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after a 'decade of studying the changing culture of the ex~ Bikini ·-- ', ··:· :,.:. -~:-.~r~ 

, I predicted the d·emccrat!z&tioh of ~heir ~n•ditional authority ,· 
·,.,,... f... . 

~·r. 

the fractionction of matrilineal g::oup:J..ngF whose corpora~te holdings 
. ,,,.,,. 

)' . , '· :,_ j '· .)'.:· 
ili ;r.anagement of community Bikini had validated the exercbe of p<Y.:er. 

:r 
, . 

't &lso detected at thst ti.me certain t1:"e'1d1> !.n ~?..ucadmi, 8,gricultural 
. "-: , , ; . 
· produg:ttOt.:, u i as ion 
· l ~;;i·,~,:t , . 

.• __ 1 ~,~.ch ~haft a in the 
·« .Ji .. -,' 

past SUJ!lliler, s b: years later, I wu qui.te urtpt"et>~red to diseovet that 
"• •,,. .. ·. 

el th 
i·:c:~:q 

:1':,;· 

ving standards have :f.m0roved J!arked1y and a~.t.hough a notable broad· 

achJ.f!ved, the power etn:.ctu:re :1.n BC tu al operation;, 

reflect• ;'.pectacularly those autho:ritariar., l::•t'!agr.::··b-~,-::;eJ traditions formerly 
··;~~ ;/~;~~'"~. 

operative on BikinL !he main pm:poce of thf.:s p~1per \:tll t.c: to suggest in a 
'.· ~ '.·.·~ ~<:: • 

' .. '. ~~:: .. ~·•1 :<.---~: 
tentatift analysis of my 1963 field data- some ex~lanl!:tlo~,_ for this uner.pected 

j.4:;.~'{tS~-~ .. 
develop1;;;~~. Particula= attention will b~ paid tu the pro~esn by which decisions 

< :~··' 

•, 

-the whole co~n1ty £ire reached. ', 
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-inbred. society whose u.;embe'.l'.'s ~lad only Hm:!.t.e:~ JY:"[)erience of foreign trade, 

administration, and mission acti•t:i.ty. The :foll<l-s?i~1g hypothesis is advanced 

for comparison with modif i.cat:ions in :he p(J{-7f!T structure at later dates: l!! 

a state of relativel -r".li '.-!:'\~ange ._..£!i!.,_,Sraditional authority represents a!l 

approximate solution to the lead_!!!hi? require~nt~ of ec.2Jlomic, social. and 

political interaction within the communitI• 

At the suggeat1on of American administrators the ten alsbs orgaui&ed . 

as a Council, headed by a Magintrate, to which post the Bikinians elected 

their iroij. Resettlament on ~ngerik Atoll b~ought no attempt to subdivide 
1~: 

the new land among the several lineages i>ecause all believed their sta7 on 
,c'.,,~~' 

Jlongerik was only tampot"ary. Tvo years of su~sistence exploitation of"'the 

atoll's food resources proved the new site 

crisis that loomed, the Council emerged as 

the cot1111Unity at large. Special interests of alabe and 

the 

time being set aside. This change may be accounted for in the follow ,··,· '..~; ... ---

hypothesis: Under ~"- ·.on~ of extreme deprivation threatening group survival, 

the traditional authori~X at the communitI level will assume the normal functions 

of customary subgroups in the inter_!!~~ maximizing collective actl~lor th~ 
welfare of the coamunity as a....!'.i.l!.21!• 

Ex-Bikinians, resettled on Kili Island in late 1948. set about uMiking.an 
".~,}~~~l~ .. -.. ' -~<· ,. .. 

adjustment to what is now their perm.anent home. In 1954 they finally ~partitioned 
.£~: 

the island Owing to the small size and different topography of Kilt' Island:" 

they could not replicate the landholdingP on Bikini Atoll. Instead the Council 

devised a plan by which it allocated Kill acreage according to the nulDber of 

persons in each of the twenty households on the island. 

of Bikini landowning lineages were included 
' 
' now they represented bilateral households in t"espact to land. 
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an equal number of r.ew al~bL ··1ere :;n:nted 1.'.!d.?.pend.ent holdi.:i.g.;; which would 

not have been recognized earller .m 3i'kinL Mo.s~ ,,f ::he:-ie ne•,1 aJ.abs were 

younger brothers or elde: ~ :dsters 1 sons ;,;ho h1 effsct were not willing to 

wait until their trac:Lt· -'..onal ;iredece:::sors had vacated off i.ce. 

