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SJICIDE IN WESTERN SAl-DA: 
A SOCIOLOOICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Cluny Macpherson and La' avasa Macpherson 

Suicide .in Samoa .in Perspectiye 

SUicide is not a new phenomenon in Samam society • 

missionary and lexicographer who lived in Samoa between 1839 

George Pratt, a 

and 1879, recorded 

a tenn for suicide, toa' i, in the first edition of his dictionary of the Samoan 

language {Pratt 1862).1 In a letter to another missionary, George Brown, he 

explained that suicide is nmostly caused by anger within the family" (Freeman 

1983: 220, 346). Margaret Mead reported the phenomenon after her 1926 studies 

but was inclined to the q>inion that the incidence was low and that suicide was 

neither the result of humiliation, nor popular among adolescents for whom life 

was largely free of the stresses which might give rise to suicide. Lowell 

Holmes, in a re-study of Manu' a, reported cases of suicide in that area in 1957 

(Holmes 1957). Derek Freeman contends that the myth which developed as a 

result of the dissemination of Margaret Mead's account of Samoa diverted 

attention from such contradictory evidence as suicide. This in turn led to an 

underestimate of the real extent of suicide in anthropological writings which 

Freeman attempted to correct by detailing 22 cases which occurred since 1925 

for which he has information. 

The fact that other missionaries, anthropologists and aCiministrators lived , 
in and studied Samoa during the same period and did not report suicide should 

not pass without note. Missionaries like George Turner (186l: 1884), and J. B. 

Stair (l897), provided careful, detailed accounts of much of Samam life in the 

belief that they were recording a changing aboriginal culture for posterity. 

They took great care to record details of customs for which they had Ii ttle 

synpithy and there is no good reason to believe that, had suicide been known to 

them, they would have overlooked it in their accounts. Lexicographers such as 

Neffgen (19l8) collected vocabulary but recorded no term for suicide. 

Anthropologists such as Bradd Shore (1982) have provided conscientious accounts 

of contemporary Samam society which were informed by theoretical perspectives 

closer to those of Freeman than those of Mead. In none of these accounts was 

suicide the subject of extensive discussion which one might have expected had 
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it been an institutionalized response demanded py Samoan society for particular 

ac~ and/or b¥ specific persons. In short, suicide has existed but does not 

seem to have been an institutionalized response. Suicide, while apparently 

always present in Samoa, has been characterized py a level which has fluctuated 

in ways, and for reasons, which cannot be established. What can be established 

is that the rate has recently increased dramatically and it is this increase, 

and not suicide itself, which demands our attention. The problem which we now 

address is not a new problem but an old problem of new dimensions and 

exhibiting new characteristics. 

Early warning of the grOWing importance of suicide appeared in an article 

in the fiji Medical Journal in 1974 on parcquat poiSOning in Samoa. In 1982 

the government newspaper Savali fllblished a report based on a police survey 

which suggested a high rate of suicide in Western Samoa. In 1982 Felise Val a, 

a Samoan journalist, fllblished an article in Pacific Islands Monthly on the 

grOWing rate in Samoa and later in the same year Dennis Oliver published 

another article on the same subject. One of the most interesting articles 

appeared in Islands Business in May 1983 and contained material on both the 

problem and the intervention which had been attempted in Western Samoa 

(Keith-Reid 1983). In the intervening period studies of the rate of suicide 

elsewhere in the Pacific had suggested that, while suicide occurred throughout 

the region, rapid increases in rate were peculiar to Western Samoa and parts of 

Micronesia. As a result, attention has been focussed on these two areas which 

appear to have a very high, and rapidly increasing, adolescent suicide rate. 

But the rate, or more correctly the incidence, of suicide in Western Samoa is 

itself a case for study. In view of the importance of this issue it is 

addressed here before problems of explanation. 

:rbe ~ .as .a Problem 

Several aspects of the rate, specifically the estimation of the rate of 

suicide over time, and the relationships between published, official and "true" 

rates of suicide seem problematical. 

The first problem stems from the relatively recent inclusion of suicide as 

a cause of death in the published figures. Until 1967 a category for suicide 

was not included as a category in the tables containing causes of death. It is 

therefore difficult to establish with any precision, trends in the incidence of 

suicide over time against which to consider the recent increase. A further 
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problan with the available longitudinal data stans fran periodic reorganization 

of the international oode used to classify causes of death. 

A seoond problan stans fran the accuracy with which causes of death are 

classified and is reflected in the published figures. These problans have been 

overcane to s:rne extent l:¥ the more detailed analysis of the source data which 

is available for the western Sanoan case. '!his has produced a more accurate 

indication fran national official data. '!his evidence is oontained in data 

oollected l:¥ Dr. John Bowles, a psychiatrist, who, at the request of the Health 

Department, exanined in;Iuest reoords dating back to 1956 to establish the 

incidence of suicide, and Dennis Oliver who exanined Coroner's reports as part 

of the Suicide Study Group. 'lbeir evidence, set out elsewhere in this volllIle, 

suggests that, oontrary to the pattern suggested l:¥ the official data, the 

incidence was low lmtil arolmd 1976 when it began to climb suddenly. 

'lbe official data are set out in Table 1, followed l:¥ data fran the 

Bowles' analysis in Table 2. Table 1 suggests a decline, rather than an 

increase, in the rate of suicide and would suggest that the problan is 

sanething of an illusion. 'lbe picture which anerges fran World Health 

Organization data is similar and appears to have been derived fran the same 

source data. 

In oontrast, the material shown in Table 2, based on official data, 

reflects the rate more accurately and suggests a much higher incidence than the 

published official data. Discrepancies of this order must be of concern to 

statisticians and indeed anyone who is interested in lmderstanding the problan. 

For the ~ses of this Piper we have assumed that privileged access to 

official data will have resulted in a more accurate indication of the incidence 

than published data. '!his impression is confimed l:¥ Sanoans thanselves who 

will agree that there has alwcws been suicide in Sanoa but that it has becane 

more fr~uent in recent times. It may be however that the impression of 

increase is a product of the extensive publicity given to the Iilenanenon during 

the intervention activity in Sanoa, and of the continuing coverage of suicide 

in the newspapers. 

'lbere are however deaths which are not the subj ect of in;tuests and for 

which causes are re~rted l:¥ medically lmtrained persons and which are not the 

subject of questioning and cultural factors which we oontend may lead to a 

significant lmderre~rting of suicide fran deaths which fall into this 

category. It is almost certain therefore that even the figures derived fran 
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iIx;luest re~rts understate the true rate for reasons conmcted with the 

collection of statistics and the culture within which they are collected. 

Since both of these matters are significant in understanding the extent of 

adolescent suicide they are examined briefly belCM. 

It is widely knCMn that the accuracy of health statistics for any given 

year in samoa varies. '!be health statistics, which include statistics for 

causes for death, carry at the bottan of every table the warning "figures refer 

to re~rted cases only." Given the amOWlt of illness which is not presented at 

hospitals and is not therefore recorded it is difficult to estimate the true 

extent of arr:J illness. '!he accuracy of statistics for causes of death is 

similarly problenatical because of the large number of deaths for which the 

cause is not knCMn or is ill-defined. 'Ibis figure runs at between 25 and 35% 

of all cases over time. 'Ibis derives from the fact that autq>sies and 

coroner I s iIx;luests are not mandatory and while deaths must be re~rted there is 

no legal obligation to establish cause of death by iIx;luest. '!he causes of 

deaths which occur in hospitals, or where p:itients are under medical 

supervision, are probably accurately established but those deaths which occur 

in villages are not necessarily established with the same degree of accuracy.2 

Suicides which occur in the village, in the bush, or at sea may not 

necessarily be re~rted as suicide. It is likely that a number of deaths 

resulting fran the ingestion of p:iraquat and other herbicides are in fact 

re~rted, rot as suicide, rut as deaths resulting from ~isoningo Sane deaths 

which result fran hanging, gunshot wounds, and jumping from trees and over 

waterfalls in the bush may well be re~rted as accidental deaths. It may be 

instructive to consider trends in these figures to establish the ~ssible upper 

limits of suicide rates in Western Samoa. 
Appendix I, for this purp>se. 

