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male transvestism and cultural change in Samoa 

JEANNETTE MARIE MAGEO-University of California, San Diego 

My Samoan husband and I were at a wedding shower in Samoa. Showers are a borrowed 
institution in Samoa and so, as in Western culture, they are normally female affairs. But some- 
how my husband, Sanele, had come to believe that he was included in the invitation. He was 
therefore the only man at the shower, in a manner of speaking. For in Samoa, as in so much of 
the Pacific, there is a third gender intercalated between the other two. These persons of as- 
sumed sex are called fa'afafine, meaning "the way of women," when that way is taken by 
someone who is not female. Fa'afafine are included in female activities in Samoa; out of ap- 
proximately 40 women, there were half a dozen at this shower. 

Without question, Sanele was the odd man out, which introduced a certain awkwardness 
into the occasion. The party games that the hostess had planned, such as passing an orange 
around without the use of the hands, hinged upon no categorical man being present. To assign 
my husband a place, the fa'afafine staged a beauty contest in which they competed and which 

my husband judged. They paraded. Then each sang or danced a love song, giving such spicy 
and exuberant interpretations that one "girl" managed to fall out a window in the course of her 

performance. Fearing the consequences of anyone's losing the contest, my husband awarded 
titles to all of them. 

Fa'afafine are not mentioned in 19th-century expedition reports and missionary journals. 
One cannot ascribe this absence to prudishness, for even missionaries to Samoa often docu- 
mented sexual behavior of which they disapproved (Stair 1897:132-134; Turner 1984 
[1884]:125; J. Williams 1984[1830-32]:117,196, 232-233, 246-248).1 In early ethnographic 
accounts fa'afafine are either entirely absent or background figures.2 When Lowell Holmes re- 
sided in Manu'a in 1954 he knew of one fa'afafine in a village of about a thousand people 
(personal communication, 1991). In rural Savai'i of the 1970s, Schoeffel estimates, there were 
one or two per village (1979:110, 203).3 In modern Samoa "girls" haunt urban bars in numbers 
much greater than these. 

It is in urban settings that the impact of culture change is most strongly and quickly felt. The 
apparent increase in transvestites, and their congregation in urban areas, reflect their newfound 
importance in Samoa in the process of culture change. Having observed, worked with, mingled 
with, and befriended fa'afafine during my eight years' residence in Samoa, I decided to under- 
take a series of interviews to ferret out the substance of this reflection. The interviews began in 

In Samoa today the transvestite plays a role once played by pre-Christian girls in 
nighttime exchanges of entertainment. Ambiguous and liminal in "her" relation to 
gender categories, the Samoan transvestite acts out a jest about these categories. 
This jest dramatically illustrates the importance of a sensitivity to local humor and 
to ironic modes of self-representation in ethnographic perspectives on sex roles, 
social structure, and personhood. The form of humor "she" practices also sheds 
light on the place of the erotic in Samoa from the missionization period to the 
present, a subject that has long preoccupied the anthropological imagination. [cul- 
tural change, Samoa, transvestism, humor, gender] 
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the spring of 1989 and continued intermittently through that summer and the summer of 1990. 

They were conducted with several fa'afafine and with more typically gendered Samoans as to 
their thoughts and feelings about, and experiences with, fa'afafine. 

In Samoa the transvestite's current role represents a novel cultural stratagem for assisting real 

girls to play idealized roles and for defusing an increased pressure toward violence in public 
gatherings. This stratagem reflects changes in the definition of feminine gender and of social 
contexts. To clarify these changes, I examine the enduring structural proclivities for violence in 
Samoan social life, the use of humor as a substitute and remedy for violence, the association 
of pre-Christian models of feminine gender with humor, and the ways in which both public 
humor and young women's place within it have been compromised in recent decades. 

aggression and its antidotes 

The Samoan polity is an arena of rivalry for prestige. In this arena all individuals are schooled 
to regard themselves as representatives of their respective groups and to defend the interests of 
these groups unflaggingly (Mageo 1991a, 1991b). Feuds for prestige between aiga (extended 
families) are the bane of villages, which often have an established rivalry between two aiga 
(Mageo 1988:55-56, 1991a, 1991b; Shore 1982:7-36; Wendt 1979). In family feuds the de- 

scendants of each aiga serve as a ready militia. The family militia is sufficiently small that it 

needs its resources of both boys and girls, accepted practice being that girls fight girls and boys, 

boys. In 19th-century Samoa, boxing contests were held for male and female competitors alike 

(Turner 1986[1861]:126), and even now both sexes take pride in the ability to win a fight.4 

Village and district feuds for prestige are relatively uncommon in modern Samoa, but they 
are the stuff of which Samoan chronicles are made (Davidson 1967; Erskine 1853:63-66; Gil- 

son 1970; Henry 1980; Keesing and Keesing 1956:21, 48; Kraemer 1949[1923]; Mead 

1937:299-303; Pritchard 1866:90-102; Shore 1978:182-183; Stair 1897:63, 222-225). In 

times of strife, the village drew upon a larger number of recruits than the aiga, and it was ac- 

cordingly able to differentiate sex roles in regard to defense. The 'aumaga, or "organization of 

the untitled young men," served as a village police force and an army reserve (Mageo 1991 b; 
Meleisea and Meleisea 1987:7). In contrast, the aualuma, or "organization of the sisters and 

the daughters of the village," hosted and regaled those friendly parties who visited the villages 
as honored guests (Meleisea and Meleisea 1987:7; Moyle 1975:239; Shore 1981:203). 

To compensate for the tendency to feud about prestige, Samoans employed and continue to 

employ a discourse of humor. Samoan humor resembles bellicosity in the service of a com- 

petition for prestige and thus acts as a substitute for physical aggression, one that is prophy- 

lactically defined as "play." In old Samoa the discourse of humor consisted in two primary 

genres: faipona (to lampoon) and ula (to tease). Obviously, lampooning can be a species of 

teasing, but in Samoa it is a special category in which aggressive intent is more or less naked. 

The missionary John Williams provides examples: 

If a person should jeer a young woman as she might be passing by remarking freely on her person saying 
she was diseased or ill formed she would instantly throw off her cloth & expose herself in every possible 
direction & pass on. A respectable young man who had been residing among them some time informed 
me that when he first went on shore among them the females in great numbers gathered round him & 
some took off their mats before him exposing their persons as much as possible to his view. Perceiving 
him bashful the whole of the women old & young did the same & began dancing in that state before him 
desiring him not to be bashful or angry as it was Faa Samoa ... or the Samoan fashion. [1984(1830- 
32):232] 

The form of humor that Williams interprets as "jeering" is faipona; the form in which the 

women tease the young Englishman is ula. 

Faipona is composed of the words fai and pona; fai means "to make" or "to do," while pona 
refers to nodes found on an otherwise smooth surface. In Samoa smoothness is definitive of 
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beauty, as the ability to make things interpersonally smooth is of the social graces. Faipona 
means "to point out what is not smooth," either aesthetically or socially, and to make a joke 
of it. Lampooning others' unattractive features or mannerisms affronts their dignity and can, 
therefore, stand in for belligerency for the sake of prestige. 

