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The male/female dichotomy found throughout the Polynesian universe was emphasized in daily life by the law of tapu.1 The latter has often been interpreted by missionaries and by students of Polynesian culture as a system serving to shield men against the impurity of women and consequently, as a debasement of womankind. Impurity of menstrual blood has been discussed at length with two basic interpretations: one, that woman was not permanently relegated to commonness and to an indirect relation with the divine, the other - at least for Hawaii - that indeed she was, therefore dangerous and polluting to men who had a direct relation with the divine.  In this second view, division of labor would have been inflexibly organized, arising from the notion of women's intrinsic impurity instead of from more practical reasons .2 


 I propose to make a first approach to determine the extent to which Polynesian women participated in warfare and could be identified, if not as full-fledged warriors, at least as reserve fighters, both before and during the period of contact with the West. Evidence of women's belligerency will shed light on the sharing and blending of gender roles - even if in circumscribed conditions - and possibly further alter the view of a fundamental impurity of women.  


The frequency and ferocity of warfare in Polynesia has been amply commented upon by foreigners during the historical period extending from mid eighteenth century until the second half of the nineteenth century. The central place which it held is still clearly illustrated by the amount and variety of weapons and warrior ornaments which can be found today in museum collections of Polynesian artifacts. The main exception to the ubiquity of Polynesian belligerency were the Tongan islands where warfare was relatively rare at the time of Cook's passage. Cook did note the presence of weapons of 'a very formidable nature' but found that Tongans were generally peaceful and went about unarmed,3 in part consequence of which he gave the group the name of 'Friendly islands'. By early nineteenth century however war was in full swing and as enthusiastically indulged in as in most other parts of Polynesia. According to Mariner, it was introduced in Tonga by the local chief 'Tooi Hala Fatai' who learned about warfare from the Fijians with all its appurtenances of the manufacture of lethal weapons and war costumes and body painting.4 In Rarotonga, wars were 'exceedingly frequent',5 in Samoa, long and cruel. In 1851, Berthelot mentions in his traveler's notes that Samoans are always at war, a battle having just occurred in Mulima.6 Marquesans' constant warfare is reported by long-term foreign residents such as William Crook, Mathias Gracia; Joseph Cabri, Edward Robarts, and David Porter actually participated.7 Wars generally intensified when fire-arms were introduced by westerners, typically in New Zealand and in the Marquesas islands. There were exceptions to this rule however, as in Samoa where the introduction of fire-arms is said to have on the contrary reduced warfare because traditional close combat was preferred to ambush and the tactics depending on fire-arms. On Rarotonga, wars intensified not so much because of imported fire-arms as because of increased agriculture under Christian influence and a consequent desire for more land.   


Men were of course prominent actors in Polynesian warfare as found in written accounts or illustrations executed at the time.  Warriors were regularly trained for warfare by way of combative sports and sham fights which they are said to have greatly enjoyed between bouts of actual fighting.8 An individual would not readily separate himself from his weapons since surprise attacks were frequent, caused by what might strike a western mind as only slight or personal provocation.9 Polynesian wars did not occur however with the spasmodic violence which transformed peaceful harmony into chaos in the Western world. Rather, it was a permanent and normal state of the social texture condoned by a need for revenge, human flesh in ritual sacrifices or simply for nourishment. In any case, the Polynesian was kept in a constant state of alertness. The weapon, whether local (club, spear, frond..) or introduced (musket) also symbolized the individual's valor and gave the warrior a certain dashing elegance:  in the Marquesas the musket was called  'boasting spear'. 10 


Despite overwhelming evidence of male domination of warfare, women's share in it is by no means non-existent nor so opposed by men as the following Maori saying so categorically suggests: "He puta taua ki te tane he whanau tama ki te wahine": "The battlefield for man and childbirth for woman".11  In spite of an uneven amount of information available for the whole of Polynesia - (more abundant for the New Zealand Maori) - on the subject of women fighters, there is sufficient reference to them to show that they represented a practicing and worthy portion of martial forces. 


