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ABSTRACT:

Papua New Guinean tales present a vision of woman as a gifted, versatile being endowed with creative power and thought, much above her status in real life. The representations offered by the street painters in Port Moresby corroborate the fact that women, shedding light on their immediate environment, play an active part in the overall emancipation of the nation. Both in tales and in contemporary pictorial representations, women are associated with magic. Even though stories and paintings may be anchored in a traditional context, their interpretation at the allegorical and symbolic level shows that the leading role played by the magic woman is key to promoting modern, humanistic values in a rapidly changing world. For some academics in university circles though, the loss of bride price explains the difficulties most modern couples are currently experiencing.

Whether in politics, arts or stories, woman occupies center stage, contrary to her status in real life. Four poles of interest might be considered when it comes to apprehending the predicament woman is facing with in a male male-dominated society. This article will explore the way woman is considered from an academic, social, aesthetic and tale-telling point of view.

We will first focus on some of the lecturers in charge at the University of Port Moresby and their impact on society as a whole. Universities are supposed to train future decision-makers in understanding the world they live in, giving them a clear vision of what is at stake, including the gender issue. In order to do so, students ought to be confronted with the harsh reality of certain facts and lectures. This is the academic part.

The second point of interest lies outside the university walls, with people describing what they see around them in the world they live in and are very familiar with, but this world is not theirs. They know about sex discrimination issues and take for granted that gender is a vast notion concerning the very identity of human beings among whom the gender borders might be redefined and certainly not discriminated against and who certainly should not be discriminated against. They will cast a straightforward light on the gender issue based upon facts and unprejudiced observation.

The third focus is about art and the way artists have tackled the notion of gender. Artists have always been interested in woman because the great majority of them are men. They see in the staging of women a way to get away from their own doom. Besides, by showing woman, the male painter assesses year after year her evolution in her immediate environment and by doing so, he also assesses his own development. This is the aesthetic part.

The fourth hub concerns story telling, the most ancient form of art practised in the world, starting from the first word uttered. Tales tell stories from real people, real clans, real tribes in their ordinary or magic edification. They tell life stories and constitute the memory of the people in their environment and setting. Tales highlight woman because she naturally attracts attention and remains unpredictable, whatever the circumstances. She is the driving force in most stories and she leads the way, making the right decisions at the right moment to go on living and preserve her people.

THE UNIVERSITY DILEMMA

1 As a backcloth, I will briefly give an account of the current situation, by presenting lectures delivered at the University of PNG in Port Moresby at a symposium entitled Women, Kastom and Modernity in Papua New Guinea, which was held on 18 May 2011, in State Function Hall, within the precincts of Parliament, in order to have an idea of the message delivered to the avid student by the lecturers in charge of his/her enlightenment.

Custom and Bride Price

One of the lecturers, from one religiously labelled university, dealing with "Bride price and its significance in traditional and contemporary Enga", explains that the people there took a great deal of pride in conducting a marriage ceremony performed over a period of a month or more. The people from the man's clan would come together to bring their contribution, which would be higher if the bride was a virgin. Cash, pigs, cassowaries, kina shells and other valuables were accepted.

The cultural norms and values bridging a marriage together are slowly eroding nowadays, the female lecturer regrets, and an increasing number of young people are living together, the traditional bride price payment being delayed or ignored due to lack of resources and the high cost of living. Consequently, she continues, -marriages are not stable and women are not regarded or respected as before. There are divorces. The area benefits from an economic boom contributed by important mining projects, but with no benefit in favour of the people and the price of basic goods skyrocketing to inaccessible heights. She says many families are struggling to meet basic needs; under those circumstances, expenses such as bride price payments are becoming another burden for them.

Another lecturer, from the Institute of Papua New Guinea Studies, dealing with the same theme, concludes that bride price ceremonies in Yangoru empower women in marginalized, male-dominated communities, and he comes approximately to the same conclusion.