'!hese figures are included as 

'!here are also cultural reasons why such cases might not be reported. 'lile 

appearance of family and village solidarity and unity is zealously guarded and 

considerable efforts are made to resol ve conflicts before they become the 

subject of plblic discussion. Where suicide is the outcome of a family or 

inter-family dispute in which tr adi tional conflict resolution processes have 

failed those involved may seek to contain that fact. Failure to do so might 

lead to the family and/or village becoming the subject of gossip and joking 

about the quality of leadership both of which are sources of shame and 

embarrassment and are to be avoided. In such cases a suicide can be concealed 
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because the resp:msibility for reporting deaths, and their causes where known, 

falls to the village Wlenu I u, or mayor. It is possible that ~ople withhold 

the fact of suicide from the Wlenu I u or that the Wlenu I u, in concert with 

others, withholds the fact from the registrar. 

'lbere is another possibility, which would have a similar effect on the 

rate which stans from cultural devices for understanding the otherwise 

inexplicable. 'Ibis iIwolves su~rnatural agencies which are held to have a 

significant influence on the activities of human communities. The activlties 

of su~rnatural agencies are discussed regularly in conversation and are 

invoked to explain sets . of events which are otherwise inexplicable. sane 
accidents and resultant deaths are explained in tems of the activities of .aitu 
(spirits), which lured people into the bush until they were lost; which lured 

people to the edge of waterfalls and then pushed them; which caused people to 

lose their footing and fall from trees and so on. Such explanations are 

canvassed seriously in cases in which an event is considered unusual or out of 

character. Where a ~rson had concealed their shame or dissatisfaction and 

subsequently took their life in a private situation it is highly unlikely that 

the activities of the .a.i.tu would be considered in the search for an explanation 

(Gooanan 1971>. Since su~rnatural agency serves as an accepted resiaual 

explanation it is likely that other explanations would not be sought. It is 

conceivable that suicide would not be considered and that death would be 

reported as accidental rather than self inflicted. If this is the case, and it 

seans plausible, it would have the effect of deflating the "trueR rate. '!be 

explanation was suggested by a ~rson who claimed to know of this ~ of 

incident. If arr:! of this is true, and there is good reason to sUpJ;X>se that it 

may be in some cases, the reported rates which have become the basis of concern 

and the ensuing debate are probably under-estimates of the actual rate. 

Another factor which complicates attanpts to calculate the extent of the 

phenomenon is that unsuccessful suicides are not always recorded as such. 

While knowledge of the incidence of unsuccessful attanpts may add significantly 

to our understanding of the phenanenon it seans for the manent that this factor 

cannot be estimated • 

.sane Hl!POtheses 

While suicide is clearly a ~rsonal matter, and while s~cific cases can 

only be understood within s~cific contexts, variations in the rate of suicide 
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may be usefully understood within cultural and structural contexts. '!here is 

nothing original in this argument which derives fran the work of the French 

sociologist Emile lllrkheim who discovered connections be1lieen patterns of 

social structure and rates of suicide (Durkheim 1951). 'lWo hyp:>theses, both of 

which were suggested by case data collected in the first };tlase of this proj ect, 

are exanined in this paper. Fach attempts to relate these personal events to 

the cultural and structural contexts within which they occur. In each case the 

anJ;hasis differs: in one the imJ;X>rtance of cultural factors is exanined; in the 

other the imJ;X>rtance of structures and changes in these structures. '!be first 

hyp:>thesis is that in a society as rigidly structured and as authoritarian as 

Samoa, sane altruistic suicides are to be expected. Altruistic suicides are 

camnitted by indivicilals discovered, or threatened with discovery, in violation 

of certain moral norms, or legal proscriptions. In these cases the indivicilal 

may be led, out of shane and concern for the consequences of their conduct for 

their kin group, to camnit suicide. In sane cases the decisions may be taken 

when an individlal believes that he/she will becane the obj ect of public 

ridicule or contanpt as a result of the discovery. As Sanoans say, ~ k.2ti 
.i .12 k IDa: 'death is better than shane.' Evidence suggests that this type of 

al truistic suicide has occurred in Sanoa over time and accounts for what might 

be called the resi<ilal rate. However the recent increase appears to have 

anerged in sanewhat different cirC\Jllstances and cannot be explained as a simple 

increase in the rate of altruistic suicides. 

'!be second hyJ;X>thesis is that changes in the danograPlic, social and 

econanic structures in contenJ;X>rary Western Sanoa have limited oPFOrtunities 

for uptlard mobility in western Sanoa which has generated a measure of 

frustration anong youth. In gerontocratic societies, such as Western Sanoa, 

youth are not entitled to challenge the existing distrirution of p:Mer and this 

may heighten a sense of disillusion with their society and their place in it. 

Where disillusion leads to declining canmitment to a society's norms and 

institutions the incidence of ananic suicide would be expected to increase. 

'Ibis hYJ;X>thesis, suggested by the coincidence of a series of structural changes 

and an increase in the rate of youth suicide in Western Sanoa, is exanined 

belQtl.3 

Altruistic Suicide 

'!be nature of the relationship which typically develops be1lieen 
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indivicbals and their kin group or 'aiga is central to an lmderstanding of 

suicide in Western Sanaa. Sanoan culture defines the kin group as .Q ~ ~ ~ 

~ ~ suafa mg ~ fanua: all those who are bolmd to the title and the land i:¥ 
reference to which a kin group (' aiga) is defined. '!he definition is apt 

because the bond bebieen the indivicbal and his/her kin group is an iIrmensely 

~erful one and is forged early in life. '!he ~er and prestige which a kin 

group enjoys at a given time is the product of past and present leadership and 

direction of its chiefs and orators (ali' i and tulafale) in econanic, p:>litical 

and social activities. '!he maintenance of its prestige depends on their 

ability to mobilize the group's resources when econanic, p:>litical and social 

events dictate. '!his depends in turn on manbers developing a sense of 

commitment and obligation to their kin group. 

'!he kin group sets out to "persuade" children during their socialization 

that a particular relationship is appropriate. The group, however, has a 

~erful set of sanctions available in this process: it can very clearly 

illustrate the nature and extent of people's dependence on their 'aiga or kin 

group. '!he indivicllal derives fran the kin group rights to a house site, 

agricultural land, and practical assistance fran kinin a wide range of 

econanic tasks. '!hus while below we will talk about "teaching" and "learning" 

it must be seen in the context of marked dependence on the part of the learner. 

Sanoan children are taught that their personal identity and status is 

intimately connected with that of their kin group or 'aiga. '!he cultural 

validations of the relationship are drawn fran the pre-Christian Sanoan culture 

and fran Christian scripture. '!he dependence of the indivicllal on the kin 

group is also reflected in the proverbs and scripture irwolved to illustrate 

the relationship.4 '!hey are taught that manbers of p::Merful and united kin 

groups are entitled respect, and enjoy prestige within the village. 

Conversely, menbers of weak or diSlmited kin groups enjoy less respect and 

prestige within the village. '!he desirability of a lmited kin group is 

similarly reflected in proverbs and scripture irwoked to justify the precedence 

of its needs over those of its manbers.5 

Children are taught that their conduct can enhance or detract fran their 

taiga's prestige and p::Mer, and there is strong pressure on individuals to 

consider the consequences of their conduct for their kin group. They are 

taught that they can enhance their kin group's prestige and fOWer i:¥ acting in 

w8!js which reflect well on the 'aiga and its leaders. '!his typically irwolves 

42 



MacaE 

accepting the precedence of the kin group's needs over one's own, placing one's 

resources at the group's dis};X)sal at different times, and accepting the 

authori ty (~) and direction of the group's leaders. '!he person who submits 

to these condi tions contr il:utes to the enhancanent or maintenance of their 

group's prestige and is entitled in return to a sense of pride and 

satisfaction. As a kin group's prestige is enhanced through a person's acts, 

so too is the person's prestige by association with the group. 