Faipona may consist simply of making up a funny name for someone (Mageo 1988:55, 
1991 b), or of a more elaborate personal remark, silly enough that the victim is hard put to take 
offense. Recently I heard a little boy tell his obese female companion that she had made a pu 
(hole) in the swimming pool when she jumped in. He added, "That must be why Americans 
call it a 'swimming pu.' " Although faipona is "as if" behavior, the pseudoassault so resembles 
a literal assault that it can lead to fighting, and among children it often does. For this reason, 
among adults, faipona seldom takes place between the jester and the object of the jest, but is 
delivered to a third party. My Samoan mother-in-law referred to a woman she did not like as 
"Long Breadfruit Breasts," but never to her face. Because the object of one's aggression tends 
to be absent, faipona is not an entirely satisfying substitute for pugnacity and is supplemented 
by ula. 

Ula is jocular banter, most often sexual or scatological in nature, and more often the former 
than the latter. Joking about things carnal in the presence of other people is an implicit attack 
upon their dignity and hence upon their prestige. Indeed, ula plays upon an established cultural 
strategy for denigrating the other. Showing off the "privates" in any form may constitute an 
insult; baring the buttocks, sigo, is the ultimate Samoan gesture of contempt (Mageo 
1989b:396-397). 

Ula is facilitated by the fact that the word mea means "thing" but also refers to male and to 
female genitals; fiamea, literally "want to make the thing," means "want to make sex." In Sa- 
moan any thing is, potentially, a sexual thing. Once, when I went to the reproduction room of 
American Samoa Community College to collect some duplicated exams, I asked the reproduc- 
tion man if he "had anything for me." He responded, "No, I don't have any thing for you, but 
your husband has some thing for you," and proceeded to hand me the exams. 

Sexual punning is intrinsic to ula. In early 1987, a team of government workmen came to cut 
down a tree that endangered my house on the island of Tutuila. All the chain saws had been 
taken to the nearby Manu'a islands, hit by hurricane Tusi the previous week. The men stood 
before the formidable tree, their bush knives at their sides, and began to ula. One man re- 
counted how he had almost run into a female pedestrian at the local market. He had said to 
her, "Va 'ai 'oe i lavea" ("Watch it or you'll get hurt"), to which she had responded, "'O a nisi 
lavea? 'Ua uma ona lavea" ("What other hurt? I have already been hurt"). Lavea can mean "to 
be hit" or "to have a cut." A girl who is no longer a virgin is referred to as pa'umutu, literally 
"cut skin."5 

Ula is as likely to be about homosexual as about heterosexual topics. In a group of men 
drinking together, for example, one man may say he is going to go urinate, "Se'i o'u alu e pT7" 
and the other men may rejoin, "Would you take our thing for a pT too?" Or one man may 
mention that he has to get some bananas to eat along with his pisupo (corned beef), and another 
may quip, "Oh, don't worry, you have your banana right here." Jokes of this nature can be 
either verbal or gestural. When my Samoan husband was growing up in the 1960s, laughing 
boys grabbed at one another's genitals, and giggling girls grabbed at one another's breasts and 
genitals, just as they did in Mead's day (1961 [1928]:135; see also Moyle 1971:670). 

Moreover, ula is practiced by Samoans of all ages. In 1882 the Reverend Daniel Tyerman 
and the Reverend George Bennett wrote back to their mission in London of "the abominable 
conversation ... of infants as soon as they begin to lisp out words, in such jargon of grossness 
and obscenity as could not be imagined by persons brought up even in those manufacturing 
towns of our country where manners are most depraved" (cited in Ochs 1988:157). Mead tells 
us that "all the words which are banished from polite conversation are cherished by the chil- 
dren who roll the salacious morsels under their tongues with great relish" (1961 [1928]:136- 
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137). However, early visitors to Samoa believed older married women to be the most incorri- 
gible practitioners of ula (Churchward 1887:230; Kraemer 1978[1902]:, 320). So they re- 
main. Schoeffel gives numerous examples of the humor of old ladies at women's committee 

meetings (1979:215-221). The following is my personal favorite: 

The women of another village komiti [committee] have a dance which is also performed by the older 
tama'ita'i [ladies] in which the whole group of them, with the precision of the Radio City Rockettes, 
perform a stylized dance parodying sexual intercourse.... [Elven those women who have seen it per- 
formed time and time again laugh until they cry. [Among its] most humorous aspects are the totally 
unsmiling earnest expressions of the performers. [1979:217] 

Ula is the logical opposite of the Samoan discourse of respect, fa'aaloalo. Ceremonies in 
Samoa are conceived of as exchanges of fa'aaloalo between two "sides" or groups (when more 
than two groups are involved, the proceedings are constituted as a series of exchanges between 
a hosting group and a succession of visiting groups). Fa'aaloalo passes back and forth in the 
form of alternating presentations of goods and of speeches that elevate the other. The speech- 
makers employ a special lexicon rife with euphemistic terms, avoiding mention of anything 
carnal that might besmirch the other's dignity. If showing off the "private" side of the self is the 

antonym of respect and signifies an attempt to express status dominance, then hiding the per- 
sonal self is a synonym for respect and for the elevation of the other. Therefore, fa'aaloalo is 

commonly expressed as much by what one does not say as by what one does say (Mageo 
1989b:389). 

Reluctance to refuse another's request exemplifies polite taciturnity Samoan style (Mageo 
1989b:408). A modern Samoan song plays upon this politesse by inverting it. In the song an 

old man begs a young girl to marry him. In old Samoa the man would have approached not the 

girl but rather her parents or the chief of her aiga. If the marriage offered a politic and profitable 
alliance, her seniors would have been loath to decline the proposal, whatever the girl's senti- 

ments (Hutton 1874:147-148; Turner 1986[1861 ]:91-92). However, the girl in the song does 

not even make a show of considering the old man's request, as any polite Samoan girl would. 

She declares: "Leai, leai, leai, e Ie mafai! [No, no, no, it is impossible!] / Will you please walk 

out."6 The switch from Samoan to English underlines the incongruity of this sentiment with 

Samoan notions of propriety. In Samoa one is supposed to respect relationships rather than to 

make personal choices. The song is risible because-contrary to popular expectation-the girl 
is cheeky, exhibiting personal feelings rather than deferring to someone else. 

the place of ula in old Samoa Samoan social contexts are divided between those in which 

one must show respect and those in which one may ula.7 Pivotal to the definition of these con- 

texts is the presence of brothers and sisters: all behave circumspectly when brothers and sisters 

are present (Cain 1971:177; Kraemer 1978[1902]:11, 67; Mead 1961[1928]:44; Pritchard 

1866:125; Schoeffel 1979:219), but when sisters and brothers are absent, people are apt to 

engage in ula. Since the Samoan categories "brother" and "sister" refer to opposite-sexed rel- 

atives of the same generation, the rule that ula be curtailed in the presence of "brothers" and 

"sisters" is more encompassing than it first appears. Within the village, many individuals are 

likely to be at least distantly related to one another. Therefore, males joke predominantly with 

other males, females with other females. 

