UC San Diego

UC San Diego Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
The good lake, the possible sea : ethics and environment in Northern Vanuatu

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7hw7b2kq

Author
Wescott, Jeffrey

Publication Date
2012

Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7hw7b2kq
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SAN DIEGO

The Good Lake, the Possible Sea:
Ethics and Environment in Northern Vanuatu

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the
requirements for the degree Doctor of Philosophy

Anthropology

by

Jeffrey Wescott

Committee in charge:

Professor Joel Robbins, Chair
Professor Paul K. Dayton
Professor Richard Madsen
Professor Steven M. Parish
Professor Rupert Stasch

2012



Copyright
Jeffrey Wescott, 2012

All rights reserved.



The Dissertation of Jeffrey Wescott is approved, and it is acceptable iry qunalit

form for publication on microfilm and electronically:

Chair

University of California, San Diego

2012



DEDICATION

For Melody,tawa namuk tabe wun



TABLE OF CONTENTS

SIGNATUIE PAgE ... cciiieeieeeeeiee ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeaeennraannna ii
DEAICALION ...t v
Table Of CONENES .........iiiiieiee e Y
IS 0o ) T [ Vi
LISt Of TADIES....ci e vii
ACKNOWIEAGEMENTS ... e e e e e e e e e e eees viii
LY - T PO P PP PRRPRPN Xii
Abstract Of the DISSEratioN............uevviiiiiiiiiiie e Xiii
(O gF=T o1 (= g I [ 11 £ Yo [ 1T 1[0 o I 1
Chapter 2: Terra MoraliS.........ccooviiiiiiiiiiiecs e e e e e e e 44
Chapter 3: Imagining the Other: Moral EXPerience ..........cccceeeeeeeeeevvvveeennnnns 83
Chapter 4: Imagining Many Others: Kinship and Community...................... 134
Chapter 5: Subsistence and the Possible Present.........ccccccceeeeeeiiiiiiieeeiiinnnnnns 179
Chapter 6: Conservation’s Big TalK ............uuiiiiiiiiniiie e 223
CONCIUSION ...ttt e e e e e e e s s e e e e e 263
Y o] 01T T Lo = 267
RETEIENCES ...t 276



Figure 1.1:
Figure 1.2:
Figure 1.3:
Figure 2.1:
Figure 2.2:
Figure 2.3:
Figure 2.4:
Figure 2.5:
Figure 3.1:
Figure 4.1:
Figure 4.2:
Figure 5.1:

Figure 5.2:

LIST OF FIGURES

The Erédia Map (Ca. 1613)......cccovvvririeeiiniiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeennnnnns 26
Organization of Werere kastom nakamal.................cccceevvveninnnns 36
Werere with his kastom nakamal ..............cccoeviiinniiiiin e, 37
Baker's map of Gaua (1927) ......ccovvveeeeeieiiiiieiei e 48
LBKE LETES ...oeeiiiiieiiee ettt 52
Conceptual organization of SPACE..........cceeeieieiieeeeieeieeeeeeiiiiians 70
Qat’s petrified canoe at Lesara...........cccoeeveeevvvviiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeee, 76
American fighter plane debris in northwest Gaua...................... 78
East Gauan girl giving food to other children ............................ 113

Configurations of commonality and otherness..................c........ 139
Gaua’s Paramount Chief at a kastom ceremony ........................ 166

Taboo marker in EASt GaUa .....ccuvveneeeeeee e 205

East Gauan fiSNer .. ... 220

Vi



Table 1.1:

Table 3.1:

Table 4.1:

Table 5.1:

Table 5.2:

Table 6.1:

LIST OF TABLES
Comparative population hiStOres .............eeeiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeiiiiinnns
Situations and indexes of vulnerability in moral accounts...........
Tivono thoughts about gardening and fishing ..............cccoeeevenns
General free-listing and resource sort ranking of fishes..............
Time allocations for subsistence labor ..............ccoooiiiiiiiiiiiiine.

Observations of environmental change ...,

Vil

34

93

175

207

214

250



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The material presented in this dissertation is based upon work supported by the
National Science Foundation under Grant #0903551 and Grant #0333444. | want to
thank Scripps Institution of Oceanography for administering the graotsginthe
IGERT (Integrative Graduate Education and Research Traineeship) program.

It's hard to imagine this dissertation ever reaching the finish line without the
encouragement, wisdom, and patience of my advisor, mentor, and friend, Joel Robbins.
Every graduate career has its obstacles; mine were much easiercunwénanks to a
mentor who reminded me of the potential value of the research | pursued. Joel was there
to offer guidance when this value wasn't yet clear to me. The ancient Pougkkeepsi
Syracuse bond endures. By happy coincidence, my ethnographic turn toward ideas of
the other emerged at the time Rupert Stasch joined the faculty at UCSD. ioretiddit
his supportive and instructive words, Rupert has made the anthropological concept of
strangeness a little less, well, strange. Kathy Creely has been arabigaksource for
Melanesian literature and a supportive friend. Kathy was instrumental tommgcting
with the world of Vanuatu researchers, including the Cultural Centre. | atfotovi
thank Steve Parish, Richard Madsen, and Paul Dayton for their participation on my
dissertation committee and for their extraordinary insights.

| observe with great sadness the fact that my research, today and goiagiforw
is without the extraordinary insight of Professor Donald Tuzin, a valued mentor and
friend who passed away while | was in the field. During my very last dagrnrD&go
before departing to the field, Don and | discussed fieldwork, Margaret Mead, and film

at Bongiorno’s in Solana Beach. Among the many words of advice he offered to me that

viii



day, there was one thing about which he was most insistent: “Never lose yaiokens
wonder.” | won’t ever forget that.

My experience as a fellow in the IGERT program at Scripps Insiitutd
Oceanography will always inform my conceptions of what is possible in
interdisciplinary research. | am grateful to Sarah Mesnick at SoutRsteries
Science Center for her guidance in the application phase, and to Dr. Nancy Knowlton
for selecting me as the program’s anthropological “guinea pig.” Without the
extraordinary support and advice of Penny Dockry Houston, the IGERT program’s
Administrative Manager, | would still be hatching an ill-advised scherkayak my
way from San Diego to Vanuatu. Penny found room for me in the program beyond my
initial two-year stint, and it was through her kind assistance that | wasabbmplete
my research.

My undergraduate mentors at SUNY Buffalo provided invaluable assistance in
paving the road to graduate study. Professor Charles Frake introduced me to the
extraordinary literature of Melanesianist anthropology, and offered tliomisf a
long and respected career of thinking anthropologically about a variety of questions
Professor Phillips Stevens, Jr ably guided my undergraduate care@sps@ed
advisor and instructor, and Professor Gail Mauner continuously challenged me to
pursue the questions that interested me, rather than to follow the research tteads of
moment.

Ralph Regenvanu served as Director of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre during the
early phase of my fieldwork. The road to Gaua would have been unthinkably difficult

were it not for Ralph’s advice and clear guidance with respect to reseacelupres. It



was Kirk Huffman at the Australian Museum, Sydney who first alerted nieto t
possibility of Gaua, not only as a viable research site but as a community of kind and
remarkable people. Professor Thorgeir Storesund Kolshus at the University of Os
helped to set the Banks Islands context for my own work, and linguist extraordinaire
Hans Schmidt provided me with his field materials on the Nume language, soatssenti
to my entry into the East Gaua community. Mrs. Anne Naupa, Chief Librarian at
Vanuatu’s National Library, helpfully uncovered Gaua’s presence infprinie on

many occasions.

Chief Victor Wetias aided my transition into the Gauan community, and was a
valued collaborator and cultural mentor. As my mind worked to learn about this
remarkable place, the rest of me was well cared for by my family inlthgesof Aver.

Papa John-Nape and Veve Rosion transformed me from stranger to kin beforg¢ my firs
Gaua sunset, and Fred Mala, Filé Bruno, and Rina Rovot looked after me like a brother.
My house in Aver stood about 30 meters from the most respected kastom man on Gaua.
To Martin Womaras, and to his family, | offer a heartfédrean velap sur savasav dul,

ma na ve wun te kere kimi kéind to my dear friend, Father John Ashwin Wetelwur, |

owe many avetsijvat of gratitude. Special thanks to Joses Togase for his keen insights
into Gaua’s environmental issues; to PCV Valerie Selden for helping me kee@dy he

in the game early on; and, of course, to the people of Gaudré tavulun and

everyone else—for their boundless generosity.

Meanwhile, back in San Diego, my colleague and friend, Kate Miller, provided
encouragement and inspired conversation on all things ethics and beyond. Another Kate

altogether, Kate Teffer, helped me to circumvent potentially devastataggemic



hurdles through jaunty songs of troubled vicars. On the other side of the continent, my
spirits were buoyed by my oldest friendships. Thanks to Maria MacMillan fonaey

big fred scoops of support, and to Mike Faloon for some uncannily well-timed zisking.
And then there’s the Right Reverend R. S. Mason, keeping the b.j.a.p.s. less cosbus than
most and helpfully suggesting a few topics to Mitchell to get that ball rolling.

My own possibility for the good life began with my parents, Neil and Diana Wescott.
“Thanks” doesn’t quite cut it in exchange for a lifetime of love and inspirationll so I
leave it to the God of Loblaw’s to convey my gratitude. And to my brother, Jason, |
express two well-labeled hampers of my appreciation. At the other side of the house
Dolores and Ed Nastick have been tremendously supportive down the long road of my
graduate career. To them and to Thomas College and Mary College | erpress
sincerest thanks for their kindness, but more so, for Melody.

Speaking of whom: OK, p...now what?

Xi



VITA
1991 Bachelor of Arts, State University of New York, College at Fredonia
2001 Bachelor of Arts, State University of New York at Buffalo

2001-2003  Teaching Assistant, Department of Anthropology, University of
California, San Diego

2003 Master of Arts, University of California, San Diego

2003-2005  Teaching Assistant, Eleanor Roosevelt College, University of Galjfor
San Diego

2005-2007  Fellow, Integrative Graduate Education and Research Traineeship
(IGERT), Scripps Institution of Oceanography

2012 Doctor of Philosophy, University of California, San Diego
FIELDS OF STUDY
Major Field: Anthropology

Studies in Cultural Anthropology
Professor Joel Robbins and Professor Donald Tuzin

Xii



ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

The Good Lake, the Possible Sea:
Ethics and Environment in Northern Vanuatu

by

Jeffrey Wescott

Doctor of Philosophy in Anthropology

University of California, San Diego, 2012

Professor Joel Robbins, Chair

People on the island of Gaua in northern Vanuatu have witnessed a series of
demographic transformations over the past one hundred years, from Anglican-mission
driven resettlement to more recent regional migrations from nearby islands. The
distinctions which organized social life in Gaua’s past have given way to a visiormli
between indigenous landowning families and various communities of non-indigenous
“renters,” people from elsewhere permanently settled in the island. Keatbm the
category of worldviews and associated practices regarded as autochthosous, ha
provided indigenous Gauans with a sense of cultural-historical continuity inceneffa
such extensive change. This dissertation examines two interrelatedfiaktson and
experience—ethics and human-environment interaction—to address questions of how
kastom provides continuity and how it is challenged by the exigencies of contemporary

life in a small subsistence society in insular Melanesia.
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Indigenous Gauans describe ethical capacities and responsibilitiealpatb
them as kastom persons—as “persons of the place” who trace local tribal conrtections
land and to each other. They perceive shared human-ontological traits of situaonal r
and frailty as catalysts for ethical responsibility, fulfilled througpregsions of care
made possible through productive subsistence work. Situational vulnerabilities are
moments of possibility for creating and maintaining social relations, progluci
meaningful futures for self and others, and affirming identities as autochthonous
persons with unique moral attributes. Recent changes to subsistence regimgs$o owi
such factors as NGO-led conservation initiatives, shifting climatolbgatéerns, and
the introduction of new fishing technologies, have motivated concerns about another
type of vulnerability—that of local ecologies to anthropogenic disturbance. Discourses
of ecological vulnerability, disseminated by external agencies andylo@aisformed,
tend to reduce Gaua’s residents to uniform statuses of “stakeholder” or “vuénerabl
subject.” These discourses and their associated practices erase attlieadint
distinctions among persons with respect to the productive capacities and respessibi
comprehended as kastom. For indigenous Gauans, kastom emerges as the precarious
space for possibility—the locus of struggle for cultural-historical oaitiy in a

changing social and ecological landscape.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Cyclone Funa’s mind was its own. In January 2008, people on the island of
Gaua in the Pacific nation of Vanuatu spent weeks removing debris from thek storm
damaged gardens and repairing the roofs of houses which only days before had
provided reliable security from the nearly constant rain. Other storms announce
themselves, my Gauan interlocutors observed. Two days before a storm’s arriva
frigatebirds (nantoda darken Gaua’s skies with their enormous wings as they fly south
from their familiar mid-summer perch further north in the Banks Islands. T tiecast
morning sky turns a light milky red, “like the blood of fish” as one woman told ime. T
wind shifts from{Junduto togola—from a southeasterly to a northerly origin, bringing
oppressive humidity and, this time of year, heavy rains. With Cyclone Funaphone
this happened. The storm displayed the qualityatfey a capriciousness and cunning
typical ofhumanactivity. Even Cyclone Uma, the most devastating tropical storm in
collective Gauan memory, announced its intentions through the usual ecological cues
before landing in February 1987. | was told that Cyclone Funa was differeniseeso
much is different now—the seasonal winds, the migrations of birds, and even the ways
Gauans think about their environment’s once-predictable place in the human order.

In the storm’s wake, families gathered to help other families removestie tr
that had been uprooted and dropped onto nearby houses. In one northeastern village,
after men had sectioned a fallen oak tree with a chainsaw, a woman pointed to the

cross-section and said to me, “You can tell how old the tree is by counting the rings.



Did you know that?” | replied that | did. She then asked me, “Are there machines in
America that can read the ages of people? | do not know when | was born. That's true
of many people here.”

Having always taken such self-knowledge for granted, | asked the woman wha
she may gain by learning her true age. “We want to understand our place,” she'replied.
“l understand my place when I'm looking after someone else. Just like now. IHaarn t
| am kastom. A real kastom woman of Gaua. But | do not know if that is enough.” She
explained: “When storms come to Gaua we think about who we must look after. Can we
build them a house in the bush? Can we find food for them? It's a lot of work—it's very
hard. These things are possible if we know things about ourselves,” the woman
concluded. “If we know things about ourselves, if we know our place, we can show care
to others. We have a ‘tomorrowAmaren namgid abep”

The argument

My goal in this dissertation is to locate the ethical in the environmental—to
examine how people in a small subsistence society in insular Melanesiaelink t
interactions with the natural environment to conceptions of the good. A difficudtyhist
of disease and migration has profoundly shifted the cultural demography of titeatla
Gaua, forcing its communities to confront changes to the everyday practictsch
they make their living. As a site for exploring the multiple currents ofialland
ecological change, Gaua is well-suited to the political-economic ap@e#cat the
preponderance of such studies has taken in recent years. Although they commonly

reflect on their perceived isolation from broader regional and global syst&mans

! In the original Nume: “Kama ve morés te ketliliji ververe namma.”



nonetheless acknowledge the effects of those systems and their partidgipétiem in
shaping the futures of households and communities. Yet within this changing space
which they plainly apprehend, embedded within multi-level relations of power, Gauans
continue to find their daily interactions with marine and terrestrial ressuocbe
ethical matters. Subsistence and its related practices and discoursglsi@ferfsocial
and ethical production, guiding interpersonal relations and authenticating indigenous
identities in a shifting demographic landscape. Here ethics is about the production of
possibility, the shaping of viable futures on local terms while interconnestthcga
changing world and the novel opportunities and limits it brings. Environmental
conservation initiatives implemented by state and non-governmental egenei
foremost among the transformations Gauans now confront and which they comprehend
within the cultural and ethical orders they identify as indigenous and perceive as
imperiled. This dissertation contributes to the broader research goalsaijieabl
anthropology by placing ethics at the forefront of analysis.

This work is situated within the emergent field of anthropological ethics, by
which | mean the study of ethics as a particular kind of cultural-descriptiggoese.
Only a decade ago, researchers entering the field of ethics found a honitder of
publications in anthropology to inspire and inform their conceptual and analytical
frameworks (e.g., Brandt 1954; Read 1967; Burridge 1969; Parish 1994; Howell 1996).
It is more and more the course of expectation to find in the latest editions of
anthropological journals at least one article examining the ethics of a cotyhoura
review of a new anthology that takes “ordinary ethics” (Lambek 2010), mosainieg

(Sykes 2008), or the moral systems of an ethnographic region (e.g., Barker 2@97) as i



focus. The proliferation of AAA (American Anthropological Association) sessi
addressing the subject of ethics or morality (94 sessions in 2011) attestterts i
and excitement of this growing field, and intimates that there is more to l@arhtaow
people think, feel, act, and communicate within their variably stable conceptidres of t
good life. The present dilemma—a fortunate one—is carving out one’s own space
within this growing and dynamic field.

By “ethics,” | mean the practices and related beliefs and discourses that
mutually inform conceptions of the good life. | follow Douglas Rogers (2009) in
understanding ethical practices to be “historically situated and [played] antaften-
competitive arena of partially discordant sensibilities” (11). The notiorhafset adopt
takes awareness of the presence of others, and obligations to others, asyecess
elements. The collective “arena” where sensibilities alternatehge and conflict is a
priority for this ethics: moral experience and self-fashioning are begiretvended not
only as the dynamic processes of interpersonal encounters, but also as mare or les
shared ideas of what it means to live a life of well-being and positive ora@ntatthe
future.

For the people of Gaua with whom | lived for a total of fiteen months between
2007 and 2011, conceptions of the good life and regard for others coalesce in a broader
concern for what is possible in life. Ethics in the Gaua context is about the disclosur
and production of possibility, the shaping of a temporality in which ideas and desires of
what can and ought to be in intra-personal and collective life can transpire. The
everyday activities through which Gauans realize possibility areitherpersonal

encounters—providing acts of care which transform distant “strangers” intaaiamil



“kin"—and their interactions with the environment, where the material production
necessary to achieve interpersonal goals is secured. Otherness ial¢edbig ethics
of possibility: for reasons | will examine in detail, ontological and cosndbg
conceptions of otherness in humans and in the environment guide the socially and
ethically productive practices of the people of East Gaua who self-identify as
indigenous “persons of the placeéi/6ng manples.