The mirage

Someone belonging to the Anthropology, Sociology and Archeology Strand of the School of Humanities and Social Sciences of UPNG castigates foreign organizations for dealing unfairly with the notion of gender. In "Gender Inequality as a mirage: Women, their Sexuality and Power", he contends that there are power displays in everyday gender relations and that most of the time it is power wielded by man that becomes the focus of attention. Women, he argues, also wield "behind the scenes" powers that bear considerable influences on family life and "these powers are derived from their sexuality and child-bearing properties." Finally, the author suggests, there is an urgent need to come away from the mirage of power struggle imbalances in gender relations and shift focus to real problems like ordinary Papua New Guinea families' everyday struggle. These views on Woman corroborate Professor Betty Lovai's research. She is Dean of the School of Humanities and Social sciences, a vibrant advocate of women's rights in PNG, also involved in policy making in the domain of gender. Professor Lovai investigated how the level of education could impact the way men perceive gender-based violence. Her investigation was conducted among academics from 2008 onwards; the preliminary results imply that practise and knowledge are to be distinguished. She came to the conclusion that "while most academics recognized the necessity of condemning gender based violence, many still practise it on the basis of cultural values."

The new PNG hybrid

Ms. Pauline Riman, a Communications Officer to the Terrestrial Ecosystems Management Branch, Kokoda Initiative, also taking part in the symposium, is a hybrid in PNG. Hybrids have parents from different provinces, speak little of their parents' languages and were not brought up in their parents' provinces; Growing up in Port Moresby, Pauline Riman spoke English and Tok-Pisin and, she explains, refused to do housework unless her brothers or cousin-brothers were doing it too. Pauline Riman says the general perception of the woman raised in the city is that she is shallow, lazy and ignorant of her culture. The many popular songs on the radio berating women are testament to this. In the villages, she adds, women never owned land, they did not sleep with their husbands, but in separate households, served men at traditional ceremonies while they, men, did all the talking.

In the city, the same situation prevailed. Yet women like her mother maintained their careers and had a steady income-it takes a superhuman feat to achieve all this, Pauline Riman exclaims, especially without the support of a husband, partner, family and a nation. She declared: "If ever I am in need of a hero I look to the women of my mother's generation who dared to have a higher education, join the paid work force and have careers all in the midst of marriage and raising children. I am a proud PNG hybrid-a new breed of PNG woman".

OUTSIDERS' VIEWS

In their August 2011 Bulletin, the US Department of State1 sum up the current situation in Papua New Guinea, contending that social structures in PNG include "the practise of subsistence economy, the recognition of bonds of kinship with obligations extending beyond the immediate family group, egalitarian relationships with an emphasis on acquired rather than inherited status and a strong attachment of the people to land which is held communally". These general considerations stress the fact that the notion of individual freedom and enterprise is superseded by collective imperatives.

Playing truant

Gender is directly concerned when the report warns that "patterns and frequency of sexual activity, though never publicly discussed, contribute to the current rapid spread of HIV". AIDS is developing rapidly in PNG because people either do not see the relation between the sexual act and the disease, do not care about what they consider as trivial matters or, out of modesty, do not wish to tackle the problem. A realistic painting by one Port Moresby street painter represents what looks like a drugstore, a pharmacy or a family planning clinic, with a doctor explaining to an audience of about forty what contraception means. He is holding a condom in his hand, presumably giving some directions for use. Regretfully enough, not a single man is part of the audience. On the other hand, this means that the forty women taking part in the meeting agree that drastic measures should be taken to fight the epidemic and want to be informed on what might be done to avoid further disaster. They also mean to remain master of their own fate, notwithstanding men's blatant disinterest for that crucial issue.

Wife beating: a national passion

Nevertheless, the US bulletin mentions the fact that "land and other possessions may be inherited through the female line", meaning that in some societies, be it in PNG, woman may play an important part at the clan level. Even though there are such occurrences, "women generally are considered and treated as inferiors. Gender violence is endemic, the compiler concludes, adding to close the subject that "most Papua New Guineans still adhere strongly to this traditional social structure, which has its roots in village life." PNG males' refusing to take part in woman's promotion stems from the fact that they fear to lose their power and control over the family as a whole. This attitude is facilitated by woman's lack of status. "In every society, the treatment inflicted to women depends in large part on their age, their economic role, and their acknowledged or denied adulthood2 ", says Judith Brown. Old women are less likely to be beaten than young ones, simply because they would get more support from outsiders, owing to the helpful relationships they entertained in their environment. Women are also less likely to be beaten in societies where they are regarded as autonomous adults. In PNG society, men are the wage earners and women are expected to stick to the house and the gardens, and wife beating is a way of life. "All Men Do It", is the title of an article by Dorothy Ayers Counts quoting Police Commissioner David Tasion to a gathering of provincial police commanders in Port Moresby: "Look, gentlemen, we've all done it… But I will not stand it any longer. We've got to stop beating our wives.3 "

