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TCHMANGES IN PECISION-MAKING IN A DTSPLACKD NICRJVESIAN COMMUNTTY
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- and che fragtiOnction of ratrilineal groupings whose rorporate hold 128

Bikini had validated the exercise of power in management of commnnity

siso detected at that time certais tvends !n ﬁducacion, qgricul ural

2

'a such h 323 in the 2000

"tructu"e on Kili Island :he rec'dence theu and

Jiving standards have fusroved markedly and although a notable broad-‘

reflects spectacularly these authsyitarian, lineag:e-baced zraditions formerly
operative on 3Bikini. The main purpose of this paper will he to suggést in a
analysis of wmy 1962 field datz scme explanstlon for this unexﬁdcted,

4¢vélbpms££, Particular attentfon will b psid tu the process by which ?ecisiousgg

Sy

‘affectj  the whole commnity are resched. e f-ﬁjw

Tﬁ ;ghthority AySken fgnctinning on Bikin! in 18945 prior tqyregégﬁlﬁﬁaaﬁ‘
of tﬁércqmé;nity was founded unon laad owcership dby ten renked corporéfé groups
organiééd as metrilines; -, The hLesds of “hese ten linepges, each come to
office in hereditary succezeier #n vounger brother or eldest sister's son,
were known s= alabs.,  The Lilghesi of chews =as 4lne ibe stoii chief, or ireij.
Tribute in zcods and sarv car Trowed upwesd 7Tom lsnd istr to thelr alabs

and from atsbs to e “eall Ceeoaeedt muogo et o secpiieesble feglozed and
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inbresi society whose wembovrs had only iinites! arperience of foreign trade,
adminiztration, and mission zciivity. The followling hypothesis is advanced

for comparison with modifications in the power structure at later dates: In

a state cof relatively 1i:*7e chanze. the traditional authoritv represents an

approximate sclution to the leadexship requirements of economic, sociai; qgg

political Lluteraction within the community.

At the suggestion of American administrators the ten alabs organized ]

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

e

their iroij. Resettlzment on Rongerik Atoll brought no attempt Lo subaivide

time being set aside. This change may be accounted for in the fol 06 f

hypothesis: Under cond’ ’'ons of extreme deprivation threatening groug surviva

LA

the traditional suthority at the commnity level will assume the ndrm;l functions

of customary subgroups in the interest of maxiwizing collective act

welfare of the community as a whole.

Ex-Bikinfans; resettled on Kili Island in late 1948, set about'mnking'an

adjustment to what is now their permanent home. 1In 1954 they final

the island Owing to the swall size and different topography of Kili Island

they could not replicate the landholdings on Bikini Atoll. Instead the COuncil

now they represented bilateral households in respact to land. Upo
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an equal number of new alzbs were granted independent hicldings which would
not have been rvecognized earlier oa Bikini. Most of these new alabs were
youngex hrothers or elde = :isters’® soms who in effect were not willing to

wait until their traditional predecessors had vacated office.

The Council, however, failed %o modify its wembershlp o admit the ncw

alabs. Political authority now drew no sustenance from land titles on Kili

but continued to express the traditional power derived from lineage ;andholdings '

on Bikin{ that were no icnger accessible except in dimming memory. A nonr

traditional elite, composed of schoolteacher, health aid, and storekeeper,

was allowed to attend Council meetings 72 ‘=giurce persens in the o:cuéﬁ ional

areas represented.
It was this latter development, along with an avident frus :ration lmoug
the new alabs in being excluded from Council deliberations, that led ml!

predict a decline in traditional Bikin{ authority. T assumad the probab\lity

of change as expressed - =“he follewing hypothesis: Under conditions of tagid
.

change, accompanied bv 1znifold cponortunitliss for improving the standards of

living, 2n emergent leadership foundad en new skills or other achieved status

may successiully challengsthe traditional authority, sgpecially if thé¢f%;£e£'

interposes cultural or social obstacles to realization of those opportuniﬁles.

Now, in 1963, the Council still consists of tem alabs, all in the Bikini
tradition. PFive are replacewents in positions vacated by death, two beigs
younger brothers and three the sons of the deczzved.(Thes: instances of fﬁther-
son succession are in accord with Bikini custom since each of the deceased
was the sole survivor of his matrilinesge.} The Council meets on the first

Monday of every month, ccavened by the Magistrate {who 13 still 1:01)) tb

discuss community issues and zeach decisions by consensus or, failing thAt,

by majority vote. Opini.us of other adult males and of women are nociﬁought
R
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except when the Council oaks ihe son-iradicicnal eldite Jor sdvi
area of thelr spacislities.