Much of the Gauan struggle for possibility is motivated by desires to nraintai
what they described to me as a “true” indigenous identigt€v nam tivono vidyin
within the flux and turmoil of cultural and environmental change. The openiogiatcc
of Cyclone Funa’s arrival on Gaua reveals this struggle for such a valuedtense
possibility. My interlocutor described self-knowledge as both the catalyshand t
consequence of her other-regarding acts, and expressed her worry that thktiesssi
for her “understanding her place” as a kastom woman were predicated on unoed att
she was to the vulnerabilities of others. The relation of possibility to others and
otherness is captured by Vincent Crapanzano’s (2004) observation that “through the
encounter with the other, one comes to an acknowledgement, a recuperation, in a
somewhat different register, of oneself and one’s world” (12). On Gaua, the
acknowledgement and recuperation of what is possible are part and parcel ofyeveryda
ethics.

Ethics is not the sole focus of my dissertation; it is rather the approach ¢ take t
exploring problems familiar to the field of ecological anthropology. | am notecoad
with contesting political ecology’s ascendancy as anthropology’s pedfeat of

concepts and methods for investigating issues of human-environmental iateracti



follow geographer Paul Robbins’ (2004) assertion that “environmental change and
ecological conditions are the products of political process” (11). Howeven|dgecal
anthropology takes as a primary goal an understanding of the motivations for human
actions and discourses enacted in environmental contexts, then an approach based solely
in political ecology is deficient. | take Gauans’ ethical struggles withriotise and
possibility as the conceptual (and even ontological) underpinning from which the
political and economic dimensions of their environmental struggles can be caiblyti
grasped. Gauans’ encounters with their environment, from the increasingly hkenan-|
unpredictability of cyclones to meditations on what is knowable in human and non-
human nature, attest to the pervasive ethical significance of their trdasawith the
natural world.

In summary, the goals of my dissertation are to fill gaps of anthropological
knowledge in the areas of ethics and environment. Firstly, | examine how otherness is
integral to the ethical deliberations and experiences of a Melanesian cogn(afinit
Stasch 2009). A focus on possibility as the temporal and motivating dimensions of
ethics complements this concern for otherness. While otherness and possaility a
recurring elements in anthropological ethics, their precise effexiafeequently
explored in studies of embodied moral dispositions (e.g., Zigon 2010), processes of self-
fashioning (e.g., Faubion 2011) or the ethical dimensions of sensory experience (e.qg.,
Throop 2010). Secondly, | respond to a significant gap of knowledge as concerns
ethical practice and experience in ecological anthropology. | explore theigbter an
ecology that is neither apolitical nor ethically void by focusing on thesulbgective

dimensions of the subsistence practices and conservation experiences of my



interlocutors. Lastly, this is the first ethnographic study of the island o& Giace the
decade before World War I. So much has changed on Gaua in the wake of
depopulation, migration, and Vanuatu’s independence that the social organizations and
worldviews captured by early ethnographers bear little resemblandeat | withessed
in the near-present day. Notwithstanding, Gauans themselves are ujtithateghtful
holders of their present as well as their past; it is my hope that theyndithfeir own
possibilities within these pages.
Recovering dunamis inéthika

While anthropological ethics grows apace, the discipline has yet to announce the
arrival of possibility as a distinct field of inquiry through a published anthology or
journal special edition. The endeavor of cultivating a space for possibility in
anthropology is not without potential points of departure. We may well begin by
recognizing the creation of an obligation to receive in Marcel Mauss’ (1990jus&uc
of gift exchange as the marking out of a new space for possibility. The unceofainty
the outcome recovers what Pierre Bourdieu (1990:99) identifies as “the simple
possibility that things might proceed otherwise” than expected by the “medhanica
laws” of reciprocity. The immediate importance of these insightsridse notion of
the qift as the active reordering of temporality, rather than a meresliselof existing
options for action.

More recently, Vincent Crapanzano (2004) pursues possibility through the
human imagination, exploring its capacities for enablement and sense-makthg w
Charles Taylor captures in his rendering of the social imaginary 4@zapo 2004:7,

Taylor 2002; see also Taylor 2004). Much of Crapanzano’s thesis of imaginative



possibility pivots on his notion of “frontier,” the dimension of experience thaistees
articulation—[even] disappears with articulation” (18). Contemplatinguhed,
humans imaginatively “transcendépasserthe immediacy of the present instant in
order to grasp a future that is at first indistinct” and that may transpirexapnot—as
it comes into a “reflexive tension with the flow of articulate experie(t®). Jane
Guyer (2009) approaches possibility similarly through an appraisal ofrfsotal
horizons, and argues that conceptions of human possibility have provided anthropology
with its “stable, recurrently amplifying center” through a successioragéstin the
discipline’s growth (356). Guyer finds much of contemporary anthropological concer
for human possibility as the work of opening “vistas” for liberation; but she affinat
the discipline’s singular contribution to uncovering horizons of possibility lies in the
full expanse of its ethnographic worlds, including its classic canon (367).

“Possibility is an ethical stance, demanding courage,” Guyer observiss. “|
[also] an aesthetic of coexistence, demanding discernment; it is also a vipwitics,
demanding study and steadfastness” (2009:363). | am careful in the present context to
interpret possibility in Guyer’'s scheme as an object of study, not as a timgtitrape
for a politically engaged anthropology, which it surely is as well. Posggiad an
“ethical stance” of courage brings us closer to conceiving of “frorgied’ “horizon” as
the productions of interpersonal experience. Michael Carrithers (2005) views
anthropology as “a moral science of possibilities,” based in the observation that
“everyone...is possessed of moral-cum-patiency (a term which recogmézteget both
do and are done by) and a moral sense which is informed by but never determined by

the circumambient moral reasoning of others” (2005:434). Carrithers lays the



groundwork for an anthropology that sees possibility as a striving, one with attistinc
ethical cast. Human capacities for persuasion, rhetoric, and restraintuterasstmoral
aesthetic” of possibility-making, calling to mind Crapanzano’s imaginative
transcendence of the present and Guyers’ moments of ethical courage t@omhtela
discernment. Possibility is created as well as imagined; its concepticositéifs and
interpersonal horizons reveal a temporal dimension which is yet underdeveloped in
anthropological ethics.

One strategy for bringing possibility into anthropological ethics is to rectsve
latent or at best underemphasized presence in the field’s most favored taedries
concepts. A comprehensive overview is well beyond the present scope; instedg | brief
consider the ethical projects of two highly influential figures in anthropolodicaise—
Aristotle and Foucault. Introduced to the field primarily through the formativk afor
Michael Lambek (2000, 2008, 2010) and others (e.g., Widlock 2004; Mahmood 2005;
Faubion 2010), Aristotelian virtue ethics explores the cultivation and application of the
personal qualities most suitable to living a good life as it is locally corccehse
summarized elsewhere (e.g., Rorty 1980), one acts virtuously either through the proper
exercise of reason or, if time-constrained and unable to deliberate on a coutsmof a
through pre-reflective dispositions. Aristotle’s ethical person is guidedobyperly
developed character rather than rules or evaluations of the consequenties®f ac
(Rorty 1980:2). The suite of virtuous dispositions coalesphiianesis which Lambek
(2000) describes as the “continuous fine-tuning of our actions to suit our understanding
of the context and circumstances in order to achieve the general aim of human

flourishing” (316). This “general aim” is an everyday pursuit: it is threlihary ethics”



10

toward which Lambek means to direct anthropology’s focus. He likens the grtbna
Aristotle’s concept o&ctuality, “a life lived for itself” without specific aims and goals
wherein the simple act of living is ethical in itself (2010:3).

Despite actuality’s ostensible focus on the present, the ordinary ethics which
Lambek intends for anthropology is not temporally bound. This ethics “recognizes
human finitude but also hope [and] encompasses the inevitable cracks and ruptures in
the actual and the ubiquity of responses to the ever-present limits ofhcauitelri
paradoxes of the human condition” (2010:4). Here Lambek crucially associates
possibility with ethics in the Aristotelian scheme, but underplays possigign
intentional, creative pursuit. In th&rior Analytics(1989), Aristotle identifies actuality
as the first term in a dichotomy of possibility-as-fulfillegh{elechid and as-unfulfilled
(dunami$. He observes in thdetaphysicg1992) that “for any possibilitydinami3 to
become real and not just possible, requires reason, and deskig) (or deliberate
choice proairesig” (1048a). Possibility is a quality inherent to humans as it is to all
things in the universe, and reason, desire, and choice are the distinctly human traits
which transform unfulfilleddunamisinto fulfilled entelechian the realm of human
activity. Viewing the Aristotelian picture as a whole, the same quaditeegvident in
the movement frordunamisto ethics, oethika. Possibility attains an ethical cast when
it ruptures the actual—things as they are—toward the reaffirmation ofisvitaind to
be virtuous and indicative of the good life. The virtuous person has the “productive
disposition” to enact the “coming-into-being,” to make possible what is both good and
what is in one’s own capacity to produ®dE1140a1-1140a18). Aristotle situates this

human capacity for the production of possibility—the movement of the potential into
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the actual—“within the sphere of what can be otherwise.” Choice, as directed towar
such an end, lies at the confluence of possibility and the good.

The Classical Greek Era of which Aristotle is a dominant figure informs the
work of Michel Foucault at several key moments of his intellectual projethédn
Order of Thingg1994), Foucault interrogates the assumptions underlying modern
scientific and other forms of knowledge and their related discourses.iggiees
Plato’s and Aristotle’s notion of “episteme” to uncover the historical conditions of
possibility for such knowledge which largely go unnoticed. The tacit assumptions of the
episteme establish the conditions of possibility for human subjectivity astinesilin
fact limit our very comprehension of subjectivity. Later in his career, Fauateinpts
to recover suppressed possibilities for subjectivity by appealing to thalgihactices
of the pre-Christian Classical Era. He grounds his ethics in the practitesAthenian
citizen; these are technologies (or techniques) of the self which carve ces $pa
freedom from the pervasive coercions of power and its episteme (Foucault 1990; see

also Davidson 1986; Faubion 2061).

2 Giorgio Agamben (1993) observes that “the beingtrpogper to humankind is one’s own possibility or
potentiality” (43). He finds that conditions fortnman possibility are established by regimebiof
politics, political and epistemic forces which define “hurhagainst that which is “nonhuman.” Contrary
to Foucault’'s assertion that the eighteenth cemnagked the beginning of “the production of a
biopolitical body” by sovereign power, Agamben aguhat in truth it extends to the Athenjaolis of
Aristotle (Edkins 2007:75). Martha C. Nusshaum @Q98bserves that the slave in Aristotle’s polis is
“deprived of choice, therefore of something essffibir living well. A slave is a human being whoeso
not live according to his own choice” (348). AltlghuNussbaum here identifies the slave as a “human
being,” it seems plausible that one who lives degatiof choice can be said to be without possibitity
Agamben’s sense.

The social history surrounding techniques of tHeisd-oucault’'s Classical-Era-inspired ethics
raises a problem. Possibility and choice are exadudom the lives of persons who are most in nded o
them for their liberating potential. | raise thetteanot to suggest a limitation in Foucault’s ethibut to
reinforce anthropology’s capacity for destabilizthg episteme. Agamben'’s historical correctiontaler
us to the need to interrogate epistemic assumptiithg ethnographic contextsthe categories of
possibility and non-possibility and how those distions are reproduced and contested.



12

Foucault’s notion of self-fashioning and his four-fold schema of morality have
been well-represented recently in anthropological ethics (e.g., Laidlay P@8son
2004; Robbins 2004; Mahmood 2005). The imperatives of freedom which motivate
Foucauldian ethics inform Naisargi N. Dave’s (2010) examination of queeisatin
India. Dave’s analysis is guided by Foucault’'s apprehension that “the depth of
[sovereign] power’s penetration” leads to “a recognition of the depth of possilddities
transgression, critique, and creativity” (371). Her larger project is to uaddrs
activism as the nexus between “imaginative possibility” and the “morakratpe’ of
socially binding rules and conventions (374). Dave’s activist interlocutors expaind t
possibilities for possibility within a hegemonic gendering episteme thrithgfating
practices of the self.

Virtue ethics and technologies of the self offer the recovery of possibility in
anthropological ethics. As with any conceptual or analytical apparatus, wetkeow
effectiveness only through their application to ethnographic contexts. Thenays
view, however, a potential disadvantage to situating Gauan ethics fully witten ef
these influential models: their conceptions of otherness are underdevelopéésir at
insufficiently considered. How is self-love of the virtuous person, which isgwairthy
if it aims for the good of the community, constituted by otherness? Are encowitters
otherness necessary for the proper development of phronesis in an intersubjective
world? As for Foucault, he insists that “the care of the self is ethical ify daéit
implies complex relationships with others insofar aséth®sof freedom is also a way
of caring for others” (1997:287). Here Foucault appears to regard carintpéos as

supplementary to care of the self; in any event, he leaves open the question of how the
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otherness of others is constitutive of freedom. Additionally, while one achidfres se
mastery through “listening to the lessons of a master” (287), it is undedrferms of
otherness a master introduces to one’s ethical project.

Introducing otherness into anthropological ethics clarifies what | mean by
“possibility.” Gilles Deleuze and Henri Bergson, two important figuregaent
inquiries into the temporality of social processes (e.g., Hodges 2008), havedirspire
conception of possibility as merely a replica of the real, an entity tinatrenthat which
is real yet has no existence of its own. For this reason, possibility is sugplatite
these conceptual frameworks witintuality, conditions for being which are as
ontologically sound as the real but which have yet to become actualized in tde worl
(Deleuze 1991:96). Deleuzian and Bergsonian conceptions of virtuality and piyssibil
are well beyond any proper synopsis here; | introduce the notion of possibility’s
emptiness to suggest the need to anchor it to firmer ontological ground in ethnographi
analysis. Within anthropology, “the virtual” has been directed toward this end,
described as “a new way, not only of thinking about possibilities...but of turning
thought into ‘the real’” (Guyer 2009:365; Rabinow 2008). In this approach, |
understand the virtual as the synthesipadsibility—states of affairs which may come
about through certain conditions existing in the presentcapdcity—the ability to
effect particular states of affairs through action. | wish to retaib&euzian notion of
the internal heterogeneity of present conditions—a “difference in itddf! 2006:171)
that allows for an emergent state of affairs unlike conditions as they applear in t
present. In this dissertation, conditions in the world are apprehended as possibility

the moral imagination and acted upon by the varying capacities of ethiot.agat
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motivates new ways of thinking about and realizing possibility is the presence of
otherness.

Recall Crapanzano’s observation that acknowledgement and recuperation of self
and world “in a somewhat different register” come about through encounters with
others. Anthropological ethics is deepened by focusing on the nature of thiomansi
from one register to another, which for Crapanzano is the moment of possibility—
engaging the “frontier” through appraisals of one’s own experiences as a changed
person, a process of self-appraisal richly examined elsewhere by &@8). Others
provide the frontiers of self-fashioning, virtuous development, and other processes of
ethical becoming. It is more precise to say tithernesss that frontier: on Gaua, the
moral imagination’s encounters with otherness move possibility beyondearepdica
of the real and into one of multiple alternative futures. | accept the Deateuzia
Bergsonian claim that “possibility is itself a null process” (Ayache ZB3): For this
reason | comprehend Gauans’ own conceptions of the possible within the framework of
encounters with otherness, as such encounters take place within imaginings and ac
that are culturally and historically informed (but not determined).

In ways that call to mind Crapanzano’s “frontier,” Rupert Stasch (2009)
identifies the “affective, evaluative, or self-reflexive component to othgtassan
encounter with the strange. The encounter is a participation “in some sorepivief
guestioning, definition, or redefinition of one’s familiar world-apprehending cagsgor
and one’s sense of position in a categorical order” (15). Stasch describes “social
otherness” as a variation of the foregoing encounter where the other is an baatigty

whose “consciousness is part of that being’s otherness” (16). Self-evaluatat, affl
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the alterity of consciousness are all brought to bear in Gauan conceptiongésgthe
It is the motivating core of an ethics which takes the encounter with the other as an
opportunity to create possible futures. This process of possibility-making—ajiegga
through one’s capacities the conditions necessary for a certain kind a future to
transpire—occurs in everyday social commerce with others, but also in Gauans’
interactions with their environment.

Old spaces in the “New Ecologies”

Ecological (or environmental) anthropology is a well-established field in
contrast to the relative infancy of anthropological ethics. While iteryiss too lengthy
and diverse to examine here, an assessment of its current trends maygiveilitiethe
contributions to the Duke University Press series titled “New Ecologies dihaty-
First Century.” Anthropology is one among several contributing disciplines to the
series, which ranges from single-authored ethnographies to area- onisssedf
anthologies. The series editors explain their objectives:

We seek to join critical conversations in academic fields about nature,

globalization, and culture with intellectual and political conversations in

social movements and among other popular and expert groups about
environment, place, and alternative socio-natural orders. Our objectives
are to construct bridges among these theoretical and political
developments in the disciplines and in nonacademic areas and to create
synergies for thinking anew about the real promise of emergent

ecologies. [Escobar and Rocheleau, in Biersack and Greenberg 2006: ix]
To date, there have been ten published volumes in the series, each joining “critical
conversations” within the comprehensive scope outlined in the series statement.

Reviewing these important and synergistic works, one finds a strong iratinaivard

the field of political ecology in anthologies (e.g., Biersack and Greenberg R006;et
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al 2011) and ethnographies (e.g., West 2006, Escobar 2008) situated between “local”
environmental crises and global political and economic forces. With a cohfoities

on environmental politics in evidence, it is not immediately clear how ethics opay h

to find a viable space in the new, emergent ecologies.