During the 19th century, however, public entertainment was organized in a manner calcu- 

lated to circumvent this ban. When an 'aumaga traveled to another village, custom dictated 

that it be entertained by the host aualuma. The aualuma was composed of unmarried girls who 

remained within their natal aiga, and as the 'aumaga came from elsewhere, none of the boys 
would be from the girls' aiga. The entertainments involved an interchange of ula between host- 

ing group and visiting group. 
In entertainments today, the participants still sing a song entitled "Pass the Fire," referring to 

an ancient volcanic eruption whose lava flow divided the island of Savai'i into two sides: the 
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women's in the south, Itu-o-Fafine, and the men's in the north, Itu-o-Tane (Gilson 1970:53). In 
the song the figurative fire is thrown back and forth between a women's side and a men's side. 
Whoever has the "fire" must perform, and the interchange constitutes a mock rivalry. The 

nighttime dances, or p6ula (literally, "night ula"), witnessed by 19th-century visitors to Samoa 
were interchanges of this proverbial fire: 

The entertainers occupy one end of the house, and their friends the other. Between them . . . are two 
fireplaces. Women attend the fires, and as each party dances in turn, the fire nearest to them is kept 
burning brightly, showing their well-oiled bodies and various antics to the spectators.... First a party 
of ten or twelve lads dance, then as many girls, the leader [fa'aaluma] always in the center.... In due 
course [the fire] is again transferred to the first party and so the dance continues ... till daybreak (when 
they become obscene). [Pritchard 1866:78] 

These entertainments inversely mirrored intergroup ceremonies, in which each side was led 

by a titled chief and each putatively aimed to honor the other. In pdula each side was led by a 
fa'aaluma (clown) and each aimed to debase the other through ludicrous exposure of the pri- 
vate self. 

The performers are divided into companies ... The young virgin girls taking the lead ... enter the 
house entirely naked & commence their dance. The full grown women then follow after. Then come the 
elderly women all of whom are entirely naked. During their dancing they throw themselves in all imagin- 
able positions in order to make the most full exposure of their persons to the whole company. In addition 
to this there are several persons supplied with flambeau's which they hold as near to the dancers as 
possible. During the whole of the time of performing the females are using the most vile, taunting, ban- 
tering language to the men.... The men then enter & being rather more bashful than the fair sex they 
[bear] ... a narrow leaf in their hands.... The ladies however will not... be content with this return 
for the full & free exhibition they have made & commence a furious attack on them in language suitable 
to the occasion. The men at length throw away their apology for a covering & make a full exposure of 
their persons using lights as the females had done before them. [J. Williams 1984(1830-32):247-248] 

Clearly the jesting that forwarded this mock rivalry was both verbal and choreographic, and 
the male and female parts were more or less symmetrical. However, Commodore Charles 
Wilkes (1845:130, 134, 140) and Lieutenant George Colvocoresses (1852:87) concurred that 
on the whole the women were more unblushing than the men. It may be girls took the lead, 
both literally and figuratively, because of their aualuma role as hosts and sponsors of ula. 

Although modeled upon rivalry, poula functioned to unite opposing sides. In his description 
of poula, Pritchard mentions a progression toward the dancing of "the highest titled lady" and 
"the greatest chief" (1866:78). This dance is called the taualuga. In entertainments between 

young people today, the taualuga dancer is likely to be a taupou, or "ceremonial princess of 
the village." Her dance is dignified; dancers from the two sides will 'ai'aiuli (clown) around 

her, but their clowning is not a part of a competition, nor does it debase. Rather, the clowns 
serve as a foil, elevating the taupou by contrast and ritually uniting the two sides in an inverted 

homage to a common dignitary. 

ula and cultural change Kraemer tells us pdula involved more than "as if" behavior: "many 
bonds of love, more or less transitory, are fashioned on such occasions, and when such a party 
of guests leaves a village usually also a few girls accompany them, although they often return 
several days or weeks later, disenchanted and sobered" (1978[1902]:11, 398). Yet several eth- 

nographers have documented a cult of female virginity in Samoa (Freeman 1983; Schoeffel 

1979; Shore 1981). One can explain this apparent contradiction by examining the pre-Chris- 
tian Samoan conception of marriage. 

Samoan marriages were of varying degrees of formality. The most formal usually took place 
between persons of rank and involved both a ceremonial exchange of wealth between the aiga 
of the bride and groom and a defloration ceremony. A less formal but still legitimate form of 

marriage, and by far the most common, was avaga, "elopement." Avaga was established by 
having intercourse at the house of the boy (Pritchard 1866:134-135).8 However, no matter 
what the location, deflowering a female virgin was a means of making her one's "wife," es- 
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pecially should the "marriage" be made plain for all to see by an ensuing pregnancy (Freeman 
1983:247-248; Mageo 1991b; Schoeffel 1979:185-186; Shore 1981:199, 204). 

Legendary material suggests that in ancient Samoa males practiced polygamy (Moyle 
1981:121-143), although at the time of first contact with Europeans the practice persisted pre- 
dominantly among men of high status (Pritchard 1866:133-135; Stair 1897:175; Turner 

1984[1884]:96-98; J. Williams 1984[1830-32]:233). Women and lower-status males might 
have serial marriages, but should a girl wed a high-born man, she could never marry again 
(Pritchard 1866:133-134). Then as now, Samoans believed that the actions of all members of 
the aiga should profit the group. The boy's flexibility in marriage meant he could always marry 
another should family circumstances warrant it. Perhaps because this flexibility did not nec- 

essarily extend to the girl, she was expected to allow her elders to determine whom she would 

marry (Stair 1897:171). 
A high-status girl was chaperoned so that her defloration would be socially remunerative 

(Churchward 1887:226, 229, 348-349; Freeman 1983:227; Mead 1961[1928]:100; Stair 

1897:110; Turner 1984[1884]:91). Samoan nobility had been trafficking in marriages for cen- 

turies, and this traffic was a major route to political ascent (Henry 1980; Kraemer 1949[1923], 
1978[1902]). Brothers of all ranks looked out for family interests by frightening off their sisters' 
informal suitors (Schoeffel 1979:207). However, the sexual economy was such that a lower- 
status family had little to lose should a girl become involved with the scion of an aiga rich in 

land or other commodities. 
Even today, should a girl avaga with a boy but then be sent home because either he or his 

family decides against her, she will be given a fa'aoso, a gift of food and sometimes of sleeping 
mats, fine mats, and so forth. Should a girl become pregnant from an avaga, she qualifies to 
receive a piece of land from the family, land that may be shared by members of her aiga. In- 

asmuch as in old Samoa the idea of avaga was coincident with the idea of marriage, this ar- 

rangement would have involved no shame for a lower-status girl. As a brief marriage with a 

high chief profited the village of a taupou, a brief avaga with a boy of substance profited the 

family of a lower-status girl. However, today any family may lose prestige through a short-lived 

avaga because it is no longer regarded as a wholly legitimate form of marriage. 
Ironically, Christianity introduced the idea that marriage and intercourse with a female virgin 

were, at least potentially, different events. Foucault (1980) suggests that Western discourse 

about sexuality colonizes private experience: via an ethic of prohibition and confession, people 

acknowledge private practices that thereby become defining elements of sexuality. Later in this 

article I will argue that Samoan sexuality tends to be organized on the basis of social role rather 

than on the basis of private experience. Missionaries, being Western, were more concerned 

with private sexual experience than the Samoans were, and their concern began to accentuate 

the domain of private experience, in which one could commit the personal act of intercourse 

without committing the public act of marriage. 
This historical change in cultural categories compromised the status of exhibitionistic be- 

havior for the girl. Letting a girl invite desire (but not marriage) by flaunting herself in public 

may have become impractical, for even a lower-status family could not capitalize on mere 

promiscuity. Samoan women resisted the move toward Christian conduct, being more "intract- 

able" than their men and "addicted to pleasures, and obstinately refusing to cover the upper 

part of their persons" (Hutton 1874:149). Yet despite this resistance, by the turn of the century 

only old women were still dancing naked at p6ula. A maiden would "once in a while undo 

[her] lavalava only to fold it back together very soon" (Kraemer 1978[1902]:11, 394). 