On the surfac: the seene looks very much lilke that which I had observed
in 1957. But T had been on Fili legs than a week this year whea I began to
hear that not uncommoaly the decizions arrived szt reasonably in council were
later overruled unilaterally either hy the Magistrate, scting very much thé
iroij, or by hig "esecutive officex" who holds the pudblic office of Policcﬂqn
and stands next in line to succeed the iroij. The Kili coammunity is a vtilage‘v
in two sections; the Megi.crsre {ivoij) is top wan in the eastern section
and the Policeman (heir apparent) is top man in the western sectiom, deferfing
only to the irpi] {in matters involving the entire community. |

Before proceeding to an explonation of this apparent revivel of a syﬁiém‘-ni‘

of traditional authority, let uz examine bdriefly a few community activitid;

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

(1) Large marine fishes like the tuna arxe still brought to the iroij.
One of his iieutenants divides the [ish 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 community In September, a sizeable assortaent of soap,
cigarettes, and chewing guz, wes divided in the szne manner.

(2) Twice each year since 1957 ex-Bikinians have received nearly $5,000  -»
from the Trust Territory adminietration, thie being the irterest on a $300,000
trust fund established it partial payment for their iand vights at Bikini.

This amount is now divided among some 450 perscns, about of 150 of vhom live
elsewhere in the Marshalls, largely the resclt of out-marriasge. All claim
some kin tie with che Bikini landholding lineages. The Council determinesg

policy and supervises distributior «7tli: money, but in several test cases
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this sum&er, it became evident that vhe Magistvare e the rzal auilority.
When I suggested that a2l ilf men debete the possibility ef restricting
the payment to Eili residents in oxder to veserve a lavger per capittsum for
those attempting to moka 2 sguitadle adjustment to Xili, they spent several
long nights in discussion and £inally decided to continue payment to all
Bikini heirs regardless of presgent residence, This was a spectacular valid"
ation of the authority of irolj and linerge alabs; the suthority system
represented by the land at 3ikini still prevails in this activity.
€3) As previcusly described, Kill lenc was partikioned in 1954--all
except the land in the village where the vesidences are corcentrated. My
questioning this summer about rights to village lend uncovered disputes
about owmership of trees newly planted near the houses, I was told thatsi
the Council had suthorit to setlle these Alsputes but had taken no action.
My inquiry prompted the isgistrate {as ircij?) to lay out boundaries amoﬁé
the houses in his secticn of the village; the Policeman did the same in :he
other section, and I mépped the regults. The Council as a decision-making
group never once entered into the matter. Although landowning groups are
no longer lineage-oriented, several cases of succession are in dispute beﬁueenr
younger brother or sister's son and the children of the deceaced alab. Ia
at least two cases the Magistrate stated that 2 younger brother should succeed;‘
but he took no action to enforze his opinion. |
(4) Payment to the laud 2iczb fboth old and new) of a share of the copra
produced on a landholding continues at Xili in 1563 as 1t had =zt 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 alabs,
and part of this is passed on to the irolj. Hendicraft made for export is

a curious compromise; ro regular levy is made although the coconut leaves

R
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employed come from the ! I, Each woman on her cwn initiative :iay share her
profitc with her alzb, and he may pass some of :his on to hils superior, but
he is under no obligation %o do so.

(5) A commuity stors, estsblished in 1933 as part of a community de-
velopment project, had by 1957 amassed a working capital of almost $5,000,
It is now practically bankrupt, due {n part to losses over wnich the commﬁﬁigy;
had no control, but also because the limited szore funds have been used #;.
times as a Council treasui?-  The Councll is supposed to supervise the s;ore
operation, but in fact the Magistrate cr the Foliceman tell the storekeeper
what to do. In 1957 several 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 ent‘rpricef.
divorced from commnity ..uthority, but it has turned out to be a loosely :ﬁv H;;
organized ration system utilized by the Council when a distribution of tcarcabi
trade {mports is required, All of the villagers are assigned to one or another
of eleven rectails; vhen focd is scarce the pecple buy only from their aaaigned
retail. The Magistrate makes this decision in times of scarcity, and t.hc
Council storekeeper helps tc enforce it. Only one retailer has held out for
an independent cperation, and has been so aggreesive that he has got away vith‘ ‘
it thus far, although he and the Magistrate are reported to have come close J
to physical conflict in the past year. |