We may attribute political economy’s primacy over ethics in ecological
anthropology to factors such as its perceived practical advantages for ressach de
and its development and privileged status in anthropology more generally. A more
implicit motivation may be the uncritical stance that the political is ogtoally prior
to the ethical, an assumption which has not gone unchallenged (e.g., Evens 1999:6,
2005:55-6). The methodological prioritizing of political ecology is similarly
problematic, as attempts to locate ethical experiences and motivationsthroug
preexisting political-economic frameworks threaten to reduce dthis
epiphenomenon of power relations and global capitalistic processes. Finding fospace
ethics in ecological anthropology does not require making the untenable move of
excising the political from the ethnographic project, but directing the focusdowa
articulations between power and conceptions of the good within and across the multiple
sites which the new ecologies take as “the field.”

The field’s own existing literature may suggest a way forwardricathics-
based approach. While Edvard Hviding (1996) situates his ethnography of Marovo
(Solomon Islands) maritime practices and knowledge within a frameworkdaioil
political ecology, he offers insight into indigenous conceptions of otherness and
relationality and how these distinctly ethical concerns mutually informstebse and

other economic activities. Arun Agrawal’s (2005) contribution to the “Newdfpes”
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series examines subject-making within the contexts of historical and conteynpora
environmental politics in northern India. His critical explorations of the fenwental
subject” involve notions of caring for the environment, and of the relationship between
this ethical stance and the regulatory practices to which people commitin the
environmental-political setting. Another contributor to the series, Paige (2684),
invokes Crapanzano’s notion of “hinterland” to describe how the Gimi of Papua New
Guinea imaginatively produce space and the “pure possibility” it entails—hgw the
“imagine each other and the forest, the past and the future” (151)—within thetantex
NGO-driven conservation projects.

As for its classic canon, ecological anthropology does well to avoid declaring it
irrelevance, notwithstanding the evolving relations researchers hdveomitepts like
“homeostasis” and “the sacred” (e.g., Dove et al 2011). Studies of human-nonhuman
sociality (e.g., Brightman 1993; Descola 1994), systems of botanical and zoological
classification (e.g., Karim 1981; Valeri 2000), and links between ritual andgscallo
processes (Rappaport 1984) evince the anthropological canon’s “potentiallysendles
sources of ideas and provocations if we just work hard enough to tease them out”
(Guyer 2009:362; see also Graeber 2007). As well there are themes of environmental
ethics and values (e.g., Simmons 1993; Strang 1997), material well-being as the pan-
cultural “master-value” (Casimir 2008), and imagined futures of lives livadmiibcal
environments (Tsing 2005; Kirsch 2006) which evidence more explicit articulaions
the ecological and the ethical. The issue then is not whether ethics is a ataisléofr
ecological anthropology, but how it can contribute to the dominant research sterest

and goals which currently take political ecology as their guiding paradig
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| examine Gaua as an environmental problem in two distinct but interrelated
spaces: subsistence and conservation. The complex fusion of effects brought about by
inter-island migrations and changing political, economic, and technologicaatitas
with the wider world have transformed the ways in which this small subsistene/soc
makes its living. Emergent practices and discourses of environmental coioseneate
arrived—rather late in comparison to other places in the region (e.g., West 2006 in
Papua New Guinea; Lowe 2006 in Indonesia)—in the form of government-instituted
fisheries laws and NGO-managed projects aimed at infusing local resoanagement
regimes with Western ecological knowledge. Changes to local modes oteudesis
and the impositions of an incipient conservation-style ethics, challenge tteapoli
structure of a society which continues to recognize local chiefs as botmsadbitend
disputes and authorities on all matters of cultural authenticity and propri¢tshese
are problems of ethics as well—of obligations to contribute to the well-being aid via
futures of others through fishing, gardening, and copra production, and of maintaining
cosmological distinctions in the face of conservation categories thatserels
distinctions and reduce Gaua to an undifferentiated “stakeholder community.” As ethi
which takes as its focus the possibilities of subsistence and conservation indimg ong
social lives of a community of people is worthy of (re)entry into the emergelugees
of anthropology.
Into the “ethnographic vacuum”

My first thoughts about possibility had little to do with local conceptions of
ethics; rather they concerned Gaua’s viability as an ethnographic site. @doadga

been a high-priority field project for the Vanuatu Cultural Centre (V@®)
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organization based in Vanuatu’s capital, Port Vila, which works with foreign
researchers and local fieldworkers to collect and archive ethnographic and
archaeological data. Ralph Regenvanu, who was VCC Director during the@eaod

of my fieldwork, described Gaua to me as “an ethnographic vacuum” compared to most
of the other island communities throughout the archipelago. Regenvanu’s metaphor
conveyed to me both the long history of ethnographic neglect of the island and the loss
of much of what Gauans had described for some time as “real kastinet’k@stor
pre-colonial “tradition” as it is locally understood and often lamented inetsept-day
absence. Given the well-established narrative of precipitous cultural losgeand t

VCC'’s serious commitment to an ethnography of Gaua both past and present, the
possibilities for a project taking ethics and environment as its focus weadyini

uncertain.

Robert Henry Codrington conducted the first ethnographic and linguistic
surveys of Gaua during his tenure with the Melanesian Mission on Norfolk Island
between 1863 and 1887. His comprehensive surveys of the languages (1885) and
cultural beliefs and practices (1881, 2005[1891]) of Banks Islands societies have
provided a valuable cultural-historical context to present-day researchregtbe
(e.g., Vienne 1984; Kolshus 1999, 2007; Francois 2005; Hess 2010914, the
English anthropologist and psychiatrist W. H. R. Rivers published a two-volume
compendium featuring ethnographic data from the Banks and other societiagadn ins

Melanesia. The Swiss anthropologist Felix Speiser soon followedlwithY ears with

% The Banks Islands or Banks Group combine withTtberes Islands immediately to the north to
comprise Vanuatu’s TORBA Province.
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the Natives in the Western Pacifi®13; see also 1996), providing rich data of Gaua’s
material culture including remarkable photos of the ritual housead| nakama) of
men’s and women'’s secret societies. From the years before World Waelrtod-
2000s, however, Gaua was mostly forgotten as a site for focused ethnographfc study.
The lost history of ninety-plus years invoked in Regenvanu’s metaphor wasleatad
by the cultural and human losses brought about by a staggering population decline.

| entered the community of East Gaua in February 2007, and purchased a house
in the village of Aver, which with the adjacent village of Lembot totaled 124 persons
and 23 households (in 2009). Aver is the home of Victor Wetias, the Paramount Chief
of Gaua and my VCC collaborator, and of Martin Womaras, the octogenarian father of
my adoptive Gauan mother and my richest source of information about Gaua #é\past.
the work of collecting data with Chief Victor, Martin and others progrestaeht my
initial assumption that Gaua kastom was more or less a thing to be lost or ré¢overe

be much too simplistit.

“ Exceptions to this lacuna of Gaua research inctudeweek visits by the British biologist John R.
Baker in the mid-1920s and the British explorer Tidarrisson in 1935 (accompanied by Baker’s wife).
See Kolshus 2007 (p. 37) for an account of thelaimsthnographic history of nearby Mota.
®“Paramount Chief” is the title by which Chief Viatis often referred to in East Gaua. In 2007, the
chiefs of Gaua selected Victor as a “Gaua indigerieader representative” or “kastom chief” of Aver
and Lembot villages. In 2008 the Gaua Council ofe@happointed him as their representative in the
Malvatumauri, the National Council of Chiefs of \(eatu, for the islands of Gaua, Mere Lava, and
Merig.

® | want to anticipate a potential reading of theG/f@search objective, and the present dissertatsn,
“salvage ethnography” (Gruber 1959:6), the workeafording cultural practices to save them from
extinction. The Vanuatu Cultural Research Polioycfin 2) states that “the people of Vanuatu retsagn
the importance of knowing, preserving and develgpireir kastom and history”; and that “kastom
belongs to individuals, families, lineages and camities in Vanuatu. Any research on kastom must, in
the first instance, respond to and respect themaed desires of those people to whom the kastom
belongs.” The research agenda in Vanuatu is dedignmeet the needs and objectives of the local
communities to whom “kastom” or “culture” belonge$tarchers do not undertake the collection of
cultural knowledge, practices, and artifacts fa dssumed intrinsic value of preservation alone.
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My interlocutors described for me the demise of ritual grade-takimthee loss
of men’s societies that met openly in villages and secretly in the bushdiSHees;
Codrington 2005). With these traces of a cultural past resigned to the margins of
collective memory, indigenous East Gauansivano (persons of the place) in their
Nume language, find certain ways of thinking and interpersonal relatthgtashich is
properly “kastom.” Persons who aredné make the most of their access to, and
productive knowledge of, land and its resources to care for others—to establish
relations, however enduring, based on generosity and respect. While occasionally
invoking the “strong kastom” of ancestors as their guiding principle for acfiin in
their everyday lives, it is Gaua’s lake, Letes, which tivono identify asitispiration to
meet certain socially productive ends. In our discussions, Letes emerged a
transcendent symbol of autochthonous ethical being within a changing and fiequent
frustrating human landscape. In the lake and in the everyday kastom of caring for
others, | found early in my fieldwork the essential markers of reflexivgendus
identity from which to begin to reconstruct an ethics of Gaua.

Kastom was pivotal to my other intended research focus, Gauans’ interactions
with their environment. Shortly after | learned of Gaua’s status as a hayityp
ethnographic site, | read a project proposal submitted by the Vanuatu govésnment
Environment Unit to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the
World Bank. The stated goals of the project were to encourage, strengthen, and provide
ongoing support for “community-based conservation initiatives” (VEU 2004:23). Gaua
was one of three islands in Vanuatu chosen as a project site. In July and August 2006 |

worked with project members to construct a biodiversity database at the VCQ@ in Por
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Vila. It was there that | first heard about Gaua’s growing cultural divssand their
effects on potential local conservation efforts. The environment on Gaua igralcult
and ethical problem, a perceived disrespect for landowners’ efforts to mainta
sustainable resource base in the face of growing indifference towanttakys
productive capacities of fisheries, gardens, and forests. When | arriveabiars{®
months later, | found communities confronting other related issues, including agrowi
uneasiness that the reliable patterns of wind, sea, and seasonality werimtpecom
increasingly difficult to follow. At the center of all of these problems of eoration,
climate change, and cultural difference | found people expressing tbeggi®
continue making a living for themselves and others and to secure a unique sense of local
identity. Kastom in its singular role as the nexus of identity, practice,argptions
of the good in tivono life would serve as the departure point for my investigations of
human-environment interactions.

In my opening account of Cyclone Funa and its aftermath, a woman observes
that helping others is the obligation of “a real Gaua kastom wonteana (tivono
vidun). As has been documented elsewhere (e.g., McClancy 1983; Bonnemaison 1994;
Miles 1998; Bolton 2003), kastom as it is articulated throughout Melanesia is ngt easil
contained within categories like “traditional” and “modern.” Jonathan FriedBG02)
argues that many anthropologists misinterpret uses of thdreatition as signifying,
even promoting, “the fixed, essentialized culturalist imprisonment of the *ather
local unchangeable world, the world of traditional anthropology” (302). The end result
of such a view is that rather than comprehending how “different logics anti el

one another over time” in an ethnographic place (305), these anthropologists view
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contemporary local practices as irretrievably “modern,” as impositions élsewhere
dissociated from any antecedent cultural logic (cf. Hviding 1996:29). On Gaua as
elsewhere, kastom is the nexus of past, present, and future (cf. Lindstrom and White
1993) with a capacity for incorporating novel experiences and events into the flow of
perceived continuity. The encompassing processes of kastom on Gaua ama far fr
absolute, and reflexive anxieties about what we may term cultural authepeéicstgt.

Yet during my time with them, people of Gaua revealed the many ways ih whic
kastom is, among other things, the ethical power of possibility.

The Nume term which most closely captures the tivono conception of possibility
in its general sensewgun | became aware of this term only through induction—after
finding concrete practices of possibility in everyday Gauan life and subdgque
searching for a connecting theme with my interlocutors. Practicggrpimany of
which tivono identify as kastom, constitute the greater part of this dissertas
prelude to these investigations | consider here how tivond come to terms with their
perceptions of possibilities lost and gained as they recount signal moments in their
collective history. These imaginings of Gaua’s possible worlds, of hiatoay
continuing series of alternative paths, underscore broader cultural concerns.

Gaua’s possible worlds

On my final research visit to Gaua | responded to earlier requests tanuihng
me a copy of the first Western cartographic depiction of the island (FigixreMy
interlocutors expressed this interest in our many conversations about their ovsthe
of early visitors to the Banks region. | found three recurring responses to themoést

who “found” Gaua and what significance this first contact has for Gauans iregenp
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day. The first response was one of apparent indifference to the first encoudnter wi
waetmanan indifference which my interlocutors attributed to their knowledge of pre-
colonial encounters with societies to their far north which long preceded Enropea
contact. Archaeological evidence shows a thriving trade in obsidian beginning around
the first century C. E. and lasting no more than 600 years. The trade network extended
from Tikopia and Vanikoro in the Santa Cruz Group of the Solomon Islands southward
through the Banks Islands and to points further south in present-day Vanuatu (Kirch
1991; Bedford 2006).Gauans know well the history of trade in “black stonit

wirwirig) between Banks societies and visitors from the Santa Cruz Group. They
identify families on Gaua who are descended from Tikopian mothers, and point to
places along the northeastern shore where ancient trade took place. This grgup view
European explorers as relative latecomers while not dismissing teearfival as
insignificant.

As a second response, some believed that Captain James Cook “found” Gaua, a
point of view extrapolated from lessons taught in local schools that it was he who
named the New Hebrides and the Banks Islands, the latter for the famedthvatanis
accompanied Cook to the South Pacific (Cook 1988). Cook’s journals show that he
overlooked the entirety of the Banks Islands during his visit to the archipelago in July
and August 1774. Several of my interlocutors nevertheless viewed Cook as a positive

symbolic figure connecting Gaua to the rest of Vanuatu, a peculiar developmeht in lig

" See also Blake et al 1972 for evidence of intlemis contact from genetic population studies; sl s
Kolshus 2007:293 for a journal entry by Codringtamo in 1870 describes the arrival and three-week
visit of 11 Tikopian canoes “in the Banks Islandsaa..feasting and trading.”
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of evidence from maps depicting Cook’s route that he may well have meant to exclude
the Banks Islands entirely from the New Hebrides (Cook 1988: Fid. 66).

Many who were aware of Cook’s non-visit to their island identified the
Portuguese explorer Pedro Fernandez de Quirds as the first European to teach Ga
They described his landing at Vir, the eastern village known in the present day as
Kaska, and explained that Gaua was his (Spanish) expedition’s first landinguat\/a
two days before its well-documented arrival at Espiritu Santo to the southwest
(Markham 1872; de Munilla 1966; Jolly 2009 he first map to feature the newly
“discovered” island of “La Virgen Maria” was produced by cartographemuél
Godinho de Erédia, who based his work on the journals of the Quirds expedition (Kelly
1961:222). It is the Erédia map (Figure 1.2) which | presented to my Gauan
interlocutors, and to those who identified Quirés as Gaua’s first Western vigdsed

the question of the significance of this moment to all that transpired afterward.

8 A. Kippis (1924:209) observes that the islands¢divered in 1606, by that eminent navigator Quirés,
are “the northern islands of this Archipelago” eatively named the New Hebrides by Cook. It is aacl
whether these “northern islands” include Gaua, leetiver this description extends northward only to
Espiritu Santo.

® This local account of the Quirés expedition asfifst to land on Gaua is historically accurates thaua
landing occurred on April 29, 1606, with the artimaBig Bay in Espiritu Santo, which Quirds toakite
“part of the Southern continent” (Camino 2005:35),May 1.
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Figure 1.1 The Erédia map (ca. 1613-1623), with Gaua as “Vifjem
(see magnified inset) marked directly to the north of Nova Gerusalem
(present-day Espiritu Santo). Map photos by Jeffrey Wescott, taken from
Cortesdo and Mota (1960, folio 65Qourtesy of Mandeville Special
Collections Library, University of California, San Diego.
One of the recurring themes that emerged from our conversations is that the map
united East and West Gaua into one undifferentiated entity called “\Argem
“Virgem Maria.” The island was once two distinct regions: East Gaua, knowo@s G
and West Gaua, known as Lokon. It was only after Anglican missionaries from Mota
arrived in the nineteenth century and “Motified” the nadaug to Gaua(andLokonto
Lakong that the island was identifiable as a whole, with both sides eventually
subsumed under the name “Gaua.” My interlocutors described the Erédia map to me as

the initiating moment of that convergence, when socially and cosmologicalamele

distinctions seemed to vanish at once. They imagine a time before demograpgeschan
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shifted group identifications away from East/West toward the indigenous/non-
indigenous distinction which predominates in present-day East Gaua.

There is another, more emotionally immediate theme in my interlocutors’
responses to the Erédia map, one which concerns their senses of self definedmot withi
island boundaries, but in the broader world. There was a current of self-effacement i
our discussions, a resigned awareness that it was white Europeans who built and sailed
massive ships and Americans who reached the moon. In these introspective moments,
the possibilities of waetman are refracted inward to reveal the lffitdakman” (cf.
Bashkow 2006), even as my Gauan commentators are cognizant of the extraordinary
histories of Pacific navigators. Yet when | asked whether life would be ditfeasl
waetman never come to Gaua, views of the present became more positive. In our
meticulous examinations of the Erédia map, my interlocutors alerted me to their
fascination with Gaua’s place in the development of the contemporary world.
Connections with non-Oceanic others have expanded the tivono categuayanf the
visible and knowable world within which possible futures are imagined and produced.
Alternative imaginings of Gaua incorporate technologies which faeilgaisting
practices rather than replace them entirely. This last point, of the idealrdfiming
kastom ways of life enhanced by technologies from elsewhere, is vited possible
worlds my interlocutors imagine. They contrast their visions of what is pessidl
desirable for them on Gaua with their experiences of seeing firsthand titegtigiing
effects of urban immersion in Port Vila and Honiara on family cohesion and a “happy

life” (es vemalakalgk In the balance, western contact is an ambivalent moment for
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Gauans, occasioning thoughts of a cultural autonomy predicated on possibilities
imagined and produced by distant others.

