'AS TIME GOES BY ... ': CHANGES OBSERVED IN lROBRIAND ISLANDERS'
CULTURE AND LANGUAGE, Mll..NE BAY PROVINCE, PAPUA NEW GUINEA
GUNTER SENFT

The firsl experience can never be repealed. The first love, the fIrst sunrise, the
fIrst South Sea Island, are memories apart and touched by a virginity of sense.
(Stevenson 1987[ 1896] :6)

1. INTRODUCTIONl

In May 1989 I returned to the Trobriand Islands in the Milne Bay Province of Papua. New
Guinea to do linguistic field research for a period of four months. The main aim of this visit
was to study the system of classifIcatory particles used in Kilivila, the language of the
Trobriand Islanders (Senft 1986). Coming back to the field, coming back to 'our' vilJage,
Tauwema, on Kaile'una Island and to our friends and language helpers there after six years
now evoked not only the old "feelings of intense interest and suspense" (Malinowski
1922:51) but also a rather strange mixture of emotions. From my various sources of
personal and wrinen infonnation about the social situation of Papua New Guinea generally
and the fundamental changes this country, its various ethnic groups, and its languages have
been undergoing for years, I expected, somewhat grudgingly, that the Trobriand Islanders
had also been affected by these changes. However, I had no idea at all about the degree with
which these changes had affected the Trobriand Islanders. That the processes of change
affect Trobriand Islands society rather fundamentally was something I immediately noticed
IThis paper is based on research which was financed by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German
Research Society, grants Ei-24/1 0-1 & Se 473/2-1) and partly supported by the Forschungsstelle fiir
Humanelhologie in der Max-Planck-GeseUschafL I would like to express my thanks to these two instillltions
and to the direclOr of the Research Unit for Human Ethology, Irenlhls Eibl-Eibesfeldl. [would also like to
/hank Tom Dutton for asking me 10 participate in Ihe UNESCO project on the documentarion of cultural and
language change in Melanesia. [thank PoUy Wiessner. Gerry Obermeyer and especially Tom Duuon for
having corrected what Ihe aulhor supposed to be English. and [ Ihank Ihe UNESCO for its support which
helped 10 write Ihis paper. [am grateful to my wife Barbara - who accompanied me together with our children
to the field again - for discussing with me all the aspects of change we observed on the Trobriand Islands. I
want to Ihank Ihe National and Provincial Governments in Papua New Guinea and Milne Bay Province and
the Instilllte of Papua New Guinea SllIdies for their assistance with, and permission for. our research projects.
Last but by no means least [ want to thank the people of Ihe Trobriand Islands, especially the inhabitants of
Tauwema and our informants for their hospitality. friendliness, friendship, and patient cooperation. The topic
of Ihis paper evokes rather strong emotions in me. Allhough I try to describe and discuss the facts quam
verissume po/ero I seek Ihe reader's indulgence and understanding for making some ralher personal and
subjective statements. I assume that at least every field researcher with strong bonds to her/his field will
understand and accept this appeal.
Tom Dua.on. ed. Culture change. language change - case studies from MellllW!Sia. 67·89.
Pacific Linguistics, C-120. 1992.
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upon setting foot on Trobriand Islands soil again. On our first visit in 1982, contrary to
what was really happening,2 I had the quite romantic feeling as I stepped out of the aircraft
that brought us from Alotau, the provincial capital, to the Trobriand Islands that it was like
stepping right into the picture so vividly presented in Malinowski's ethnographic
masterpieces of the first quarter of this century. By the time of our second visit in 1989 the
situation had completely changed.
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THE TROBRIAND ISLANDS

This paper describes the changes I experienced and observed on the islands. It then
discusses aspects of cultural and language change presented with respect to the questions
concerning who and/or what is responsible for these changes and whether they have to be
regarded as signs of cultural and linguistic decay and impoverishment or simply phenomena
in which the natural course of events manifests itself. The essay ends with some suggestions
as to what can be done given the Trobriand Islands situation as it is - or, to be more accurate,
as I see it - to steer change in a direction beneficial to the people and the culture.