The Council, however, failed to mod Hy it::> 17_embership to admit the ri.ew 

alabs. Political authority now drew no sustenance froru. land titles on Uli .. ,~, 

but continued to expresa the traditional pover derived from lineage landh~ldings 
"'·,~·" 

on Bikini t~iat were no longer accessible except ~.n. dir:?l!ing t!'.E!mory. 

traditional elite, compor;ed of schoolteacher, }-,ealth aid, and storekeeper, 

was allowed to attend Counci. l mestingr. ~.s : "~~;;,;: 1- c: ~ persons in the oecupatlonal 

areas represented. 

It was this latter development, along with an avident fructration 81110ilg .t. 
t. 

the new alabs in being excluded from Council deliberations, that led ~ to • · 
'-~i,~-~';_'.'>·-':_~;.:;.::~~~ 

predict a decline in tr'1ditional Bikfoi authority. I nse:umad the probability 
.~·:'."' . . 

of change as expressed L ':.he follcwfo.g hypothesis: Under conciitio~s of rapid 
··o. ·t~•' 

change. accompanied !>Y l.".l.iinJ .. fold 02i)ortuE_it!::~s 1t"?l" improving the standards of 

lb:f.ng. an emer&ent leadership foun~::!~,2.!l new,~tUs or other achieved status 

may successfully challe;'l~_the traditj.onal autho_ritXL ~~c!!].ly if the 'iY~~e~ 
interposes cultural or so~ial obstacles to realization of those opportunities. 

Now, in 1963, the Council still consists of ten alaba, all in the Blkini 

tradition. Five are replacements in positions vacated by dea~h, two betDg 

younger brothers and three the sons Qf the dece~~edo(Thes~ instances ~f father· 

son succession are in accord •ith Bikini custom since each of the deceaaed 

was the sole survivor of his matrilinea~.} The Council meets on the first 

Monday of every month, convened by the Magistrate {who is still iroij) to, 
.. ~ . -:: '.,,; 

discuss comnunity issues and reach decisions by consensus or, failing that, 

by majority vote. 
.. --:. -·-,_,_ti;:;.,~:~ 

Opinivas of other adult males and of women are not.'sought 
~·-~~~:{~t». 
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area of their 3pei:ielitiei<., 

On the surfac.;;: the ~cene looks very :!"-l1:::h like tha-c «1hich I had observed 

in 1957~ But I had been on T...ili lesa than n week this ye~r vhan I began to 

hear that not uncommonly the <leciaion~ Arrived at Teasonably in council were 

later overTUled unilaternlly either by the Magistrate, acting very much the 

iroij, or by his "u.e~utive officer" who holda the public office of Policeman 

and stands next 1.n line to succeed the iroij. The Kili community is a village 

in two sections; the Msgi~~r&~e ({roij) is top wan in the eastern section 

and the Policeman (heir appi;rrent) ia to? :nan in the western section, deferring 

only to the iroij in matters involving the entire community. 

Before rroceeding to an expl~nation of this apparent revival of a system 

of traditional authority, let us examine briefly a few community activities 

and look at the way in which decisions are being made. 

(1) Large marine fishes like the tuna are still brought to the iroij. 

One of his lieutenants divides the fish into two parts which are further 

divided within the two sections of the village and their constituent house-

holds. The authority of distribution continues in the Bikini tradition. 

My parting gift to the coUGUnity ~n Septembar. a sizeable assortment of soap, 

cigarettes, and chewing gt:~, was divided in the same manner. 

(2) Twice each year since 1957 ex-Bikinians have received nearly $5,000 

from the Trust T~nit:ory adminbtr.<Ation, this being the int~rest on a $300,000 

trust fund established i~ partial payment for their land rights at Bikini. 

This amount is now divided among some 450 rersone, about of 150 ~f whom live 

elsewhere in the Marshalls, largely the result of out-marriage. All claim 
i'".•. 

some kin tie with the Bikini landholding lineages. The Council determines 

policy and supervises distributior ciftb' money, but in several teat casea 
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this suamer, it bec&ll2 e' :i.d~nt ::~rn.t the ~1e.gi:::;ti.:ate is the r~ai Sl!thority. 