Contemporary ethnographers tend to argue that Samoan sex roles are based on a brother/ 

sister dichotomy, the boy's role being derived from the prototype of the brother, the girl's role 

from that of the sister (Schoeffel 1975, 1978, 1979; Shore 1977, 1981, 1982). Sisters are to be 

mamalu (dignified), which implies that they will be modest and respectful; boys serve their 

sisters and thereby tender them respect, but are not expected to behave with great self-restraint 
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except in their sisters' presence. However, before missionization the roles of brother and sister 
were apparently more similar to each other. The high-ranking girl's guarded virginity repre- 
sented a claim about her family's ability to make those formal marriages requiring lineage, 
wealth, and virginity. Therefore, she was an enduring token of dignity and prestige. But most 

girls were mamalu only in respect contexts; in others, their role was to host occasions for ula. 
Modern Samoans have by no means abandoned ula between men and women. For example, 

when a man asks a woman where she is from, she may retort, "Saepipi" (Saepipi is a village in 

Savai'i). The word literally means "the torn lips of a small clam"; however, pipi refers not only 
to clams but also, euphemistically, to vaginas. So saepipi connotes a female who has lost her 

virginity. Yet such jesting is but a shadow of the entertainments of yesteryear. Today ula be- 
tween young people has lost both its institutional status and its raucous sexual quality. It is as 
if boys and girls must now treat one another as fictive relatives-that is, circumspectly-in all 

public contexts. 
This change appears to be only a few generations old and cannot be attributed solely to 

Christian influence. One of my informants, a man in his sixties, had participated in poula as a 

youth in the 1930s.9 Another, now in his forties, had spied upon poula in his boyhood during 
the 1950s, but these occasions had ceased by the time he was a young man in the 1960s. 
Between 1966 and 1969 Moyle collected the songs associated with aualuma entertainments; 
sexually explicit aualuma songs were known to adults but not to young people (Moyle 
1975:239). 

Perhaps the recent modulation of ula can best be understood in light of the modern conse- 

quences of sexual joking. One night my husband and I were dancing at a nightclub in Pago 
Pago when the power went off. Deprived of Western music by a lack of electricity, the crowd 

began to sing "Pass the Fire." Soon the lyrics began to change. Normally the song goes as 
follows: 

'Ua alu atu le afi. Here goes the fire. 
'Ua alu atu le afi 6. Here goes the fire e. 
Fai fai pea, fai fai pea 6. Do it do it again, do it do it again e. 

But the audience altered the words thus: 
'Ua alu atu le afi. Here goes the fire. 
'Ua alu atu le afi 6. Here goes the fire e. 
Fia fia mea, fia fia mea 6. Want to want to make sex, want to want to make 

sex e. 

Then the group took up the first line of an old taualuga song, changing it from "Satanie o le ufi 
na toto" ("Satan is the yam that was planted") to "Satanie o le ufa na toto" ("Satan is the asshole 
that was planted"). Although the amended line does not make much sense, it does make a 

scatological pun on the original version. A fight broke out because a boy was there with his 
female cousin, and another boy, sitting next to her, had begun singing the new version of the 

song. 
Since today, at least in urban areas, there are no hosting and visiting groups, one cannot place 

people and one is deprived of the normal means of ascertaining if opposite-sexed relatives are 

present. The division between respect contexts and joking contexts cannot be maintained, and 
in situations of an indeterminate nature, to ula is to insult. If Christianity has transformed the 

meaning of marriage, modernization has transformed the meaning of ula. Modern Samoa is a 
Babel, not in that people misunderstand one another's languages but in that they misinterpret 
one another's discourses. Because the fa'afafine embodies a current solution to this confusion, 
it is time to investigate "her" place in the cultural landscape. 

the third gender 

Samoans never did, and in some measure still do not, categorize sexual practices as hetero- 
sexual and homosexual. Boys are known to play homosexual games, but no one considers such 
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behavior significant. In the 1920s, casual homosexual relations between girls were likewise 

ignored (Mead 1961 [19281:147).1 A boy who goes to bars in Apia or Pago Pago and finds no 

willing girl may let a transvestite take him home, but he is not thought "queer" as a result.1' 

However, the fact that Samoans are spared the discontents of Western categorizations of sex- 

uality does not mean that their sexuality escapes regulation by society. 
Samoan society is communal in orientation; people tend to conceive of themselves and to 

be conceived of by others in terms of social role, or what I call the "persona" (Mageo 
1989a: 185-186,1989b:410-412). Latin for "mask" or "face," the term "persona" gained cur- 

rency in psychology through the work of Jung (1966[19281:156-159) and in anthropology 
through that of Mauss (1985[19381). Although not generally used by anthropologists today, it 
indexes a lexical distinction between a self-concept emphasizing role and one emphasizing 
inner experience, a distinction that has been a focus of much recent work (Fogelson 1982; 
Harris 1989; Levy 1983; Rosaldo 1984; Shweder and Bourne 1982). Because Samoans inhabit 

society as role players, sexual identity is perceived in terms of gender roles. Although personal 
practices may become the basis for a jocular social identity in faipona, they do not count as a 
"real" social identity. Only transvestism-taking the public role of the opposite sex in dress 
and manner-is considered noteworthy. However, in Samoa transvestism is common only 
among males; why this is so will soon become clear.'2 

origins Like all forms of sexuality and gender, transvestism is rooted in family life. When 
there are few girls in a family, a Samoan boy may be brought up as a girl.13 In one exemplary 
case the mother had given birth to a series of boys and decided that the next child was to be a 

girl, whatever its physiological gender. When her relatives came to congratulate her at the hos- 

pital, they deferentially referred to the baby as a girl. 
Samoan transvestism is, however, usually a personal choice, although not a choice without 

cost. During high school, while shifting to a female persona, several of my informants were 

repeatedly beaten by fathers and brothers embarrassed by the shift. On the other hand, most 
fa'afafine receive maternal support for their decision. One of my informants recollects coming 
home from grade school to find "her" mother making her a frilly blouse. Mothers, who super- 
vise the household, are likely to observe and to condone a boy's preference for girls' chores in 

preadolescence (Schoeffel 1979:110, 205). Boys who perform girls' tasks are often called 
fa'afafine. 

If identity is role-based in Samoa, it makes sense that gender would be announced by role 

playing. However, girls perform boys' tasks without stigma. By implication Samoans regard the 

boy's gender affiliation as insecure (Schoeffel 1979; Shore 1981). Schoeffel points to the Sa- 
moan custom of circumcision in boyhood (as opposed to at birth) as evincing a social recog- 
nition of the boy's special need for gender signification. This need is also evinced by the display 
of feminine mannerisms by many male youngsters and preadolescents (1979:113-116). 
Schoeffel explains this insecurity by reference to the ideas of Nancy Chodorow (1974). 