Magic

Wife beating as an accepted custom throughout the country constitutes a serious public health problem, which might be solved, should some simple measures be taken and accepted beforehand. The Wape people promote domestic tranquillity and never let quarrels degenerate into violence. They tend to speak softly, and aggressive acts committed by children are met with disinterestedness. Angered children are left screaming wherever they are until they come back to their senses. As nobody cares for the infuriated child, the child eventually thinks better of it and gently surrenders. In "Why Wape Men Don't Beat their Wives 4 ", William Mitchell tries to identifies the factors explaining how Wape manage to keep emotions under control, especially the ones likely to lead to violence. The Wape know precisely what magic to use in order to obtain a world of peace and quiet, from which violence and the national passion are naturally banned. These people, explains William Mitchell, "perceive expatriates, especially men, as unpredictable and potentially bellicose5 ." To counteract their hosts' evil dispositions, they place magical ginger under their house ladder. The Wape know that anything violent would be met with the punitive intervention of watchful ancestral spirits.

Wape men not beating their wives implies some constraints, says William Mitchell, among which the generalisation of monogamy; under polygynous circumstances, problems will arise between wives and co-wives. With the Wape, women have their say in the choice of their husbands. Married couples are watched over by helpful relatives. There are solidarity bonds among women, who are also the food providers for the family; the diet is nutritionally deficient. The Wape have adopted the non polarization of gender differences. As a last resort, a wife may threaten to commit suicide if her husband shames her. Finally, alcohol is almost nonexistent.

STREET PAINTERS

Contemporary painting soared in the early 1970s in Port Moresby by Mathias Kauage. Now, on the pavement along the Holiday Inn, street painters, Kauage's kin for most of them, perpetuate his artistic memory.

Mathias Kauage

Contemporary painting in PNG was started in the early 1970s by Mathias Kauage, who had a tremendous influence on painting and screen printing in Port Moresby. He participated in the decoration of the Parliament of the new nation in 1975 and his people were required by the government to decorate such public buildings as the Museum, some walls and places within the University and elsewhere and street fittings like bus shelters in Port Moresby. These artists have been playing an important part in the cultural evolution of the city. In the 1970s and 80s, Kauage imposed his vision of Woman upon the world of PNG contemporary art and beyond.

A drawing entitled Spak Meri6 belonging to the artist's personal collection, painted circa 1978, represents a woman drinking up a bottle of spirits from her left hand while brandishing another in her right hand. She wears arms and legs bands with a few hibiscus flowers, as a traditional decoration, a grass skirt and a traditional headdress. Two shields display some of the nation's identity signs in the form of birds of paradise and the five Southern Cross stars. Her large feet are shaped into claws like those of birds of prey. She keeps under her foot a third bottle of spirits next to a lime gourd. The drunken lady herself evolves within the virtual frame of a shield. By setting side to side the most representative symbols of the nation and the drunken woman, Kauage represents the opposition between the traditional way of life and misconduct brought about by modernity.

Woman by Kauage

Hugh Stevenson, one of the great collectors of contemporary art, could examine two paintings by Kauage before they were exhibited and sold in 1970. Each of them were commented upon by the artist. "This girl goes to the university but she is pregnant; she'd better stay home" is the 'comment to the first picture. The comment attached to the second picture is much more obscure: "PNG woman, before you had no handbags. Now, you've got handbags, you have earrings and… on your hands, you paint your mouth and your fingernails too. I'd like to ask you [to be my friend]. You spit on me, Kauage, an artist for many years (December 1984, 81, 82, 83, 70.)