When I suggested that 1'.:. .:Ui i1:~ deh.stz t::~ rn .. n::eibilii:y cf ::estr'!..cting 

the payment to K.111 r~s~dents ::.n. order to ~esei:ve a larger per ::apite.isum £01: 

those attempting to maka ~ euita~le adjuatmant to l(ili, they spent several 

long nights in discussion and finally ~ecided to continue psymenc to all 

Bikini heirs regardless of present res:!dence. This was a sr.ectacular valid·· 

ation of the authority of iroij and lineage alsbs; the authority system 

represented by the land at Bikini still prevails in thia activity. 

(3) As previously describe<l, Kili lenci was par:it.ioned in 1954·-all 

except the land in the village where the :..·esidences are concentratec1.. My 

questioning this sumner about rights to 'Tillage l~md uncovered dispute• 

about owneTship of trees newly planted n12ar the houses. I was told that 

the Council had 4Uthorit"' to set~le tr.ese ~isputes but bad taken no action. 

My inquiry prompted the }J.:1gistrate (as iroij1) to lay out boundaries among 

the houses in his section of the village; the Policeman did the same in the 

other section, and I mapped the results. The Council as a decision~making 

group never once entered int.o the matter. Although landowning groups are 

no longer lineage-oriented, several eases of su~cession are in dispute between 

younger brother or ~ister's son and the c..;ildren of the deceased alab. In 

at least two cases the Magistrate stated th3t a younger brother should succeed, 

but he took no action to anforce his opinion. 

(4) Payment to the land ~l~b (both old and new) of a share of the copra 

produced on a landholding continues at Kili in 1963 as it had at Bikini. 

But the alab is no longer obliga~ed to share his land receipts with the iroij. 

In sharp, contrast, the interest payment is subject to levy by the ten alabu, 

and part of this is passed on to the iroij. Handicraft made for export is 

a curious compromise; no regular lGvy is made although the coconut leaves 



employed Ccm2 from t~e I... Each wom;.m on h.a:i:' m.-n initintive :..ay share her 

profit with her alzb, &nrl !le may paas some ;y;: :hi.s on ~o h:ts su;>erior, but 

he is under no obligation ~o do so. 

(5) A conm.•nity store, established in 1953 as part of a cOl!IJlUnity de-

velopment project, had by 1957 amassed a working capital of nlmost $5,000 • 
. . 

It is now practically bankrupt, due in part to losses over wnich the comaua.ity 

had no control, but also because the limited store funds have bee~ used at 

times .as a Council treasu1 J. · The Council is supposed to supervise the store 

operation, but in fact the Magistrate er the Policeman tell the storekeeper 

what to do. In 1957 sevaral small groups and individuals sought to establish 

retail operations, buying their inventories at wholesale rate from the Council 

store. This appeared at the time to be the start of small business enterprise 

divorced from couminity ... :..ithority 5 but it has turned out to be a loosely 

organized ratiou system utilized by the Council when a distribution of acarce 
;..·. 

trade imports is required. All of the villagers are assigned to one or another 

of eleven retails; when food is scarce the people buy only from their assigned 

retail. The Magistrate makes this decision in times of scarcity, and the 

Council storekeeper helps to enforce it. Only one retailer has held out for 

an independent operation, .and has oeen so aggressive that he has got avaywlth 

it thus far, although he and the Magistrate are reported to have come cloae 

to physical conflict in the past year. 

(6) The Kili church lies outs!d~ the jurisdiction of the Council or 

Magistrate. 1or years it haa been organized along lines laid down by the 

Association of Marshalle~e Churches (Protestant) with a pastor, three deacons, 

a Coamittee of Seven, and .3Uxiliary groups according to sex or degree of church 

coamitmant. In matters of smoking, dri.iking, dancing, and extramarital sex 

relations, the congregation and its officers enforce the church tabus rigorously 
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(even the Magistrate has been expelled f~;m the Church for smcking)o The 

pastor i.ud one of the d23cons are on the CO'~ncil: hut these roles seemed 

to be completely separ~~e. 

Where did I go wrong in my 1957 pTediction? Or vhat has happened since 
.' - ,~. 

then to alter the expected course of events? One obvious possibility is that 

I failed to aasess the ::1.;_ :.:..-ation correctly in 1957 o You will have to take my 

word for it that the old authority system was not then as effective aa it ~ 

nowo However, let's see what the general situation of ~lians was in 1957 

and again in 1963, and see if there is any exi>lanation in the difference.a. 