Children are sha·/n that they can as easily detract from their kin group's 

prestige and power by acting in ways which reflect badly on the taiga and its 

leadership. A person who acts without concern for the consequences for their 

group's status within the village is obliged to feel ashamed <.msk rnasiasi) and 

guilty for having brought the family into disrepute. The ter.m for such acts, 

fa'ato'ilalo.le taiga, means, literally, to 'cause the family to sink down', 

and the more colloquial ter.m, .tQQQ.i.laJ.Q.le taiga, means, literally, to 'pull 

down the family' and leaves no doubt about agency. 

Children are shown that acts which detract fram the group's status also 

reflect on innocent members because of the way in which Samoans explain causes 

of deviant behavior. 6 Samoan culture depends heavily on notions of 

externalized control of individuals' conduct and tends to explain much deviance 

in ter.ms of inadequate teaching and/or supervision of the deviant. Thus, when 

deviance is discovered attention is focussed on both the individual and the 

group to which he or she belongs. In the process, responsibility may be 

ap};x>rtioned among chiefs, whose weakness and lack of control per.mitted a 

si tuation to develop; parents, whose weakness and inadequate teaching produced 

a person aPfarently tmable to distinguish between right and wrong; and siblings 

whose lack of concern meant that they were left tmsupervised in circlmlstances 

in which opportunities for deviance were present. '!here is a clear implication 

that a lack of suitable role models within a person's kin group has also 

contril:uted to the situation which again reflects on one's innocent relatives. 

The individual is shown that while none of these things is necessarily true 

they will nevertheless be the basis of explanations arrived at by others. Thus 

a person's act may well rebound on many innocent relatives including those to 

whan one has the strongest affective bonds, and the most strongly developed 

sense of responsibility. 

Worse still, the appearance of a particular trait in one member of a 

group, may give rise to the suspicion that it is present in others.7 This 

43 



suspicion leads to consideration of the group' s past conduct for evidence of 

this ~ssibili ty , and in the process the group' s past misconduct becomes the 

subj ect of protr acted public discussion. 

Children are reminded that all acts of any significance will be remanbered 

long after the act itself. As the proverb suggests, ~ RQl.a ~.fa.)., ~ ~ ~ 

.fQtQ, • the stingray escapes but leaves behind its barb.' Both the good and the 

bad which om does is remanbered within the kin group and village and becomes a 

source of continuing pride or shame to their descendents. Again, as the 

proverb suggests, ~.wa ~ ~ ~ ~ .wa ~~, • stoms may be reduced to 
sand but words never decay'. '!bese nmessagesn are broadcast . regularly in 

religious and secular contexts, and become a centr al feature of the 

disciplining of children and young people.a 
While this process is persuasive, it does not in and of itself, ensure 

unquestioning compliance to moral norms. As Shore notes, 

No boundary is, however, intended to provide an absolute limit on 
behavior. All boundaries are assumed to include op~rtunities for testing 
and occasional trespassing. "Getting awayn fran time to time with 
officially proscribed behavior is a matter of personal pride for many 
Samoans, and they ac:init this in intimate conversation. Such pride in 
overstepping official and social limits on personal behavior provides life 
with a vitality that Samoans cherish, and is in no sense inconsistent with 
a professed reverence for the very laws and regulations that are being 
tested. Only a respected law is worth making a great effort to test •••• 
For Samoans, respecting laws means finding ways worthy of testing them 
and, when they assert themselves in thei r full authority, when one has 
pushed too far, it means demonstrating public deference to them.... For 
boundaries to be dignified they nust be asserted strongly from time to 
time. (1982 : 119) 

Samoans do violate norms and commit offenses against law. '!be commission 

of an offense may call forth various res~nses in the individual ranging from 

determined attempts to corx:eal the offense, through admiSSion, to suicide. 

'lbeir res~nses will be influenced by several things; the seriousness with 

which the offense is regarded; the probability of its discovery; and the likely 

consequences for the family of its plblic disclosure. 

'!be seriousness of the offense is relatively easily established because 

much law is dispensed in prblic contexts. Many matters are discussed and 

disJ;Osed of within the family. Matters which cannot be resolved within the 

family, ei ther because they involved another family or are offenses against the 

village, are discussed within the village council (,!QnQ) which is in effect a 
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p.1blic forl1ll. '!he.f.QnQ is an~ered to make extensive public ~uiries and to 

levy heavy fines on offenders, l:ut because its authority rests on moral 

coercion, it is likely to go to considerable length to establish culturally 

appropriate connections between offenses and punishments. Certain significant 

events may pranpt village ministers to preach on the theological status of 

particular offenses in church which is probably the most public of all fora. 

Matters which cannot be resolved in the village are tried in goverrment courts 

which are again frequently open to all. National print media and radio also 

regularly provide coverage and editorial cxmnent on moral and criminal matters. 

It is not difficult for most offenders to establish the seriousness of their 

offense. 

'!he probability of discovery of the offense is not so easily established. 

Although there may be no reason to believe that an offense was witnessed, there 

are cultural factors which may lead an offender to believe that the offense 

will anerge. Firstly, the belief in the annipresence of the Christian God may 

lead an offender to believe that although there may have been no hunan witness 

the offense is known to God which is p:>tentially more serious. In the context 

of these discussions a passage fran Luke 8,17, is frequently invoked: 

AU.A ~ llii ~ ~ .llJ.Q ~ ~ fa' aalia; ~ llii .fQi ~ meQ natia ~ ~ 
fa' ailoa ~ ~ .ill .ina fa' aal ia. I For nothing is secret that shall not be 
made manif est; neither anything hid, that shall not be known and cane 
abroad.' 

secondly, the belief that there are supernatural agencies, or 'aitu, who 

may have witnessed the act and may eventually reveal the act to others, 

p:>ssibly through illness, may give the offender cause for anxiety. In our work 

on Samoan indigenous medical belief and practice we fOlUld that much attention 

is paid to the patient's relatives' concllct where an illness is thought to 

involve supernatural agency. It is hoped that the cause of the supernatural 

agency's anger may be discovered in a relative's condlct if it cannot be 

identif ied in the patient's. 

'lhirdly, any anxiety which is prodlced l:¥ these beliefs is likely to be 

made more acutel:¥ a belief that one I s offense may cause others to suffer in 

the form of illness visited on one's relations and in particular one's 

children. en this p:>int tradition and scripture are shown to "agree" in 

discussions of 'aitu who punished offenders l:¥ visiting their close relatives, 
mixed with references to passages fran EZekiel 18,2: 
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.us 'aina .e .tama .Q ~ lIlQtQ, .a .e magiagia .ai .ni.fQ .Q .le fanau• "The 
fathers have eaten the sour grapes but the childrens' teeth are set on 
edge." 

Fourthly, proverbs which suggest that offenses will be revealed in due 

course abound and are often connected with incidents in which the attempt to 

conceal the offense made it the more serious. Among the most p:>pular of these 

is the proverb which pulls together biblical and traditional wisdom in the 

saying .e .J.eaj. .Qe .mea .llJ.Q .i .laJ.Q .Q .Joe.la, 'nothing can be hidden under the 

sun'. It seans likely that those most conmitted to traditional and Christian 

belief systems would be most likely to believe that their offenses will 

inevitably become known and might be most prone to acute anxie~ or guilt. 