The painter's rather frenzied ambiguous comments were rather disparaging to women, as he fancied, with some spite, they were emancipating, living their own life independently of the custom system. His sentence ends up on a rather incongruous spit. Kauage does not understand, or does not acknowledge, the fact that sociological changes are taking place around him. In his own mind, he pictures a woman going adrift, whereas he actually stages modernity experienced by a lady of the city. Kauage was deeply perturbed by the changes going on around him, which really upset him.

Another reason why illiterate Kauage was upset, London artist Georgina Beier noticed, stems from the fact that he was taking adults courses at the time. His attitude changed together with his paintings. His long-armed long-legged creatures were now imprisoned behind ribbons of intricate geometric patterns, which became heavier and heavier. Legs and arms shortened into stumps. Evening courses were real torture to him and he felt ill at ease. He used gaudy aggressive patterns painted predominantly in black and red. Most of his artistic productions were provocative.

Yet, Kauage's disappointment with the behavior of some Port Moresby women was real. In the 1978 exhibition catalogue, he bitterly complained about what he could observe in the city: Some married women have left their husband, hanging around in the city, selling their bodies for two kinas in the bush. Some get drunk on beer and exhibit themselves naked in the streets, pretending they speak English. They shouldn't do such things because they cast shame on us, PNG people. I feel ashamed of what is happening and that's the reason why I am painting these women.

Contemporary painters

Mathias Kauage had his own personal vision of the evolution of the world around him; especially woman. Between him and his contemporary followers, the painters went a long way, having a change of heart. Port Moresby street painters settling along the Holiday Inn keep reproducing patterns from the past but also commenting on current events and issues, giving a fair account of the current situation in the city. They play a prominent part in the treatment of contemporary topics at the aesthetic level.

An exhibition entitled Rethinking Women, organized by the Anthropology, Sociology and Archaeology Strand of UPNG, was held from 9 May to the 4 June 2011 within the National Library; it ran parallel with the Symposium. The organizing committee invited some of the most prominent PNG artists, street painters for most of them, to display their works relating to awareness of gender issues in PNG.

Mikael Kenny, PNG 2009, Acrylic on canvas, Untitled 45 cm x 60.

More than thirty years after his mentor, Michael Kenny expresses his own perception of the drunken lady. On his Spak Meri7 though, he does not pass any judgment. The lady seems rather pleased with herself. She is returning home, delightfully tipsy, her kundu in her hand, as the rising sun is setting the sky aglow. She has obviously had a good time. She is disheveled, walking jauntily and smiling amusingly, but she keeps her feet on the ground Peter Leo offers the vision of a lady, represented from behind, in her modern flat. She wears a traditional skirt and a modern blouse. She is imprisoned in barbed wire which literally prevents her from expressing herself and whose pressure on her body is controlled by anonymous hands. By pulling on the barbed wire, the hands seem to draw her downwards, into the traditional dress. The tense sinews in her neck show how hard the lady tries to resist her torturer, in spite of the presumably searing pain.

The double vision of the Papuan painters can be appreciated in one picture by Simon Gende. Meri bilong bipo is the traditionnal woman as opposed to Meri bilong nau. The bipo part, woman before, on the left handside, illustrates the traditional way. The lady is bearing from her forehead a set of four bilums, the top one containing a baby. The other bilums can be used for collecting kindling -we can see an open fire inside the house-or for carrying food for feeding the pigs -the black spot at her foot is a piglet-or anything else that can be transported such as garden produce, sweet potatoes or yams, and babies. The lady is overloaded, walking heavily, carrying on her head an impressive bamboo pipe, into the bargain. She is wearing a grass skirt and traditional bilas8 at her neck, belt and ankles. She obviously has time.

Her modern counterpart, Meri bilong nau, woman now, on the right hand side, with a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, a wristwatch. She is wearing gaudy colours and has had her hair peroxyded. There is a car ready for use in the background. She seems to be in a hurry, walking briskly, her handbag dangling at her shoulder.Apparently, the painter does not take sides. Nevertheless, the lady associated with tradition keeps a straight face and looks resigned whereas a tentative smile can be perceived on the modern lady's lips, who looks resolute.

