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Kava: The Pacific Drug, by Vincent
-[ehot,-Mark Merlin-:-ana La-rD.-ont -

Lindstrom. Psychoactive Plants of the
World Series. New Haven: Yale Uni
versity Press, 1992. ISBN 0-300
05213-8, vii + 255 pages, photo
graphs, tables, figures, maps, appen
dixes, bibliography, index. US$45.

"Kava (Piper methysticum Forst.f) ...
is an outstanding ethnopharmacologi
cal species" (1) begins the most com
prehensive treatise to date on the
biogeographical, cultural, and socio
economic aspects of this important
plant. With local variations, the
beverage kava is prepared by chew
ing, grinding, grating, or pounding
the roots and infusing with cold
water. Once widespread throughout

tions on households (88-90, II 5
121), where three families are pre
sented through vignettes about their
economic options and choices. Also,
more detail on beliefs about land and
people's spiritual ties to land would
round out the discussions on land
tenure.

These criticisms aside, this book will
make a marvelous text for anyone
teaching, especially at the undergrad
uate level, about Oceania, economic
anthropology, "development," or the
complex linkages between political his
tory and economic structures. Method
ologically rigorous, focused on his
torical particulars, yet responsive to
theoretical concerns, this book provides
a model of what ethnography can be.

MIRIAM KAHN

University of Washington

reading the book is that, in spite of her
statement that her study is a "critique
of capitalism's impact on non-Western
societies" (II), nowhere does Lock
wood argue aggressively or polemi
cally. She writes with remarkable
balance and with an abundance of his
torical and ethnographic detail. She
discusses potentially political facts,
such as France's decision to build its
nuclear-testing installation in French
Polynesia (a fact that underlies the
entire welfare-state colonialism), with
out seeming judgmental.

If there is anything more that Lock
wood might have done in her book it is
to return in the conclusion to the
world system model. What does our
understanding of regional details on
Tubuai tell us about Wallerstein's
model? It is still unclear at the end
whether the conclusions Lockwood
reaches about Tubuai are unique to
Tubuai or common to other communi-

!ie~~~!~rEing to t~~I~bua~c~~~__
Lockwood oscillates between saying
that Tubuai stands for "a community"
and for "rural communities." So much
of what she has written about Tubuai
is reminiscent not only of the rest of
French Polynesia and Oceania, but of
other peasant economies as well. An
even more powerful conclusion might
have acknowledged and explored the
myriad other challenges to Waller
stein's model that are rooted in
detailed arguments from local cultures.
It is surprising that these are absent
from the book.

On a more mundane level, Lock
wood might have enlivened the book
by including Tahitian voices more than
she does. Individuals enter the picture
only in two brief, but welcome, sec-

* * *
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Oceania, kava drinking still enjoys
currency in insular western Polynesia,
Micronesia, and large parts of Mela
neSIa.

The short introductory chapter is a
history of kava drawn from the
accounts of Europeans since their first
incursions into Oceania in the 1700s.
Outside observers regarded kava as
most conspicuous for its elaborate cer
emonial preparation and communal
consumption, and described it as
"intoxicating." But, because its physi
ologic effects are neither stupefacient
nor hallucinogenic, kava eludes the
"hypnotic" and "narcotic" categories
to which other psychoactive drugs are
more readily assigned in the west. Its
physiologic effects are better described
as soporific, mildly narcotic, markedly
muscle relaxant, and diuretic-eharac
teristics that distinguish it from such
recreational drugs as cocaine, alcohol,
and others that have become the object
of abuse in western societies.

Chal.'teiiis aev()t:eato the botani
cal aspects of Piper methysticum, cov
ering in detail the morphology,
biogeography, and origin of the spe
cies. Kava is a "classic enigma" (10) of
Oceanic ethnobotany. Botanists still
are not certain where it originated and
how it is related to other Piper species,
or how its distribution across the
Pacific is related to human movements
throughout the region. Whereas botan
ical taxonomic convention has distin
guished Piper methysticum from its
wild progenitor, Piper wichmann ii, the
authors of Kava argue that sufficient
morphological, genetic, and chemical
evidence now exists to accept these
two taxa of Piper as wild and culti
vated forms of the same species.
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The chemistry of kava is reviewed
in chapter 3, which focuses on the
physiological effects of kava, the iden
tification of its active principles (kava
lactones), and the variability among
cultivar types (chemotypes) based in
differing mixes of constituent lactones.
The psychoactive effect of kava is
heightened when the resinous and
active components of the root are sep
arated, which helps explain why the
preparation of kava by chewing
which emulsifies-results in a more
potent drink than those prepared by
pounding or grinding. Pacific Island
peoples learned to achieve the desired
strength of beverage by manipulating
this phenomenon (whether or not
"emulsification" has any direct ana
logues in any of the local vernaculars).

The ethnobotanical overview of
kava (chapter 4) describes how Pacific
Island peoples cultivate(d) the plant
traditionally and today. The sterile
Piper methysticum is propagated vege
tatively ihroughout:inetropical
Pacific, its many and highly varied
cultivars representing human selection
for clones adapted to local microecol
ogies and for desirable psychoactive
qualities.

The authors argue that these three
chapters support their contention that
kava originated in the northern islands
of Vanuatu, from where it diffused
westward to New Guinea, Pohnpei,
and Kosrae and eastward to Fiji and
Polynesia. Although they present a
cogent case against other proposed ori
gins of kava, it is likely that the debate
over source and dissemination will
continue for some time.