 Several factors prove that warfare was not an exclusive male monopoly: - the presence of strong, warlike female deities in Polynesian mythology, the reference to female cannibalism in myth and in real life accounts, the participation of women in martial sports and finally direct evidence of women participating in battle. 


Belligerent women appear in most of Polynesia and their participation takes three basic forms:

-non combatant auxiliary; 

-defensive combat; 

-offensive combat. 


In the first two forms, women are often shown as a group to buttress a male force. In actual combat, they also appear as brave individuals, in which case they are often identified as loyal wives, sisters, daughters of chiefs or/and of warriors and rather as companion-in-arms than simply as auxiliaries. Or again, but more rarely, they are of chiefly rank and lead in battle on their own initiative. If women died on the battlefield demonstrating exceptional heroism, they were honored just as male warriors of similar distinction. Participation in combat sports prepared women for the eventuality of battle.

Strong women and combat sports


Richard G. Sipes defines a combat sport as ".... played by two opponents and fulfilling one or both of the following conditions: 

1. There is actual or potential body contact between opponents. 

2.There is no body contact, injury, or territorial gain but there is patently warlike activity.12 Many Polynesian sports prepared for combat by encouraging competition and training in the use of weapons and resembled actual combat so closely that in many cases13 the distinction became fuzzy.


Both in lore and in historical documents, Polynesian women are frequently depicted as having physical strength, agility and intrepidity, close, equal and sometimes superior to men. In mythology typical examples of strong, willful females are the goddesses Pele and Hina, while in the world of mortals the Maori Hine Piripiri, wife of the warrior Tawhaki, and Kurangaituku the huntress, also exemplify powerful, self-sufficient individuals.14 Westerners observed with surprise the masculine appearance and physical strength of certain women like the Tahitian 'Polatehera', 'Potatow's' wife.15/16  By Polynesian aesthetic standards, these tall, strongly built women were to be admired, while delicate, weak physical specimens were neither the norm17 nor wanted by the opposite sex.


 The supremacy of women in sports and certain physical activities requiring agility had sometimes to be reckoned with, as in the case of surfing, illustrated by the Hawaiian legend of Kelea, daughter of the most important chief on Maui18 and in Tahiti where women were considered best at this sport. 19 Marquesan women amazed foreign sailors by their agility in climbing the rigging of ships. 20 Ample information is given on the participation of women in wrestling or boxing as between women on Tonga21 and on Tahiti where they were seen using the same wrestling techniques as the men and  known to wrestle against them22: a sister of the 'queen' in Tahiti was seen wrestling with a young chief.23 The Tahitian chiefess Itia (Iddeah) had acquired considerable notoriety both as wrestler and as 'general umpire' at matches where her arbitration was much respected.24 Wrestling was also a favorite sport for both sexes among the Maori.25 It is generally agreed that not only did women box and wrestle like men but with greater aggressiveness.26 In the Marquesas, there was no wrestling other than arm-wrestling (hemohemo) and  there was little boxing before historical times27 as on Tahiti where it is suggested that boxing was in fact introduced by the English.28 Marquesan women's participation in belligerent games seems to have been limited to sham battles (Kaokao, pehihua, kahuka),29 and instead of using small stones or hard fruit such as coconuts, chestnuts for ammunition, they used oranges and limes.30 But Tahitian women are repeatedly noted as being experts in javelin throwing and archery, though it is specified that they competed only with each other in this last sport. This exception might indicate that both sexes did compete with each other in other sports.31 Though perhaps not considered at the time as a sport per se, canoeing would nonetheless have required athletic prowess useful in connection with warfare; it is therefore noteworthy that Maori women "...were as proficient as men in paddling canoes...".32 


Since sports were open to women in Polynesian societies, including combat ones with the possibility of competition with the men, it seems improbable that combat sports would have served  to train the men only for warfare, particularly if women showed the pugnacity and capacity. A main difference in the participation of men and women in combat sports is that less pressure was exerted on the women to participate, while young men were obliged to prove their worth in anticipation of real combat and were more likely to be considered cowardly if they showed a distaste for such games. Combat sports were therefore something of a duty to men, a vital ingredient in the education toward male adulthood while female participation was more a question of individual taste.

