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“Before considering the original ways of knowing which exist in the Nauruan culture, 
the place of smell and touch has to be reviewed. It has been described, as in 
massage for instance, that touching is a way of knowing, touch belongs to the real 
knowledge, in a way unknown to an outsider. The importance of smell, to discern 
diseases as well as to identify them, has been emphasised greatly also…. Whatever 
the reason is, the olfactory sense of the Nauruans goes so much beyond belief that it 
becomes obvious that it is a way of knowing, a way of acquiring scientific knowledge” 

(Solange Petit-Skinner 1981: 216) 

 
 
When you step off of the airconditioned plane onto the tiny island of Nauru, the first thing 
that hits you is an invisible wall of heavy, humid air. It wraps around you, carrying what 
feels and smells like part of the ocean deep into your lungs. In an unspoken instant of 
touch and smell, you are led to appreciate the intimate relationship between Nauruans 
and the ocean, and feel, with that same breath, that you have somehow become a part 
of it. Petit-Skinner’s observation of the significance of the olfactory sense to the 
Nauruans, in this case, comes as little surprise. What is more surprising, perhaps, is the 
relatively little attention paid by foreigners to what appears to be a different cultural 
sensory hierarchy when conducting research or development activities on the island, 
particularly in the domain of health. In this essay, I will draw on Petit-Skinner’s 
ethnography to explore the place of odour in traditional Nauruan culture, and its role in 
inducing both bodily and social transformation in the life-stage transition ritual at female 
menarche, and in medical healing. I will then extend this discussion to considering the 
potential role of olfactory experience in feast rituals in the country, and the implications 
this has for future research in obesity and diabetes in both Nauru, and potentially also 
the greater Pacific region. 
 
Classen (1990) discusses the idea that cultural sensory models are not all identical to 
our own; rather, emphasis may be placed on different individual, or combinations of, 
sensory inputs. This emphasis permeates the language, beliefs and customs of a 
culture, sometimes subtly and sometimes overtly. The emphasis on touch and smell in 
the Nauruan culture is evident. Smell features in traditional Nauruan legends, where in 
one story the ugly-looking character is described as “he looks bad, he smells bad”, as 
well as in everyday gossip, where someone who smells bad is said to be unattractive, or 
someone will be criticised by the demeaning statement that he or she “smells bad” 
(Petit-Skinner 1981: 202). Imported perfumes are prized, and in the country’s wealthy 
days, purchased in great quantities. My own field experiences also subtly pointed 
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towards a different sensory emphasis: in one example, the housekeeper at my 
accommodation in Nauru during my time there in 2007 would trawl to the depths of my 
suitcase, past snack foods and other little gifts in which she showed little interest, and 
locate my perfume, which she would apply liberally, and complement me on. Odours are 
also central, as we shall see, to life cycle rituals, traditional healing diagnosis and 
treatment in Nauru.  
 
 
Life-cycle transition: odour, liminality and menarche 
The very nature of odours links them to part of a process where substances come into 
being or vanish (Parkin 2007). Odours and smells can appear and disappear in fleeting 
instants, at moments of materialisation and dematerialisation (Howes 1991). They have 
no immediately-recognisable physical quality and cannot easily be recalled; at the same 
time, they are often associated with a tangible object that ‘smells’, or will evoke a 
particular memory or emotion, linking past and present. They are often a part of 
transitional processes: the fact that we can ‘get used’ to smells over time means that 
they come to the fore in moments of transition and suspense (Howes 1991). Smell is 
thus often associated with liminality, of moving between states. Odours are often 
associated with life-stage rituals at birth, menarche, menopause and death; in Nauru, 
where emphasis is placed on olfaction, odour plays an important role in evoking both 
individual and social transition at these stages. While the mechanisms by which odour 
contributes to bodily experience are not well documented for the Pacific region (Pollock, 
personal communication), I will explore some of my own ideas by considering recent 
discussions of the role of olfaction in other cultures, and drawing parallels with Nauruan 
examples.1 
 
Menarche is a time of transition for a girl. It was particularly important in Nauru, where 
women were valued and high rates of fertility were necessary for population survival – 
initially as a direct result of being a geographically isolated population with few natural 
food or water sources that was frequently afflicted by severe droughts, and later as 
infectious diseases carried onto the island via passing ships continually threatened the 
population. According to Petit-Skinner, the time surrounding a girl’s first period and her 
transition to womanhood in Nauru was marked by a ritual. The girl’s family would build a 
small hut from coconut leaves, in which the girl had to permanently reside for up to 
several months. The hut was decorated by scented leaves that were changed frequently, 
and the girl was cared for, fed and educated by her maternal grandmother during that 
time. When the time for the girl’s departure from the hut arrived, her body, paler and 
plumper, was decorated with scented oils and sweet-smelling leaves, and flowers were 
put in her hair, in preparation for the ensuing feasting ritual. Throughout the transition 
phase of isolation in the hut, the girl was accompanied by sweet fragrances, whose 
intensity culminated on the day of feasting.  
 