2See for example Austen (1945), May (1982) and Weiner (1982).
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2. ASPECTS OF CUI.TURAL CHANGE AND LANGUAGE CHANGE OBSERVED
Every linguist interested in, and concerned with, the history of the philosophy of language
must be familiar with the idea that language mirrors culture. As Herder (1978[ 1770]: 149ff.)
and Humboldt (1836) did before him, Schleiennacher (1977[1838]:78), for example
emphasises that:
Rede ist nur zu verstehen aus der Totalitat der Sprache ... Ebenso ist Rede inmer
nur zu verstehen aus dem ganzen Leben. dem sie angehort, d.h., da jede Rede
immer nur als Lebensmoment des Redenden in der Bedingtheit aller seiner
Lebensmomente erkennbar ist, und dies nur aus der Gesamtheit seiner
Umgebungen, wodurch seine Entwicklung und sein Fortbestehen bestimmt
werden, so ist jeder Redende nur verstehbar dutch seine Nationalitat und sein
Zeitalter.3
Given this insight, the inference that culture change must affect language and thus must itself
be reflected in some way or other in the language of the speech community undergoing this
change is just inevitable. In the following pages I will use these insights as a starting point
for discussing the observations I made on the Trobriand Islands in 1989 with respect to
aspects of culture and language change that have been taking place over the last six years. I
group my observations as follows: I will first describe the changes that affect the Trobriand
Islanders' concept of aesthetics; then I will discuss the observed changes in the social
construction of Trobriand Islanders' profane reality; finally, I will present the changes that
affect Trobriand Islanders' "magic, science and religion" (Malinowski 1974). In general, I
always start with the cultural changes observed and then discuss their linguistic
consequences.

2.1 CHANGES IN TROBRIAND ISLANDERS' CONCEPT OF AESTHETICS
In the past almost all objects of everyday use, be they things necessary for survival or
things that make life easier. more pleasing, or happier, were made by the Trobriand Islanders
out of material provided by their environment. These objects ranged from children's toys,
balls, rattles, vessels, bowls, tools, combs, dresses and ornaments to houses, sheds, yam
houses, and canoes. 4 In general, these objects were produced in such a way that their maker
was giving a distinctive character and personal note to these things - either by a special
arrangement of the components of the object, or by a personal decoration and ornamentation.
Thus, the making of these things did not only require personal skills and some proficiency in
manufacturing, it also always included a concept of aesthetics on the part of the manufacturer
which he/she intended deliberately to be reflected in the appearance of the completed object or
artefact. This concept of aesthetics was used as a means of expressing the manufacturer's
personality and identity, his/her skills, of course, but also his/her pride and joy at being able
to make the respective object. I would even go so far as to state that in 1982/83 a
3"Speech can only be understood from the totality of language ... Equally, speech is always to be understood
from life as a wilole, of whicil it is a pan, i.e., because every speech is perceptible only as a moment of the
speaker's life, in the conditionality of all his moments of life, and this only from the totality of his
surroundings that determine his development and his continued existence, so every speaker is only
understandable by his nationality and his era". (Schleiermacher 1977[1838]:71 - my translation, G.S.)
4See for example Malinowski (1922, 1929, 1935); Powell (1957); Scodilli (1985); Weiner (1976, 1988);
Keesing (1981, especially pages 178, 208, 273).
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considerable number of objects of everyday use represented works of art., albeit small and
trivial. Even young adolescents were able to assign certain objects to their respective
manufacturers on the basis of design alone.