Chodorow argues that because in many societies females are directly involved in childrear- 

ing, a girl constructs her gender identity by identifying with a person intimately known. Because 

males are often distant figures, a boy constructs his by defining himself in opposition to his 

primary caretaker, thus developing a negative gender identity (1974:50). Boys do identify pos- 

itively with male roles in society, but Chodorow believes that role-based ideas about gender 
are less substantial than ideas derived from intimate personal relationships. 

Building upon Chodorow's argument, Schoeffel tells us female gender identity is more secure 
than male gender identity in Samoa because it is "personal" rather than "positional" 
(1979:113-116,174-177, 204-206). However, since Schoeffel also reports that boys and girls 
both help to care for babies and toddlers (1979:103-107, 113), it seems as if the identity of 

Samoan boys would be securely based upon a personal identification with older boys who 

cared for them when they were small. 
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Schoeffel also ascribes the boy's gender instability to a lack of task differentiation among 
Samoan children under the age of ten and to the remoteness of male tasks (1979:114). How- 
ever, boys do have specific tasks, and not all male tasks are removed from the sphere of daily 
activities. Within the aiga young men are expected to produce and prepare food for their elders, 
a role symbolized by making the umu, or earth oven. Making the umu includes assembling the 
wood and stones that compose it, harvesting and preparing the foods that stock it, and covering 
it with leaves. Boys as young as five may assist in the process. The task is so definitive of the 
young male's role that I have heard women tease fa'afafine by telling them, "Go get leaves for 
the umu," meaning the transvestites are really boys rather than girls. When a man is awarded 
a title, the following proverb is frequently used in ceremonial speeches commending his un- 
flagging service to the village: "'Ua vela lana umu i lo tatou nu'u" ("His umu has been cooked 
in our village") (Sutter 1975[1971]:25; see also Anonymous 1954[1944]). 

On the personal level Samoans do not distinguish sharply between men and women, boys 
and girls. As we have seen, boys and girls take equal pride in their skills in fights; pre-Christian 
personal names are often not marked for gender (Schoeffel 1979:103; Wilkes 1845:138); and 
outside school little boys and girls still wear much the same clothing (Schoeffel 1979:107-109). 
Data on the linguistics of gender in Samoa indicate that status trumps sex in the shaping of 
language habits throughout life (Ochs 1988). It is in terms of roles, rather than personal quali- 
ties, that males and females are distinguished in Samoa. Personal identification with older 
males, then, cannot contribute much to the boy's positive sense of gender. 

Because of the emphasis Samoans place on social role, a stable male gender identity requires 
an early identification with immediately apprehensible and highly valued male roles. In Samoa, 
being served is the insignia of status, whereas serving is evidence of a lack thereof. In the house- 
hold, an older sister is likely to play the role of administrator while her younger brothers act as 
servants (Schoeffel 1979). Furthermore, if girls have gone from being part-time models of re- 
spect behavior and part-time sponsors of ula to being full-time paragons of mamalu, the boy's 
role may have suffered by comparison. The boy's special task, making the umu, is the signature 
of his lack of prestige and is the task he will shed when he acquires status. Therefore, neither 
performing this role nor being cared for by those who do greatly advances a positive gender 
identity. This is not to say that female roles are generally more prestigious than male ones-far 
from it-but high-status male roles are rarely visible to children. 

Occasionally, children do observe a major ceremonial event in which older men take center 
stage, but they are chased away from the weekly meeting of the council of chiefs. And while it 
is true that children frequently attend sermons given by male pastors, the pastor is a confusing 
model, for in Samoan semiology religion is a feminine sphere, politics a masculine one (Schoef- 
fel 1979; Shore 1977, 1981, 1982). Therefore, in Samoa the status advantages of being male 
are likely to be evident only later, when the boy enters the 'aumaga and begins participating in 
village-level activities. This period comes long after that in which gender identity takes shape. 

More persuasively, Schoeffel asserts that, owing to the high status of sisters in early life, boys 
develop a negative sense of self vis-a-vis their sisters (1979:163, 174-177, 213)-a fact that 
might explain why boys periodically display feminine mannerisms. A negative image implies 
a positive version on which the negative is based, and the positive must be specified periodi- 
cally to make its negation clear. The only way one can indicate gesturally "I am not like that" 
is by acting like what one is not (Bateson 1972:177-193). 

It is in the context of ula that preadolescent and adolescent boys commonly take on feminine 
airs. Samoan boys think mock effeminacy funny and employ it in entertaining friends. Yet in- 
asmuch as femininity is thereby mocked, the adoption of effeminate airs serves a double pur- 
pose: it specifies the positive image of the sister, against which the boy is defined, but it also 
ridicules this image, thereby suggesting that the sister's identity is negative rather than the broth- 
er's. Male identity then appears positive by contrast, and feels more secure.14 
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The inclination of Samoan boys to ape femininity in jest is institutionalized. Entertainment 

competitions today, like the p6ula of old, are led by fa'aaluma, untitled conductor-clowns, 
usually male. When a fa'aaluma clowns, he is apt to act effeminately (Shore 1978:1 78). At the 
American Samoa Community College Flag Day celebration in 1989, for example, one of the 
fa'aaluma posed like a model, danced ballet steps, made sexy motions and gestures from the 

taualuga, shadow boxed, tiptoed about, and finally began singing in a falsetto voice. 

Thus, the fa'afafine is a boy that jokes as most Samoan boys do, but does so consistently 
rather than intermittently and acquires accompanying paraphernalia. One Samoan drag queen 
I interviewed alleged that he was heterosexual, had a girlfriend, and affected a girlish style and 
entered drag queen contests for fun. He even made a pass at me during the interview. This 
unserious affectation of the fa'afafine role is atypical but underscores the fact that the role itself 
is conceived of as a jest. 

Because only the elaborateness and consistency with which fa'afafine practice the jest of 

effeminacy is abnormal, individuals occasionally shed the role of the transvestite after their 

youth,'5 usually for political reasons. Those who have high titles or elevated positions in gov- 
ernment are to be dignified. Perhaps because fa'afafine are affiliated with ula in Samoan social 

thought, they are not selected for these offices. However, if the transvestite begins dressing as 
a man, political ascent is open to him. While people will gossip, they express little public con- 
cern about his sexuality. 

To say that an individual may take up or cast off a role is not to say why he or she does so. 

