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Kuru is a fatal culture specific disease of the brain and nervous system that was found among the South Foré people of the eastern New Guinea Highlands.  The symptoms include palsy, contracted face muscles, and the loss of motor control resulting in the inability to walk and eventually even eat.  Kuru victims become progressively emaciated.  The South Foré called this disease "trembling sickness" and "laughing sickness."  The latter description was due to the fact that the face muscles of victims were constricted in a way that looked like a smile.  Death almost always occurs within 6-12 months of the onset of symptoms.

Kuru was first recorded among the South Foré at the beginning of the 20th century and it progressively became more common up through the 1950's.  At its peak, it mostly afflicted women in their 20's and 30's.  This caused major social problems.  Normally, men had several wives and children were taken care by women.  Now, however, there were too few marriageable women, and men were left with the child care duties.  Men were resentful and confused by their situation.  Since the South Foré had a personalistic explanation for illness, they logically assumed that Kuru was the work of witches who used contagious magic.  As a result, people became very careful at cleaning up their house sites to make sure that witches could not obtain any of their hair, fingernail clippings, feces, or personal belongings.  Witch hunts were organized and former witches were forced to confess and then join anti-witch cults.  None of these steps slowed the rate of increase in the number of Kuru victims.
In the early 1950's, a team of Australian doctors began working to discover what caused kuru in hopes of finding a cure.  Anthropologists traced cases of the disease in family lines to see if it was hereditary.  Other field workers collected water, soil, plant, and animal specimens to test for environmental toxins.  All of these attempts failed to discover the cause.  In the late 1950's, an American pediatrician named Carleton Gajdusek came to Papua New Guinea to try to solve the problem.  Through the microscopic examination of tissue from people who died of kuru, he discovered that the disease organism was carried in the blood and was concentrated in brain tissue.  The means of transmission was cannibalism.  The South Foré ate their dead relatives as part of their funerary practices.  Women butchered the corpses and were the main cannibals.  They also gave this meat to their children.  Men generally thought that it was unmanly.  They had pigs to eat, while the diet of women and children was normally animal protein poor.  
In the early 1960's, cannibalism was outlawed in Papua New Guinea.  Since then, the kuru rate has dropped off significantly but has not yet disappeared because of the very long incubation period for this disease.  Between 1996 and 2004, 11 people were diagnosed with kuru.  Apparently, all of them were born before 1950 and had contracted kuru before the end of cannibalism.  This meant that the incubation period was 34-41 years in these cases. Until recently, it was thought that kuru is caused by a virus with a prolonged incubation period.  Evidence now points to prions as being the cause. 

NOTE:  Kuru is closely related to two other well known fatal diseases that affect the brain and nervous system.  They are scrapies in sheep and goats and Kreutzfeld-Jacob disease in humans.  The latter disease is now popularly referred to as "mad cow disease" since it is a variant of the disease in cattle (bovine spongiform encephalopathy).  Beginning in 1986, there was a minor epidemic of it among cattle and people in Western Europe, especially in Britain.  More recently, there were several cases among cattle in Western Canada.  The human form of "mad cow disease" has been connected to eating beef from cattle that had acquired the disease as a result of eating food supplements made from ground up dead sheep and perhaps other farm animals.  The official response has been the isolation and slaughter of several hundred thousand cattle and other farm animals in Europe and Canada.  This drastic measure apparently has prevented a widespread epidemic.  Variants of "mad cow disease" are known to exist in at least 10 wild mammal species including deer, elk, bison, kudu, oryx, mink, and cats.  In these species, the disease is commonly referred to as "chronic wasting disease."
Taken from: http://anthro.palomar.edu/medical/med_4.htm