In 1989 the majority of these self-made objects was replaced by things made out of plastic
(e.g. combs), glass (e.g. tumblers), or metal (e.g. vessels, bowls), which the Trobriand
Islanders bought in stores. Of the remaining self-made objects, those that still conveyed their
manufacturer's personal aesthetic concept had greatly diminished in number. We no longer
observed as many young boys and girls and adolescents trying to manufacture objects of
everyday use and seeking help and advice from experts. When we asked these younger
people why they no longer make these things themselves they told us very proudly that there
was no need to do so any more because one could now buy these objects in trade stores.
Our young informants were proud to point out to us the development that had taken place
which was explicitly 'proved' to be positive. The days of old were gone and 'modem times'
had finally made their entrance to the Trobriand Islands with all its 'blessings'.
Consequently, almost all villagers assigned much more prestige and status to these modem
goods than to their traditional self-made counterparts. I do not want to deny at all that some
imponed goods of so-called 'Western' culture (like the steel axe for example) improved the
life of the peoples of Papua New Guinea greatly.5 However, I want to note here that
Western economics, a cash economy and expanded trade are obviously on their way to
superseding the Trobriand Islanders' local production of a number of everyday goods. They
repress especially the various personal concepts of aesthetics expressed in the form or
decoration of these objects. Personal aesthetic input expressed not only the manufacturer's
pride and joy in making these objects and artefacts, but the objects were also respected and
admired by the villagers in general. With the introduction of store-bought goods the
importance and impact of these expressions of aesthetic concepts has decreased dramatically.
Another related and obvious change that presented itself to us was the abandonment of
traditional forms of dress. Almost no women wore traditional colowful skins made out of
banana leaves. During our entire stay on the Trobriand Islands we saw only two old women
wearing these skirts during and after a skirt distribution ceremony, the most important
women's mortuary ceremony (Weiner 1976). Skirts and dresses made out of cotton, and
more often, plastic fibres have replaced the traditional ones. Moreover, the traditional dress
of the men, the loincloth made out of the leaf sheath of a betel palm, has also been replaced
by shorts and trousers. We saw only two old men wearing traditional loincloths. Shorts and
trousers could also be seen much more often than the waistcloth, the so-called 'lap-lap' or
'sulu' made out of cotton, a form of introduced dress now rather common in Papua New
Guinea and the South Pacific. As documented in some illustrations in Senft and Senft
(1986) this change had already announced itself in 1983. However, that it has developed in
the meantime to such a degree that not even young girls were wearing their traditional' grass
skins' or doba, surprised us. While in 1982 the majority of Trobriand Islanders still proudly
praised their traditional forms of dress for their beauty, comfon and adaptation to the tropical
climate, and while then most parents proudly presented their children in their traditional
clothes, the majority now, while sweating in their garments made out of plastic fibres, praise
the replacements as being more modem and more 'decent' - especially according to the
missionaries' and local village priests'(misinan) criteria. The 'modem' dresses are for sale
in the stores on Kiriwina Island and in July a second-hand shop for clothing was opened on
5S ee for example references in Mikloucho-Maclay (1871-1883) and Conolly and Anderson (1987).
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the island. Together with the substitution of traditional clothes by 'Western' garments we
noticed a profound change in the dyeing of the traditional skirts that continue to play their
important role in connection with mortuary ceremonies. Chemical dyes that can be bought in
the stores have superseded traditional natural dyes. However, this process was already
becoming apparent in 1983.
Moreover, we observed a decrease in the manufacture of body decorations and
adornments, especially those made out of shells (like the dogs, gine'uba and mwaJikepwa)
and fibres (like the kwasi and the kwepitapatila). 6 This is not unexpected as modern clothing
most often covers those parts of the body where these adornments are traditionally worn.
Given that these adornments, but especially those made out of shells, were generally
manufacrured by expert craftsmen, it is little wonder that there is now almost no demand for
their skills. However, it is not only these craftsmen who are affected by the cultural change
taking place on the Trobriand Islands.
Thus plastic of different kinds is being used for making sails, plastic bags, baskets, nets,
and other things. Owning such Western articles confers more social prestige on the
possessors than possessing the same article manufactured by Trobriand Islands expert
craftsmen. As a result these craftsmen can no longer sell their products or barter them for
compensation in the form of betel nuts, yams, tobacco, or other natural products. Moreover,
they have difficulties in finding young relatives to whom they can bequeath their skill and
knowledge; most adolescents have lost their interest in becoming one of these obviously
outmoded expert craftsmen and, in turn, these craftsmen just cease to manufacture traditional
items. The original and characteristic Trobriand Islands product with the personal aesthetic
touch of its maker is thus substituted by the standardised Western mass-produced article
(which is, by the way, quite often made in China).
For similar reasons the Trobriand Islands art of carving is in decline (Silas 1924; Ranck
1979). Access to real carving knowledge that qualified the artist as a tokabitam 'master
carver' had always been restricted for social and economic reasons (Campbell 1978; Scoditti
1982). Only a tokabitam could ask for a rather high price for his products. Moreover, being
a tokabitanJ also meant being of high social status and influence (Campbell 1978:8fO. A
tokabitanJ generally had only one apprentice to whom he transmitted his skills, his knowledge and especially his carving magic. With the increase in tourism on the Trobriand Islands
the elaborate carvings of the master carvers paradoxicalJy lost their value. Most tourists just
buy anything, without looking at the quality of the carved piece. Moreover, representatives
of big souvenir shops in Port Moresby, the national capital, come to the islands and buy
carvings by the hundredweight. Most of these purchasers are not able to judge the artists'
craftmanship, either. Thus, from the materialistic point of view it actually no longer pays the
master carver to invest much time and his skill in carving his works of art: they make more or
less the same profit as poorly carved pieces, anyhow. We saw only a few really excellent
carvings in 1989. However, their prices were appropriately high and therefore did not sell
readily. Again, mass production supplants the elaborately carved work of art. The master
carver, however, faces the same problem as all the other expert draftsmen on the islands: he
can hardly find an apprentice to whom he can, and wants to, bequeath his skill, knowledge
and magic. In consequence the important role that carving played in rituals that accompanied
the construction of houses, yam houses, and canoes on the one hand, and in the trading of