'!be consequences of arr:i given offense is theoretically the same for any 

kin group. '!be same teons are used by all to refer to situations in which 

members' conduct reflects badly on their 'aiga. '!heir kin group may be .ta!..a 
yalea (referred to by others as stupid): ~ leaga (referred to by others as 

bad) and so on. In fact, however, in a highly stratified village socie~ 

certain families' reputations will suffer more from such an accusation than 

others. Those who have been expected to, or have claimed a right to, set 

standards of conduct will suffer more than those who have not. '!be families of 

prominent titleholders, pastors, mayors (pulenu'u), teachers and p:>lice 

personnel will be more seriously damaged by their members' misconduct. 

'!be kin group suffers in several ways. Firstly, the "prosecution" of any 

offense will involve disclosure of the facts and give rise to public conjecture 

about the past conduct of members of the family concerned. The "facts" become 

incorp:>rated in a "file" on the family which is re-opened periodically in 

similar circumstances and become a peonanent source of shame. Secondly, the 

status of a matai or chief who accepts resp:>nsibili~ for the conduct of 

individual members of the kin group may be lowered where the offense is a 

serious one. This in turn affects all whose status is connected with that 

ti tle and its holder. Thirdly, where a fine is levied on the offender, all or 

part of it may have to be prid by innocent members of the kin group and, 

depending on the seriousness of the offense, this may cause considerable 

economic hardship. 

Again these consequences must be most serious for those of highest status 

within the village, for, as Samoons p:>int out, it is the prosecution of 

offenses by such people which demonstrates to others the ~rtance of the norm 

or law concerned. In the case of banishment, which is less common now, the 
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entire family was required to leave its land and houses which for many people 

represented a devastating loss. For members of such families the expectation 

of the discovery of the offense, and knowledge of its consequences for the kin 

group might be expected to produce feelings of acute anxiety. In some cases 

such individlals simply prepare themselves for the social and physical ordeal 

that they will face at the hands of the family and village. In others the 

individlal may try to spare the family the protracted public prosecution by 

taking their lives. Where they do so in such cirClmlStances their act may be 

regarded sympathetically by others who are spared the consequences of the 

public trial. But suicide is not promoted as an "appropriate resolution" of 

the situation in ways which might lead an offender to regard it as obligatory. 

'!he term for suicide in Samca is ~ .i .Joe .Qla or taqpule.i.Joe.Qla which means 

to 'control the right to life.' '!he scriptures specifically accord this right, 

to create and to take life, to God. As a consequence Samcan culture is unable 

to pranote any form of conduct which usurps such rights. '!his does not, 

however, prevent it from promoting other values and beliefs which may make 

suicide seen curiously appropriate to one who finds oneself in certain 

situations. 

It is no coincidence that suicide is frequently associated with the shame 

which Samcan SOCiety holds to be appropriate where a person's conduct has 

caused serious and lasting damage to their kin group. Discovery, or threat of 

discovery, of offenses against sexual roorality are prominent as causes and 

include cases of lost prenuptual virginity, adultery in prominent families, 

incest, elopement of the village virgin (taupou), and an 'inappropriate 

marriage' contracted without consent. Case 1, in AQ?endix 2, is an example of 

the sorts of cirClmlStances which seen to typify this category. Still others 

result fran unrequited love, termination of love affairs by one party, and the 

revelation of love affairs by third parties figure prominently as causes. Case 

2, in Appendix 2, is an example of the sorts of circumstances which seen to 

typify this category. Discovery, or the threat of discovery of dishonesty, 

theft and crimes against property also emerged as causes in cases which we 

recorded. Case 3, in Awendix 2, is an example of the sort of cirClmlStances 

which seen to typify this category. In these cases the people involved believe 

that they have become, or will become, objects of ridicule and take their lives 

before the "facts n become public. In each case this may be com};X)unded by 

concern at the consequences of their acts for their kin group and its 
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reputation within the village. 

Altruistic suicide, frequently associated with shame, appears to be 

distributed over a range of age groups and has probably always been a feature 

of samoan society. In those cases which we documented those involved were 

people who were apparently corrmitted to Samoan culture and showed no marked 

bias to a p:lrticular sex. The trend to suicide by growing numbers of primarily 

adolescent males cannot be readily explained within this framework. This new 

phenanenon seems to be associated with another p:>werful anotion, rage, which 

has been identified by Gerber (1985), Shore (1982), and Freanan (1983). In the 

next section we set out same of the factors which might collectively contribute 

to a greater degree of frustration on the p:lrt of adolescent males, and reasons 

why this might surface in a for.m which might lead to suicide. 

Youth Suicide; .an ananic for.m? 

Olanges in a society's social, p:>litical and econanic structures influence 

individuals' perceptions of their life chances and of themselVes. In certain 

circumstances the changes lead to increased optimism about life chances and 

more p:>sitive perception of self. Conversely, changes may lead to increased 

pessimism about life chances and a less p:>sitive perception of self. While 

self perception and perception of life chances may vary independently of one 

another there is frequently a connection between the two. Where the situation 

is produced and perpetuated by agencies and structures over which they have 

little or no control they experience a sense of p:>werlessness. OUr thesis is 

that increases in the rate of suicide rep:>rted in Western Samoa take place 

against a background of change which has limited op~rtunities available to 

Samoan adolescents. OJ::portunities for ufMard mobility in Samoan society are 

limited by factors set out below, and op~rtunities for migration are similarly 

limited. In circlmlstances where a gap opens between expectations and 

opp:>rtunities, a buildup of frustration may lead to declining commitment to 

nor.ms and structures which appear unable to meet their aspirations and which is 

typically associated with ananic suicide. 

Demographic Factors 

Population Density. Population growth may place increased pressure on 

resources where it occurs in a stagnant economy (Western Samoan Government 

1982 :2) and is associated with decreases in available per capita resource 
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levels. Increased population density leads to a reduction in the available 

land resource when all other things are equal. 'Ibis may be significant in 

understanding the situation of youth in Western Samca for reasons set out 

belOti. 

'!here has been a small increase in population density in western Samca: in 

the period fran 1971 to 1981 population density rose by only 1.3 persons/square 

kilaneter fran 52.7 to 54 persons/square kilaneter. But the national figure 

masks significant regional variations: between 1971 and 1976 urban area 

population densities increased from SOl to 531 persons/square kilaneter, and in 

the Northwest Upolu from 141 to 146 persons/square kilaneter (6% and 3.5% 

respectively) • 

But Western Samca has sustained higher rates of increase in population 

density in the past: between 1961 and 1966 density increased by 14.8% over the 

whole country, and 17.4% and 17.0% in Apia and Northwest Upolu respectively, 

app:lrently without increases in the rate of suicide. 'Ibis argument is not 

without problems for an increase in one or more areas, with consequent pressure 

on resources, is typically offset by a decline in density in other areas and 

easier access to resources. If density does contribute to the rate, increases 

in some areas and decreases in others might be expected to offset one another. 

Population density influences the life chances of youth who are primarily 

dependent on village agriculture by placing constraints on available land and 

other resources. SlOtigrowth in the wage/salary sector of the Western Samcan 

econaqy in the recent past has meant that more school leavers have been unable 

to find jobs in that sector and have had to remain on the land. In some 

villages around Apia, and in Northwest Upolu, their situation would appear to 

have deteriorated as pressure on the arable land resource has increased in 

those areas. A redlction in the volume of emigration in the period since 1978 

may have increased the density and accentuated arrj effect resulting from 

pressure on available resources. In villages elsewhere in Upolu and on Savai' i 

the situation of youth solely dependent on agriculture may in fact have 

improved as people have left the regions. 'Ibis improvement may have been 

temporary: the increase in the population since 1976, coupled with the 

reduction in opportunities for emigration, may lead to increasing pressure on 

resources in these areas. Case 4, in A};:pendix 2, shows how resource shortage 

may lead to suicide. In villages where there is pressure on resources, and 

particularly land, the opp:>rtunities to improve income through increasing 
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prodlction has therefore been limited. This situation is made worse because as 

land becanes more scarce land disputes tend to increase and security of tenure 

becanes a problan. 'Ihls difficulty is acknowledged by the Western Sanoan 

Goverrment which IDinted to the difficulties facing all who seek to improve 

their lifestyle in plantation agriculture: nthe consumer goods to which the 

famer aspires are not within reach without a quantun leap in incane, something 

which he rarely sees as possible in agriculture •••• A major constraint is thus 

that village agriculture as practiced now is not economically competitive with 

the wage sector. n (1982 :32) 

Population density alone does not tell us a lot about the situation of 

youth in Western Sanoa. Coupled with another danogra~ic indicator, dependency 

ratio, it may contribute more to the picture. 

