidemic. 2000. Austra-
lian Nursing Journal, 6(9):14, (electronic pages 1 and 2),
April 1999. http://proquest.umi.com. Retrieved November
28, 2000.

Ritchie, J., & J. Ritchie. 1983. Polynesian childrearing: An al-
ternative model. Alternate Lifestyles, 5(3):126-141.

Sahlins, M. 1967. Social stratification in Polynesia. Seattle,
WA: University of Washington Press.

Scupin, R., & C. R. DeCorse. 1992. Anthropology: A global
perspective. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Sexual behavior and AIDS prevention in French Polynesia.
1999 (November). Papeete, Polynésie Frangaise: Ministry
of Health and Research, Health Department, and Messager
Contre le SIDA Association.

Shore, B. 1989. Mana and Tapu. In: A. Howard & R. Borofsky,
eds., Developments in Polynesian ethology (pp. 137-174).
Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press.

Socio-demographic profile: French Polynesia. Country Pro-
files United Nations Population Information Network
(POPIN). http://www.undp.org/popin. Retrieved October
19, 2000.

Spiegel, A., et al. 1991. HTLV-I in French Polynesia: A sero-
logical survey in sexually exposed groups. Medical Journal
of Australia, 155(11):718.

Stanley, D. 1992. Tahiti-Polynesia handbook. Chico, CA:
Moon Publications.

Suggs, R. C. 1960. The island civilizations of Polynesia. New
York: The New American Library.

Suggs, R. C. 1966. Marquesan sexual behavior. New York:
Harcourt, Brace and World.

Tahiti Friendship Society. 2000. Population 1988. http://
tahitinet.com/presense/population.html. Retrieved October
19, 2000.

Thomas, N. 1987. Complementarity and history: Misrecogniz-
ing gender in the Pacific. Oceania, 57(4):261-270.

Thomas, N. 1990. Marquesan societies: Inequality and politi-
cal transformation in Eastern Polynesia. Oxford, England:
Clarendon Press.

Thomas, N. 1991. Marquesas Islands. In: T. E. Hays, ed., Ency-
clopedia of world cultures, Volume II: Oceania (pp. 188-
191). Boston: GK. Hall & Company.

United Nations statistics. 2000. http://www.un.org. Retrieved
Oct. 10, 2000.

Vayda, A. P., ed. 1968. Peoples and cultures of the Pacific. Gar-
den City, NY: The Natural History Press.

von Strokirch, K. 1993. Tahitian autonomy: Illusion or reality?
(Doctoral dissertation). Bundoora, Victoria, Australia: De-
partment of Politics, La Trobe University.

Weckler, J. E. 1943. Polynesian explorers of the Pacific (Smith-
sonian Institution War Background Studies. No. 6). Wash-
ington, DC: Smithsonian Institution.

Williams, W. L. 1986. The spirit and the flesh: Sexual diversity
in American Indian Culture. Boston: Beacon Press.

World Health Organization. 1993. The current global situations
of the HIV/AIDs pandemic. Global Programme on AIDS.
Geneva: WHO.

WHO Report on global surveillance of epidemic-prone infec-
tious diseases. AIDS Cases Reported to WHO as of No-
vember 1999. http://www.who.int/emc-documents. Re-
trieved November 29, 2000.

Worldmark encyclopedia of nations. 1988. New York: World
Press, Ltd.



Critical Acclaim for
The Continuum Complete International Encyclopedia of Sexuality

1. The International Encyclopedia of Sexuality, Vols. 1-3 (Francoeur, 1997)

The World Association of Sexology, an international society of leading scholars and eighty professional organizations
devoted to the study of human sexual behavior, has endorsed The International Encyclopedia of Sexuality as an
important and unique contribution to our understanding and appreciation of the rich variety of human sexual attitudes,
values, and behavior in cultures around the world.

Recipient of the “1997 Citation of Excellence for an outstanding reference in the field of sexology,” awarded by the
American Foundation for Gender and Genital Medicine and Science at the Thirteenth World Congress of Sexology,
Valencia, Spain.