WOMEN IN TALES

Yet, the best stage for woman remains the numerous tales in which she plays her most significant parts. In tales, woman expresses her will and asserts her personality. In a world of magic lessening distinctions and privileges in which she feels at ease, she can undertake her own works and create her own world.

The tales I shall be referring to were translated into English and edited by Thomas H. Slone in One Thousand One Papua New Guinean Nights, Folktales from Wantok Newspaper. 1226 tales in Melanesian English were collected in Wantok Newspaper from the mouths of taletellers from all over Papua New Guinea. These people originally came from the Provinces to find a job and stay in Port Moresby. Most of them spend their time between Port Moresby and their village, not really knowing for sure whether they still belong to their tokples 9 or the modern city.

The Sela girl

Transformations are easy in the magic world of tales and many a fish or bird may turn into a woman. In "Watuwatu married a Sela 10 ", young Watywatu went fishing with his mother from an early age until he became a man. They used to fish among selas, which is the name given by the Sepik people to their herons. One bird looked desirously at the young man and Watuwatu had a dream the same night saying that he must get his canoe and paddle among the selas and would be rewarded with offerings from the birds, which actually proved true the next morning. In the middle of the selas was a girl who jumped inside the stern of the canoe and paddled with the young boy. The sela girl was smart and the best of all women at fishing. She was appealing and men lusted for her. One day, Watuwatu was puzzled because nobody caught any fish while the sela girl caught plenty. Shortly after, Watuwatu could observe that the girl took a sela head from a bamboo tube, then took off her real head and put on the sela head when on the fishing spot. After fishing, she did the same the other way round and went home where Watauwatu was waiting for her. After a while, he told her what he had seen. Watuwatu's wife took the sela head and put it on, then flew to her sela kin.

The transformation went from the heron to the woman, then from the woman to the heron, coming full circle. The change of identity is purely technical, and changing heads is performed through a simple mechanical act of plugging and unplugging. The sela's intrusion into the human world was temporary and triggered off by sexual desire, corresponding to a need of implementing powers of seduction. Once these proved satisfactory, the experiment came to an end and the original order of nature restored. The sela woman sense of freedom was complete.

The Young She-Turtle Became a Real Woman

9 Tokples : (Melanesian pidgin = tok pisin) Village where one was born, in which everybody talks the same native language. 10 "Watuwatu married a Sela (Heron)", Wantok n° 350, January 24, 1981, p. 19 in One Thousand One Papua New Guinean Nights, Folktales from Wantok Newspaper, Masalai Press, Oakland, California, 2001, p. 19.

The tale entitled "A Man Became a Turtle 11 " actually also tells the story of the turtle who became a woman. In the time of the ancestors, turtles were caught by the hundreds on the beach, disabled by turning them over, their legs tied up with ropes, then to a stick to be carried to the village. At the village underneath the sea where the turtles lived, the big mother turtle was puzzled because young turtles never returned. Turtles appointed a large she-turtle as leader and decided to get to the beach, where a man was catching turtles. He was grabbed by the young turtles, his legs and hands were tied and he was taken under the sea to the motherturtle. He was given food and completely turned into a he-turtle. Many years passed, then the man who had turned into a turtle married a she-turtle and they made turtles. One day, the old he-turtle returned to his old village with his daughter, a she-turtle. He convinced a man to introduce her into the village, to give her food and promised him that if he followed his instructions, she would turn into a woman during the night. They married and had children. Everybody in the village knew that her father lived under the sea at the turtle village.

As the villagers disrupted the balance of nature by excessive hunting and careless treatment of the turtles, it became necessary for the turtle leaders to take drastic measures to restore the population. One of the killers was captured and, being well treated and well fed by the she-turtles in their women's house under the sea, became a he-turtle able to procreate and thus make up for the loss. At the end of his life, he gave some procreating power back to his own people in the form of his own daughter as an offering. In this way, he filled the gap and restored the balance.

