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Arredondo: The View of Women in Rapanui Society Part 1

exist and that if it did, it was accepted. Love is generally ex-
pressed in the importance given to the physical union, but is eas-
ily ended when faced with an adverse situation, usually caused
by the man. An exception is in the episode of Hotu Matu‘a, the
legendary king who left his wife because, during their entire life
together, she hid from him the truth of his illegitimate birth. Had
he known he was a bastard, he would not have emigrated to
Rapa Nui, so far away from his ancestral land.

Women seem to be cared for by the husband and his fam-
ily during pregnancy, which highlights the importance of pro-
creation and descendents, above all the male child rather that a
girl child who will leave the paternal home when she marries.
There existed a saying that when a girl was born, pae pae kehe,
meaning she would leave at some time. The importance of
atariki, or first-born son, is reaffirmed by the fact that all the
children born from the union of women spirits and mortal men
are male.

Women are attributed a negative and sometimes destruc-
tive force and, at other times, a positive force, such as that of
healers, which made them independent in the face of certain
situations.

The vision of spirits and their behavior were determinants
of how one should be as an individual, and suggests behavior
that is reinforced by the legends about the lives of heroes and
significant persons. Many forms of behavior in contemporary
Rapanui society are linked to the past, sometimes detached from
any reason; the knowledge of the stories, legends and myths of
the past that answer such questions are lost. It might appear that
external cultural influences have exterminated these in part. But
it has not been so; many of the traditions remain, above all in
those who have opted to keep to themselves, connecting them-
selves to the land, and to silence.

Translation by Louise Noel.

FOOTNOTES

'This article, the first in a series of three studies of gender rela-
tions in Rapanui society, provides a view of women as deduced
from myths and legends. In subsequent issues, we will publish
Parts 2 and 3. Part 2 examines the role of women as seen
through the accounts of sailors, missionaries and scientists; and
Part 3 discusses the role of women in the 20" century, through
an analysis of collected life stories.
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