Recommended by Library Journal (October 1, 1997) to public and academic librarians looking to update their
collections in the area of sexuality: “An extraordinary, highly valuable synthesis of information not available
elsewhere. Here are in-depth reports on sex-related practices and culture in 32 countries on six continents, contributed
by 135 sexologists worldwide. . . . For all academic and larger public collections.”

Picked by Choice (Association of College & Research Libraries/American Library Association) as Best Reference
Work and Outstanding Academic Book for 1997: “Although this encyclopedia is meant as a means of understanding
human sexuality, it can also be used as a lens with which to view human culture in many of its other manifestations.
... Considering coverage, organization, and authority, the comparatively low price is also notable. Recommended for
reference collections in universities, special collections, and public libraries.”

“Most impressive, providing a wealth of good, solid information that may be used by a wide variety of professionals
and students seeking information on cross-cultural patterns of sexual behavior . . . an invaluable, unique scholarly work
that no library should be without.”—Contemporary Psychology

“. .. enables us to make transcultural comparisons of sexual attitudes and behaviours in a way no other modern book
does. . . . Clinics and training organizations would do well to acquire copies for their libraries. . . . Individual therapists
and researchers who like to have their own collection of key publications should certainly consider it.”—Sexual and
Marital Therapy (U.K.)

“.. . scholarly, straightforward, and tightly-organized format information about sexual beliefs and behaviors as they are
currently practiced in 32 countries around the world. . . . The list of contributors . . . is a virtual who’s who of scholars
in sexual science.”—Choice

“. .. one of the most ambitious cross-cultural sex surveys ever undertaken. Some 135 sexologists worldwide describe
sex-related practices and cultures in 32 different countries. . . . Best Reference Sources of 1997.”—Library Journal

“What separates this encyclopedia from past international sexuality books is its distinct dissimilarity to a ‘guidebook to
the sexual hotspots of the world.” . . . An impressive and important contribution to our understanding of sexuality in a
global society. . . . fills a big gap in people’s knowledge about sexual attitudes and behaviors.”—Sexuality Information
and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS)

“Truly important books on human sexuality can be counted on, perhaps, just one hand. The International Encyclopedia
of Sexuality deserves special attention as an impressive accomplishment.”—Journal of Marriage and the Family

... alandmark effort to cross-reference vast amounts of information about human sexual behaviors, customs, and
cultural attitudes existing in the world. Never before has such a comprehensive undertaking been even remotely
available to researchers, scholars, educators, and clinicians active in the field of human sexuality.”—Sandra Cole,
Professor of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, University of Michigan Medical Center

2. The International Encyclopedia of Sexuality, Vol. 4 (Francoeur & Noonan, 2001)

“. .. amasterpiece of organization. The feat of successfully compiling so much information about so many countries
into such a coherent and readable format defies significant negative criticism.”—Sexuality and Culture, Paul Fedoroff,
M.D., Co-Director, Sexual Behaviors Clinic Forensic Program, The Royal Ottawa Hospital, Ottawa, Canada

3. The Continuum Complete International Encyclopedia of Sexuality (Francoeur &
Noonan, 2004)

“...[a] treasure trove. . . . This unique compilation of specialized knowledge is recommended for research collections
in the social sciences . . . as well as a secondary source for cross-cultural research.”—Library Journal, March 15, 2004,
p. 64

“. .. abook that is truly historic, and in many ways comparable to the great sexological surveys of Havelock Ellis and
Alfred Kinsey. . . . Many works of undeniable importance are intended to speak about human sexuality. But in this
encyclopedia we hear the voices of a multitude of nations and cultures. With coverage of more than a quarter of the
countries in the world, . . . not only will the Continuum Complete International Encyclopedia of Sexuality remain a
standard reference work for years to come, but it has raised the bar of sexological scholarship to a rigorous new
level.”—John Heidenry, editor, The Week, and author of What Wild Ecstasy: The Rise and Fall of the Sexual
Revolution

For more review excerpts, go to www.SexQuest.com/ccies/.