(6) The Kili church lies outsida the jurisdiction of the Council or
Magistrate. PFor yesrs it has been organized slong lines laid dowm by the
Association of Marshaller: Churches {Protestant) with a pastor, three deacons,
a Committee of Seven, and auxiliary groups according to sex or degree of church
comaitment. In mattera of smoking, drianking, dancing, and extramarital sex ’

relations, the congregation and its officers enforce the church tabus rigéiopaly
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{even the Magistrate has been expelled from the Church for smcking). The
pastor emd one of the daacons are on the Council, but these roles seemed
to be completely separate.
Where did I go wrong in my 1957 prediction? Or what has happened stncé

then to elter the expected course of eveats? One abvious nossibility 13 that

I failed to assess the si:uation correctly in 1957. You will have to tako my
word for it that the old authority system was aot then as effective as lgpgs
now. However, let's see what the general situation of Xilians was in 15%% |
and again in 1963, and see if there is eny explanation in the differences.

In 1957 the Trust Territery’s community development project on Kili wns‘

coming to a close after three profitable years ir matarilal 1mprovementvo! tha

island, The project manager, & trained Marshallese, was still on tha‘iglgné

Kilians had two-way radio communicstion with district headquerters, anﬁi )

ship was assigned specifically to servicing the island's trade neads. 'Ioth ’

of these services were part of the development program. Plantings of taro,
breadfruit, pandanus, and bananas were coming into production, and the |
Council store was in good shape. The interest payment f{rom the trust fund

had just begun. The new .and alabe were flexing their muscles in their nnw'

Ry
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found independence, and the non-traditioaal elite, especislly the schoolteacher

and health aid, had outside support from the frust Tezritory. The firs:

gradueates of the local elementary school were gaining further education at :
district headquarters. I judged thea that this displaced community was no wor;;;
off than any other Marshallese population.

Now we come to 1963. On the more favorable side, returned student;Ahlfé .

contributed to a more sophisticated way of islend living. The loc2l plantinss

are in good production and offset to somz extent the present shortage offimported

foods. The really bright light is the regular interest payment which tsinqw the
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only certain source of monetary income. Om the darker side, the development
project was zerminated in 1958, the ship was lost in & ¢yphoon about the same
time, and Kilians were tadly scared by the wave which washed over lazge parts
of the {sland. The radic has not been in operation for over a year and the
community is without radlo contact except by means of a privately ocwned

transistor receiver., The atore, as zlready noted, is nearly bankrupt. OQing:

to a general economic depression in the Marshalls, especially in interisyfﬁdff
transport, the Kilians have tons of copra rotting in the warehouse and ar; :
critically short of the trade goeods they have come to depend on. Disputes
have begun over use rights and succession in the Kili land sysiem because of

uncertainties about how the new system should work. There has been an alarming )

natural increcase in the Kili population which causes the geople to view the
island as much too small. The per capita receipts from the interest payment
are for the same reason getting smaller and cmaller each year.

In this changed situation the following hypothesis is proposed to explain

what has happened: Under conditicns of rapid change, accompanied by marked
stress in economic affair-. the emergent lecadership may suffer a setback g gg

2 xevival of traditional authority, especially if the emergent leadersigg_ nog
sufficiently organized ox skilied zo cope with the new problems. .  ;];1

An undercurrent of opposition to the traditional authority persists but 18 o
powerless to act. Although the Magistrate is very much concerned about increasing
criticism of his rule, he and the traditionai system he represents are the only ”
means to security for the time being., Perhaps the largest single factor
contributing to this revivalism is the complete dependence of the community oh

the interest payment which in its legal basis recalls the past vividly., _ »&QQ
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What of the fuzure? 1 mske bold to predict that ss the general economic
situation in the Mazrshalls jmproves, with assured ship contact between Kili
and the rest of the archipelago, and as the new land system on Kili is freed
of the "bugs' 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 1 o
their sixties) the old system will be considerably weakened. The you;i;r“;;:uT
generation no longer remsmbers the ties of asllegiance which applied on Bikinir

between lineages and alabs, and are now gufided in this only by the m-mories

of the oldsters.

One lesson I have learned from this continuing study of a community

undergoing change is the necessity to undertake field study at per1§619 ‘ i

intervals in order to learn how changing conditions affect the ptedtétAons.of

change from an earlier investigation. It is about as close to a 1&56f§;6r§

gituation as we can come in the study of this kind of problem,

November 1963
Honolulu, Hawaii