Although Samoans are capable of shifting roles fluidly, for the most part their "role identities" 
are stable. We have seen why the boy's gender role is less so, but what does its relative insta- 

bility have to do with culture change? While private sexual behavior is not an explicit aspect 
of gender identity in Samoa, an adult male is supposed to have a wife and children. Therefore, 

attaining male gender identity necessitates acquiring a heterosexual orientation, at least to 

some degree. It may be that making the transition from the homoerotic orientation of the latency 

period to the publicly heterosexual orientation of adulthood is more difficult in Samoa today. 
Once they reach the age of five or six, Samoan boys are no longer cared for by their older 

sisters and are likely to begin spending the majority of their time with other boys. Then flirtation 

with individuals of the opposite sex is disallowed, while close and physically affectionate re- 

lations with same-sex persons are established practice. In Samoa as in much of the Pacific, boys 

may walk about hand-in-hand or with an arm draped about a comrade, and so may girls.'6 It 

seems likely that in days gone by, poula-and the pervasive social attitude toward "marriage" 
that p6ula indexed-ased the transition to a heterosexual orientation and thereby helped to 

stabilize gender identity for boys. In recent decades pdula and like occasions have become 

increasingly rare. 

fa'afafine as liminal figures Earlier in this article I recounted several jokes made by Samoan 

women: one in which the woman said she was lavea, meaning no longer a virgin; one in which 

the woman said she was from Saepipi, implying the same; and one in which the ladies of the 

women's komiti mimed sexual intercourse. If boys' ula is likely to turn upon the fact that they 
are not women in the biological sense, women's ula is likely to turn upon the fact that they are 

not girls in the anatomical sense. Fa'afafine's ula turns upon the fact that they are neither 

women nor girls, by ironically signaling that they are both. 
If the fa'afafine's humor has a contrapuntal character, so does her role: it is sisterly in form, 

but its content is all woman. In defining female gender identity, Samoans make a pivotal dis- 

tinction between teine (girls) and fafine (women). Sisters are thought of as teine. When a girl 
runs off with a boy or formally marries, her primary social identity shifts from that of "sister" to 

that of "wife" and she is considered a fafine. Being a fafine, therefore, connotes that one is 

sexually active (Schoeffel 1979:178, 180; Shore 1981:199, 204). Schoeffel suggests that this 

connotation implies fa'afafine are affiliated in Samoan thought with females in their "less hon- 
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oured, functional state" (1979:203-204). However, fa'afafine are never directly referred to as 
fafine but as teine, and their characteristic style mimics that of the sister. 

Samoan respect language employs the /t/, /n/, and /r/ sounds in place of the /k/, /ng/, and /I/ 
sounds used in common speech. For example, a girl is a teine in respect language, but a keinge 
in ordinary speech. Speaking respect language is a way of being mamalu, and as the reader 
will recall, the female who is supposed to be mamalu is the sister. Yet Ochs tells us that "trans- 
vestites displaying the behavior of women will exaggerate this image speaking not only with 
the /t/, /n/, and /r/ but moving all sounds toward the front of the mouth" (1988:57). By speaking 
in a style that purports to be mamalu, transvestites exaggerate the locutionary style not of fafine 
but rather of teine, or sisters. 

Furthermore, what is said about fa'afafine affairs resembles what is said about teine who have 
just been deflowered. When people step beyond the bounds of social role and act instead on 

personal feelings, Samoans are prone to perceive them as possessed by impulses and com- 

pelled to act in unreasoning ways (Mageo 1991 c), for in Samoa, conscious identity is affiliated 
with the persona. The girl who takes a lover steps beyond the bounds of her social role and acts 
on personal sentiment; it is said that she thinks of her lover constantly, gives him all her money, 
accepts any abuse, and becomes dissociated from all other aspects of her life. It is also said that 
the fa'afafine can deny her lover nothing; she too gives him money or whatever he asks. How- 
ever, in Samoan social theory, women desist from these extremes of behavior after the first 

experience. Fa'afafine do not. 

Virginal feelings notwithstanding, urban Samoan fa'afafine are reputed to be what, for lack 
of a better word, one might call swingers. Thus, the tune I have most often heard them sing in 
public performances is "Quando, Quando," which is based on a repetition of the line "Oh my 
darling, tell me, when?" The query is not about marriage, at least in the missionaries' sense. 
Common terms for fa'afafine are 'ai laolagi (eat earth), 'ai paneta (eat planet), and 'ai karoti (eat 
carrot), all of which allude to fellatio. Yet another term is fagufagu, which refers to someone 
who wakes a person up from sleep, in this case a man who wakes another man by initiating 
intercourse. 

One of my fa'afafine informants told me, "I go with that one, then that one, then that one," 
and bragged to me about the men who fell in love with her. She went on to perform her imi- 
tation of a Whitney Houston song, said she had been the taupou at Marist Brothers, a boys' 
Catholic high school in American Samoa, and talked of the beauty contests she had won. In- 
deed, several of my interviewees had won these rather frequently held contests, which explic- 
itly center on female impersonation. Female vocalists like Madonna are common models. 

Another informant confided she was promiscuous because no man would cultivate a long- 
term relationship with her (ultimately boys find girls to marry and give them children). In order 
to protect herself emotionally, she had only one-night stands. This confidence pointed to a 
contradiction inherent in the role of the fa'afafine: the fa'afafine imitates girls but seldom co- 
habits with men. Therefore the "girl" cannot play her role through to womanhood and is caught 
in a liminal state; she must act a "bit part" continuously. This "bit" is reputedly played even 
in the act of sex itself, in which, when sodomized, some fa'afafine are said to exclaim, "Oh, 
my pipi, my pipi!" using the Samoan euphemism for female genitals. 

Several informants talked of transvestite friends who had married. But these marrying persons 
had had sex-change operations, which one "girl" described as "going all the way." Those 
transvestites who mentioned this possibility were ambivalent, expressing the ambition to do so 
in one sentence and denying it in the next. A sex-change operation is, after all, no joke. 

the symbolic analysis of sex roles and culture change 

Fa'afafine are thus tagged as a species of girl but as one that is sexually expressive. Inherent 
in the mask of the fa'afafine is the message that she is a girl who engages in ula. By displaying 
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rather than cloaking the private dimension of the self, the fa'afafine explicitly violates the norms 

applied to girls in modern Samoa, but here virtue conspires with vice, for through this violation 
she aids in the idealization of Samoan girls. 

Wikan (1977:310-311) suggests that Omani transvestites assist in the idealization of women 

by acting like prostitutes: by representing this aspect of femininity, they save Omani women 
from the necessity of doing so. Fa'afafine can be seen in a similar light. The desexualization of 
the role of the girl has left Samoans at a loss in circumstances calling for entertainment. Because 

girls must now be mamalu, not just in the presence of categorical brothers but in the presence 
of boys in general, they cannot take the lead in ula between the sexes. Fa'afafine fill this gap in 
modern Samoan social structure and appropriate girls' former responsibilities, thus defining 
themselves as stand-ins for bygone aualuma girls. 

In entertainments, fa'afafine often borrow the foreign feminine personae that invade Samoa 
on video and television. In towns one finds fa'afafine houses where a number of "girls" live 
and congregate; the house in downtown American Samoa is called Hollywood. A fa'afafine 
will often adopt a fancy English name, usually one that begins with the same letter as her Sa- 
moan name.17 By making these alien personae seem ludicrous, fa'afafine provide a buffer 

against influences that erode idealized notions of proper conduct for girls. 
Fa'afafine further support the idealization of girls by serving as negative models of the virginal 

teine. Much humor involves looking at one's cultural assumptions and acknowledging, through 

irony, that they are assumptions. Because Samoans assume that people are fundamentally role 

players, a good deal of Samoan humor jokes self-consciously about role playing. In Samoan 

comedy skits (faleaitu), for example, plots hinge upon the inversion of proper role behavior, 
and the actors often joke about playing roles and behave like fa'afafine (Shore 1977:318-333, 
1978:178).18 Thus the fa'afafine is a favored instance of role inversion. Like the faleaitu actor, 
the fa'afafine effects a joke about a social role-that of the Samoan sister-by inverting it. She 

does so by simultaneously marking herself as a sister and exhibiting the carnal dimensions of 

womanhood. The inversion serves to remind sisters of how they are not supposed to behave. 