Cannibalism



Cannibalism was often part of Polynesian warfare. Though rare, female cannibalism did however occur in cases of personal revenge, if the rank  of the woman or the social status of victim allowed it. Maori women weren't generally supposed to eat human flesh33 and did not usually participate in blood revenge but they could eat the flesh of slaves who had not been killed in war.34 Though Maori women of the Taupo district weren't allowed human flesh of any sort,  women in other districts were found to refrain from eating human sacrifices, only in the case of important rituals.35 Personal revenge could be satisfied by symbolic cannibalism as for some Maori widows who, together, took revenge on a captured Arawa chief who had killed their warrior husbands,  by drinking the blood from spear wounds in his body until he died.36 Marquesan women ate human flesh along with the rest of the tribe in cases of shared ceremonial revenge for fellow tribesmen37 or on the rare occasions when they had taken an enemy themselves. High-ranking women and women shamans (tau'a) in the Marquesas could also occasionally eat human flesh on the sacrificial terrace.38 


Female cannibalism is also illustrated in mythology where woman is depicted essentially as an eater of men: the Maori woman Houmea eats first all the fish her husband Uta brings back until finally, she gives overwhelming evidence of the gluttony which her two sons accuse her of, by swallowing them too. Uta forces her to disgorge the children but she then tries to eat her whole family again and they finally get rid of her by throwing hot stones in her mouth. According to a very similar  myth, Haumea married to Ro'o nui and mother of Tuture is reborn as the cannibal Ona/Rona.39 Whaitari, Maori female goddess of thunder, also married to the cannibal Kai Tangata, captures men with a net.40 In Marquesan lore the wild women (vehine ha'e)  are transformable at will from beautiful women to hideous looking cannibals.41 These mythological representations of female cannibalism contribute to show that considerable and predatory strength was recognized in women who could be as dangerous as men if not more so.

Women in warfare


Female warriors appear in Polynesian mythology, primarily as the three daughters of the god Oro; these daughters followed by a number of other goddesses accompanied Oro and his retinue of male gods to battle. When a woman died in battle, her body was offered in sacrifice to Toi mata, one of Oro's daughters.42

Without necessarily fighting themselves, women had a determining effect on war by provoking it through the power of curses and spells or on the contrary, by their capacity to stop it. But a more belligerent involvement in warfare is clearly demonstrated by their participation in the ritualistic war dances which preceded battle.43 


If warfare for men was an essential way to prove their value in society, but also frequently a kind of sport, women's motivations for training and participation in warfare were primarily survival, solidarity and rank. 


For women of lower social rank two principal reasons for fighting emerge:

-Women and their small children were not spared in war but were sure when captured to be cruelly treated before being massacred by the victors because they represented the enemy life force44 and potential revenge in the future. An adult woman who knew how to wield a club or use a musket increased her people's chances of victory, particularly in a surprise attack where the whole male force might not be immediately available.45  

-If a woman was the eldest child of a family and no man was available or if he was considered inadequate in some way, she would bear the responsibility of defending family honor. 


As seen previously, Marquesan women appear to have participated in war games and warfare to a lesser degree than Maori, Samoan, Hawaiian or Mangaian women. There is information however that suggests that this may not have always been the case. The Marquesan myth of the island of Nukumautoe inhabited only by women is remarkably similar to various stories of Amazons46 and the description of a funeral ceremony in the Marquesas honoring a deceased tau'a (shaman, sorcerer) indicates that women may once have had a more belligerent role in warfare: at sunset a procession was led by other tau'a and tuhuna(knowledgeable men) and behind them women dressed as warriors carried sacred fascez while following a tiki carried on a palanquin.47 Even in historical times, some Marquesan women seem to have remained only reluctantly outside of the battlefield.48 One reason, not involving the concept of female impurity, why Marquesan women may not have had as prominent a role in actual battle as in other parts of Polynesia during historical times, could be the inferior female population ratio compared to that of men,49 a fact demonstrated also in the custom of secondary husbands(pekio).50 The more severe rules of tapu to which Marquesan women were subjected compared to men51 and the simultaneous respect paid to them indicate that they could be critical to victory but also had the power to prevent war. They could stop war by blocking the warriors' path towards the field of battle and by 'uttering a curse' alluding to their sex. They could guarantee peace during a sacrificial rite (heaka vai titi) in which a woman was burnt at the seashore and the ashes scattered on the sea. 