Following menarche, the defloration of the girl was traditionally the final stage in her 
transition to womanhood, as virginity was highly valued. While no longer practiced today, 
Petit-Skinner’s older informants recalled the practice of the young couple going up to the 
attic to perform intercourse, and having to present blood from the defloration to both sets 
of parents upon descent. Parents would identify the blood by its odour. As Petit-Skinner 

                                                
1
 It should be noted that the menarche ritual and medical practices recorded by Petit Skinner are 

no longer practiced on Nauru today. It is not clear whether this is because the traditions have 
been lost, or whether it is a reflection of inaccurate ethnography.  
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comments, “the extraordinary subtlety of the olfactory sense of the Nauruans gave them 
certitude; this ability is more than a sense, it is knowledge” (1981: 70). 
 
In the Nauruan example, Petit-Skinner describes a potentially complex involvement of 
odours in the transition of the girl to a woman: the isolation of the girl from her usual 
scentscape, and concentration of sweet-smelling leaves in the hut, may play an integral 
role in the girl’s transformation in the hut, transporting her to a ‘place’ removed from the 
usual scents of her home and childhood, and building emotions, memories of her 
grandmother’s lessons, and body feeling of a woman that internally correspond to the 
scent of the hut and its leaves. In moving from one odour to another, she may cross 
some classificatory olfactory boundary in a sense similar to that described by Largey and 
Watson (1972), who suggest that different odours may be used to characterise different 
classes or groups of people in certain situations. When the girl emerges, that scent is 
amplified to be carried to the members of the feasting party and, along with the feast 
food, may serve to create a shared thread of scent that binds individuals together into a 
collective.  
 
The identification of blood from defloration, differentiated from menstrual or wound blood 
through its unique smell, begins to illustrate that odour does not only have a 
transformative element in ritual, but also a role in communication, and in knowing, 
perceiving and understanding the Nauruan world. 
 
 
Healing ritual: perfumes as medicines 
In order to consider the role of odour in healing ritual in Nauru, it is first necessary to 
consider the notion of health on the island.2 Beauty, inside and outside the body, was 
highly valued. As Petit-Skinner explains, “the association between health and beauty, 
medicine and perfumes, is total”. Disease or illness (including diabetes, in an interesting 
case of local medical practitioners integrating biomedical disease classifications) was 
commonly diagnosed by healers, called Mayayo, by smell; midwives would know when 
birth would occur by smell alone. Smell, in this context, is not referred to in metaphor. It 
simply is: diabetes smells like diabetes, eminent childbirth simply smells as such. 
Medicines and perfumes, even today, are derived from the same plants and same order 
of recipes, which are passed from ancestors to their ‘owners’ through dreams. It is 
perfumes, however, which were “certainly one of the most important ways of caring for 
the body in Nauru, as well as in Oceania” (Petit-Skinner 1981: 97). Perfumes were 
associated with health and medicine because they were “used for a cure, with an 
emotional problem considered a type of health problem” (1981:  202),3 and a person’s 
‘scent’ (indicated with inverted commas to denote its wider Nauruan meaning) was thus 
an indication of both bodily health and social relations, not simply a static characteristic 
of the body. 