6See Senft (19&6) and Weiner (1976:237ff.).
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canoes on the other hand is in decline. The ritual impact of carved ornaments on houses and
canoes gradually loses its social imponance; it is no longer appreciated and respected. and
people cease to believe in its magical power. With the death of the last master carvers this
social, ritual. and economic aspect of carving is dying as well.
Now let us tum to the question of the consequences that these aspects of cultural change
have for Kilivila. the language of the Trobriand Islanders.
First of all we have to note that with the decline of the imponance and appreciation of
craftsmen's work, with a repression of various personal concepts of aesthetics expressed in
ornaments of manufactured objects of everyday use, and with the changing dress style on the
Trobriand Islands a loss of cenain areas of vocabulary is to be observed. Thus. the
vocabulary of the wickerworker, of the net maker, of the manufacturer of adornments, and
of the master carver is in great danger of being lost, so much so that it is likely that in a few
years it will be rather difficult to find a Trobriand Islander who will be able to name all the
various parts of a basket or fish trap (Senft 1986:436ff.), all the various names of special
ornaments and designs to be found on traditional objects of everyday use, old canoes and
canoe boards (Narubutal 1975; Scoditti 1985), or who is able to describe the manufacturing
of a shell adornment or of a sail or of the various net types and who can still enumerate all the
materials needed to make such objects.
That this danger is indeed critical is emphasised by the results of my research on
processes of language change in progress that are affecting the system of Kilivila classifiers
(Senft 1990). Here the data show (as will be discussed in the next section) that classifiers
associated with technical language are among those formatives that are extremely rare or
almost obsolete.
Another linguistic change is observed in connection with the manufacturing of so-called
'grass skins'; it affects Kilivila colour terms which undergo important processes oflanguage
change. As noted elsewhere (Senft 1987a:318ff., 327ff., 338ff.) Western chemical dyes
were easily available to Trobriand Islands women in 1983. These dyes have now completely
replaced traditional narural dyes that were prepared from cenain plants. This has resulted in
the loss of the traditional knowledge of folk-botany with respect to the dyeing of skins. In
consequence, the folk-botany terms that were used to refer to the respective colours of these
natural dyes are dying out now.
Similarly, with the substitution of the self-made objects of everyday use by 'Western'
mass-produced articles a number of loan words from English make their entry into the
Kilivila lexicon. Here we can roughly distinguish between two types of loan words that are
incorporated into Kilivila. Firstly we find a number of words that had no equivalent at all in
the Kilivila lexicon proper. Examples of these are: keteli 'kettle', susipani 'saucepan', seya
'chair', sedi 'shed (with corrugated iron roof)', penta 'paint', and tara'utusi 'trousers'.?
Secondly, there are a number of loan words that have one or even more equivalent(s) in the
Kilivila lexicon. However, loan words that are incorporated into the lexicon generally have a
somewhat different range of connotation than their Kilivila counterparts. Examples of these
loan words are: boli 'ball' (vs moi 'ball made out of pandanus fibres'), beleta 'belt' (vs
?The traditional dress of male Trobriand Islanders is a loincloth. The KiliviJa word for this loincloth made
OUI of the leaf sheath of the betel palm is mwaibua; the Kilivila word for the 'lap-lap' type loincloth which
was inLroduced to the Trobriand Islands years ago is suJu (this word may be borrowed from Fijian (fom
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duliduli, pegala, segigi, vakala 'different types of self-made belts '),8 kara 'colour' (vs noku
'(natural) colour'), peledi 'plate' (vs damavau, ka bom a, ken uya , kevagi 'different types of
wooden plates'), sipuni '(metal) spoon' (vs kaniku, keneva 'different types of self-made
spoons'), uk 'hook' (vs bani '(self-made) hook', and dOTes 'dress' (vs dabe-(PP IV)
'clothes, dress '), to name just a few. I have discussed these loan words elsewhere in more
detail (Senft 1991a). However, in connection with the last-mentioned loan word doresand
its Kilivila equivalent dabe-(PP IV) 1 would like to note the following: the abbreviation 'PP
IV' represents one of a fourfold series of possessive pronouns found in Kilivila. This series
indicates an intimate degree of possession. The fragment 'dabe-' represents one of the nouns
that cannot be used in actual speech production without possession-indicating pronominal
affixes. With the entry of the loan word dOTes into the lexicon we have one example of a
loan word that may in the long run substitute the morphologically rather complex Kilivila
nominal equivalent. Moreover, with the loan word dores as well as with the loan word uk
mentioned above we observe closed syllables with syllable-final lsi and /kI. These closed
syllable patterns do not agree with the indigenous Kilivila syllable patterns (Senft
1986:2Off.). It may well be that processes of language change induced by language contact
like the cases just mentioned may have severe consequences for Kilivila morphology and
phonology.