The ambivalence with which Gauans view their history of contact is redarate
their accounts of Christian life. While the history of missionization in inddidanesia
is well-documented and too extensive to recount here in any meaningful way, a brief
overview of Gaua’s Christian origins provides context to the contemporandeatito
which | directed my questions about possible worlds. Although the 1606 Quir6s
expedition arrived in Oceania “infused with a missionary zeal that made tteanpat
to establish a Christian relationship with the indigenous peoples they encountered”
(Camino 2005:42; see also Jolly 2009:34), two days was hardly time enough to secure
Gaua’s salvation. The Anglican Church first arrived on Gaua in 1855 in the person of
Bishop George Selwyn, who landed briefly in Lokon before returning for aneaster
landing later that same year (Montgomery 1908:81). From that opening moment in the
recorded history of missionary presence we find a recurring theme in trgtless of
the people of East and West Gaua. They are observed to be uniquely “guarrelsome”
(Montgomery 1908:82); “most horrible in their customs of all our Melanesians”
(Wilson 1932:91); and they engage in “more fighting...than any other island of the
[Banks] Group” (Fox 1958:141). With such a dismal reputation, the Melanesian
Mission came to view Gaua’s salvation as a uniquely difficult and rewardingworde
for the intrepid missionary.

A survey of the literature reveals that while there was continuous internecine
fighting in the first several decades of the church’s efforts on Gaua (exstrAng

1900:68), progress as measured in the currency of schools, teachers, and baptized souls
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continued on both sides of the island (Armstrong 1900:139; Fox 1958:141; Hilliard
1978:96). Edmund Qataru, a Melanesian-born Anglican trained on nearby Mota,
established central schools to accommodate both West and East Gaua. Helmediate
peaceful relations between two warring tribal chiefs, Vagolo (or VagalNagdnogo
(Armstrong 1900:139, 181), whose names are well familiar throughout present-day
Gaua. Accounts of the period between 1860 and 1880, during which R. H. Codrington
served as Mission Headmaster, are remarkable for their optimistis efemhat was
possible through the work of “God’s Gentlemen” (Hilliard 1978).

By 1881 unrest had resurfaced on Gaua, hastened by the introduction of firearms
from labor ships and the resurgence of murder by poison arrow (Armstrong 1900:218;
Fox 1958:141). Tom Harrisson observes (in 1935) that on an island devastated by
depopulation from disease and warfare, “intermittent white visits and a native-run
mission are worse than nothing, [worse] than full heathenism” (326). The first Gaua-
born Anglican priest, Stephen Wetelwur, worked in vain in the 1930s and 1940s to
revivify the promise of peace that had come to Gaua several decades earktireds
Anglican priest John Wetelwur writes of his father’s tenure, “those who knew Stephen
say that his many years of effort, hard work, and miles traveling througlesumgde
very little impression on the people of Gaua” (John Wetelwur, personal journal, 2004).
My older interlocutors recalled that it was not until the repopulation of Gaua beginni

in the 1970s that the Anglican Church and others such as Seventh Day Adventist
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recovered a Christian presence which many felt had disappeared entirelyaduring
roughly sixty-year period of human and cultural I55s.

As | inquired about the worlds created and preempted by Christianity’s arrival
on Gaua, | came to recognize the folly of any attempt to understand Gauans as
“Christians of Opportunity, who beneath a thin coating of Christianity remained the
good ol heathens that were worth a journey around the globe to take a closer look at”
(Kolshus 2007:8; see also Robbins 2004; Barker 1992). Regardless, Anglican
parishioners revealed to me the messy borders between church and kastom in their
descriptions of what missionaries brought to Gaua, and what they believe wassand wa
not already present (see Hess 2010:156 for identifications of church and kastom in
Vanua Lava). They wondered if their ancestors, upon first hearing misesgirstories
of great floods and eventual days of reckoning and reclamation, identified their own
island—and more specifically, their lake—as the site of these momentous eeents (
chapter 2). Gauans ascribe to their ancestors a peculiar form of culturabadopti
(Robbins 2004:11) wherein external categories of understanding the world provided
revelatory insights into local events while existing “kastom” categgrersisted. The
innovations of Christianity, as evidenced in Edmund Qataru’s intrepid if impermanent
efforts to bring peace to brutal tribal factionalism, is for present@kans a positive
moment of possibility. It provides an example of a past situation resolved only by

appeal to notions of reconciliation brought from elsewhere.

2 The 2009 Vanuatu Census (p. 34) records the fallgwelf-identified religious affiliations on Gaua
(2,491 total residents): Anglican: 1,742 (70.0%gyénth Day Adventist: 164 (6.6%); Neil Thomas
Ministries: 135 (5.4%); Assembly of God: 88 (3.5%)thers”: 328 (13.2%). Three respondents replied
“customary beliefs.” My interlocutors, including ®mvho identified himself to census takers by this
category, explained to me that Gauans understarstdmary beliefs” to indicate the pre-Christian
“heathen.”
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Contemporary identifications with a Christian Gaua are not free from
ambivalence. Some view themselves not as Christians of Opportunity, but of Limit,
bound by lurking anxieties that the perceived ease of coexistence and even
correspondence between (Anglican) church and kastom is somehow a ruse, with an
afterlife wandering the forest with other lost spirits as the ultippate for insufficient
sensitivity to their distinctions. Their ambivalence is not born of inhabitingiadim
space between kastom and the Chucdmifa Gourguechon 1977). It is a space set
apart from all others as the distinctively Gauan problem of having to resolvearmhce
for all, any perceived discrepancies—and any discrepancies veiledas clos
congruence—between kastom and Church which threaten the undesired afterlife of
lonely and meaningless wandering. These anxieties are exacerp&adillp divisions
brought about by competing views as to which church is most appropriate and
beneficial to life on Gaua; for many, churches have become like politicagddices
of discord rather than unity. My interlocutors expressed to me their desliget it
right,” to find upon reflection that in the usual course of everyday life, they have found
possibilities for belonging to the wider community of believers beyond Gaua while
maintaining a kastom identity that imparts a uniqueness to them within aghifti

cultural landscapé&

Y Thereis an important consequence in researatst® the intricate and often ambiguous relation

between kastom and Christianity as expressed b@auan interlocutors, particularly as it affects my
investigation of ethics. Christianity is surely setining other than a “thin coating” applied to andering
substrate of Gaua “tradition.” However, the objasfteny investigation—interpersonal relations ofesar
notions of kin and community, and ethical oriertasi to contemporary environmental problems—were
routinely identified as matters of kastom by thetEaauan tivénoé who are the focus of my researadly. A
explicit reference to the influence of either kastor Christian belief in a moral practice ought tmbe
construed as a dismissal of the potential influesfdée other, nor of the multiple incursions aadal
transformations of ideas and practices that hawsttated Gaua’s dynamic history, many of which |
identify in subsequent chapters.
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It must be noted that many first- and second-generation Gauans identify their
native islands of Mere Lava, Merig, and Mota Lava as the true site of tisednka
They explained that while they continue to regard many of their contemporatiggsa
in kastom terms, the authenticity of these practices feels illusory diggbfiam their
places of origin. Furthermore, they expressed resentment toward indigenous
understandings of local kastom and “Churgldjf as in any way organically
integrated. My non-indigenous interlocutors, Gauan residents who migrated from the
nearby islands of Mere Lava, Mota Lava, and Merig, argued that if autochthonous

kastom is by definition exclusive to “real GauargtiétmanGaug, then churches

ought to provide a truly alternative measure of local belonging. From the tivono
perspective, the limits of belonging set by kastom are necessary eststgcover
some essence of an encompassing cultural logic that once organized saicalsiel
land access, and ordinary and esoteric practices, but which nearly vanishedhguring t
era of population decline from the late-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries
While Western explorers and Christian missionaries contributed to the shaping
of alternative worlds and new forms of ambivalence, depopulation’s legacy wa$ one
intra-island disintegration and abject misery. Speiser’s (1922) assessrtientNew
Hebrides and Banks Islands identifies disease, an increase in cultueadédee” by
way of adultery, firearm use, and other transgressions, and the indirect efffects
general disrespect for local custom by Europeans as the principal famttributing to
the region’s precipitous population decline beginning in the late nineteenth century.
Present-day Gauans attribute the decline to diseases such as malaria arievettsgi “

and to the intertribal warfare that reemerged with the introduction of firdaoms
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labor ships and continued until the migration of bush communities to the coast
beginning in the 1950%¥.As horrible as the threat of disease was, it was the fear of
violence and death from firearms and malevolent magic which prompted the exodus of
indigenous families in the east and west shortly after World War Il. Thilgefudecline

of Gaua’s numbers, my interlocutors observe, became the ultimate erasure of
possibility. Opportunities for the recovery of communities and lost cultural practic
following the era of disease were quelled by internal strife and the subsequent
departures of households and entire villages. By 1950, Gaua’s population had declined
to one-sixth its 1910 estimate (see Table 1.1).

When the families that relocated to Santo and elsewhere in the archipelago
returned to their native island beginning in the 1970s, they found communities of non-
indigenous people who had secured land rights from a prominent southeastern
landowner emerging in the abandoned areas in the east (see chapter 6}ild@ laader
abundant land of Gaua opened a new possible world for people of nearby Mere Lava
and Merig who faced land pressures due to the growing populations of their own
islands. Families from other islands also came to Gaua, some for land opportunities
others to join the households of their Gauan spouses. A cursory estimate from census

data finds that roughly 45% of Gaua residents are non-indigenous (i.e. persons who are

12 gpeiser identifies respiratory diseases suchlmstulosis, pneumonia, and influenza as the prebabl
causes of Melanesian deaths (1922:26-29).

Literature chronicling the history of the Queensldabor trade in the New Hebrides supports
contemporary Gauan views that their island wasfentdd in terms of population decline relative to
elsewhere in the New Hebrides (e.g., per Armstrafigslands in the Banks were affected except Gaua
and Mota [1900:149]). East Gauans attribute thamaheffects of the labor trade on their side @& th
island to the shallow harbors at main populatiomees in comparison to the wide passages and deep
bays of West Gaua (but see Giles 1968 for a lahipissaccount of the accessible and “well-sheltéred
landing at Losalava in the northeast). Parnaby4168 estimates that between 1860, just before the
labor trade began, and 1910, the total populatfaheoNew Hebrides declined by 75 to 80%.
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neither speakers of indigenous languages, nor landowners, nor descendants from

autochthonous tribes}.Very few non-indigenous Gauans reside in the western half of

the island.

Table 1.1 Comparative population histories

Year | New Hebrides/ Banks Islands/ Gaua Gaua as %
Vanuatu TORBA of Banks pop.
1892 n/a 6,682 2,767 41.4
1910 66,755 8,500 2,000 35.3
1934 45,000 2,202 679 30.8
1950 48,000 3,233 320 9.9
19677 77,710 3,259 426 13.1
1979 111,251 4,958 780 15.7
1989 142,419 5,985 1,285 21.5
1999 186,678 7,757 2,031 26.2
2009° 234,023 9,359 2,491 26.6

With new possibilities opening for people arriving from elsewhere, tivond found

themselves confronting a profound shift in their conceptions of group identity. In the

past, there were hierarchized, cross-cutting divisions by bush/coast resideretg

affiliation, and East/West origin. Mission-driven migrations to the coabtlze loss of

political identifications with moieties erased the first two of these dinssiWhile the

East/West distinction is still in evidence (as manifested in the Nume tavaliu [this

side] andavulun[the other side], respectively), these categories tend to be overlooked

in light of the newer distinctions of indigenous/non-indigenous. Non-indigenous Gauans

are the new other—the new otherness by which East Gauans locate ¥iesrirsel

social-cosmological space. Older tivénod observe how inter-group relations betwee

13 vanuatu Census 2009; village data per Inter-agéssgssment (2010) and field notes.
141892, 1910, and 1934 figures from McArthur and gx967. 1934 Gaua figure from Harrisson 1937.
151950 and 1967 figures from McArthur and Yaxley 196
161979, 1989, 1999, and 2009 National PopulationsGgfReports.
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young people hasten the growth of Bislama as the principle language ofrglauava
intermarriages bring new resentments with respect to land inheritancendde

possible world of cultural revival is supplanted by a transformed social terrain,
deepening the necessity to maintain kastom identity in the tivoné communities of the
east.

Western contact, the peace and promise of Christianity, and the reshaping of the
human landscape emerged as critical forking paths in my Gauan interlocutors’
narratives of historical change. | intend my allusion to Jorge Luis Borgeg'“Jthe
Garden of Forking Paths” to call attention to how they interpret their higsory
hypertext, viewing key moments as nodes from which distinct trajectoriegyeth
While other trajectories—other possible futures—continue as reflections ofivelyat
be otherwise, only one is accessible to them as “life (as it) sits lesrg&(sa tabehén
present-day Gaua (see chapter 4). It is this notion of alternative wdrids informs
my understanding of Gauan ethics as an active striving to bring conceptions of “ought
and “is” in line with one another, of reconnecting with paths of authenticity and
reclamation which have eluded them.

Ethics as the production of possibility, in this sense of seeking something other,
is familiar within the larger Gauan cultural and historical contextiénitest | met a
man who had taken up the project of constructinglk@amal(meeting house) in the
outer boundaries of his home village where men could train young boys in the lost arts

of Lakona kastom. His first order of business was to fashion woodcarvings that would

7 “Time forks, perpetually, toward innumerable fugtsit (Borges 1998:127).
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serve as locus points for improvisational storytelling—the oral constructiontwNy

infinite possible worlds (Figure 1.2):

A
0]
<

OO
AROIOONEC
QOO |

(front of nakamal)

Name of carving  Signification

SrXCTIOTMMmMOOm>

Mere Men Letes Eel of the Lake
Mere Men Lelug Eel of the Waterfall
Mere Men Lenow Eel of the Sea
Mere Men Lemelispi Eel of the Creek

Roliogo Woman of high rank

Wuwut of Lemenar Man of the Lake, First-born brother
Rosuw, Woman of high rank

Delinsém Devil that kills Wuwut

Mutmutuwvul Boss of the World

Wiri Last-born brother

Mowte First devil the two woman encounter
Malinsa Second-ranking boss

Mulsa Second-born brother

Figure 1.2: Organization of Werere kastom nakamal

Every kastom storyteller opens with the fixed story point of Wuwut’s (F) jealoiusl|

things in the possession of his two wives, Roliogo (E) and i@ From there, each

storyteller must devise his own possible world which incorporates all of theniamai

characters in the nakamal, the six “possessions” (H through M) of Wuwut’s wives.

Regardless of the path taken by the storyteller and the events he sets iatg heoti

must ultimately arrive at a vision of a well-ordered life that is uniquelya@as



37

stipulated by the Four Eels (carved crossbeams of the nakamal: A through D)
representing the waterways of Gaua. The stories created within the sasffthe
nakamal are coexisting worlds by virtue of their unique associationsheithcteators,
individual young storytellers tasked with solving the fundamental moral proliems

gender, collective life, and cosmological order.

Figure 1.3 Werere with his unfinished kastom nakamal in Dolap, West Gaua. Note the

mouths of the “eels,” the crossbeams visible above the standing woodcarvings at lef

and right of center. Photo by Jeffrey Wescott.
| found the kastom nakamal to speak to the same concerns about possibility as

the historical accounts of my other interlocutors. As a template for gewgensultiple
worlds, the nakamal is not bound to the past; rather it intimates what storytellers
perceive as achievable going forward. In this dissertation | explore tlségietsnby
focusing on Gauans’ ethical relations with others and, relatedly, their inesawith

the environment. It is my supposition that issues of environmental conservation and

climate change will emerge as the new forking path for Gaua—as thegcorament
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when life will advance toward one of multiple possible futures. As with courtdtbss
moments in Gaua’s long history, environmental change represents a novel, if not
entirely unfamiliar, tension between kastom conceptions of the good life as rodted in t
island’s land and its lake, and myriad possible futures arriving from somewhbee in t
deep sea.

Outline of the chapters

In chapter 2 | explore two worlds of Gauan culture and history existing in
parallel. One is the “is” world of everyday experience as it plays out ichregeable
activities of households and communities at the edge of the sea. The other is the “ought”
world of moral obligation, conceptions of the good symbolically inscribed in Lake
Letes, the spatial and temporal locus of Gauan identity. Letes is where thefpaths
contingent everyday life and mythic atemporality diverged and wherenGaxaect to
eventually reconnect them through ethical living.

In chapter 3 | bring my investigations of ethics fully into the contingentlsocia
spaces of everyday life. There are particular ways of imagihmgituations of others
which tivono identify as uniquely kastom and which inform moral experience more
generally. Conceptions of commonality and otherness guide the moral imaginati
toward comprehending and motivating caring for others.

Chapter 4 extends the reach of the moral imagination out of the dyadic relational
encounter and into the more inclusive realms of kinship and community. | explore how
people of East Gaua imagine their possibilities as ethical beings byiaggeaiotions
of the good which transcend subjective experiences and expectations, andthassess

extent to which they imagine possibilities for a “moral community.”
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Chapter 5 focuses on subsistence, the field of human-environment interaction
which closely charts the obligations and expectations tivond have of themselves. The
changes to subsistence practices that have taken place in recenagtant® sharp
relief the ethical significance of productive work.

In chapter 6 | look at the effects of incipient ideas and practices of
environmental conservation on the ways tivond organize their ethical lives.
Encompassed within the wide conceptual categokpn$eveseon Gaua, along with
environmental laws and ecotourism development, is the evidence of climate chdnge a
how it too influences ethical thought. | arrive at the problem of how the inclusivity
Gauan ethics finds its limiting case in the temporal horizons of a conservatiars ‘&f
posterity.”