Levy argues that Tahitian mahu serve as negative models and as reminders to Tahitian men 

of how they are not supposed to behave (1971:16-20, 1973:472-473). In Tahiti, male identity 

requires an instructive negative instance because men lack significant roles in a household 

structure dominated by older girls and women. Since children identify with figures perceived 
as powerful, Tahitian boys tend to identify with familial women and to risk feminization (1971, 

1973). 
These conditions have also obtained in Samoa. It is therefore likely that fa'afafine and 

fa'aaluma (who might be seen as occasional transvestites) have long served as negative in- 

stances of masculinity. However, the role of the fa'afafine today serves an additional purpose: 

stabilizing the sister's gender role. Perhaps because the contemporary girl's role is confining, 
Samoan girls now require instructive negative instances as well. 

Shore says that in the 1970s the fa'afafine served as a "negative model of femininity" but 

displayed feminine gender rather than feminine sexuality (1981:209-21 1). In fact, many of the 

fa'afafine whom Shore and Schoeffel interviewed in rural Savai'i during this period were alleg- 

edly celibate (Schoeffel 1979:204; Shore, personal communication, 1991); in those rural areas 

where the impact of culture change was moderated, fa'afafine behavior apparently did not yet 

specifically suggest that teine were not supposed to be sexually expressive. 
In Coming of Age Mead describes one young man who conformed quite closely to the profile 

of the fa'afafine. Sasi, who was studying for the pastorate, did women's work and maintained 

more easygoing friendships with girls "than any other boy on the island" (1961 [1928]:148). 

However, Sasi also made continual advances to other boys. Although personal levels of sexual 

activity vary, it seems unlikely that fa'afafine are only newly homosexual; it may be, however, 
that over time the fa'afafine role has evolved and that it has not always signified a carnal foil to 

the idealized teine. If this is the case, the public denial of transvestite homosexuality by citizens 
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concerned with Samoa's public image, and even by fa'afafine themselves, might once have 
been credible. Indeed, in 1981, when I first came to Samoa, one old man took pains to deny 
fa'afafine were homosexual. No one has issued similar denials to me in recent years. 

Fa'afafine not only help Samoans idealize girls, they also make girls' modern sex roles more 
elastic. In Samoa, adolescent boys and girls form separate groups. When an adolescent girl 
fraternizes too much with boys, people cast aspersions on her girlhood and say she is a 
pa'umutu, a "wanton." However, when a boy fraternizes too much with girls, people cast as- 
persions on his manhood and say he is a fa'afafine.19 Hence, fraternity with girls is a definitive 
characteristic of the transvestite, who behaves as a friend and confidant.20 With girls too, 
fa'afafine owe their popularity to ula. 

Girls' cricket games are one modern context in which ribaldry among young women is still 
acceptable. On each side one team member holds the whistle and is considered a fa'aaluma. 
When the other team strikes out, the fa'aaluma blows the whistle and makes a choreographic 
joke imitated by her team. If there is a fa'afafine on the team, she is apt to be made the 
fa'aaluma. In the late 1980s a fa'afafine carried the whistle for the Leone cricket team in Amer- 
ican Samoa and was notorious for her choreographic jokes. In most situations, however, the 
post-Christian stricture on female exhibitionism has spoiled ula for girls. Whereas the raillery 
of married women is still said to be more explicit than that of men (Schoeffel 1979:174), people 
today look askance at a girl who jokes too freely. But a fa'afafine is expected to ula, and girls 
will laugh at her jokes. A girl will sometimes whisper a sexual comment about a passing boy 
to a fa'afafine-possibly mentioning that she admires some feature of his anatomy or that she 
loves him-and the fa'afafine will then turn the murmured discourse into ula and call it out to 
the boy. 

Fa'afafine joke in a vicarious capacity not only for girls but also for groups. They are impre- 
sarios. Individual fa'afafine differ in temperament, of course, but even atypically retiring "girls" 
will be urged to fill this role when people gather for entertainment. As impresarios, fa'afafine 
clown and in this capacity might be said to stand in for fa'aaluma and taupou in traditional 
entertainments. In these entertainments, two fa'aaluma lead the respective "sides" but are pe- 
riodically replaced by one taupou who implicitly deconstructs the rivalry between opposing 
groups represented by the clowns. In modern urban entertainments, fa'aaluma are likely to be 
replaced by one clowning fa'afafine who, like the taupou, implicitly deconstructs the conten- 
tiousness that still obtains between members of rivalrous groups in Samoa despite the absence 
of discrete "sides." 

Or, as in the wedding shower described at the opening of the article, competition between 
"sides" may be replaced by competition between fa'afafine in the form of a beauty contest. As 
in the p6ula of yesteryear, the fa'afafine's performative ula is full of "antics," both verbal and 
choreographic, and exhibitionism is a leitmotif of her buffoonery. In the 1990 fa'afafine beauty 
pageant in Pago Pago, for example, one "girl" joked by acting as if she was going to expose 
her "breasts." Another would lift her skirt and flash her underwear. Meanwhile the audience 
would loudly faipona and ula the contestants, placing itself in a jocular competition with them 
and ritually uniting in friendly derision. 

Fa'afafine also remedy violence like that in the Pago Pago nightclub scene. Not only can 
putatively chaste sisters laugh at their jokes but, through a circumvention of social logic, so can 
honorable brothers. While brothers must beat a boy who offends the honor of their categorical 
sister by saying something off-color in her presence, the fa'afafine is, by social agreement, no 
boy. Therefore, even brothers can join in laughter at the fa'afafine's ula in the social melange 
of modern contexts. 

conclusion 

To argue that fa'afafine are increasingly prevalent in modern Samoa because they are useful 
to girls and to gatherings would be to practice functionalist circularity. Societies do not instigate 
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the taking of roles. Yet social change encourages certain persons to take novel roles, and so- 
cieties capitalize on these penchants in order to deal with social change. Samoan boys today 
are, perhaps, more likely to become transvestites because there are no longer entertaining au- 
aluma girls to help them make the transition to an adult heterosexual orientation. However, 
this hiatus in social structure not only creates newfound problems for boys. The identity of girls, 
too, is likely to be less stable because of heightened demands for repression, and the larger 
society suffers by virtue of increasing propensities toward social violence. Lending an extra 
measure of jocular support to boys who take the fa'afafine role may serve as a partial remedy. 