                                                
2
 The notions of medicine and healthcare described by Petit Skinner are quite distinct from 

Western biomedical constructs, with different doctors for different problems. Mayayo, the healer, 
was closest to a modern Western doctor, while Itsibemin would be considered more as a 
magician. A Mayayo had a wider role in not only diagnosing and treating medical problems, but 
also foreseeing the future and finding lost things. An Itsibemin could create love potions, send 
curses, or act to neutralise those sent by other Itsibemin, although this practice of ‘black magic’ is 
not seen very much today. The system cannot easily be explained using a Western healthcare 
framework. 
3
 This concept is also not easily translated to Western terms, which largely separate the 

emotional and bodily experiences. Nauruans see these experiences as one and the same. 
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Odour in medicines may effect transformation of an individual through vapourisation, 
ingestion or application of a prepared balm. Vaporisation is used by women following 
pregnancy, and was historically used to erase any bad, shameful ‘scents’ after 
menstruation. The steam would envelop the woman, but also be carried on her breath 
into her body to restore her pleasant smell from within. Nauruans had ways of physically 
internalising odours in rituals of health care that moved beyond passive nasal inhalation 
commonly associated with olfaction. While imported perfumes continue to be sought-
after, drinking perfume had a much greater potency. Drinking of perfume preparations to 
enhance beauty and therefore health was known to have a magical transformative value, 
adding to the seductive power of an individual. Once internalised, perfumes would not 
simply be re-emitted from the body; rather, the body acted as a type of workshop, using 
the raw material of the perfume to create its own unique ‘scent’ (Petit-Skinner 1981). 
Potions of the magicians Itsibemin were said to have magical properties that led the 
body to generate its own, personal ‘scent’ that was irresistible to the partner an individual 
was trying to attract. This has interesting implications for phenomenological thought 
around odour and scent: while they may be immaterial (Parkin 2007), and certainly have 
cognitive, emotional and existential overtones (Almagor 1990), odours, for Nauruans, 
coudl be physically internalised to foster health and vitality, to create a pleasant air that 
floats around the person “as if the body is suddenly wrapped in a scented aura” (Petit-
Skinner 1981: 98) as well as to communicate the health and vitality of that internal world, 
through ‘scent’, to those around them.  
 
The value of odours in Nauru was not simply in effecting the transition of a sick patient to 
well in healing ritual as a pharmaceutical preparation might, but rather as a key element 
of practicing body cleaning, oiling, massage, steaming and perfuming in order to 
maintain a “good smell”, good relations, and good health. This may loosely translate to 
Western medical terminology as odours and perfumes being central to simultaneously 
therapeutic and preventive healthcare, where the division between these two concepts is 
blurred by the overlap of odour acting as a kind of “life-force”. Parkin (2007) refers to this 
life-force in discussing the idea that smell, smoke and vapour form the link between 
invisible spirit and visible life-forms. In Nauruan culture, this ‘scent’ life-force, which had 
roles in internal health and identity, as well as external social cohesion or emotions, 
could be maintained or transformed through odours. Further, it was not ‘invisible’, rather 
it could be clearly ‘visualised’ by Nauruans through olfaction.  
 
 
Ritual feasting: could the aroma of food play a role in social transformation? 
Food is intimately associated with its aroma, and very few foods do not have an 
associated odour. Food is also intimately associated with ritual in many Pacific islands, 
including Nauru. As the country with the highest global rates of obesity and diabetes, 
there is interest Nauru from a nutritional health perspective. However, while there is 
much discussion about food and nutritional transition in Nauru and in the Pacific islands 
in general, and some on the role of olfaction in health and belief systems, there has 
been little consideration of the significance of the olfactory experience in ritual feasting, 
or the wider impact of social, cultural and nutritional transitions towards visualisation and 
textualisation, and away from an alternative sensory perspective that puts olfaction, taste 
and touch at the fore. 
 
Nauru has had a difficult socio-political history, and interpretation of ritual feasting and 
the current extreme chronic disease status of the Nauruan people has to be put in the 
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context of both this history and the traditional Nauruan culture, some of which Petit-
Skinner captured in her ethnography. In the nineteenth century, the island’s population 
was devastated by several waves of European convicts carrying ammunition and 
infectious disease. It was then almost decimated by the Japanese during their 
occupation of the island in World War II. For a great proportion of the twentieth century, 
Nauru was one of the richest countries in the world, and experienced extremely rapid 
‘modernisation’. Today, it is one of the poorest countries.  
 