Notes on terminology

The community of people to whom | refer as “tivon6” throughout this
dissertation does not refer to itself as such, nor does it have a term which aduesnplis
this demarcation. All “tivong” are indigenous (i.e. descended from an autochthonous
tribe) but are not members of the indigenous, non-Nume-speaking communities of the
west or the southeast. On my final visit to Gaua | asked my interlocutorsgio wen
an appropriate reference term for the purposes of my dissertation. We settle
“tivond,” all in lower-case letters to convey its adjectival quality: tivono aféte
place,” an idea which gives full expression to a valued autochthony in a wégdlsat
less arbitrary than the invention of a proper noun. People are tivono by virtue of their
common connection to the practices of kastom identifiable as indigenous and proper to

the Nume-speaking people of north and northeast Gaua.
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Why then do | refer to the set of beliefs, practices, and concerns of tivono as
“Gauanethics?” While | attribute the obligations and expectations of this ethics
primarily to the kastom-influenced ontologies and cosmologies of tivond, dmexen
as | believe tivbno do, that the real effects of their ethical actions sfape lGaua
more generally. “Gaua” signifies both the literal and figurative fields s$ipdity for
the ethics | pursue in this dissertation, although it is not necessarily thigivkef
horizon of the possibility-making which takes place within it.

| wish to clarify also that | recognize no viable distinction between theste
ethicsandmorality. | am not the first anthropologist to take note of the fact that these
terms, as they have been bequeathed to us from millennia of philosophical thinking
about the good, are used interchangeably to the extent that any differentiation is
arbitrary, even if constructive within the context of a specific schopadject (Zigon
2007a:17-18; Lambek 2010:8-9; see also Faubion 2001:84; Laidlaw 2002:316).
Although I prefer the termathics having begun my own investigations with Aristotle as
well as withHopi Ethics(Brandt 1954), | emplognoral as the (in my estimation) more
familiar adjectival accompaniment to terms suclkgserienceimagination
developmentandcommunity

Finally, I want to make clear the distinction between two other closelgdelat
terms. | mean the terpossibilityto describe the existence of conditions necessary to
bringing about a particular state of affairs in the world, yet which do notea$sur
coming about. In the Gauan context, an ethics of possibility consists in thetgapaci
persons for imaginatively accessing and making socially productive usehof suc

conditions. There is as well a subjective component to possibility, an attitude which
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tivono take toward the likelihood of certain outcomes. The optimism, anticipation, or
despair with which they encounter various possibilities Ifa#lirity, and will emerge

as an ethical component of subsistence work in chapter 5.

Notes on language

Nume is the language of the indigenous people of north and northeast Gaua. The
geographic range of Nume begins in the northwest village of Vatles amidigxdi®ng
the north and northeast coast to the eastern village of Tarasag, where both Nume-
speaking and Mere Lavan families reside and where non-indigenous East Gauan
settlements continue southward.

Nume belongs to the North and Central Vanuatu sub-branch of the Remote
Oceanic branch of the (Central-Eastern) Oceanic sub-group of the (EasatagpM
Polynesian group of the Austronesian language family. The total number afprim
language Nume speakers in 2003 was approximately 500 (Francois 2005). My own
census, conducted in September-October 2009 with the assistance of local chiefs, place
the total number of primary Nume speakers residing in north and northeast Gaua at 572.
Nume is spoken in the indigenous households of the north and northeast, with both
Nume and Bislama, the Neo-Melanesian lingua franca of Vanuatu, comrpokinsin
combination in inter-household conversation. Both Nume and Bislama are officially
forbidden in primary and secondary schools in the northeast district of Losalava, wher
English is the language of education.

There are some distinctions between the American English and Nume
pronunciations of vowels:

“a” (e.g., Tarasag) —a as in the Spanismafiana
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“e” (e.g.,ate) — a monophthongy as in the Frencélan

“I” (e.g., aqgiri) — eeas in the Englismeet

“0” (e.g.,qo) — as the Englisbh

“0 (e.g.,tivond — euas in the Frencleur

“u” (e.g.,ususuj — oo as in the Englisboot

“b” (e.g., basran — as the Englisb but preceded bm

“d” (e.g.,domweh — as the Englisk but preceded by

“g” (e.g., Gaua) —g as in the Englisquard

“[1" (e.g., [lervi) — a distinctive Melanesian sound somewhere between the “pard”
(voiced velar plosive) afoatbut with unobstructed airflow through the vocal
tract. May be approximated by voicing an Engksglbut with the lower jaw
fully extended forward and slightly raised

“n” (e.g.,leymweg — a nasalized as in the Englissongbut without the voiced

“q” (e.g., Qat) — a simultaneous voicingtop, andk

“r’ (e.g., rasogg — ranges from a soft rolling sound to a more gutturaj

“v" (e.g., Vunlap — v as in the Engliskiery but softer, almost approximating
as inweather
Bislama has a few double-vowel diphthongs which are voiced as follows:

“ae” (e.g.,kakag — a longi as in the Englisice

“ao” (e.g.,olbao) — ow as in the Engliskhow

“oe” (e.g.,boe — oi as in the Englisboill
Nume terms presented in this dissertation are in italics; Bislama tam

italicized and underlined.



Chapter 2: Terra Moralis

In A Geographical Guide to the Real and the Gdedbert Sack (2003) argues
for a definition of place as “an area of space that we are bound to and to some degree
control with rules about what can and cannot take place” (4). Place is more than
location: it demarcates the expectations and obligations that give meaning poskpur
to action. The possibilities and limits to life’s projects, including #shioning and
contesting of identities and social relations, become available to people thneirgh t
interactions with and within particular places. In this chapter | explova’&a
geography of the good—the ways in which tivono view certain places and tihensela
between places as making ethical claims on them. Histories of loss andrtreatifn,
and a present marked by growing demographic diversity, all continue to shape the
Gauan moral landscape. Reflecting on places, tivond assess their obligati@setegr
elements of an autochthonous identity increasingly called into questiotelnaéive
ways of seeing the world. In both its geography and its moral-symbolia pbakee
Letes is the center of Gauan tivond identity. Their interactions with theHekegh
personal experience and mythic narrative clarify what is possible for theersons of
the place.

The chapter begins with a preliminary overview of Lake Letes as the moral-
symbolic locus of tivond life. The lake’s origins and its presence in evexjarience
impart a unique relation between landscape and cultural identity relativestather
places in insular Melanesia. Next, ideas about myth and movement shed fuhthen lig

how tivond inscribe their ethical concerns onto the lake and its surroundings. Lastly,

44
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the chapter examines the ways in which Letes, inhabiting a spatialityrapdradity
distinctive within the Gauan landscape, nonetheless impinges on the places and spaces
occupied by human communities. | explain why maintaining the boundary between two
separate yet mutually effecting parts of the landscape is an ethitat foativono.
The chapters that follow explore how social relations and human-environment
interactions provide fields of action where tivond assess the possibiliti¢esdeydo
them as ethical beings. The goal of the present chapter is to show how the production of
possibility makes sense—to tivono and to the ethnographic perspective—within the
context of the singular landscape in which it takes place.
Tes

While traveling through the New Hebrides under the sponsorship of the
Linnaean Society of London, John R. Baker arrived at a small hamlet in northeast Gau
called Nobur. The British biologist and zoologist recorded the coral species heedbser
along two transects stretching from the shoreline to the fringing reefr’'Bakief stay
at Nobur was one of many stops he made throughout the northern region of the
archipelago in 1922 with the Cambridge anthropologist T. T. Barnard. Returning to
Oxford to resume his teaching duties, Baker immediately petitioned the Amnae
society to fund a second expedition. Five years later the society granteduesty
enabling Baker to fulfill his “irresistible impulse” to return (Baker 1929aHis
primary research goals were the study of intersex pigs on Espiritu SdrBaaa, and

an investigation of the freshwater lake in Gaua'’s caldera.
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Baker begins his account of the 1927 Gaua visit with a quote from R. H.
Codrington, who devotes a few brief sentences to describing the lake in hi§h®ok
Melanesiang2005[1891]):

Dr. R. H. Codrington says (p. 17): ‘The Tas in the middle of Santa Maria

[Gaua] in the Banks Islands is the only lake of considerable size in

Melanesid? It is about 5 miles long, occupying the hollow of an ancient

crater, into which the steaming hill Garat has been intruded; the waters

pour out in a magnificent waterfall...The Tas of Santa Maria will surely

reward its first scientific visitor.” It has been my fortune to be i fi

scientific visitor. [Baker 1929b:311; 2004:131]
Citing references to the lake by other missionaries and explorers (e.gspha@05),
Baker concludes that the lake was unvisited by European visitors prior to hisiarriva
1927. He observes that both the 1897 British Admiralty Chart and a map by the French
Ministhe des Colonies represented the lake “in quite the wrong position, of quite the
wrong shape, and far too small” (1929b:311). Baker set ashore again at Nobur and spent
nearly one week in Gaua'’s caldera collecting aquatic specimens, taking depth
measurements, and observing the geysers of mud that gushed from boiling springs at the
lake’s northern shore which he named after his benefactors, the Percy SladerdMem
Trustees. His brother, S. J. Baker, mapped the course of the “Lusal River” on tee lake’
eastern boundary solely from descriptions provided by Nobur residents (Figure 2.1).

Of the caldera, Baker observed:

The lake is about 1,100 feet above sea-level. There seems to be little

doubt that the basin of the lake with its surrounding hills is the crater of
an immense extinct volcano. Mount Gharat is a secondary cone, its

18 At 19 square kilometers and with a maximum depth2® meters, Letes is the largest freshwater lake
in the Pacific Island region outside of the muaigéa landmasses of New Zealand and Papua New
Guinea, and easily the largest of Vanuatu’s 25r88hwater lakes (Bani and Esrom n.d.:2). Lake
Tegano, located in the south of Rennell Islandvén$olomon Islands, is many times larger than Letes
with an area of 155 square kilometers (whc.unesgh.t is a brackish lake, however, and therefore
categorized differently from the fully freshwatestes.
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southern slopes being now in the solfatara stage, with steam and

probably other gases ascending from them. The lake has, curiously

enough, no native name. They refer to itasswhich simply means

‘sea’. Since it is inconvenient for it to be anonymous, | propose that it

shall be called Steaming Hill Lake, from the steaming hill, Mount

Gharat. [Baker 1929b:314]
A measurement of the lake’s acidity (a slightly alkaline pH of 8.5) provided evidence
that, contrary to earlier conjecture by Palmer and Codrington (1896), the lake did not
have the brackish quality which may have explained why local residents reteitred t
“Tas.” The lake needed a proper name, and Baker provided one. The map that Baker
published in 1929 reveals the large, kidney-shaped “Steaming Hill Lake” wrapped
around the eastern side of Mount Gharat, bounded on its northwest shore by the Sladen
Boiling Springs and on its east by the Lusal River, which meets the seavaiiaie of
Nobur?!®

Eighty years after this second of Baker’s two expeditions to Gaua, | spoke with
two tivono elders born shortly after the first visitvedietmarto the lake. Both men
were born around 1930 in Tarasag, the village that encompasses the smaller stretch of
coastal land called Nobur. Their fathers witnessed Baker’s arrival in 1927, amérthe
confirmed to me Baker's self-reported status as the first European kothedake.
They are equally aware of the long-standing misconceptions about the lake’s name
extended by visitors such as Baker and Codrington. “Tas” is neither meant &aendic
the literal presence of seawater in the lake nor is it a common-noun signdier of

nameless place. It is one of multiple terms in Banks Islands languadgesdwater”

(e.g., Vienne 1984), although todagw (sea, seawater) is most commonly heard

% Indigenous Gauans today know the boiling springthe namaVawrdw; the river is calledolomul
and it flows due east from the lake to the coaat tiee village of Siriti. What the Bakers identédg the
Lusal River is a northeast-running tributary whitdscends from Solomul to a point just south of Nobu
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among Nume speakers. Tas’ toponymic connections to the lake, however, are revealed

through the recounting of stories still widely known throughout the island.
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Fig. 194. Gaua
Based on: (1) Admiralty chart no. 174; (2) Geographical Fournal, vol. Lxx111, p. 315
(London, 1929).

Figure 2.1 A revision of the map produced in 1927 by Lieutenant S. J. Baker (Baker
1929h:315) and of the 1897 Admiralty chart. From "Pacific Islands" Geographical
Handbook Series, Great Britain Admiralty Naval Intelligence Divisiod319945.

Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, the University of $etaAustin.
Gaua’s kastom storytellers explain that the true origin of the lake’s cames
from the tale of Rovinget, an old woman who lived in the center of the island with her
two grandchildren. Rovinget kept a coconut sheihfiz) under her bed, and warned
the children not to go near it. One day, while Rovinget was away at her garden, the
children sat in the house and stared with bewilderment as blue and red fish leapt from
the coconut shell, ready to be captured, roasted, and eaten. The children played with

their own empty shells, throwing them around the house until all were lost under the old

woman'’s bed. Ignoring the fearful protests of his brother, one child crawled tdweard t
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forbidden shell, and peered inside it to find it was filled with seawater. Just then he
capsized the shell and spilled its contents. The water continued to spill out until the
entire village was underwater. Rovinget and the two children were unable to contain the
surging water as it breached the boundary of the village at the clétidadisiri, where
it fell and rushed back to the sea. This is how the lake was born, from the spilled torrent
of seawatertés) from Rovinget’s coconut shell. Elder women and men of East and
West Gaua recite versions of the Rovinget story to children both as a moraley tait
the consequences of disobedience and to inculcate an attitude of respect fordahd lake
river. In my conversations with indigenous Gauans across age groups, Rovinget is
depicted as a quasi-historical figure, at once allegorical and relatthgiaccounts of
her experiences categorizedussisur(story) but with a quality of true presence in the
world.

A Gaua-born resident of Port Vila provides an alternative story of the lake’s
origin in an article foitsland Spirit the monthly publication of Air Vanuatu:

History has it that Lake Letas was a traditional village locataderes

valley at one time. Then Quat—the legendary Paramount Chief of

TORBA [Province]—after building his canoe, wanted to get it into the

sea from the middle of the island, but he did not want to use manual

labour. [...] It is believed that he used magic to make a lot of rain for a

long period of time. This rain filled up the whole valley and eventually

created an outlet [to the sea]. [Welegtabit n.d.:28]
Welegtabit's account follows the story as recorded by Codrington around 1880 in which
Qat, a mythic hero familiar to all Banks Islanders, carved an enormousinghee
center of Gaua, and collected his wife, all of his brothers, and “the living aeatur

the island, even those so small as ants” (Codrington 2005:166). As they all hid under

the canoe’s massive covering, a great deluge of rain came and filledeaelghiow
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of the island” where “there was formerly a great plain covered with foiids plain
overflowed and the rainwater carried the canoe and its cargo down the waterfall and out
to sea. Qat escaped with the “best of everything,” the people of Gaua told Codrington,
and so they eagerly await his return (2005:166).

The stories of Rovinget and Qat both recount the existence of a village in the
center of the island prior to the lake’s creation. In both accounts, water igtinenélof
destruction and dislocation, whether activated through carelessness as by the curious
grandchildren of Rovinget or by design as by the mischievous Qat. The flood carried
Rovinget away from the island’s center toward the estuary at the furthdstseddhe
river; her expulsion was the price she paid for the children’s desire to know traitoc
shell’s true nature. The destructive force of Qat’s will brought death smeil (per
Welegtabit) and forest (per Codrington), and displaced the best of everythirnd
made life possible and good on Gaua. When Gauans tell the stories of Rovinget and
Qat, they often draw their own connections to the biblical Edenic Fall and the Great
Deluge, just as they offer warnings to travelers to the lake not to step on the “wood of
Noah'’s ship” that lies petrified just under the solil at its eastern shore. lErgrthe
consequences of action, we may understand Rovinget and Qat as mythic
personifications of a primordial, ambivalent human relation between possihiity a
limit, andtasas an analogous substance of creation and destruction. These are themes
with which people of Gaua deeply identify and which they frequently revisit inrkast
storytelling, and in church sermons where, for example, Qat as the “Holy 8pdit
source of Gaua’s eventual salvation liberates himself from the bounds of ttkashka

corruptible corporeality.
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Conforming to Codrington’s and Baker’s accounts of local articulatiotesof
the lake has been called “Letas” in documents ranging from bathymetrysstlidexy
et al 1995) and biodiversity surveys (Challis et al, 2001; Taiko-Nimoho and Ala 2001)
to federal applications for UNESCO World Heritage status (VEU 2004). \tébiega
Gaua native, refers to the lake as “Letas” in his essay. These exathgiéfer from
my own observations in the field. With only a single exception, every person to whom |
spoke in East and West Gaua referred to the lake as “Letes.” The proper ndus “Tas
nowadays reserved for the name of the antagonist in a well-known kastomrstory. |
addition to providing the lake with a proper namegessignifies the space within the
caldera that encompasses the volcano, waterfall, and surrounding forest. Asrd refe
for the lake, Nume speakers understhatesas meaning “a lake in its totality,”
suggesting the body of water on Gaua to be a “lake” in its fullest possibéeaens
opposed to a water catchment or a less “stromgir{ig) lake elsewhere. Tivono over
the age of forty recognize “Tes” as their lake’s true name, idemgifgne’s knowledge
of this fact as a marker of indigenous identity.

The lake is a ubiquitous presence in Gauan life. Hardly a string band exists
throughout the island’s many villages that is without a song either named Letds®
or which liberally references it. In the northeast, | heard a string bdad Asiwa (‘|
don’t know”) perform a lively song called “Lake Letes.” Its composer trédvesd the
English and Bislama lyrics per my request:

Big and beautiful, Water in Lake Letes

Bigfala lake ia long hol Vanuatu. [Largest lake in all of Vanuatu]

Inside long bottom blong lake ia ol big eel fish i ledaon

Mo long side bottom blong hill ia ol wild duck i stap float
Mo long side i ron i kam ol stream, hot water.
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[In the lake the big eels lie, and at the side of the hill the ducks float, and

in the streams on the other side hot water flows out.]