Dependen~ Ratio. A further impression of the situation of Western Sanoan 

youth may be gained by considering their role in economic activity over time. 

The dependency ratio, which relates the productive and non-productive sectors 

of a IDPulation, is a useful index for this purpose. <l:>servation of the 

dependency ratio over time can give an indication of the shifts in the load on 

economically prodlctive manbers of a society. 

Growth in the dependency ratio in a stagnant economy typically leads to a 

decline in the living standards of the economically productive IDPulation. In 

the absence of economic growth and/or increased oPIDrtunities for 

out-migration, this group may well becane disillusioned. 'Ihls is significant 

in Western Samoa because youth play a very significant part in the production 

of food and assets, typically taking the heaviest and most monotoncus parts in 

both plantation agriculture and capital projects. As the aumaga, the boqy of 

untitled, they are at the "bottom end" of the one wCJ¥ chain of camnand.9 In 

the following section we consider same features of Sanoan dependency ratios and 

their possible signif icance for youth suicide. 

As shown in Table 3, the national dependency ratio has actually declined 

in the 10 years between 1971 and 1981 which means that, on the surface at 

least, the situation of the economically active seans to have improved over the 

period. But Western Sanoa still has one of the highest dependency ratios in 

the South Pacific behind only the Cook Islands and Niue. But economically 

active Samoans face more difficulties because most work is in village 

agriculture with unstable returns on effort, whereas COOk Island and Niuean 
economies have extensive wage sectors. But national figures mask the very 
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considerable range of regional variations as Table 4 shows. And these figures 

alone are also misleading because they mask significant variations within the 

regions. 

'1lle dependency ratios, calculated in this wC¥, are of limited value 

because resp:msibility for production does not fall equally on all in the 15-59 

year age group. In village society production falls more heavily on younger 

people and on young lDltitled men in particular. A dependency ratio calculated 

on a smaller population base gives a more accurate impression of the burden on 

the youth, which for the purposes of this paper, may be more signif icant. 

Table 5 gives the dependency ratios broken down by age group as well as region. 

What one regards as the best indication of the nreal n dependency ratio 

will deteImine which set of figures is used but if one accepts that most food 

prodlction and heavy work falls to those between 15-39 years of age the 

dependency ratios, while varying regionally, will be very much higher than the 

official figure. '1lle lot of those in the Apia Urban Area supp:>rting 2.3 

persons would sean easier than the lot of those in rural villages in the rest 

of Upolu where each person supp:>rts 3.1 persons.lO 

Several points follow fran this analysis. Sanoa has experienced a high 

birth rate for sane time but the rate of population growth was artificially 

depressed by the high rate of anigration in the 1960 I S and 70 IS. '1lle 

imposition of limits on out-migration to American Sanoa, NeN Zealand and 

Australia has almost certainly led to an increased population growth rate in 

western Sanoa. In many villages already high dependency ratios, produced by 

substantial out-migration in the 60 I S and 70 I s, will be forced higher still as 

the econanically inactive canponent grows faster than the productive one. 

Villages which experience high levels of out-migration may have gained in 

terms of the potential resources available to them through migrants who settled 
overseas. But it is not clear that these gains are offset against the effort 

required of the lDltitled who ranain. In fact increases in potential resources 

available through migration sean to be simply regarded as net increases and do 

not lead to significant red1ctions in effort required of those who ranain. If 

this is the case, increases in the dependency ratio may signal more work for 

those who ranain as the rumtbers of persons whan they must work to maintain 

increases. 'Illis situation has been made worse by the instability of prices for 

all canmodities except taro (Western Sanoan Gover1'11lent 1982 :102) and by the 

increased cost of imported goods. 
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In villages in which high out-migration during the 1970's produced high 

dependency ratios, disillusion with the increased effort required of those who 

remain may be more acute because they compare their lifestyle and life chances 

with that of their peers who migrated. '!bey might be expected to experience a 

rather stronger sense of relative deprivation than those in villages from which 

fEWer people migrated when opp:>rtlmities existed. 11 Where dependency ratios 

and pressure on land resources are high or growing, young peoples' disillusion 

with their lifestyle and life opp:>rtunities might be expected to be more acute 

than those in villages where these are lower. If disillusion is connected with 

the propensity to suicide and if the dependency ratio influences this sense of 

deprivation, the rate of suicide would be expected to vary by region and 

village, as suggested by data collected by Bowles and Oliver. 

However, as Graves and Graves (1976) have shown in the Cook Islands, it is 

not the actual demographic facts which are significant but the perception of 

those facts. It is likely that the publicity given to the J;X>pulation growth in 

the media and in birth control prograns over the past fEW years has heightened 

the impreSSion of growth rather than the actual rate. The rate of growth may 

appear most Significant to those young literate Samams who, in growing 

numbers, seek jobs which do not appear to exist and who, COincidentally, show a 

tendency to suicide. 

While the demographic phenomena lead to an erosion of economic prospects 

for many youth, the same group is eXJ;X>sed through formal education and the 

media to visions of lifestyles in which economic prosperity is associated with 

high degrees of personal freedom. We turn now to a brief examination of the 

influences of education and the media in shaping aspirations of youth. 

Social Factors 

Education. Education has been stressed in successive developnent plans 

and has received significant shares of both the domestic product and aid income 

over a long period of time. The emphasis on education has seen increases in a 

number of indices, shown in Table 6. The most Significant features of the 

figures in Table 6 lie in the increases in those receiving secondary education 

of 205%, and tertiary education of 325%. These people are increasingly eXJ;X>sed 

to alternatives to Samoan society and lifestyle, through education. They also 

develop high expectations of wage employment, and of a lifestyle which wage 

employment makes J;X>ssible, which are unlikely to be realized in the stagnant 
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Samoan econQm¥ (Western Samoan Census 1976, vol 2:103). 

Recent red1ctions in opp:>rtunities for advanced studies overseas, and 

particularly in NEW Zealand, as a result of budgetary constraints in Samoa and 

~igration regulations in NEW Zealand, have intensified competition for those 

places, and prodlced disapp:>inbnent among those who might have expected to 

study over seas. Furthennore this situation is unlikely to improve. But the 

numbers at these levels of education are snall within the total IX>pulation. If 

the imp:lct of edlcation on young peoples' expectations is limited, the imp:lct 

of other factors is not so constrained • 

.b Media. Various developnent plans have attanpted to improve Western 

Samoa's communication infrastructure. Government initiatives have resulted in 

dranatic grCMth in the number of radios in Samoan hanes. Because the 

goverment retained control of progran content, these initiatives have not been 

a major source of alternative visions of life. But, the unforeseen consequence 

was that the same radios receive prograns fran Jmerican Samoa in which a 

"pseudcrllmerican" lifestyle is presented as normal. 