The cultural significance and social
uses of kava are revealed in the roles
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that kava plays in cementing social
relations, economic and social
exchange, medicine, and the mediation
of gods and ancestral spirits. These
aspects are explored in chapter 5,
which treats kava symbolism and
ancestor myths, draws on issues of
gender and sociability, and illustrates
how "relating with kava" promotes
both utilitarian and ceremonial
exchange within and among island
societies. Whereas in contemporary
settings the ceremonials of kava drink
ing have become attenuated, and the
preparation in some cases mechanized
and moved to modern "bars," the core
of sociability remains intact.

Contemporary kava economics are
outlined in chapter 6 to illuminate the
advantages of kava as a cash crop:
principally, its high cash return per
work day; also, plentiful supply of
planting material, familiar technology,
suitability for intercropping, short har
vest time, practicability of small-scale
proauct:i.on:easeofcomme~c{arp~o:

cessing, and stable market prices. Kava
has in recent years become an impor
tant international trade item valued for
its role in the (largely European) phar
maceutical industry. In Vanuatu, gov
ernment policy promotes the
recreational use of kava to displace
alcohol, and the urban commercial
establishments that sell kava conserve
some of the characteristics of tradi
tional nakamals (forest clearings or
houses) where men gathered to drink
kava. On the other hand, in some
places where kava has been adopted as
an important cash crop, its traditional
social functions and meanings have
been undermined.

In Pacific societies today kava offers

a vehicle for reasserting cultural iden
tity and for economic growth. Further,
transformations of traditional kava use
both promise and threaten to position
it in a class of "world drugs." Its
promise is revealed in its unique and
less addictive pharmacological action
compared to that of other popular psy
chotropics such as alcohol and
cocaine, which it might displace. Its
potential harmful effects are revealed
in the concluding chapter 7: the
amount of kava consumed is many
times greater than that ingested tradi
tionally, because the rules of use that
restrict both the volume and the con
text of consumption are ignored or
have not been transported to new loca
tions of kava use, such as among
Aboriginal populations in Australia,
where kava use began in the early
1980s. Whereas this practice has been
cited by government services as
unhealthful and socially disruptive,
10c~La_llthori!i~~!~g~l'<ii~a~<1_g()od
indigenous and ethnic alcohol substi
tute. Better pharmacologic character
ization of Piper methysticum, linked to
the evolving political, religious, and
economic realities of kava, will eventu
ally shed some light on this debate.

The authors of Kava should be
commended for producing a highly
readable work that integrates extensive
scientific data (genetic, botanical,
chemical, linguistic, and archaeologi
cal) with keen anthropological and his
torical insights. This is most significant
in an area where biological and social
scientists tend not to collaborate or,
when they do, simply to piggyback
observations onto one another without
synthesis. Vincent Lebot, Mark Mer
lin, and Lamont Lindstrom have
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advanced ethnobotanic inquiry to a
higher level by revealing how the
phytochemistry and physiological
effects of kava influence its interpreta
tion in the cultural or sociopolitical
domains, and how those domains in
turn mediate human-kava interac
tions in ways that have biologically
transformed this important species
throughout the Pacific.

Kava makes important contribu
tions to the literatures of ethnobotany,
ethnopharmacology, anthropology,
and Pacific Islands studies. Scholars in
those and related disciplines will want
a copy for their personal libraries. The
text is liberally illustrated with photo
graphs, and the quality of production
is high.

NINA L ETKIN
University of Hawai'i at Manoa

MigratiQn,C/n,cLI-I(?!!iJb.ftt.tl.SI1!C/I/S().ci
ety: The Case of Tokelau, by Albert F
Wessen (editor), Antony Hooper,
Judith Huntsman, Ian A M Prior, and
Clare E Salmond. Research Mono
graphs on Human Population Biology
8. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992.
ISBN 0-19-854262-3, x + 446 pages,
maps, tables, figures, appendixes, glos
sary, notes, bibliography, index.
US$9 8.

Migration and Health in a Small Soci
ety is the final report of a unique socio
medical research project, the Tokelau
Island Migrant Study, which ran for
eighteen years between 1968 and 1986
and sought to document the conse
quences of social change on the health
of a small Polynesian population.
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The original design sought to com
pare the health of a group living on the
atolls of Nukunono, Fakaofo, and
Atafu in a relatively stable, tropical,
rural, communal form of social organ
ization in which they were the domi
nant group and ate a "traditional"
diet, with that of genetically and
socially similar migrants who were
living in a modern, temperate, urban,
monetized, and more individualistic
form of social organization in New
Zealand, where they were a sociocul
tural minority and ate a different diet.

The study as originally conceived
presumed that the control population,
isolated as it was on three atolls,
would remain relatively stable in most
crucial social and epidemiological
respects and would provide a stable
baseline against which changes in the
migrant population, exposed to a com
plex and fluid set of social and envi
ronmental influences, could be readily

_. icl~l1~ifie(La-,~c1(;()~P.<l!~(L .. ...
At the center of the study is the

deceptively simple proposition that
migration exposes people to new sets
of risk factors and to new sets of socio
cultural experiences and that these two
sets of factors lead to deterioration in
the health of the population. The study
provided an opportunity to establish
the relative importance of recognized
epidemiological risk factors and socio
cultural changes, respectively, in
changing patterns of illness.

The design of the Tokelau Island
Migrant Study was elegant in its sim
plicity and unique inasmuch as it was
to capture data from the entire living
Tokelauan population from a series of
parallel sociological and medical sur
veys of both the nonmigrant "control"