Inside long middle blong lake ia, Yu save lukim Mount Garat.

Mount Garat ia nao, where volcano i stap.

[In the middle of this lake you can see Mount Garat. That's Mount Garat

there, where the volcano stands.] [Howard Aris, October 10, 2009]
String band performances reverberate with choruses of “Lake Letesamy isdme”
and descriptions of the volcano’s reflection in the lake visible from variousdaosati
along the eastern shore. Musicians explain that songs featuring the Iatify dauan
string bands in their festival performances on other islands; their lyricketag as a
tourist destination unique within all of Vanuatu. Through myth and story, biography and

musical performance, Gauans invoke connections to their lake in ways that sigggest it

pervasive presence in everyday life.

Figure 2.2 The good lake. Letes as seen from Non, a point on the eastern shore.
Mount Garat is visible in the distance. Photo by Jeffrey Wescoitt.

Indigenous Gauans attribute qualities of sacredness and dhaly¢ngly]; tabu

[taboo];tigor [taboo place]) to the lake, often when responding to news of disrespectful
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acts committed by visitors to the caldera. Several months before the volegtiores

of late 2009, the Paramount Chief of Gaua placed a taboo on the entire caldera,
prohibiting the use of nylon nets and diving equipment in the lake and string band
performances on or near the volcano. Tivénd and West Gauan elders explain that prior
to the current era of demographic change, taboos were unnecessarg.af e

affiliation determined customary ownership of and access to the lake, spassers
reportedly met their deaths by decapitation or an arrow through the tentpdenainds

of landowning tribal membefS.Although there were several villages within walking
distance to the lake prior to seaward migration in the 1950s, no settlements iexiste

the caldera save for the home of Werisris, the shape-shifting man (and piasent-

spirit) known as the “Boss of the Lake.” All tribes of Gaua descend from thetig®oof
Matan and Velow, and members of both “mother tribesV/@ claim affiliation with

Werisris and declare their exclusive links to Letes and Mount Gatdthough

present-day as before the lake contributes very little to the household economy and is a
rather long and arduous trek, indigenous communities nonetheless view the recently
implemented taboos as necessary if regrettable measures to assss\Wedefending

the physical and spiritual integrity of this locus of autochthonous connection. They

20 Codrington (2005) describes both poison and nosepoarrows used in the Banks Islands. Poison
arrows were constructed from the bones of dead their,“poison” qualities attributable to “superosl
properties enacted by magic arts” (307). Wherea#ri@gton observes that the bone of a high-ranking
man was the most deadly due to thena(power) of its once-living owner (309), John Wetet, my
interlocutor, recalled that in his youth (ca. 194@sdead child’s bone produced the deadliest poiso
arrow (calledot; all other arrows are calledulu). [John Wetelwur, March 20, 2007]

% The name of the volcanGarat (alternatelyGaret, Gharet or Gharai), also signifies B6nd, the final
resting place for the Gauan spirit. Nume speakegptae thatGaretmeans “to bite someone” whereas
Garat denotes “to swim away.” Both names are acceptéthugh tivono tend to preféarat as it
evokes the exodus of Rovinget and Qat from thedftolocaldera.
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assert the inviolable nature of a place removed from the exigencies oy bigtartue
of its geographical isolation and its mythic temporality.

The expressive media through which tivond reveal their connections with the
lake are rich with allusions to transcendent experiences and moments of moral
awareness; these are recurrent themes in ethnographic and litexaurgta of lakes and
people (Orlove 2002:xxi-xxv). Such themes identify the lake-as-presence, a landscape
that holds tensions and revelations that are ever-present concerns within the fythm
everyday human life. The notion of a lake as an enduring and confirming presence
contrasts with a view of lake-as-destination, of a place absent from the imyneflia
experience and disconnected from life’s most abiding concerns. In a similararees J
Leach (2003) observes the interactions between the Reite (New Guinea) and thei
landscape as an immersive bodily engagement employing multiple serciaiitias.
Against anthropological notions of landscape-as-potentiality—as absent urditpres
through representation (e.g., Hirsch 1995)—there is “no ‘outside’ perspective” to
transcend such horizons in the conception of landscape-as-co-presence manifested in
Reite social action (Leach 2003:201).

For Gauan tivono, Letes is a “presence” in a broader, more inclusive sense of the
term. The connections they make with Letes in their immediate sensorneexpes
both precede and emerge from their thoughtful deliberations about the lake as a symbol
of enduring autochthony. A woman from northeast Gaua recounted her personal
experiences of the lake to me in ways that closely resonate with the accouhts of ot

indigenous Gauans who have visited recurrently throughout their lives:
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“U wes lolowon, sur na ve tale Té§"

When | come down from Vari, | reach the lake and | cannot hear the sea.
| cannot hear anything at all.

There are ducks playing and singing, but there is no sound of the sea.
There is the smell of sulfur sitting on the surface of the lake there.

| try to taste the bitterness on my tongue.

The soft mud boils. The soft mud boils. The soft mud eats my shoes and
makes my eyes water.

| stand there. | know that | will become dizzy from the shaking ground.

| laugh at this! | shout!

When we hear the sea at night, we think about the lake. The lake is
different.

| imagine the time when | was born at the lake.

No, no—I was born in Namasari [northeast Gaua]!

But | too, | am of the lake. People of Gaua are of the lake.

| imagine my mother’s spirit there. | imagine all the things that are
gone~: [Roqil, April 4, 2008]

Beginning with a description of her final approach to the lake, the woman vividly

recalls her journey in sensory terms. Silence replaces the incessamiglaipibie

ocean against the fringing reef which pervades every moment ofloabatge life. She
becomes aware of herself—of her body, of balance, and of the sensations of isolation—
in ways unavailable to her in the spaces of everyday life. The woman isatsraow

she listens to the gentle pulsing inside her ears as she sits quietly by theHake, far

from the ocean and, more pointedly, from the sound of her family’s voices. Her
engagement with the environment of Letes is auditory, if in silence. It daijeand

gustatory in the volcanic emissions which blanket the lake; and it is tactile and

22«p song of sorrow, for | am from the Lake.” Theydafter | recorded the woman'’s narrative, | played
the recording for her. She felt that she had cteatékastom” song, and so she provided a title.

2 |n the original Nume: Le sav gaen na ve siu ma a Vari, na ve tlietes na ve ta rpte me now.| Lit
nuk ve nenen, na ve tanae ran me saven.| Navgi vanag te oror ti, te ramiraU du now bek.| U

bune wowt aben, te sasa ti amek Tes en.| Na vendaamiak ve gon.| U leb ve wel. U leb ve welblLe
en ve gen namuk sus ma ve da na l6v matak veNsali¢ tur abene, na ve gil si nanogok ve tiqilgil s
tan ve mirijrin.| Ve mwara min ni, na ve wow!| Ale g&kama ve rqote u du now, kama ve domwun u
Tes.| U Tes ni sese.| Na ve domwun Tes alengome wot ale Tes.| Bek, bek—Na me wot saen a|Gog!
Si na tale Tes. Tudun ta Gog ni tale Tes.| Na vaevdan e vev natan ve tog ale Tes. Na ve domwun
savasav velol ve tg||
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vestibular in the heat and movement of the boiling mud springs beneath her feet. There
is an immediacy to the woman’s experience with landscape, an encountereiddmytif
other writers (e.g., Leach 2003:203; Howes 2003) in ways that capture wHat I cal
presence.
Letes is irreducible to a lake-as-destination, a place dissociated fropda@ye
life. It is an experience of life in its present, a reminder of what is\gatrto daily life
through its stark absence. As catalysts for reflection, sensory experéaedscape
are media for deliberation on persistent concerns. The woman who recounted her
journey returns home to her village, and hearing the ocean waves, she recdéatbe s
of the lake and conceives of alternatives to her daily routine. What does it mean for a
tivond woman like her to reflect on the virtuous possibilities of silence, isolation, and
immersion in strange bodily sensations? Her feeling of having been bornatehe
hints at a sense of dislocation further revealed in her hopeful thoughts of rejoining her
mother in the world of spirits. She seems to suggest that in both its immediate and
lingering modes of presence, Letes embodies themes of absence thatlabéedvai
reflection to persons who feel connected to it by virtue of autochthonous belonging.
The woman ends her account by calling to mind the loss of “thisgsagay,
she later clarifies this as including lost loved ones but also all that Gaua had in
abundance before the changes brought about by traumatic events, beginning with Qat’s
exploits. Letes emerges in stories and personal reflections as the nuclemeibiiisg
lost (veley) and perpetually just out of reach: the “best of everything” with which Qat
absconded; the plentiful gardens and lives free from the burden of knowledge in

Rovinget’s tale; and the quietude and immediacy of presence in my interlocutor’s
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account of her travels. As | introduced in chapter 1, tivono freely acknowledge thei
dislocation from primordial culture—from moieties that nowadays are present in
thought more so than in moral and political relevance; and from households that subsist
without need of store-bought foods or health clinics, however appreciative people are of
these things. Letes is an absence as it is a presence, a journey undertatareas es
catharsis, or reclamation of something lost and which remains with persongylike
interlocutor long after returning home. Tivon6 confront the absence of things in part by
reflecting on Letes as it embodies the tension between the possibilities asaiim
autochthony.

Mary Patterson (2002) observes that “active volcanoes foster an outward
orientation to the world” (207), provoked by the imperative to seek refuge from them
during times of threatening activity. The eruption of Mount Garat in 2009 attests to thi
inescapable reality of Gauan life. As a metonym for the presence of betgever,

Mount Garat inspires an inward orientation, reminding tivono in their coastal vitbhges
the connections and disconnections revealed with great clarity in myths and personal
narratives of loss and reclamation. In this changing cultural landscapeghe

increasing awareness that some people do not identify with this inward ooentati
Notions of presence and absence which populate tivond discourse and which implicate
Letes in everyday lives are replaced with bearings to other islands iof dihgse are

the changes which animated the placing of taboos at the lake for the firgt time
memory, and which only strengthen the resolve of many tivoné to protect their lake
from the contingencies of history. This firm devotion to stasis exists as aufzirtyc

within the dynamic Gauan landscape: as tivono readily acknowledge change in the
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domesticated spaces of villages, fisheries, and gardens, Letes peisitmporal
void. It accommodates the antediluvian past and the near-future return of Qatas coe
states of affairs from which tivéno derive ethical concerns, and to which they focus
their obligations to preserving the interior landscape as it is, with thoughtsafmieg
life’s possibility as it once was.

| have reached this view of Letes as an atemporal landscape and locus of moral
obligation by viewing it in isolation from the spaces that surround it. Attributing
presence and absence to the lake, however, hints at its place in a network of moral
symbolism connecting it to other points in a broader landscape affected by movement
and change. The next section examines how tivond imbue their movements to and
within the lake with ethical significance. This ethics-centered peigpdodm which |
comprehend tivdnd conceptions of Letes—as an entity that embodies “ought” and “is”
simultaneously—is sharpened by considering the work that people undertake to affirm
the lake’s spatial and temporal boundaries.
Devils swim downriver: myth and movement

Movement of people between coast and caldera is commonplace in the Gauan
landscape. There are routes to the lake scattered around the coast, acessibee
villages of Qetevut and Qetegaveg in the west, Biam and Qeteon in the spathéas
Siriti and Kaska in the east. At Aver in the northeast a banyarbagen@ambangga
Ficus prolixg marks the trailhead of an old and preferred route for tivono, although a
new path from Namasari half a kilometer away has become increasinglypdjnaa
Aver path is well-known throughout Gaua for the protocols travelers must observe as

they proceed through the bush and into Non, the eastern section of the lakeshore owned
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by Tribe Wumbu. At the long-abandoned village of Lenen, bush knives have cleared

and carefully maintained a 25-meter tunnel through a series of interconnectad bany

trees. At the tunnel’s halfway mark lies an array of flat stones plaijadeatly to one

another to remind visitors of the respect owed to this land, still tribally owned diéspite

regression to bush. Further inland is Vat Naris, a large standing stone from wheeh T

Naris emerged. Visitors who are not of this tribe are expected to keep thaicdis

from the stone and to travel silently past it. Deeper into the bush, a creek cglled Li

Mords beckons visitors to plagiri (croton,Cordyline terminali$ on its north bank

when passing it for the first time. Lig M0rds is the last stop before reaclangavill

overlooking the lake and volcano, where one calls Satdvan taberig (A stranger is

here!) and awaits permission to pass by the welcoming sputter of Mount Garat.
Propriety of movement within the caldera is significantly more stnhtjen on

the paths that lead to it. The penalty for careless cutting or breaking of bamboo and

other ground flora around the lake is deep illness to family members and perhaps even

one’s own imminent death at the hands of malevolent forces inhabiting the lake. Near

the western shore lies Vat Wubul (Tattoo Stone), a large flat rock at teeésnetge

upon which the great spider Maraw, who assisted Qat in constructing his canoe on

Vanua Lava for travel to Gaua, carved his own likeness with his fingernails. To this

day, kastom storytellers often conclude their orations with the phBaséis marawa

€’ (These, Maraw'’s fingernails) to metaphorically concretize in stonewvbasts of the

tale as a gesture of sincerity and as an affirmation of kastom authyeffti@antact with

24 Tom Harrisson (1937:131) and Charlene Gourgue¢h®w7:134) report that the phrase roughly
translates to “the Spider’s fingernails.” Harrissenords that the arrival of hoop iron to the Balgkands
convinced local people that it was “the heavensrgat tukd dredged from the earth’s firmament by
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Vat Wubul by hand or by boat once meant death by decapitation; today transgressors
face banishment from the caldera for life and a permanent debilitation suck at los
sight or limb control. From the trailhead at Aver village to the path’s end and
throughout the entire caldera, movement is about obligation—the dutiful offerings of
silence and entreaty and the careful avoidance of disruption.

The existence of protocols for moving to and around the caldera do not undercut
notions of Letes as static and enduring; on the contrary, they reinforce tiaalpar
landscape as one whiolught notto be altered by human activity. Jason Throop (2010)
writes about the ways in which paths in Micronesian societies embody particular
evaluations of human action. Whereas a tree growing in the middle of a trail in Pohnpei,
Chuuk, or Kosrae would be circumvented and allowed to grow, the people of Yap
would reject it as an uncertainty in and alteration of human space. The wektedlt
path on Yap alerts travelers to show respect when traveling along itsnuutied
spaces of others. Stone-lined paths oblige deliberation and care when traversitay the
ensure “that individuals who are walking on [them] will keep their minds focused on the
task at hand and the purpose of their travels” (133). Throop describes the paths to and
around Yapese villages and other living—that is, domesticated —spaces in ways both
familiar and unfamiliar in the Gauan landscape. The carefully tended, crotdioaed
lined village entrances on Gaua serve the dual purposes of extending hospitality to

visitors and displaying the dignity and dedicated hard work of landowning and other

European ships. The hoop iron was interpreted lipeala manifestation of Maraw’s powerful
fingernails. Gourguechon suggests that the Bad&adsrs, upon seeing iron nails for the first time,
called thenpismarawa “Marawa’s fingernails.” Today, many indigenousuaas view Maraw as Gaua’s
first storyteller, instructing Qat in his heroiaufmey and inscribing “his (Maraw’s) storytigursur

namur) into the Gauan landscape with his fingerndiisiis.
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residing families. By contrast, fallen trees and overgrown ground flora islé#melis
non-living spaces, beyond the daily industry of households and gardens, provide
evidence of stasis, of an absence of human encroachment and change.

The pathsdal) that lead to the caldera manifest the reflexive appraisals of
persons who traverse them. Travelers record their moral commitmentsisodpe
either by slashed and uprooted flora or by the conspicuous absence of any such
disturbance. Plantingiri along the creek, avoiding inappropriate noise and contact, and
treading lightly through overgrowth are all movements which allay ambiguity a
uncertainty with respect to intentions. In the non-living space of Gaua, movement is
stasis: the ambiguities and uncertainties of change are deflectedrbgrddemperative
to maintain the landscape of Letes as it is, and as it ought to be.

As a path connecting living and non-living space, the River Solomul is unique in
its moral-symbolic importance to tivon6. Nume speakers interpret the nameni8b6lo
as meaning “it goes home” or “the return path,” calling to mind the movement of
Rovinget and Qat and of the seawatas)(that flooded the caldera in Rovinget’s tale.
Lusal, Solomul’s northeast-running tributary, derives its name from the Nigme
(milk) andsal (road or path). Many older tivond identify Lusal as a metonymic image
of Solomul, as the “path of milk,” the conduit of primordial mother’'s milk emanating
from the origin site of Gaua’'s two “mother tribes,” Matan and Velow. For othassl L
simply describes the churning white water at the base of the watenfalhsSa path of
origin and return, Solomul touches on profound issues of identity and moral personhood

for many tivono.
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In the previous section, | left Rovinget and her two disobedient grandchildren in
their futile attempt to contain the deluge of seawater gushing from the chpstmnut
shell which flooded the village and the surrounding plain. As it cascaded off the clif
carried Rovinget and the children with it. In the present day, the environment
surrounding the base of Siri Falls is always wet: this place is the womb afdRayvi
eternally feeding the laplap leaves that grow in abundance at all timesyefthdn the
deluge, the rushing water reached the “house” where the river meets the selagr@nd w
Rovinget’s head now lies submerged. Persons who step foot on the slippery rocks that
traverse the river at the “house”—the estuarygetu—must take care, as Rovinget,
angered by her displacement, will devour them and carry them seaward. Qat too
connected Letes to the sea, either through his lazy refusal to portage hishcangle t
the bush (per Welegtabit) or by mere expediency (per Codrington). He escépé#tewi
originary objects of Gaua—the “best of everything"—and in so doing imposed new
limits to Gauan lives. In the tale of Rovinget, the downriver journey from thetdeatite
estuary is a movement from life (womb) to death (mouth)--the negation of human
capacity and possibility.