Peace-making messengers in Tahiti(vea mahuta hau) are said to have been either men or women.52 In the Marquesas, it is indicated that messengers (pa'e vi'i) were generally men of notoriety,53 though peace established by a woman was said to last longer than one established by a man. Polynesian women were in fact in a privileged position to carry out conciliatory relations for they could rely on immunity of family ties on both sides of a conflict and so pass from one to the other serving as go-betweens. This would have been particularly helpful if a group was trapped in a besieged fortress (pa).54 

Involvement of women in warfare is still more evident with their role as war counselors. In Raiatea and among the Maori55 they participated in discussions on military strategy. Serving as counselor might take a woman to the battlefield where she might become the 'eminence grise' of a male warrior as was the case with the blind Tui Ka Tuku, wife of the great Maori warrior Hongi, who was said to follow her advice during all the battles he fought.56 More habitually, women would assist their husband, brother or father during battle as auxiliaries carrying food and weapons to the battlefield and shout encouragement to the warriors.57 There was also more aggressive and armed assistance : "...a stout woman patrolling with a musket on each shoulder".58 Hapai women in Tonga are said to have gone to the battlefield to assist the warriors if they were wounded.59 There would be ambiguity in this case at to whether women only dressed wounds or acted also as warriors; later on however, the same author describes a group of chiefs and warriors of Felletoa including several women, advancing two by two and armed.60 Further information is given that the Tongan military force was made up of a thousand women and five thousand men.61 Faauli, a Samoan taupou (village virgin), accompanied the warriors to battle to goad their pride62 though Faauli admitted to having been scared of the bullets.63 But women other than the taupou went to war and were killed while fighting. The daughter of the famous warrior Patu, was killed next to her father.64 In New Zealand Forster noticed a man accompanied by two women armed with spears65 and on 'Crescent island', women were seen armed with spears during a battle,  spears being the only weapons observed at the time.66


Since it was not everywhere formally expected of women to go to war, but since also no strict rule forbade them to act beyond the role of non combatant auxiliary and partake in actual battle, their participation, in accordance with the frequently individualistic character of Polynesian fighting, (in opposition to team fighting, though not unknown in more centralized Polynesian societies) was mainly a matter of choice or of temperament.67 When honor wasn't at stake, they had a fair choice between 'listening to tidings of the war' and '...becoming actual spectators and actors.'68 But their participation in combat sports, their knowledge of warfare acquired in pre-battle meetings and their role as assistants would have sufficiently prepared them for actual fighting. Participation of women in active warfare,69 even if only occasional,  would imply that they had their own weapons to use with vigor.70 Manoa, wife of the Hawaiian chief Keuokalani, died of bullet wounds, fighting next to her husband after she"...had fought by his side during the day with a heroism worthy of a better cause";71 Ahumai,  daughter of the Maori warrior Te Paerata is said to have fought by his side and been wounded in four places during a single battle.72 Maori women fought with exceptional frequency during the wars of 1860-70 when they were needed to compensate for the loss of men,73but the fact only emphasizes their ability to replace men in combat. 