Foul play

Matters can turn in quite a different way when woman is baffled. In "Lust for a Woman Brought Enemies to Kadajiki 12 ", Kadajiki was married to two women and had sex with a married woman from another village, who died unexpectedly. Kadajiki did not know that when he went to see her with yams for her, and the girl he met on his way was not his girl friend as he thought, but a ghost woman. Kadajiki asked her to sleep in the garden hut with him and he cooked the yams for her but she refused to eat. He put her to bed, but ghosts had gathered around the hut with fighting gear, asking her to throw Kadajiki out. There was a terrible fight between them and the man was finally put outside. The ghosts beat him, killed him, left him and fled back to their place.

The dead lover's return from the dead aims at slaying the trickster. There is some retributive justice in the killing of the lustful man, even though the lady plays the part of treacherous mistress. In this polygynous context, adultery is punished by death. Ghosts or revenants from the world of the dead represent ancestors whose decisions are irrevocable.

Retributive Magic

In "Brothers Married Bird Women 13 ", Dime and Dame, Simbu brothers from Wangal, near Gembogl, were orphans who lived on their own far from any other people and with no women around. Dime the elder went hunting and shot a bird, but, because of thorns, he could not retrieve it. Instead, he heard strange noises behind him and began to tremble, fearing the forest masalais. He could see only an old woman who told him she had eaten the bird and invited the boy to sleep with her at her place. Before they slept, she told the young man to keep quiet whatever happened. During the night, Dime could hear noises from the house, people eating in the kitchen house and hysterical laughter, but he strictly followed the instructions he had been given and never moved, which pleased the old woman. She gave Dime two net bags, two sticks for digging sweet potatoes, a bamboo flute and two ripe pandanus fruits. She told Dime to stand the fruits on both sides of the stream near his home and bury them in a certain way. Again, Dime followed the instructions and before long, two gorgeous women appeared behind him, asking for shelter. The two brothers married the two women and they raised many children.

At first sight, the old woman might have appeared as an evil spirit, a masalai, or some kind of witch, but her doings proved benevolent, not malignant. She rescued the two forlorn brothers from their loneliness and arranged their marriage to two gorgeous women born out of pandanus fruits from her own garden. Dime was successful because he met the requirements of the old woman: attention to warnings, obedience to instructions given by en elder, respect of and belief in magic. The process of transformation of the pandanus fruits into fully grown gorgeous women ready to procreate with the two brothers cannot be conceived without the magic element inherent in woman and womanhood.

CONCLUSION

The symposium I have been referring to was held under the high patronage of Dame Carol Kidu, Brisbane-born first white female MP of PNG. On 2 August 2011, with Peter O'Neill becoming the new PNG Prime Minister, Carol Kidu, the only female MP for 3.5 million women in the 109-seat Parliament, who had been constantly reelected since 1997, was dropped from the ministry in what can be described as an extraordinary development in Papua New Guinea politics. She had been pressing for a greater role for women in PNG national affairs. She wanted to have more women elected to the national parliament by means of specially allotted seats, which was a courageous but politically fatal suggestion.

Ethnologists sharing the life of some of the peoples of Papua New Guinea could notice here and there that the condition of women was not satisfactory in male-governed societies. Nowadays, some lecturers within UPNG do not seem to be in favour of the emancipation of Woman, which raises questions, considering the important part they play within the educative process. Most street painters are deeply uneducated, but they have made their way from the 1970s, when women were considered responsible for the poor image and bad repute of the country.

Contemporary painters along the Port Moresby Holiday Inn are strong advocates of the emancipation of women, showing the way for some presumably more sophisticated people who might yet take a leaf out of their painted book. Strangely enough, it is in tales that woman are most radiant. In many tales, women are represented as autonomous, dynamic and always creative persons, as if stories told in the evening by the fire were a token of respect and equality between sexes.

In tales, women never fail to open new spaces, provided they are given the slightest opportunity. Some lecturers, politicians and academics in Papua New Guinea cannot come to terms yet with the modernist notions delivered by contemporary street painters and taletellers. The reality of facts shows that woman lives in a world ruled by men who are not ready to give up any of their power, even though new laws might help. The driving forces promoting woman are concentrated in tales and paintings within representations working their way towards values of equality and freedom in the minds of the people.
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