In tivdno cosmology, the River Solomul figures prominently in the journey of
spirits of the recently deceased. The death of a kastom woman or man of Gaua begins
with the release of the sowtéan or taywinin; see chapter 3) from the corporeal body.
Atan travels from its home village to the estuary, and swims against theffltye
Solomul until it reaches the waterfall. From there it swims upward to the aaddr
eventually arrives at the peak of Mount Garat. Directing its gaze due noréiaeaV/ a

point just east of the abandoned coastal village of Masevond, the soul descends to the
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ocean’s edge and faces a mountain on Vanua Lava callednAves|d recites a prayer
to the mountain, atan is carried to Leseber, Qat’s ancestral village on Maraiavhich
lies within view of Areqq. It returns to Letes to reside in Bono, the dwelling of spirits
in the massive “hole” beneath the lake and volcano (cf. Hess 2010:167 for an account of
the path of the Vanua Lavan spirit). Even in the present day, tivond who profess their
deep devotion to Christian beliefs recognize the Solomul as the initial path tonHeave
which many still believe lies below the surface of Letes.

Tivono explain the significance of the upriver journey of the human soul in
ways that resonate with the origin stories of the lake and river. The ataiv@f@
person is cultivated and fortified by a lifetime of socially productive work ssich a
generous giving and respectful talk. “Swimming” upriver proves one’svadaty of
its final destination in the dwelling of Gauan ancestors beneath Letes. Thepluase
Tare tamat ve sarsar siu tigel SolonfDlevils swim downriver) illustrates how the
virtue of hard work is manifested in movement up the Solomul. The vices of laziness
and complacency—the manner of devitsafev nam tamgt—reveal an atan unworthy
of eternal rest in B6nd. These movements up- and down-river disclose oppositional

pairs of symbols that speak to notions of moral identity, character, and concern:

Downriver Upriver

path oftamat(weak beings) path attan (strong souls)

laziness, complacency, inertia industry, cultivation, effort
Rovinget’'s mouth (destruction) Rovinget's womb (creation)
entropy reintegration

(dissipation of water, of Rovinget) (gathering of souls; Qat’s return)

loss (of primordial things, of innocence) reclamation



64

ocean (outward, undifferentiated) Letes (inward, uniquely Gauan)
These oppositions suggest a tendency toward viewing upriver or inward movement as
signifying autochthony and its associated moral virtues. Themes of creatiovemgof
primordial things, and returning to the place of ancestral spirits are woven into
narratives that value and reinforce hard work and creative production. By taheas
devils’ downward path, carried away from the center of Gauan origin and idestity, i
effortless and without purpose. People who present the stories of Rovinget and Qat and
who describe the laborious journey of the Gauan soul connect themselves, thieis fami
and tribes to originary places at the island’s center. These narratorstheveanditions
and obligations, but also the stakes, for how movement to and within the center ought to
be achieved, procedures that are reinforced time and again in trekking inland paths.

Notwithstanding the understandable desires to identify with morally positive
symbols, tivono storytellers and other narrators of kastom knowledge are careful to
avoid characterizing any person or group as fully embodying one extrehe or t
other—as entirely “upriver” or “downriver.” To understand why this is the,case
may consider how assigning, in definitive terms, certain individuals and groups to one
or the other set of moral-symbolic associations ignores the mutual transt@mati
effects of person, group, and symbolic order. The columns of “upriver” and
“downriver” combine as sets of dualisms, by which | do not assume a self-evident
“stable island of fixed categories amidst the flux of otherwise constangjehéPiot
2005:68), but consider how certain important oppositions are upheld or challenged by

the everyday experiences of tivond and others. Anthropologists have examined the
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fractal relations among symbolic domains—that is, the ways that oppositiorsabeair
structural resemblance or “self-similarity” to the interactions thle¢ place at higher or
lower levels of analysis, and how these nested pairs interact and influehastlesr
(Mosko 2005:25; Piot 2005:73; Wagner 1991, Strathern 1988). In Gauan life,
individuals confront intra-personal dilemmas of attending to their own well-lvgilg
comprehending how their obligations to others constitute them as persons of the place.
Their deliberative actions are seen by others as affirming some idea af mieains to
identify as tivon6. The cumulative practical responses of a plurality of tivono ngeba
in demography and economic opportunity, and to new possibilities and desires, impact
the still-higher-order notions of promise and limitation which inform thought and action
in the most pervasive ways.

Examining dualisms at intra-personal, inter-group, and moral-evaluateis le
of analysis, we understand how these tensions are “self-similariotesaif a single
dualism, and how they interact. The moral force of distinctions between upriver and
downriver is sensitive to the experiences of persons and communities caught up in the
flow of historical process. Yet just as evident are the influences of mores@nésring
moral-evaluative symbols on the flux of everyday action—the possibility of-ddwn
effect of self-similarity by which people and groups recognize théslitnitheir own
self-interests by reflecting on the moral symbolism of their landscapelanthey feel
compelled to care about it. On Gaua, the most salient experiences in terms afndoral
symbolic change take place in the production of social relations (see chapters 3 and 4)
and in the interactions between people and environment (see chapters 5 and 6).

Avowing the atemporality of Letes amid the real experiences of thesgehes a
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moral strategy underwritten by myth and cosmology. The effect of thisgpjrat clear:
tivono see Letes as sequestered within its own spatial and temporal domain, even as
their experiences of and meaningful responses to this bounded reality change. This
separation of Letes contributes in no small measure to its role as a distinctale
symbol, a role which storytellers hesitate to call into question by idengiftoo
completely with fallible, historically embedded persons and groups.

As for the perspectives of storytellers, they speak about autochthony and its
associated virtues because these themes convey ideas of what a persorofGica
be atthistime and confronted wittheseparticular circumstances.For elders who
have witnessed tribal warfare, depopulation, and cultural change, there is a pudl tow
a reclamation and assertion of autochthony that tends to cast non-native residents and
visitors outward. Yet despite the highly valued corollaries between tivono kastom and
moral integrity, the storyteller is careful never to place the childremeahtdigenous
veveof Matan and Velow fully upriver, and everyone else downriver. Tivono are
obligated to earn their eventual return to the lake through hard work in waysarthers
not. Storytellers offer asides in their presentations in which they ginevgéenings to
their audiences about the vicious consequences of laziness, indifference, and unearned
entitlement. As they increasingly come to recognize the presence of nawvehass
within their landscape, many tivono direct their attention inward, toward the lalge. Thi
too is movement, the effort of reclaiming the possibilities of a mythic angralilt

historical past when the best of everything—abundant fisheries and gardens, the

% “Hence the truism that one can never read the saomg twice, just as a narrator can only tell $hene
myth once” (Young 1983:11).
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political influence of moieties and men’s societies, and other means oflseitee—all
lay within reach.
Boundaries and ruptures in living space

Movement across the landscape was a serious concern for all Gauans in the past.
Tribal leaders called for the deaths of persons caught catching prawredsaad e
cutting wood in areas around Letes to which they did not belong. Downward throughout
the settlements in the bush and along the coast, people confined their activisse® s
that manifested their tribal affiliations. The journal of Fray Martin de Nungélcords
how the Quirés expedition of 1606, having been met by “remarkably friendly” islanders
in an East Gauan village, observed the hostile reactions to their presence byswa#mber
“an adjacent clan” who dared not to cross into another clan’s territory (del&unil
1966:85)°° Tribal leaders imposed fines of shell money and pigs to trespassers who
wandered into villages, gardens, and coastal fisheries to which they had no rightful
claim to access and into which they were not formally welcomed. The livingsspace
domestic production were zones of exclusivity in the social topographies of Gauans in
the past, their boundaries frequently contested through intra-island warfare.

In the present day, Gaua’s indigenous elders lament the observation that people
of Gaua Yo olbaot: they “go all over the place,” dismissing the moral and political
imperatives of bounded places. Contemporary Gaua’s living space is confined to the

coast, and has been since the exodus from bush villages beginning in the 1940s. While

% A separate journal entry speculates that it way erhich prompted the hostilities of the adjacdanc
“No person [on the Gauan coast, within view of éxpedition] dared to go from one district into the
territory or district of another: for this islang@eared to be divided between two chieftains, auth @ne
had his boundaries, without the right to pass théoterritory of the other. And this is how theyeat]i.e.
firing arrows at the passing ship, motivated byy¢hgde Munilla 1966:201).
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history has altered the political topography, a division remains betweendinthgon-
living spaces; for tivond, maintaining the moral-conceptual distinctions betivesa t
spaces is an everyday concern. Yet with its temporality compressed tonacdate

both the limits of primordial loss and the possibilities of a near-future of retitama
Letes nonetheless reveals its presence in historical time, within the idyszanes of
human activity. The ethical significance of Letes is such that the rhyghenveryday
life—the production and reproduction of relations and things—are permeated with its
presence. What follows is an overview of the effects of Letes’ unique temparadit
ethical potency on the living spaces of tivond. Gaua’s spatial and temporal divisions,
and the ruptures that occur among them, provide context for the social relations and
human-environment interactions that concern the remainder of this dissertation.

The erosions of boundaries separating the exclusive spaces of Gaua’s trébes ha
altered conceptions of where people belong. The combined effects of missianany-dr
migrations to the coast, demographic fluctuations, and the indifference of thosgavho *
olbaot” have all but erased tribal protocols of movement and spatial organization,
although many landowners still identify their land by invoking tribal atitin. Taking
the (coastal) village as the locus from which all persons orient themseltedyspa
however, elder tivono explain that certain conceptual divisions within and between
living and non-living spaces are much the same as they were in the past. Adopting and
amending a diagram which illustrates the spatial organization of the peopleaf Mot

Lava further north in the Banks Islands (Vienne 1984:134), Figure 2.3 presents
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divisions of living and non-living space among Nume speakers in EastGae.
double vector at the far left of the figure replicates the spatial and concemtialium
of upriver and downriver discussed in the previous section.

Veredesignates the villageilij ), the center of domestic life and the site of most
social activity outside the household; it includes the sleeping houses and cookhouses,
gamel(nakama) kava house or meeting house) and often a church. In its contemporary
usageyereoften encompasses villages other than one’s own, and depending on context,
may include the airport, schools, medical clinics, and stores. The term also pitheide
common noun for “island” when describing Gaua as an undifferentiated physical
locality (e.g.,map tabe veremap of the island). Before its demisalagor, or the house
occupied by the secret men’s societiedaarat inhabited a liminal space just beyond
the village, transcending boundaries of household ties in ritual telemsin the

present day extends to the lowland borders of gardens.

2" There are further divisions of space on Gauadbatarcate ownership of land, and which hold ciitica
ethical and political significance. Chapter 6 takpshe problem of land ownership and access rights
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Figure 2.3 Conceptual organization of space among Nume speakers
Leymwe or taro gardens, are commonly placed near the entrances to larger areas
reserved for gardening, although some households consyoavealong major paths
near villages. Nume speakers descldgenweas functionally distinct from other
garden spacdgwetar) in that only taro is permittetdlewetandenotes “yam garden,”

but other crops have been gradually introduced to yam gardens such that the term now
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extends to all gardens save fajrieve ?® Lewetanmarks the inland boundary of living
space, orvona In addition to denoting the conceptual space of domestic life and
productionvonéencompasses the physical land upon which people have constructed
vere, lggmwe and lewetan, and is the inclusive category for all spaces exterating fr
the gardens and villages to the shorels#i) and outward across the seascape to the
reef.Mekemetthe fringing reef that surrounds nearly 80% of the island, marks the
seaward boundary of vond. Persons who identify as tivono present themselves as both
architects and artifacts of vondg; they produce and embody the possibilities asaadfiim
life as it exists between the spaces of lewetan and mekemet.

Vono is further divided inttan, the terrestrial living space that includes
villages, gardens, and coconut groves, o, the marine space for domestic
production lying beyond the village and including the shoreline and the reef. Beyond
the outer reef boundary liésm, the “deep sea” where very few Gauans venture in their
subsistence or recreational activities. Whereas landowners and comsniinmdgigghout
Vanuatu claim extensive areas beyond the outer edges of fringingFagtmirn
1992:159), Gaua does nbamidentifies the non-living space of the sea which in the
northeast eventually becomes the marine living spaces of the neanlolg isfavanua
Lava, Mota, and Mota Lava. Inland and beyond the boundaries of gardersii@s
the uninhabited and uncultivated forest. Vowon exceeds the limits of tetrixatng
space fan) and of living spacevpnd altogether. It is defined by its geographical and

moral distance from domestic life: that tale vowons a “bush child” pikinini blong

% |ewetan is further subdivided to includewondo(fallow ground;malatouon Mota Lava, per Vienne
1984), for which gardeners allow a regeneratiofiopesf two to three years.
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bug born of an unmarried woman and by extension the outcome of an improper—
undomesticated—act. Vowon was less extensive in the past when villageststood a
various points along the flows and catchments of major creeks emanatingdiesn Ib
the present day there is no recognized legitimate ownership of theacastatr hilly,
mostly mature-growth forest that lie beyond the gardens. Together witinidmilig,
the sky, vowon forms the vast outer shell of non-living space that surrounds the world
of human activity.

Vowon shares the broader categoryasfmas or terrestrial non-living space,
with letes As a common nouretessignifies a type of space far removed from the
world of von6 and even of vowon. Encompassing the lake, volcano, waterfall, and
forested region within the caldera, letes exists witharam the visible world inhabited
by and accessible to humans (c.f. Vienne 1984:68), as does von6 and the areas of
vowon from which people harvest firewood, wild yam, and ferallpgebeythe
birthplace of Qat which lies beyond the depths of the ostensibly impassable lam, is
categorized along with letes as parBohg the realm of the dedd Letes and Leseber
form the outer boundaries of maram: both are visible and accessible to living &@ihgs
share the same sky as the living space of VO#. | demonstrated earlier, however,
letesas a particular conception of space designates a unique temporality which tivdno

uphold as detached from the contingencies of human activity. The qualities of

29 Some tivond associate Leseber with B6no as it snémk penultimate point in the spirit’s journeythie
underworld below Gaua’s caldera. It is designateBligure 2.3 as a space of Bond. Codrington (2005)
identified the birthplace of Qat as Lo Sepere adiogy to his Vanua Lavan interlocutors. The name als
designated a moiety subdivision on Vanua Lava.

% As an outer spatial boundatesebesiis limited in its signification to Qat’s birthplamn Vanua Lava.
Nume speakers describe distant places such asl|Efate in Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands, and the
USA asvere le lanmor tavla now(overseas places, places in the deep sea).
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differentiation and change which lie at the mouth of the River Solomul and extend
throughout the entire inhabited world of vono and the forests of vowon must remain
there, sequestered from the space of letes as the geographical locus otiewdity) |

As “constructions of tradition,” kastom is always “about the present” and
“historically contingent” (Lindstrom and White 1993:470). While vono represents the
space in which “tradition” is made and remade, any analysis of the cagoablorder
of Gauan tivon6 kastom is incomplete without a complementary focus on the
atemporality of letes. For this reason it is helpful to view letes adogntally
antecedent to the world of human creation and the changeable present. Of the island of
Tanna in the south of Vanuatu, Joél Bonnemaison (1994) observes that “the cultural
strength of Tannese society derives from [the] vital connection between splace a
humans. If their social fabric were destroyed, the Tannese would lose none of thei
heritage—provided they kept the memory of their places. By returning tdahd’'ss
original space, they would recover the power to reconstruct their society alatigatie
lines” (323). Bonnemaison finds that Tannese society is “timeless in a wants 1o
be outside the flow of history...Tanna’s timeless space thus become places of the
absolute—they forge a Dreamspace” (323). Tannese kastom orders time anith spac
manner that perpetuates society by creating what Bonnemaison calfgeat ad
insularity” where historical impingements are deflected by the ateatifyoof place.
Tannese shape local identities through the “mesological,” or dynamic, igterpla
between culture and natural environment, both of which are insulated from events
external to their relation even as Tannese recognize the growingqeesdéthe weight

of local history” in their lives (323).
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On Gaua, living spaces stand resolutely within historical time and space with the
effect of safeguarding the symbolic potency of letes. The obligation to nmatinisi
dichotomy within a kastom conception of order—being historically contingent and of
the present (per Lindstrom and White) while accommodating and defending an
atemporal Dreamspace (per Bonnemaison)—manifests as morally stitibotes of
everyday practice. We have seen how modes of discourse such as myth, personal
narrative, and song, and how protocols of movement, preserve a particular transcend
view of letes. The conceptual organization of space is informed by obligation as well
guiding the proper relations between human activity and a moral cosmology bound in
mythic time. Within vond, however, there are moments in everyday life whiolfesa
the rupture of the Dreamspace of letes into living spaces, and which provide
opportunities for ethical reflection and action.

Families residing along the northeastern shore eagerly vaunt theirgedile
access to spring water flowing from Lake Letes. Aquifers provide fretdr \{av,

springwota freswotg to several coastal villages; most empty into rocky pools at the

shoreline which are accessible at low tide. As a material presence dahe lizing

space, tuv sources provide vital potable water to families who have rightfu acces

them. Toward the end of the dry season in August and September, households without
access to tuv and whose rain tanks are empty must carry buckets and bamboo deep into
the forest to freshwater catchments close to the lake. In the village of, Qatned for

its rich and dependable aquifer, a family measures its kastom authenticity oy par

never having to traverse from village to distant bush to secure so essentihl Bynee

contrast, a family in Neveto Station, an area without aquifers and whose resigent
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first- or second-generation Gauans from Mere Lava and elsewhere, aaraeetborn

girl “Tuv” with the hope of bringing rain during a difficult dry season. Thaearial
presence of letes in the form of tuv distinguishes those (almost entirely) tivéno
communities who happen to reside in the right places along the northeast coast. The
temporality of wet and dry seasonality is transcended in a small buicaghivay by
villages like Qetuv which have the ability to collect water for drinking, cookimg, a
washing clothes whenever they need it, all signifying possibilities forreong well-
being and household productivity.