In 1957 the Trust Territory's comnunity development proje.ct on llli was 

coming to a close after three profitable years !n mat?.rial improvement of 'the . 
:: }tff;~l-~1t ~~1~; 

island. The project manager, a trained Marshallese, was still on the bl~. _;,:· 
. -·,~\f~ i, <.·.::;~~~- '.·~~~~;:~~ 

Kilians had two-way radio comm.inication with district heaci.quartH'S, and ·a small 
~~::::~-t=:;~?.~ 

ship was assigned specifically to servicing the island's trade nea-ls. '·BOtll · 

of these services were part o~ the development program. Plantings of taro, 

breadfruit, pandanus, and bananas were cotning into production, and the 

Council store was in good shape. The interest payment from the tru~t fund 

had just begun. 
t 

The new .. and alabs were flexing their muscles in their Dev-· 
~· 

found independence, and the nor.•traditioaal elite, especially the schoolteacher 

and health aid, had outside support from the Trust Territory. The first 

graduates of the local elamentaTY school were gaining further education at 

district headquarters. I judged then that this displaced community was no worse/ 

off than any other Marshallese population. 

Now we come to 1963. On the more favorable side, returned students have 

contributed to a more sophisticated way of island livingo Th~ local plantings 

are in good production and off set to some extent the present shortage of imported 

foods. The really bright light is the regular interest payment which is.now the 



only certain source of n:onetary incoma. On the <larker side, the development 

project was t.erminsted in 1958, the ship was :ost in l1 :typhoon about the same 

time, and Kilians were badly seaTed by the wave which washed over large parts 

of the island. The radio has not been in operation for over a year and the 

community is without rad:l.o contact except by means of a. privately owned . 

transistor receiver. The store, aa already noted, is nearly bankrupt. °!fins 

to a general econtMDic depression in the Marsballs, especially in interial~ 
·1..-.· 

transport, the Eilians have tona of copra rotting in the warehouse and are 

critically short of the trade goods they have eo1112 to depend on. Disputes 

have begun over use rights and succession in the Kil1 land system be.cause of 

uncertainties about how the new system should work. There has been an a1:,8rming 
-~~~~:. . . ~~~:::;jfi~.~-:: 

natural incrBase in the Eili populati'Jn which causes the people to viav tbe · -~*%f 
.;., '.°;\ .• ..;; ,~·,;'l:f._ ·. 

~> .r. 
island aa nucb too small. The per capita receipts from the interest payaant / 

.cr:,j.1 ~'.:1w:~4~ . 
are for the same reason getting smaller and Gmaller each year. 

' In this changed situation the foll°"ing hypothesis is proposed to explain 

what has happened: Under conditions .2£ rapid change, accompanie4 .!?I marked 

stress .!:!! econoadc affair;~ . Sh! emergent ~er.!.h!.2 may suffer .! setback through 

'"' .! revival .2.f traditional authority, especiag~ .!! ,!=.h!. emergent leaders !£!. not 

sufficiently organized .!?.! skilled .:.£ sope ~ !:.!:!!. ~ problems. 
' ~. 

An undercurrent of opposition to the traditional authority persists but is 

powerless to act. Although the Magistrate is very nuch concerned about increasing 

criticism of his rule. he and the traditional system he represents are the only 

means to security for the time being. Perhaps the largest single £actor 

contributing to this revivalism is the complete dependence of the coma.unity on 

the interest paynent which in its legal basis recalls the past vividly. 
, .. , 
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What of the future? t make bold to predict that as the general economic 

situation in the Harshalls i.mproves~ with assured ship contact between llli 

and the rest of the archipelago, and as the new land system on lCili is freed 

of the "bugs11 which presently plague its operation~ the formerly emergent 

leadership will be in position once more to challenge the traditional authority. 

certainly with the death of the present leaders (the two Big Men are now in 

their sixties) the old system vill be considerably weakened. The youllger _ _. 
)Ji;:,_;,, . 

generation no longer remambers the ties of allegiance which applied on"Jikini 

between lineages and alabs, and are now guided in this only by the memories 

of the oldsters. ·3. 
<;<-+f 

··'~l-i' 

One lesson 1 have learned from this continuing st~dy of a communlt7 
: .. ~~~t .. , 

undergoing change is the necessity to undertake field study at periodic 
'){~:. 

intervals in order to learn how changing conditions affect the predictions of ..... ,;.· 
change from an earlier investigation. It is about as close to a labor~tory 

situation aa we can coma in the study of this kind of prol>1- :1 

November 1963 
Honolulu, Hawaii 