Ritual feasting is a way of bringing individuals together, of creating, at a sociological 
level, a synchronising effect that results in an intersubjective feeling of collectivity 
(Howes 1991). Historically, the Nauruan population is thought to have experienced 
frequent famine, resulting from its isolation, changeable climatic conditions and minimal 
native food sources. For the past several centuries it has also been routinely 
fragmented, through infection, exile and overseas travel. In this context, and with some 
understanding of the significance of olfaction in Nauruan society, it could be suggested 
that the feast rituals serve a dual purpose: that of providing collective nourishment; and, 
through aroma, that of symbolically and physically uniting people. As fragmentation and 
social disruption continued to occur into the twentieth century, in spite of increasing food 
availability, it is possible that food and commensality took on increasing significance for 
similar reasons. The more the society was pulled apart, the greater the collective need 
for a unifying essence. Modern obesity rates may reflect, in part, increased social 
dissociation and subsequent reliance on food that smells good (such as fried or 
barbecued food, which I was consistently told tastes the best) and that comes in greater 
quantities to attempt to maintain social cohesion. Rates might be further exacerbated by 
the loss of the scent life-force, both as a result of an altered diet (where different foods 
elicit different corporeal odours), and changes in health practices.  
 
The role of odours in social cohesion is not discussed in Petit-Skinner’s ethnography; 
however, authors such as Largey and Watson (1972) and Howes (1991) discuss the role 
of odours in both transition and unification at a sociological level. Given Petit-Skinner’s 
observation that healers play a key role in treating love troubles and health troubles, as 
well as the inseparable link between beauty and health (where beauty is linked to having 
a pleasant odour), it is possible that feast odours hold great significance for individual 
and population health, and social transformation, in past and contemporary Nauruan 
society. Obesity and chronic diseases may be simultaneously reflective of the 
unsuitability of the dualistic, vision-dominated Western model of healthcare, as well as 
an increasing importance of food at a social level. Further, although it is recognised that 
diet can alter body odour (Classen et al. 1994) the possibility that food, like ingested 
perfume, has some transformative properties for a Nauruan in terms of their aura or ‘life-
force’ of scent, health and vitality, and social cohesion, has not been explored in the 
context of the country’s transition to imported, foreign foods. 
 
 
Conclusion: links between food, odour, taste and social factors in the Pacific  
Cultures are frames through which we perceive the world (Howes 1991). The Nauruan 
culture provides an interesting framework from which to perceive the role of odour in 
ritual and health. The example of the menstrual ritual illustrates the power of odour in 
effecting the transformation of an individual through ritual, but also its potential role in 
signifying or delineating different groups of individuals (such as girls and women). This 
ritual also suggests that odour has a transformative effect on a group in a ritual, 
generating one shared environment and a sense of togetherness. Perfumes and 
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medicines are also able to transform through steaming, cleansing, application or 
ingestion. In these cases, the material odour permeates the body and magically 
transforms it, both symbolically and physically. At the same time, the body transforms 
the odour. How much of this transformation is physical (and hence could be understood 
through the Western medical framework), and how much is ‘symbolic’ (or able to be 
perceived only using a Nauruan cultural framework, but ‘invisible’ to Westerners) has not 
been explored.  

 
Emphasis on olfaction is not unique to Nauru, but is suggested to arise in many Pacific 
island societies (Nancy Pollock, personal communication).4 Many of these cultures, 
similarly, place food at the centre of any ritual celebration. In some cultures, it is 
recognised that ingested food can alter the odour of a person (Classen et al. 1994). It is 
plausible that, from an olfactory-centered perspective, Pacific island feasting rituals hold 
greater value than that discussed in studies of food symbolism, by transforming an 
individual not only symbolically through the social cohesion brought about by sharing a 
space filled with the same odours, but also by affecting their odour profile, ‘scent’, health 
status, beauty or presence. This meaning may only become clear in considering such 
details in wider cultural, historical and political contexts, and outside of the framework of 
Western thought and perception. The links between food, olfaction, taste, health and 
social meaning are poorly understood, and merit further investigation, especially in the 
Pacific region. 
 

 
This essay was originally composed as a component of the first year of the MPhil 
program in Medical Anthropology at the University of Oxford, and submitted 04 March 
2008. An edited version was awarded the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain 
and Ireland (RAI) AM Hocart Essay Prize for 2008. The author has now commenced a 
DPhil in Anthropology at the University of Oxford, where she hopes to further explore 
some of the themes discussed above. 
 
 

                                                
4
 Pollock also notes: “I am interested in the concept as it applies to taste, as for example, taro and breadfruit 

are bland until fermented which gives an altogether different taste to those foods – Marshallese 
distinguished clearly between breadfruit/me and bwiru, the fermented paste, and I suspect Marquesans do 
similarly.  Hawaiians distinguish two and three day poi.” 
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