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ABSTRACT 

Death is an inevitable par t of life, a n d as such, is centra l to 

understanding the cultural themes of a peop le . Death facil i tates the 

expression of Misiman themes of being- in- the-wor ld through the med ium of 

mortuary rituals, wherein commun i t y values a n d beliefs are emphasised a n d 

reconstructed. Generosity, convivial i ty, a sense of coope ra t i on a n d 

submissiveness towards authority all f ind a n out let in a n d are a u g m e n t e d by 

the activities a n d occasions compris ing mortuary events. The mot ivat ing 

forces of self-esteem a n d prestige are channe l l ed into the e x c h a n g e of pigs 

a n d valuables; b a l a n c e is ach ieved in relationships a t all levels. Respect 

o w e d to ancestors is memorial ised a n d d isp layed th rough the sequence of 

feasts as well as by the erect ion of gravestones; commun i tas is ev ident in the 

women ' s exchange of pots of f o o d a n d in the workers ea t ing together . 

Death constructs society, causing d isparate groups to coa lesce a n d 

b e reconst i tuted within the contex t of mortuary feast ing. It is the marr iage 

al l iance on Misima, however, that constructs the form a n d shape of mortuary 

feast ing, ba lanc ing matri l ineal a n d patr i lateral emphases a n d provid ing the 

third strand to the strong cord tha t binds Misiman society. As e a c h of the 

three main groups of relatives carry out their mutua l obl igat ions at mortuary 

feasting times, e a c h group reconstructs their roles, a n d a t the same t ime 

asserts a n d affirms the impor tance of the relationships w h i c h b ind them 

together. 

Mortuary ritual is foundat iona l to an unders tand ing of Misiman peop le , 

their values a n d interactions; it is a n ongo ing pe r f o rmance . 
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Conventions 

CONVENTIONS 

Misiman language words are in italics. (See glossary for more 

explanation.) When the word has b e e n used more than o n c e in close 

proximity, I omit the gloss within the text. 

I have p l a c e d the English gloss in parentheses immed ia te ly fol lowing 

the Misiman wo rd . Where the translation is literal rather than normally 

a c c e p t e d usage, I have used quota t ion marks. 

I have signalled the use of words from other PNG languages, e.g. Tok 

Pisin (Melanesian Pidgin) or Dobu, by the conven t ion of underl ining. These 

words are found primarily in chapters one and two . 

At times, I have tended to use a literal translation of the Misiman w a y 

of expressing things, rather than the more usual English words. For example , I 

refer to the processing of sago as "make sago." I have tr ied to ind ica te such 

usage in a foo tno te . 
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