Samoan culture will undoubtedly continue to change. Fa'afafine buffers notwithstanding, the 

presence of expressive young women on silver screens and visitors in bikinis has begun to mit- 

igate the Samoan-Christian anxiety about female exhibitionism. A developing ethnicity, in ad- 
dition to the modern political experience of functioning as a nation in Western Samoa and as 
a highly independent territory in American Samoa, will eventually-for better and for worse- 
diminish the intensity of identifications with smaller groups; group rivalries and the associated 

sensitivity to insult will also abate. Ultimately, history itself effaces the problems that history 
creates. But in the critical and present meanwhile, in those transitional periods that always 
seem to be the material of current events, figures like the fa'afafine will provide continuity in 

change, as well as a means by which cultures like Samoa can sidestep themselves while re- 

maining true to deeply rooted ideals of courtesy and honor. 
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'Levy (1971:12-13, 1973:130-131) includes 18th- and 19th-century testimony to the presence of trans- 
vestites in Tahiti. See also W. Williams 1986:255-256. 

2For example, see Mead (1961 [1928]), Holmes (1957, 1958), and Freeman (who did his ethnographic 
work in Samoa from 1940 to 1943 [1983]). 

31n rural Tahiti of the 1950s and 1960s there was one transvestite per village (Levy 1973:132, 422; W. 
Williams 1986:256). 

4For an example of female involvement in a war between aiga, see Wendt (1979:110-111). However, 
women were reputed to undermine the military campaigns of their villages by gossiping about them to the 
rival camp (Pritchard 1866:61-62). 

5Hitting is a traditional Samoan euphemism for sexual intercourse (see the story and subsequent songs 
about Pili, a lizard who "hits" girls with his "tail," in Kraemer 1978[19021:1, 438). 

6The full text of the song is recorded by Pasene Daystar Recording, Pago Pago. 
7For a detailed investigation of Samoan social contexts see Shore 1977 and 1982. 
8Schultz believes that avaga is the original Samoan conception of marriage and that even formal mar- 

riages in Samoa bear signs that they too are a type of avaga (1911:22-25). 
9Shore believes 'ale'ale aitu was a form of group possession occurring when p6ula became too obviously 

erotic (1977:313-315, 1978:179). An informant of mine says that 'ale'ale aitu was a stage late in the poula 
when people exclaimed, "Tear off the eye of the spirit" ("Sasae le mata ole aitu"), and that at this point 
they tore off their clothes. The latter interpretation echoes Kraemer's description of the advanced stages of 
p6ula (1978[1902]:11, 398). 

According to Shore (1977, 1982), Samoan contexts in which the parties are of the same sex, age, and 
rank are competitive, while those involving parties of opposite sex and differing status are complementary 
and are probably modeled on the brother/sister relationship, calling for respectful conduct. Shore believes 
possession occurred at poula because the presence of male and female sides established a respect context 
in which public sexuality was improper (1978). In terms of gender, pdula should have been respect con- 
texts, yet their substance was typically comic. Likewise, ceremonies involving more than one group are 
organized as an exchange between two sides, each represented by a titled male, and protocol dictates their 
titles be treated as comparable. Therefore, in terms of rank and gender, ceremonies involving more than 
one group should constitute competitive contexts, yet their substance is respectful. Ceremonies, like the 
poula of old, are rituals that play upon, belie, and reverse the normal logic of gender in Samoa, a logic 
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which Shore accurately depicts. If the poula Shore's informant described ended in possession, I attribute 
that fact to a historical rise in social anxiety about exhibitionism. 

'This permissiveness is evident in Hawaiian culture (Souza 1976:4). 
1See also Schoeffel (1979:203). For a parallel in Tahiti see Levy (1973:73, 116, 134-135, 138, 141, 

235), and for one in the Marquesas see W. Williams (1986:256). In ancient Hawaii the term mahu was 
used for transsexuals. There was no term for homosexual per se, although aikane was the term for men who 
had a homosexual relationship with one another. This was, however, a category not of person but of re- 
lationship. Thus, one might have a spouse, a relative, an aikane, and so forth. In modern Hawaii mahu 
refers to transsexuals and homosexuals (Morris 1990; Souza 1976). 

'2Munroe, Whiting, and Hally argue that "transvestism appears significantly more often in societies that 
do not emphasize sex differences" (1969:87), listing Samoa as a society in which gender distinctions are 
minimized (1969:90). In fact, gender distinctions are pivotal elements in Samoan social structure (Shore 
1977, 1981, 1982). The problem may be that Munroe, Whiting, and Hally do not distinguish between 
gender distinctions attributed to social role and those attributed to personal qualities. Samoans emphasize 
the former but not the latter. Perhaps significant tendencies toward transvestism exist only when a culture 
minimizes personal distinctions and emphasizes gender distinctions based on social role. This new hy- 
pothesis has the potential to reconcile the Munroe, Whiting, and Hally study with the prior anthropological 
view that transvestism should be found where the male and female roles are highly differentiated, because 
in such circumstances the changing of roles has consequence (Munroe, Whiting, and Hally 1969:87). 
Nanda points out that in its present form the Munroe, Whiting, and Hally hypothesis does not explain 
transvestites in India or Oman, and she questions its applicability to the American berdache (1990:140- 
141). 

'1n Hawaiian culture too, the youngest son may be raised as a girl when a family has no daughters 
(Robertson 1989:314-315). Samoan families prefer an equal number of boy and girl children. Children 
may be dressed to give the impression of symmetry (Schoeffel 1979:109-110, 136). 

'4For one of my informants, transvestism was based on a positive identification with the eldest sister. The 
sister had had an incapacitating accident and the boy had taken her place. "She" remains devoted to "her" 
sister. However, this fa'afafine is a quiet and dignified person who refuses to take the lead in public joking. 

'1Wikan notes that Omani transvestites may oscillate between a female and a male persona (1977:308). 
Omani identity also seems to be based upon the persona, in that both men and women seek "to project an 
honourable and graceful presence-to embody beautiful manners" (Wikan 1977:313). However, Wikan 
believes that gender identity in Oman is constituted by the sexual act (1977:309) and would, therefore, 
appear to be based upon a private experience. But by "the sex act," Wikan actually refers to the public 
display of hymenal blood after the wedding night that establishes a girl was a virgin and a boy is a man. 
Here sex is indexed as a public display, not as a private experience. In old Samoa too, publicly producing 
hymenal blood established that a woman had been a girl, but it was done in a public defloration ritual 
unrelated to intercourse. Even today Samoan boys try to establish their manhood by boasting that they have 
privately deflowered girls; however, manhood is actually established by another public performance, pro- 
ducing children. 

'For a Tahitian parallel see Levy (1973:72-73). 
'7Shore suggests this practice derives from the fact that Samoan names are often unmarked for gender 

(personal communication, 1991), but some Samoan names, such as Sina and Losa, are marked, and so are 
many indigenized Christian names, such as Mele and Epi. Transvestites rarely choose these Samoan names. 

'8The actor's fa'afafine style in faleaitu functions as a blind. One assumes that the faleaitu actor, like the 
fa'afafine, means to express illicit sexual impulses or that the actor is a boy who wants to behave effemi- 
nately. In fact the point of faleaitu is to ridicule authority, an act that in the hierarchical Samoan social 
system would ordinarily be looked on as seditious. Shore argues that faleaitu is "a privileged arena of 
expression" that plays an important role in social control (1978). The institution of the fa'afafine also assists 
in social control by providing such an arena. 

'9Shore notes that while boys' gender identity is unstable, girls' sexual identity is unstable (1981). 
20Tahitian transvestites are also companions to girls (Levy 1973:133-134). 
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