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Anna S. MEIGS, Food, Sex, and Pollution: A
New Guinea Religion, New Brunswick (N.J.),
Rutgers University Press, 1984. 196 pages. US
$22.50 (cloth).

By Dan Jorgensen
University of Western Ontario

Contemporary Melanesian ethnography has
been paying increasing attention to the problematic
nature of relations between the sexes and their
ideological représentation, and gender studies have
become something of a growth industry. Food, Sex,
and Pollution is a contribution to the genre that
stands out in its treatment of how gender is
embodied in a complex sériés of rules governing
food and sexuality among the Hua of Papua New
Guinea.

Meigs' thesis is that Hua ideas about men and
women are intelligible with reference to the core
category of nu, ‘vital essence’, most commonly
manifest as bodily fluids. Nu is implicated in a wide
range of human productivity: a woman’s children
are suffused with her nu, as is her daily garden
harvest; a man’s children likewise share his nu, as
do his pigs and the animais he shoots. Hua practices
concerning nu thus articulate notions of place
(since nu is connected with the land on which crops
are grown), descent (children inherit nu from their
parents), work (mm is transferred to the objects of
production), and gender (men and women héave
different sorts of mm). One of the problematic
aspects of Hua culture is that life demands a sériés
of transactions between men and women involving
mm Whose effects are held to be potent (resulting in
growth) and potentially dangerous (resulting in
debility through pollution). This is a sort of
“hydraulic” model of human sociality, and one has
the sense that the Hua grammar of séparations and
connections can be conceived as a sériés of flows,
dams, and leaks between réservoirs of substance.

The strength of Meigs' approach is that it
manages to tie together several prominent Melanesian
themes—exchange, sexual polarity, manipulation
of power and fertility—with reference to a core of
Hua ideas. Meigs’ effort therefore deserves notice
for the extent to which it illuminates these themes
by deploying Hua categories as basic tools of
analysis. Paradoxically, it may also be that this
conscientious fidelity to the Hua theme of‘essences’
poses the largest analytic problems. Precisely
because nu frames the analysis its status is taken for
granted: nu explains a great deal, but we are given
little to account for its central place in the Hua
scheme ofthings. This is fine so long as one remains
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within the Hua terms of the discussion, but the
analysis would be strengthened by a firmer focus on
the more formai properties ofa System conceived in
such terms. Here a key point would seem to be that
mm not only serves as a synthetic symbol ofthe sorts
of connections people have with one another—it
also suggests that such connections can transform
the substance of one’s being. Here we catch a
glimpse ofa truly relational folk sociology inscribed
on the body. From such a perspective one may
reopen larger theoretical issues in Melanesian
ethnography by understanding that Hua society
images itselfas a fragile construction superimposed
on facts oflife whose very nature is fluid, for ifnu is
substance, it must be admitted that in itself it is
formless. As such, the Hua religion ofthe body is a
religion in which the selfis invented in its dealings
with others and in which society is created and
recreated through conscious human agency.

Robert AXELROD, The Evolution of Coopéra-
tion, New York: Basic Books, 1984. 241 pages,
US $17.95 (cloth).

By Michael D. Levin
University of Toronto

This work is worth looking at for two reasons.
One is to be surprised that a book about a contest
between computer programs can be lively and
interesting. The second is that the experiment with
the programs and the discussion ofthe implications
for coopération is illuminating. Robert Axelrod has
written the kind of behavioural social science that
anthropologists can benefit from reading and that
is relevant to questions of social organization. The
set of simulations of coopération that he has
created can help us understand the processes of
long-term institutionalized coopération that un-
derlie the ideology of coopération.

The contest Axelrod organized was designed to
discover the strategy of response that would
maximize coopération from others. Each entrant in
the contest wrote a computer program that would
deal with the problem of coopération as posed by
the iterated Prisoner’s Dilemma. (In brief, in the
long term is the best strategy to testify against one’s
fellow prisoner, or to continue to cooperate by
remaining silent?) The programs were pitted
against one another and the winner was the one
which gained the most coopération. A simple
program Tit For Tat, written by Anatol Rapoport of
the University of Toronto won the contest. The