Personal offense was considered a legitimate reason for going to war and men and women were naturally expected to defend their honor. Therefore, beyond being only a passive cause of war74, women were sometimes substituted for men if the latter were not available and if family honor was at stake.75 Marau Taaroa  tells the story of  a man named Tua who even urged his daughter to avenge her family massacred by two brothers named Tapuhute and Fetunauia. 76


The more serious nature of the causes of women at war probably increased the intensity of their fighting and the possibility of surprise against their male enemies. Williams describes a battle on Mangaia where a young chief is beset by the wife of a warrior. The young chief cried out to the woman:"Woman, desist, I am not come to fight with women", to which she responded, "If you kill my husband what must I do?", whereupon she threw a stone at him and struck him to the ground.77 Women fought in organized units in the Cook islands and in Tahiti.  On Mangaia where an army was arranged in four rows, the women stood in the fourth as suppliers of weapons, but also  fighters78.  In the Tahitian army they stood in a fifth row.79 

Social rank and warfare


High-ranking women had greater obligation and also a more natural propensity through their education than lower-ranking women to participate in warfare. Some individuals are shown to have enjoyed it. When women were of chiefly rank, they had their share of responsibility in matters of honor and in leadership and their belligerency was neither unusual nor accidental. A woman's prowess at war was not then considered more unusual than the prowess of a male warrior. The courage of Tuwhenua, female chief of Kaipara described as an 'invincible Amazon' was honored after her death by the same type of elaborate tomb as was built in honor of male warriors.80Itia is said to have been much more warlike than her husband Pomare I, though both belonged to the belligerent arioi society of Oro.81  Her courage and leadership are exhibited in a retreat across a river when she took the lead of her husband's men in counter-attack though she had just escaped death.82 High-ranking women had political power equal to that of male chiefs.83 The Marquesan chiefess 'Butahaie' on Nuku Hiva is said to have been given great authority by her father and to have built up that authority in such a way that no war could be fought by her people without her consent.84 Family loyalty could then give way to political interests so that a woman chief might purposefully fight against her own kin.  King Pomare, for instance, fought his sister, the widow of a Moorea chief.85 Women of the highest rank in Tonga would conduct policy to defend their position with as much firmness as men86: once the chiefess Toe Omoo had been given power by chief 'Finow' she decided to shake off his yoke out of friendship and solidarity for the deceased chief 'Toobo Nuha' and her own sister urged her to begin war against 'Finow'.87 A chiefess would go to war to protect her position of leadership or ownership of land.88/89 The beautiful Maori named Te Aoniwaho escaped captivity from Kotiora and led her people in a war of revenge.90 Chiefesses were called upon in the same manner as male chiefs to defend a cause of one of their people: the chiefess Marama led a war to avenge the death of the children of a woman named Tearapoanaa.91 But military leadership was not limited to chiefesses since a prophetess named Te Ru is also said to have headed a battle between tribes. 92


The main difference between high-ranking women fighters and lower-ranking ones was therefore that the former would initiate and engage in warfare as leaders of a community  often with less personal emotion involved; they could also share in tribal blood revenge more frequently.94 



To conclude, if female impurity was a determining factor in Polynesian societies it does not appear to have been by way of an invariable rule - in the geographical areas cited here - that would prevent women from being fighters; where women did not fight or fought rarely as in the Marquesas, impurity does not seem to have been a prime cause for non-belligerency, but possibly, the scarce number of women available or/and the particular nature of Marquesan warfare which involved single combatants rather than battalions.




Instead, women often had a vital role in warfare and either by temperament, loyalty, or as leaders shared in actual fighting. The fact that women of high-rank were more regularly involved in offensive warfare and women of a lower rank more often found in defensive combat, would not have prevented an able woman of humbler origins from acquiring social advancement or at least individual prestige through offensive and heroic warfare, just like a man. Prestige acquired through such prowess may have led sometimes to specialization as for men; individual women with a taste and talent for warfare would benefit from Polynesian societies' varying degrees of hierarchical 'openness'. As in others areas of specialization, gender would not necessarily prevent a woman from demonstrating her particular talent if she had any. In the case of warfare her prowess was on the contrary admired and honored in the same way as that of a male warrior, and therefore encouraged.  
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