Finally, the changes noted also affect Kilivila pragmatics. In connection with the decline
of the imponance and estimation of the work of Trobriand Islands experts like
wickerworkers and carvers it was noted that these experts have difficulties in finding
apprentices to whom they can bequeath their skills and knowledge. This implies that fewer
and fewer young Trobriand Islanders experience specific conversation situations which are
characterised by status differences between the participants, namely prestigious experts and
their young apprentices. The interaction between these persons was characterised by the use
of elaborate strategies subsumeable under the label "politeness phenomena" (Brown &
Levinson 1978). In the course of his/her apprenticeship a Trobriand Islander not only
acquired the respective expert skill and knowledge; helshe also received an excellent and
highly elaborate training in the culturally appropriate use of linguistic 'politeness' strategies.
Thus the changes in the Trobriand Islanders' concept of aesthetics also imply for the young
generation a loss in the range of language-use strategies. This loss itself most probably will
cause further changes with respect to the Trobriand Islanders' construction of social reality,
for up till now a person who mastered the whole range of Trobriand Islanders' rhetoric,
versatility and erudition could exercise much political influence in Trobriand Islands society
(Senft 1987b:185ff., 200ff., 209ff.; 1991b). A loss of such linguistic means of influencing
political decision-making processes necessarily implies shifts in the sophisticated balance of
political power in this society. In the following pages I discuss some actually observed
changes in the social construction of the Trobriand Islanders' profane reality and their
importance with respect to language change.

