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Nearly seventy years after Reo Fortune con-
ducted his field research among a Dobuan
speaking people on the Island of Tewara,
made famous in his “Sorcerers of Dobu”,' Su-
sanne Kuehling undertook eighteen months
research on the Island of Dobu itself. The re-
sulting book describes a people of a different
time and place. Fortune’s Tewarans were ‘un-
missionised’ while Kuehling’s Dobu has been
the home of missionaries for over a century. It
is unfortunate that Kuehling’s map does not
show Tewara, situated to the north of Sanaroa
Island.

Kuehling approaches the Dobu using con-
temporary anthropological paradigms which
she sees as offering new dimensions to their
life and society — views which in her opinion
have been neglected in previous accounts. By
focusing on Dobuan gift exchange she pro-
vides a valuable study which demonstrates the
emotional aspects of this practice in shaping
the social character of the Dobuan Islander.
Gifting is the medium through which emo-
tional states are either revealed or concealed
and as such follow an ‘ethics of exchange’. It is
important to know not only the ‘name of the
gift’ but also with whom, and when, to con-
duct such transactions.

This reframing of the social life of the
Dobuan Islander will do much to correct the
image created by Benedict of a pathologically
paranoid and homicidal people — a view which
Fortune later distanced himself from.? He did
not use the word ‘paranoid’ to describe the
people of Tewara and I find much to support
Fortune’s (1932) analysis within the context of
its time.

Beginning with a description of what con-
stitutes a ‘Dobuan’, Kuehling traces the his-
torical record from its naming as ‘Goulvan’
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in 1793 through to Fortune’s ethnography of
1932 and its subsequent usage in anthropo-
logical literature. Her summary of Fortune
is brief and selective. For instance she states
‘Fortune’s description of Dobuan morality is
vastly oversimplified: “good and bad in the
moral sense do not exist on Dobu™ (16). How-
ever, what Fortune actually said was ‘good and
badin a purely moral sense do not exist on
Dobu’ (Fortune 1932:177; emphasis added). To
be a bad person is to be deformed or incurably
sick while a good person is one who is success-
ful, good-looking and healthy. This is in ac-
cord with Kuehling’s example of positive and
negative exchange (124).

In her discussion of hamlet life Kuehling
considers Fortune’s description of ambilocal
residence as incorrect in the present, but pos-
sibly correct at the time that he was research-
ing due to ‘former administrative orders that
were meant to avoid quarrels between susu’
(62; italics in original). In this she is acknowl-
edging changes through time, but in other
instances she chooses to ignore the possibil-
ity of change. In a footnote to her discussion
of ta'ona she considers the term ‘putautaona’,
used by Fortune, as a misunderstanding of
the phrase ‘u ta u ta'ona’ and calls this prac-
tice ‘most unusual’ (86 n. 30; italics in origi-
nal). Fortune himself, however, considered the
practice uncommon.

Had Kuehling had access to Fortune’s un-
published papers, her criticisms may have been
more constructive. Instead she appears to have
ignored the seventy years between their two
accounts. Discrepancies in data, for which
she takes Fortune frequently to task, are to be
expected after such time. Rather than dismiss
these differences in footnotes, it may have
added to the narrative if an attempt had been
made to discover the reasons for them. As an
example, after stating that ‘My data does not
support Fortune’s emphasis on cheating and
killing by sorcery in relation to kula’ (182; ital-
ics in the original), she records ‘In the past,
revenge for being cheated could only be taken
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by means of sorcery [...] [and that] many sto-
ries recall casualties that occurred after such
incidents of cheating’ (214). Clearly cheating
and sorcery have at some stage played a large
part in kula exchanges.

The chapter on “The gift that kills — witch-
craft and sorcery” is of particular interest in
that it recasts Fortune’s emphasis on fear as a
pathological state into one where fear is a so-
cial tool capable of inducing good behaviour.
The fear, which Fortune described as resulting
from witchcraft and sorcery, is recast as a ‘per-
sonal consciousness of surveillance [which] is
similar to the effect produced in the Panopti-
con’ developed by Jeremy Bentham, and used
by Foucault (3) to illustrate ‘mechanisms of so-
cial power’ (138-139). But however the fear is
described, it is apparent that it exists.

Despite these apparent flaws, Kuehling has
provided an extremely readable view of con-
temporary Dobuan society written in an ex-
tremely sensitive and engaging manner which
will be of interest to all with knowledge of this
area.

' Reo F. Fortune: Sorcerers of Dobu: the social

anthropology of the Dobu Islanders of the West-
ern Pacific. London: George Routledge & Sons,
Ltd. 1932

Ruth Benedict: Patterns of culture. London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd. 1934
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