Control of the print media is largely in private hands and has seen an 

increase in both the numbers of news};apers (fran 3 to 6) and in their 

circulation fran 15,000 to 32,000 between 1971 and 1979 (latest data 

available) • Na\Jsp:ipers regularly contain material on alternative lifestyles 

and Samoana, a Samoan language news};aper published weekly for Samoans in Na-l 

Zealand and western Samoa, regularly contains telling comparisons of the 

lifestyles outside Samoa. Situations vacant columns contain advertisements for 

com};arable p:>sitions in NEW Zealand and Western Samoa which highlight salary 

differaltials very graphically. 

The grCMth in numbers of television sets in Western Samoa reflects the 

availability of television transnission fran PagoPago in American Samoa. M:>re 

and more Samoans are able to watch a world peopled l:¥ the stars of "Days of OUr 

Lives, n and "Falcon Crest" interspersed with advertisements p:>rtraying an 

affluent, liberated lifestyle supplied l:¥ KRCN4 San Francisco. 

The grCMth in the numbers of fixed and mobile cinemas and in attaldances 

is harder to chart accurately rut they are significant because film contains 

some of the most explicit and visually persuasive alternatives to life in 

Samoa. The images in films offer alternative visions of ~cific 

relationships, some of which explicitly challenge Samoan conceptions of those 

relationships. 
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The impact of the growth of media born alternatives is easy to 

underestimate and difficult to establish, but as a source of dissatisfaction 

with life in Samam society and a source of challenge it deserves closer 

scrutiny. A situation emerges in which the aspiration of young Samams are 

being raised as their q;>p:>rtunities are eroded. This generates considerable 

pressure on social structures for changes which will lead to improved economic 

prospects and increased personal freedom. The prospects for both increased 

upward mobility and personal freedom seem limited by a series of factors which 

have become more Significant in recent times and to which we now turn. 

Social Mobility; .the blockages. Several routes have traditionally been 

available to youth who aspired to p:>wer in Samoa: becoming a chief i a pastor i a 

wage earner/entrepreneur i or emigrating. These remain but, for reasons set out 

belCM, are less available and, where before those who aspired to p:>wer could 

reasonably expect to attain it, it is now increasingly clear to many that these 

avenues are blocked. In the follCMing section the various avenues and the 

blockages wi thin them are set out. 

In Samoa there are same 14,000 rnatai or chiefs who are normally selected 

by members of the extended kin group which they head. Matais control access to 

both house sites and agricultural land vested in their rnatai title and derive 

considerable p:>wer from this fact. Those who require access to land for 

subsistence must accept the rnatai' s ~wer over their activities and indeed 

their income. The attairment of matai titles is competitive and open to all 

who demonstrate competence in certain prescribed activities. A relatively 

small number of Samams have the resources necessary to live without access to 

land and some 96.8% of the ~pulation live, according to the census, "under a 

matai. n A rnatai' s ~wer is limited by the recessity of retaining the kin 

group's supp:>rt and the ~ssibility of their removal by the kin group where 

their performance is considered unsatisfactory. 

Shortly after independence, a large number of rew titles were created in 

an attempt to alter the balance of ~wer within districts since only matais are 

enfranchised. (Meleisea and Schoeffel 1983 :100) The prospect of access to 

p:>wer seemed for the young to expand very rapidly but government moved to limit 

the creation of rew titles and closed off this avenue. The number of titles 

available is nCM more or less fixed and while more than ore person may hold a 

given title at the same time, holders have vested interest in discouraging this 
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trend. 12 Thus, young men have unlimited opp>rtunities to demonstrate 

canpetence, rut more limited opp>rtunities for access to p>wer. These are 

further limited by the steadily increasing life expectancy of incumbents which 

means that for many young people the period during which they will serve 

{tautua} the matai is increasing and that during which they can expect to 

exercise p>Wer is decreasing. 

Pastors also enjoy p>wer and a privileged lifestyle and derive authority 

fran their religious office. They too can be ranoved for unsatisfactory 

performance and can be controlled in certain subtle ways by the village in 

which they \«>rk. 'Ibis group is small and while entry is technically open to 

all, in fact the prospects of entry to theological college, and to the 

lifestyle beyooo, is limited by a stable demand; the steadily increasing life 

expectancy of incumbents; and the absence of a compulsory retirement age. 

For those committed to mobility within the traditional sector avenues are 

cloSing off at a time when there is pressure for their opening up. These are 

not, however, the only avenues for social mobility and it is to the others that 

we now turn. 

Wage employment and entreprenuerial activity have always been avenues to 

power within the village for the young. OJ:portunities have existed for people 

to leave, enter the wage econCJI'!Y for a period, return and invest their stake in 

entrepreneurial ventures. The preferred destinations for accumulating capital 

were the United States and New Zealand, rut a period of employment in Apia was 

considered better than nothing and many looked to wage employment in Western 

Samoa. as an opp>rtunity to accumulate some mon:y and enjoy a measure of 

independence. The western Samam econCJI'!Y has grown slowly and new jobs are not 

being created in sufficient numbers to absorb school leavers. Nor, because of 

their scarcity, are they being vacated by incumbents who might have gon: to Nav 

Zealand after a period of employment in Apia. Those who might in other 

circumstances have been "cooled out" by a period of wage employment no longer 

have as ready access to this p>ssibili ty • Furthermore the over-supply of labor 

has resulted in a depressed wage structure so that even those who do secure 

employment may find that the gap between income and expectations is continually 

widening. The other avenues to the capital n:eded to enter entrepreneurial 

activities are lams rut the agencies emp:>wered to make loa.ns tend, for reasons 

conn:cted with the cost of aaninistration, to make these to larger ventures 

(Macphersons 1981). The only other alternative is borrOWing through the 
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village developnent scheme but these are cooperative ventures, are typically 

controlled by those whose authority is recognized by the govermnent, and offer 

little opIX>rtunity for mobility for untitled adolescents. 

Migration. '!he high rates of out-migration over a long period may have 

led to an expectation that many samcans would leave Samca for varying periods 

at some time in their life. It has become, in effect, part of the Samcan life 

cycle. Even those who expected to spend most of their lives in Samca, often 

left to put together financial and or socio-IX>litical capital which could set 

them up. The high rates of movement between Samca and New Zealand and American 

Samoa which occurred through the 1960' s and 1970' s were evidence of this 

expectation. Over a period of 201 years this trend became established as a 

rite of passage (Bedford 1982). The rapid declire in the opIX>rtunities for 

this movement occurred as the econanies of New Zealand slowed, and the American 

Samoans moved to limit illegal movements fran Western Samca to American Samca 

and the U.S.A. For those who came to consider that a period outside of samoa 

was a reasonable expectation this declire was a blow. The fact that many 

believe that it is likely to be permanent may have an imp;lct on national 

morale. It is significant that the declire coincides with the increase in the 

rate of suicide among those who under normal circumstances might have been 

offered oPIX>rtunities to live and work outside of western Samca. 

'!hese factors alone do not constitute a satisfactory explanation. Most 

Pacific nations experience various combinations of these demographic and social 

phenanena. '!here is no suggestion in the literature that these lead to high 

rates of suicide elsewhere in the Pacific and specifically in American Samca or 

Tonga, with which national comparisons seem most appropriate. It is useful to 

look beyond these factor s for those things which seem peculiar to Samoan 

SOCiety and might explain the unusually high rate which Samoa exhibits. 

h Situation.Qf Youth .in Samoan Society. Western Samca is a gerontocracy 

and power is foonally concentrated in the hands of its chiefs (roatai) and 

clerics (faife'au). Both groups claim to exercise legitimate authority and 

each group tends to sUPIX>rt the other in, what might seem to outsiders, a 

FOWerful and conservative alliance. The alliance's IX>wer, derived from secular 

and religiOUS traditions, is not widely challenged. 

samoan culture prescribes for adolescents a period in which they are 

expected to serve (tautua), not challenge, those who hold J;X>wer over them. 

Adolescents are told that service is the path to IX>wer: .Q ~ .ala ..i.k ~ .QJ& 
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tautua. Since this is almost irwariably true for those who presently hold 

power over adolescents, they frequently have some difficulty in understanding 

challenges to that belief. 