Dutton, pers.comm.) as Fijians were among the fIrst United Church missionaries). However, 'trousers' are
certainly different from 'loincloths'.
8For the detailed explication and definition of the respective lexical entries quoted here see Senft (1986: 185437).
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2.2 CHANGES IN THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF TROBRIAND ISLANDERS' PROFANE
REALITY

Among the fIrst impressions we had upon returning to the Trobriand Islands was that the
population of the islands had increased substantially. Although we were informed that
because of a severe drought the islands were hit by a famine in 1988, which affected the
inland villages on Kiriwina Island in particular and which caused several deaths, our
impression of population increase was rather strong. It is not possible to provide any exact
information with respect to the situation on Kiriwina Island. However, as to the villages on
Kaile'una Island the following picture emerges. Only in the villages of Giwa and Lebola had
the population remained unchanged in 1989. All the other villages, Kaduwaga, Kesiga,
Bulakwa, Koma, and Tauwema, have many more inhabitants now than six years ago. To
give the exact figures for 'our' place of residence, Tauwema; in 1983 there were 239
inhabitants (58 women, 62 men, 52 girls, 67 boys); in 1989 we counted 277 inhabitants (69
women, 76 men, 62 girls, 70 boys). This means an increase in population of 16%! This
number may not seem to be too alarming compared with the standard per annum fIgures of
population growth in Papua New Guinea (3-3.5% in 1989), at first sight, at least.
However, we must not forget that we are dealing with an island population! And here the
spatial rearrangement of the village mirrors the dramatic increase in the number of its
inhabitants. Instead of three there are now four village sectors with each having a headman
of its own. The headman of the new village sector is the chiefs eldest son Topiesi; the
villagers' political decision, most probably manipulated by the chiefs renowned rhetoric
abilities (Senft 1987b: 185-194, 202ff., 209, 213ff.), contributes much to the preservation of
some political power in the chiefs family - Chief Kilagola is now approximately 69 years
old and he cannot leave his status of being the guyau of the village to one of his sons (see
Malinowski 1929: 10-14, 81 ff.). That his son is now one of the men representing the
villagers' political power is not only another sign of the old chiefs clever political moves; it
is a decision that fIrst of all helps to guarantee continuity of the intact and independent social
entity of Tauwema. The village is on the brink of structural breakdown: more population
growth would imply population separation and the foundation of a new village, and with the
restricted resources of available fresh water and garden land such a development would cause
a number of social conflicts. But Kilagola's politics in this case must also be seen in
connection with processes of social change that affect the Trobriand Islands system of kin
roles and relationships.
With the establishment of government and mission (M.S.C. and United Church) schools,
and especially with the opening of the govermnent Kiriwina High School in Losuia in the late
seventies, Trobriand Islanders' children have had the opportunity of getting a good
education. However, attending the Kiriwina High School requires the payment of school
fees. These school fees are paid by the schoolchildrens' fathers. The Trobriand Islands'
society is matrilineal, however, and therefore the childrens' fathers have no kin relationship
with, and thus no direct control at all upon, their children. If they 'invest' in their children,
they actually invest in their childrens' mothers' matrilineal line. Already in 1983 we had
noticed that some schoolchildren claimed that their fathers' given names were their surnames.
This phenomenon developed as far as we know independently of the school policy found in
some other provinces of Papua New Guinea where the fathers' given names were assigned
to schoolchildren as their surnames. In the meantime, all schoolchildren on the Trobriand
Islands give as their surname their fathers' given name. In the Trobriand Islands as well as
in the whole Massim area (Malinowski 1922:26, Map II) proper names are clan property.
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