'lbeir resp:mses to challenges to their authority as chiefs (matai), 

pastors (faife' au), and parE!'lts (matua) are usually severe and punitive. sane 

adolescents may experience a degree of frustration over the opportunities for 

mobility, which may be made more acute by the limited opportunities which their 

cul ture provides to challenge the existing distr il:ution of power, as Case 5 in 

Appendix 2 suggests. 

CUlture allCMS youth to raise sources of dissatisfaction in the family 

provided that appropriate deference is shCMn to the person with whom the matter 

is raised. A young person must make it clear that he or she is grateful for 

the opportunity to raise a matter which it is not their right to do. By 

implication he or she accepts that any outcome is final since the opportunity 

to raise the matter is a privilege accorded them and not a matter of right. 

The semantic and linguistic structure of such enquiries reflects the asymmetry 

of the relationship and excludes any real challenge. But failure to resolve a 

matter this way does not exhaust the IX>ssibilities. 

A person who wishes to express continuing dissatisfaction with an outcome 

may becane.JDUml, in which state he or she becomes sullen and withdrawn; says 

very little to those around them; does no more than what they are told; and 

shCMs little interest in social life. In most cases one who is ~ will treat 

a particular person with special disinterest to underscore the sUPfOsed source 

of their discontent. '!be Samoan concern with relationships and their 

maintenance leads those around the person concerned to attend to the source of 

the discontent. Where the matter is soluble gentle pressure is applied to both 

parties to move tCMard a compromise. Where an adult makes concessions care is 

taken to ensure that this is portrayed as generosity and not retreat. If a 

nreasonablen compromise is negotiated, but is not accepted by the young person, 

the sympathy for him or her is likely to wane quickly and is likely to be 

replaced with accusations of childishness <.fia ~), and inmaturity (.k 
mataufau) • '!be difficulty is that what mediators consider a "reasonablen 

compranise may not meet the expectations of the young person. In this 

situation the young person has three options, and their choice will be 

deteDnined, at least to some extent, by their sense of injustice. 
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Where the matter involved is not a source of major annoyance the person 

may simply accept the suggestion that he or she forget the matter and be 

patient in the knowledge that his/her turn will come. SUch advice is IX>werful 

because it is drawn again fram secular and religious traditions which tend to 

coincide. In such cases the attention which has been paid to one's situation 

may alone persuade a person that he or she is oonsidered imp:>rtant to their 

family and may prove therapeutic. 

Where a matter is of more significance a young person may demonstrate 

his/her intensity of feeling by running away to another village. 'Ihls is a 

symbolic rejection of the legitimacy of the authority of those in IX>wer. It 

provides an opJ;X>rtunity for both parties to cool and the young person may 

eventually decide to accept the inevitable and return to aIX>logize. If the 

more senior party admits resJ;X>nsibility they nay eventually visit the other 

village, ostensibly on an unrelated mission, and make some peace. Running away 

does not necessarily solve problans because the situation to which one flees is 

likely to be very similar to that from which one has fled. While young 

children might expect to find a more indulgent grandparent, a youth who is 

sUPIX>sed to be mature can not expect to find very nuch sympathy if the matter 

reflects a lack of naturity (].e mafaufau) on his or her part. Furthemore, the 

si tuation to which one returns may not have changed and if the source of 

dissatisfaction is structural it can be expected to emerge again. 

If a person feels that a matter is of najor imp:>rtance and experiences an 

intense sense of dissatisfaction and injustice, he or she may be moved to an 

intense rage which both Gerber (1985) and Shore (1982) highlight in their 

acoounts of Samoan emotion. The rage is said to 'leap up' inside the person 

and take oontrol. In that state people typically lash rut, usually at 

inanimate objects with fists, knives, paddles and so on. They are watched and 

eventually the rage is expected to subside. But people will say that often in 

a rage, a situation can be seen very clearly. A nlDllber of cases of suicide 

which we docmnented occurred during or shortly after a display of rage. While 

one can only speculate at the connection between the rage and the suicide it 

seans IX>ssible that a sense of despair about solving a problan is involved in 

some way. It does seem that the public oonsumption of herbicides and the 

IX>ssibility of protracted death in a public oontext might be intended to bring 

public attention to their grievance and create a sense of ranorse in those 

whose actions gave rise to the grievance. 
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Sumnary 

'!be culture which stresses the subservience of the individual to the 

collectivity is anbedded in scripture and tradition. 'Ibis cultural context, 

which Dlrkheim fOmld was conrected with high degrees of altruistic suicide, 

seans unlikely to change rapidly. Thus one would expect that this type of 

suicide will occur in Samoa for as long as secular and religious traditions 

continue to exert the same types of pressure in Samoan society. But adolescent 

suicide is a different problem. 

'!be young untitled person is offered progressively more education, and 

visions of alternative lifestyles. Samoan society, dominated by older people 

and traditions, is unable and unwilling to accept some of these expectations or 

to move to make these attainable. In the event they become alienated from 

central values but are forced to continue to live by them, the young untitled 

people, sensing their p>werlessness to produce change, become dissatisfied with 

society and seek oPIX>rtunities to leave. In the past, some found it IX>ssible 

to demonstrate conmitment to traditional values and persuade their families 

that they were the sorts of people whose migration should be sIX>nsored: they 

were ccmnitted to Samoan custan and would contril:ute to the family and village. 

These opIX>rtunities are no longer readily available which increases their sense 

of frustration. 'Ibis frustration would not be as serious as it is if there 

were oPIX>rtunities for attaining at least some of their aspirations within 

Samoan society. But, confronted with an apparently inmovable tradition 

reflected in councils dominated by those committed to the tradition, attaining 

those aspirations seans increasingly unlikely. Under these circumstances the 

things which have masked a growing alienation on the part of this group of 

young Samoans are removed and we see more clearly a disaffection which has been 

growing for some time. 
'Ibis blocked opIX>rtunity IOOdel is only one of a number which can be 

introdlced to explain the incidence of youth suicide in Samoa. It is most 

useful in explaining a general disaffection and a marked increase which happens 

to coincide with particular structural trends in Western Samoa and the clOSing 

off of opIX>rtunities for emigration. It is however instructive and provides a 

backdrop against which particular cases may usefully be seen. 

The prospects for redistril:ution of IX>wer within Samoa seem remote, and 

the prospect of increased emigration, which is related to the state of the 

international econany, seans equally remote. If the structural context is 
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significant in producing a general pessimisn among western Samoan adolescents, 

one would predict an increase in the rate as growing numbers of adolescents 

encounter blockages in the opportunity structure for which no solutions appear 

imminent. '!he canbination of structural and cultural factors outiired in this 

taper would sean to p>int to a continuing and high rate of adolescent suicide. 

However, while the structural factors may prove somewhat intractable for 

reasons conrected with econcmic linkages between Samoa and the global economy, 

cultural factors can be altered where people choose to take decisions. People 

are most likely to ·take those decisions when they are able to establish 

linkages between cause and effect and it is hoped that this taper will go some 

way to making some of those conrections. 
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1. Tea' i also meant to do something reluctantly, against one's will, meanings 

which the word retains to the present. We are not linguists but the 

connection between the act of suicide and a sense of duty does seem 

interesting particularly in view of the connection between altruistic 

suicide and highly disciplined societies such as Samoa. 

2. The World Health Organization cautions against calculation of rates where 

fewer than 1000 deaths are recorded in a given year: where more than 25% 

of deaths are coded as having ill-defined causes: and where significant 

numbers of deaths are rep:>rted by witnesses without the benefit of medical 

advice or questioning. All three of these conditions coincide in Western 

Samoa. 

3. Further evidence for this hyp:>thesis comes from the fact that American 

Samoa, which has a similar culture but has been subject to a different set 

of structural changes has apparently had a signif icantly lower rate of 

suicide. (Freanan 1983:346) 

4. The proverb, .ua ~ .ili ~ .le tagata .Q Tupuivao, 'Tupuivao's man 

perished in the forest,' is used to emphasize the loss of a person who in 

a fit of anger leaves home and severs relationships with his kin group. 

This gloss is from Schultz (1965:106). 

5. The proverb ~ leai Re manu ~~, 'where no pigeon call is heard,' likens 

the kin group in which no strife is fOlmd to the perfect peace. 

Conversely the proverb, 

likens the family which 

both ugly and useless. 

(1965:83) • 

.ua fa' aselu gaugau, 'a comb with broken teeth', 

is always quarrelling to the broken comb which is 

Both of these proverbs can be fOlmd in Schultz 

6. Shore (1982:175-176) provides an extended account of the reasoning behind 

this and is recomnended to those seeking an accurate and comprehensive 

account of Samoan models of deviance. 

7. Sane of the proverbs used in the context of such discussions carry the 

implication that such traits are genetically transmitted. Perhaps the 

clearest statement is found in the proverb, ~ ~ .le moaSQPe .ili moasqpe, 

which means, literally, 'the crested hen resembles the crested hen': that 

one's characteristics will be found in one's parents. 

8. Samoan parents, p:>inting to defects in their children's behavior, ask 
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children to consider what other people will think of their parents and/or 

family if they were to see them behaving in this way. In fact a central 

concern in shaping childrals' behavior is getting a child to see the 

consequences of his/her behavior for those around him/her. 

9. Spice does not permit elaboration of this argument but Lockwood's (1970) 

studies of Samoan village econanies provide a comprehensive account and 

analysis of the division and dis!X)sal of labor in village agricultures. 

10. 'Ibis is based on the assumption that a person who marries by age 20 has 

children who are able to contrirute to his work load by age 40 and is able 

to redJce their physical contribution in agriculture; and that those in 

rural districts must derive their income from village agriculture while 

those in the urban area will derive at least part of theirs in the less 

physically demanding and more stable wage sector. 

11. 'Ibis is not to suggest that all who renain in Samoa experience acute 

dissatisfaction and/or wish to leave. Many in fact regard their life as 

satisfying and have no wish to leave. 

12. 'Ibis stems from the belief that beyond a certain !X)int splitting of titles 

weakens their status and authority and increases probability of dissension 

within the family over succession and ranking (Meleisea and Schoeffel 

1983:105). 
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APPENDIX 1 

'!he figures in Tables 7 and 8 contain causes of death where these might 

conceivably contain cases of suicide which have been retx>rted as death by other 

causes. '!he value of these tables lies not in the actual numbers involved but 

in the trends and the extent to which these coincide with the trends in suicide 

incidence. There are of course other categories in which suicide deaths might 

appear and it is certainly not clear fran the figures that the problan is 

ei ther new, or that its dimensions are iImnediately evident. 
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APPENDIX 2 

~l. 
A pastor's daughter who had becane pregnant l:¥ one man shortly before she 

was dIe to marry another, ap};arently believed that her pregnancy would be 

discovered and is believed to have decided to take her life to avoid the 

disclosure of the fact. 

~2.. 

A boy who had been told l:¥ his girlfriend that she wished to tenninate 

their relationship, returned to his hane and borrowed a rifle with which he 

then shot the sleeping girl before announcing his grief and turning the rifle 

on himself. 

~l. 

A policanan who had been resIX>nsible for collection of fines had stolen 

sane money and had been suspmded pmding an enquiry. No one in the village 

was aware of the fact lDltil, Q'l the day after he was suptOsed to have apt:eared 

in court, he pretended to leave the village but returned, borrowed a friend's 

rifle and went inland to a plantation where he shot himself. 

~i. 

Population density causes pressure on resources such as stones suitable 

for house-building and may lead indirectly to suicide, as this case shows. In 

a village where ~le started disnantling stone wall pig enclosures to make a 

house foundation, a pig escaped and ruined a nearl:¥ plantation. The owner made 

various public threats against the owners of the pig and eventually shot the 

pig. When his fanily refused to sUpp'rt him in a displte with the pig's owners 

he hlDlg himself. 

~~. 

':tWo brothers worked very hard to extend and improve their plantation. 

They hoped that their father, a matai, might permit them to retain sane of the 

proceeds of the sale of their crop. When he showed no sign of allowing them to 

keep sane of their incane they approached him directly and explained a plan in 

which they would have retained a snall proportion of the incane. He refused 
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outright and the older brother returned to the plantation and drank parcquat 

and died. '!he younger brother again approached the father and asked him to 

reconsider the plan. '!he father again refused and the younger son also 

returned to the plantation and drank parcquat fran which he later died. 
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1967 

1968 

1971 

1976 

1980 

1981 

1982 

Ss;n.u::~~:. 

g = • 

Table 1 

SUicide in Western Sanoa 
(by sex for selected years) 

Males Fenales 

4 3 

15 6 

10 1 

5 0 

2 0 

1 0 

1 0 

Total 

7 

21 

11 

5 

2 

1 

1 

western Samoan Statistical Abstracts 
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Table 2 

Incidence of Suicide fran Inquest Records 

~ Number 

1970 6 

1971 9 

1972 10 

1973 10 

1974 11 

1975 11 

1976 25 

1977 31 

1978 28 

1979 37 

1980 38 

1981 49 

1982 35 

SQU'~~i. Bowles J., 
(in Keith-Reid 1983) 
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Table 3 

Dependency Ratio for western Sanaa, 1971 1981 

J.ru.. ~ 

Population <15 73840 69239 

Population >55 8981 11571 

Dependent total 82821 80810 

Active total 63806 75539 

Population total 146627 156349 

Dependents/lOa active 129.8 106.9 

Source:. western Samoa Statistical Abstract 

Table 4 

Dependency Ratios by Region (1976) 

<15 yrs + >60 yrs/100 (15-59 yrs) 

Apia Urban Area 86 

Northwest Up:>lu 126 

Rest of Up:>lu 125 

savai'i 122 

Source: H .s Census .Qf Population (1976) 
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Table 5 

Recalculated Dependency Ratios for Age Groups (1976) 

Region Apia Urban N; Up>lu R Up>lu savai Ii 

Econanically 
ProdJctive 
Age Groups 

15-19 506.7 626.0 781.8 827.8 

15-24 379.8 456.9 537.0 564.0 

15-29 307 .9 373.0 429.0 436.4 

15-34 270.0 322.2 365.6 361.2 

15-39 228.4 282.6 316.8 309.0 

15-44 222.4 256.1 281.0 275.9 

Source: rl ~ Census .2f PQwJ,ation (1976) YQJ. 1. 

Table 6 

selected Educational Statistics for Western Sanaa. 

People ..in: lill. 12.al. 

Pr~~ institutions 29443 32206 

InteII'l\ediate 6244 8707 

Seconda~ 3514 10731 

Tertia~ 152 497 

Total (all institutions) 39201 51644 

Total p>pulation 146635 156349 

Tl./T2*100 27.0 32.9 

Source: rzestem Samoa Statistical Abstracts 
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Table 7 

Deaths f ran Accidental causes and Other External causes 

All Accidental causes Other External causes 

Year males fanales total males fenales total 

1967 19 4 23 

1968 4 5 9 

1971 9 2 11 3 0 3 

1976 2 1 3 14 4 18 

SQ1.u::Q~; western samoan Statistical Abstracts 

Table 8 

Deaths fran Poisoning and Injw:y Poisoning 

EQisoning InjuJ;y ~ Poisoning 

Year male fanale total male fanale total 

1980 6 3 9 3 2 5 

1981 15 12 27 8 1 9 

1982 16 6 22 5 1 6 

SourQe; western Samoan StatistiQal Abstracts 
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