Letes is present as well in material forms which, as with storygediim biblical
analogy, call to mind anthropomorphic symbols of the inner landscape. As basic
technology for daily subsistence and perhaps the clearest symbol of Qatsvmerva
presence, canoes signify a variety of concerns in Gauan life. Tivono fishers who
identify themselves and their methods as kastom haul their canoes onto Lev#ed, t
perfectly trisected rock on the northeast coast which a majority of Gawagsize as
the petrified hull of Qat’s canoe. These acts propitiate marine spiritslagdealrs of a
disappointing catch. Fishers also evoke the presence of Lake Letes inghee& m
subsistence activities, explaining that Qat’s act of opening a rivevé“da tuar sal
velap”: making a large road) and carrying away the essential thirigmsua deprived
the lake as it replenished the sea. The fish caught by Gauan fishers belenaketas
such they must be (re-)collected in canoes which beamdéim§magic) of Qat. Canoes
and fishers are proxies to Qat’'s compensation, without which the lake would cease its
rupture into living space, abandoning its beneficence and ending marine subsistence on

Gaua. Like the lake, Qat and his actions stand outside of historical time; theeerzan b
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accumulation of compensatory deeds in his name over time as his transgrgssish a
Letes has always just transpired. The kastom fisher and his canoe recuesmelgt
Qat’s action in reverse, giving back to Lake Letes and to the domestipates ©f

vono by taking from the sea.

Figure 2.4 The trisected rock identifying Qat’s petrified “canoe” at Leskest Gaua,
with kastom canoen@k) in the background. Photo by Jeffrey Wescott.

Letes’ rupture extends beyond island boundaries and into Western imaginaries
of Pacific Island cultures and environments. Travel books, online travelogues, and even
a governmental application to designate Lake Letes as a UNESCO WatkbE&ite
depict a pristine and enduring space seemingly disconnected from the incursions of
history and modernity* These depictions refract back into Gauan living space as

change, as an incipient tendency toward self-identification as an ecotiastisiation

31 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1974/
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and conservation hotspStCentral to this change is a novel idea of stasis—of Letes as
a metonym for the unspoiled kastom of Banks Islands cultures, regardless of various
Banks communities’ own admissions of lost kastom and people’s commitments to
projects that orient them to the future in ways that seem familiarly “mb@eio
2007). One oblique effect of this rupture of letes has been its contribution to the already
extensive heterotopia of vono.

The termheterotopidfirst appears in a lecture by Michel Foucault (1998a:179)
wherein he distinguishes between two kinds of cultural spacto@arepresents
places in society through reflection or inversion. Utopias are unreal in the lsahse t
they consist only of representations of society and therefore have no trea@xist
Foucault contrasts this with tieterotopia a real place where other places and the
interests of persons who inhabit them are simultaneously represented. By “combining
different places as if they were one” (Kahn 1995:324), heterotopias present their
inhabitants with multiple representations of their culture, even if in illogiegswPost-
colonial Vanuatu is a heterotopia in the sense that kastom gathers local, intraeand i
island interests into one site, exemplified in the governing apparatus in Rovthére
land reclamation projects represent village chiefs, regional industry, andithe na
state. On Gaua, tivono survey their living space to find English-only schools, the
foundations of old Anglican churches and missionaries’ houses, cattle and cultivars
introduced by Americans and Japanese, the fragments of a crashed American World

War Il fighter plane, and the incipient practices and discourses of Wissyéan

32 Chapter 6 addresses the moral and political dilesigenerated by the incursions of conservation and
ecotourism.
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conservation and ecotourism, all examples of introduced things which coaleduati

is locally depicted as a living space that is uniquely Gauan.

R

Figure 2.5 Handling heterotopia. Bullets from the American fighter plane that atashe
near the northwestern Gaua village of Vatles ca. 1944. The Vatles chief and other
residents restrict access to the bullets, the plane’s front propeller, ayravksite of
one of the pilots (the other survived) through a strictly enforced taboo. Photo by Jeffre
Wescott.
What is “heterotopic dissonance” in places like museums (Kahn 1995) is for
Gauans an affirmation of their own participation in world events while still holdimg f
to an ethics of self-reliance. Kastom has the ability to hold many of thenadationed
introduced things of Gaua within its conceptual grasp—as non-autochthonous yet
locally valued. As it accommodates many of the heterotopic landmarks of voraimkast
also encompasses what we may calhégerochroniathe simultaneous representation
in the present of different moments in historical time. By contrast, leteghgeme

heterotopic nor heterochronic in historical time, but neither is it “unreal” indeits

limited sense of utopia. Lete®es not represent tivond cultural identity through



79

reflection or inversion, but through notions of presence and absence which are both
shaped by, and a creative force within, the “real” of everyday life. Bud'&au
heterotopia is not free of dissonance. For some tivono, the hastening pace of cultural
and linguistic diversity—the attenuation of local vernaculars and the rise of
intermarriage between indigenous Gauans and other-islanders—create$wastitia
that often appears irreparalagrrissen fragmented and inauthentic, “displaying many
moral worlds and...many borderlands where moral worlds overlap, blend, and conflict”
(Carrithers 2005:435). There lies the moral importance of letes and of the everyday,
reciprocal intrusions between it and the people of Gaua. It is not the maenexisf

the transcendent space of letes alone that impedes the entropic effantsssenheit

but the belief in an active relation between everyday experience and an eimntkaiof
oughtsymbolically rooted in the landscape.

One of the most persistent intimations of what ought to be concerns the tivon6
moral imperative of turning strangers into kin (see chapter 3). This obligation is
heterotopic by definition: it concerns the transformations of distant others, bitensi
“of other places,” into proper presences within one’s own living space. A heterotopic
ethics necessarily draws the strange and distant into its own ambit of cohderit w
recognizes its own possibilities for influence in other places; the cirmolatiideas
relating to conservation and ecotourism, and their effects on notions of “stranger”
“kin,” provide productive examples in the Gauan context (see chapter 6). The obligation
to others is heterochronic as well, asserting that past experiences of viitgerabi
which range from commonplace situations of risk to signal moments of cultural-

historical transformation—are apposite motivations for right action in tisepeThis
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is the profile of Gauan ethics in living space—elements of commonality anthesise
in tension. As the remainder of the dissertation argues, tivond find the possibilities and
limits to their life projects in the tensions between commonality and otlse v its
recurrent intrusions into living space, letes reminds tivond of the moral imperatives
unifying “is” and “ought.” Yet the rupture is never complete: letes unifigsaind
“ought” precisely because possibility in such a space is always kept imabeya
waiting for Qat’s return. In the meantime, possibility is by necessihatter of
everyday production in the social and subsistence spaces of tivono.
Conclusion: The good lake, the possible sea

There is a well-known kastom song in which performers take the point of view
of the volcano. In the final verse, they witness the unending argument betwedw®the la
and the sea: “Sea, you are angry because of the lake. Lake, you are aagsg loéthe
sea.® The song begins with the volcano’s revelation that it was born from the same
coconut shell that formed the lake and therefore claims kinship with it asw fell
offspring of the sea. Observing the dispute between lake and sea, the volcano takes
neither side but asserts itself as an entity unto itself, declaring in thestastce, “Ea
ea, na waor.” [Itis |, the volcano.] Performers of the song explained to ntee¢hat
volcano cannot take sides, residing as it does between the two opposing relations
whence it derives its identity (its “brother,” the lake and its “mother,’st#®. Their
keen analyses of the song echo the relation between the Dreamscape of létes and t
inhabited, dynamic space of von6—between the unassailable and transcendent good of

the lake and the fragile and contingent possibilities of the sea. The work of tishe

% In the original Nume: “Now e, nik en ve mi now. Buu Tes, ru Tes ve min now.”
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appease the lake while fearing for the loss of their subsistence throumenegttivity
illustrates how tivénd are obligated to respond to the ruptures of letes into voné. The
converse is true as well, as careful attention to movement along paths demestis¢rat
moral imperative to preserve the persistence of cultural notions of the catdera
suspended in time. TivOono cannot take sides: they exist within and between myth and
history.

Sabine Hess observes that for the people of Vanua Lava, time is “implied in
place”: the Vurés language conjures what Margaret Jolly elset@98) calls the
“condensation of the temporal and the spatial,’ a ‘talking together’ of time aod’pla
(Hess 2010:110; see also Ingold 1983 vidence that “time and place occupy the
same space” (110) is not limited to language, but manifests for Vanua Lavhes in t
ways they think about the contexts for their interactions with others. | havebaelscri
the connections and distinctions Gauan tivond make between the living space of von6
and the non-living space of letes in a similar way. The distances betveees phd
their temporal parallel in the difference between the dynamic history &embtieronia
of vono6 and the atemporality of the caldera. The mythical and cosmological
underpinnings of this erasure of boundaries between time and place have cultural
purchase because they imagine landscape as an ethical terrain. Themwstohe
and geographical space come together in ways that motivate feelings afiobland
inspire certain ways of seeing the worlavdndis deictic: it signifies what a person is

in relation to a place while connoting relations to other places in the Gauaralagdsc

34 As metaphors for human action or experience, thi&ihg together” or irreducible co-presence ofdim
and place in the Melanesian ethnographic contdbd icdio question any privileging of one or the etlas
necessarily more or less ideological or permargatg¢Crapanzano 2003:8).
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Furthermoreyonécondenses living space with the dynamic presentledasitalks
together” with the mythic past and near-future. The moral imperative to maintain t
in its proper place reveals dimensiongiedndthat a focus on place-as-location alone
may overlook.

Place is necessarily bound up in conceptions of the good. Robert Sack (2003)
explains that place is a tool humans use when, “not accepting reality asait is, w
transform it through place-making” (4). Transformation is the essential mndit
humans in places: we cannot help but alter the environment by our acts of removing
things and preventing other things from entering. Here we see place aslippasiti
limit—as transformation directed by visions and desires of what ought to be, and by
restrictions of what is deemed detrimental, repressive, or unprofitable. The abti
ought “not only animates the entire process, but also provides the means of justifying
rejecting what takes place” (5). One aspect of Sack’s geographic theopraifty
particularly relevant to the Gauan context is the thought that conceptions of“atght
not bound to “the empirical conditions and forces that exist as is; rather the ought can be
transformed by an intimation of an independently existing ‘intrinsic’ good” (8arAs
organizing and motivating core of Gauan ethics, kastom provides such a good. Eluding
any totalizing consensus as to what does and what ought to count as an instance of it,
kastom nonetheless (or, perhaps for this reason) provides possibilities for aioancept
of life that is otherwise than it is. This notion of possibility guides the crsafitat

follow.



Chapter 3: Imagining the other: moral experience

In late-November 2009, | returned to Gaua after a one-week excursion to Port
Vila, Vanuatu’s capital and largest urban center. On the flight into Gaua,-fhtof
the small twin-engine plane sat in the open cockpit reading the lateshexfifihe
Vanuatu Independenitle turned the page to reveal in large bold letters a report titled
“Gaua Volcano: Explosive and Dangerod3The other five passengers glimpsed it as
well, and soon our faces were pressed against the port side windows, anxiously
surveying the northern horizon for any sign of volcanic activity. Within minutes our
plane descended out of the clear blue sky and into the thick, charcoal-gray plumes of
ash that were slowly billowing from Mount Garat. The southwesterly winds that
predominate in the pre-cyclone season blanketed the ash over the entire st of t
island. When | reached my home village of Aver in the northeast, | was grgeted b
families from the West Gaua village of Onel Bay who that same day wacaaed
from their homes by the Vanuatu and French Red Cross. Within three days ofimy ret
the entire population of West Gaua—404 persons—had taken residence primarily in the
East Gaua villages of Aver, Lembot, Namasari, Lemoga, and Lemafiffigeom the
first public announcement of the relocation two days before it began, people in the east

prepared for the doubling and tripling of their communities by reallocating housing

% The Vanuatu Independe2 November 2009.

36 Population data obtained from the “Inter-Agencyéssnent on Gaua Island - TORBA Province,
Vanuatu (31 January — 5 February 2010).” Joint nelpp Ministry of Geology, Mines & Water
Resources, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Internsffairs, NDMO, Save the Children, TORBA
Provincial Government, UNICEF, UNOCHA, Vanuatu Reass and WHO, p. 2.
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space, digging new toilets, and clearing bush to expand their gardens.

My host family in Aver was among the many who labored all day and well into
the night for weeks reconfiguring their own living spaces to accommdudate t
relocatees, officially designated “internally displaced persdhafio themselves
worked to restore a sense of normalcy to their lives. | had grown accustomeddasythe e
hospitality of tivono families, but their commitments of time and household resources
during this crisis seemed to reach a new level. They insisted that tmsitcoemt to the
well-being of others was firmly within the realm of expectations as@retypical
expression of kastom: “Our kastom is in our bones—it begins in the bones,” as one man
described it® My tivoné interlocutors explained thi@vaswut a welcoming attitude,
appears from within them, and from the ensuing exchanges of generosigspeadtr
new relations of kin-like status emerge.

Tivond insist that they act for others without needing to choose to do so. This is
not a relinquishing of the autonomy to do otherwise, but a revelation that the ethical
dimension of tivono kastom is predicated on a conception of moral experience that lies
both within them and somewhere beyond them—both “in the bones” and in the
cosmological order that imbues certain persons with an ability to act wiliefeake of
others. The “is” of my interlocutors’ deeply felt inclinations to provide help &stW
Gauans resembled for them the “ought” of kastom as it manifests in corvessatd
debates in cook houses and nakamals. | asked them to recall their thoughts from the

days they were preparing for the arrival of the displaced westerners. Tivonochgaloa

37 Interagency Assessment, p. 20.
3 In Nume: “Kastom matev ve kal lu ma den sursurgiastom comes out of the bones”).
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the problems of distant others by “imagining their plasetipmwun vere namiiand
responding with a “strong mannerhétev vebg) motivated by anger or sorrow, the
ultimate source of which was their belief in the autochthonous moral capacity of
kastom.

In this chapter, | explore the moral experiences of Gauan tivond. By “moral
experience” | mean the processes of perceiving, thinking, and feeling \wfocm i
tivono conceptions of the places others have, and ought to have, in their lives. | follow
Johan Rasanayagam (2011) in viewing moral experience as a moment of transcendence,
a stepping beyond the horizons of the self and into the presence of that which precedes
and surpasses it. Transcendence in the lives of Rasanayagam’s Muslimutdesloc
inheres in a variety of sources ranging from religious and state ideologieshodied
experience (2011:14). As they reveal in their ethical orientations to lake andalp@dsc
Gauan tivono find transcendence primarily through the ontological and cosmological
insights which they commonly identify as kastdhit is by no means the case that there
is a single, unassailable rule for determining what counts as kastom, or tisia@hri
devotion or desires to connect with the wider world to satisfy a growing waater|
technophilia carry no influence in moral experience. Tivono describe in greiatiteta

processes by which they come to comprehend the predicaments of others and the ways

39, depart from Rasanayagam'’s view that “experiesdtself moral” (2011:14), that all experience is
grounded in “moral sources” or “transcendent lanad! such as divine revelation where experienadfits
is apprehended. In the Gauan ethnographic cortargcendence is not a precondition of experidngete,
is achieved through actions motivated by experiehiée surely the case that Gauan kastom symbols
such as Lake Letes, and kastom discourses (e.gstkh begins in the bones”), point to transcendent
moral worlds that prefigure certain kinds of huneagperience. It does not follow that all experience
within these transcendently moral domains is mprsdlient, at least as it is conceived by Gauaintiv
As | argue in this dissertation, a distinctly mdrahscendence in Gauan ethics consists in acts of
comprehending and creating possibility--in surpags$he temporal horizons of self and other as they
exist in the present. Tivono reflect on the transiemce of moral experience not in terms of wheae th
experience begins, but in terms of where it leadsjely a future of realized social relations.
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that the self is implicated in their interpersonal encounters. They too ideattfgular
ways of responding to others as genuine autochthonous practices which revebl a hig
valued, and increasingly imperiled, sense of cultural uniqueness. As the volcano
scenario serves to illustrate, discourses about these practices andjbékeddten take
the form of talk about kastoffi.

| begin by putting forward the notion that tivoné moral experience, or more
precisely the moral imagination, emerges from an initiatory moment of the
preconscious. Tivono express their concerns about basic human vulnerabilities in their
accounts of experiencing others in need. | argue that there are essenfiahents to
these accounts which are present elsewhere, as pre-symbolic motivatibiskiogt
and feeling about others. | follow with an overview of the moral imagination.itself
Domwen the process of imagining others in their precarious situations, encompasses
the moments following pre-conscious motivation and leading through to processes of
recollection and emotion, culminating with the ethical act. The final twaosesct
describe how tivono experience self and other as they navigate the ethatalder
everyday life. This account begins with elaboration on the ethically negéssas of
otherness introduced in the previous section, and concludes with a view of Gauan ethics
as always operative, its objects always matters of concern and givwayding

opportunities for the creation of possibility.

“9In her analysis of the legal complexities of kasio Vanuatu, Benedicta Rousseau (2008) provides an
outstanding guiding conception of kastom’s ethdiadension. Kastom is “a generalised property of the
majority of ni-Vanuatu, “used as a moral compass thients action and as a critical tool for the
evaluation of propriety of behavior, personalitygtimation, intent and outcome” (26). In the Gaua
context, the “moral compass,” while not obliviooskastom as a “generalized property” of ni-Vanuatu,
points to how tivond understand certain interpeasats and experiences as “markers of differemce,
means of making distinctions” at the intra-islamdi @ven intra-community level (Bolton 2003:25).
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Vulnerability on the skin

When tivono speak about the reasons for their other-regarding acts, such as
giving generously or speaking well of someone, they describe a procebsbebins
with an exercise of the imagination and ends with an account of the act itselfafdere
occasions when their acts of giving culminate in the formation of a new seleiabm,
one to which | refer as a “relation of care” and which | explore in det#ilis and the
next chapter. There is, however, a moment in the moral-evaluative process which is
prior to experience, an encounter between persons which registers belowsheldthre
of conscious reflection, yet which signals its presence in tivon6 agents’ post hoc
deliberations about their own actions. Although these moments elude articulatyon, the
are essential to setting into motion the moral imagination and to connecting pébple w
situations that, although distant from their own present experiences, are nosetheles
revealed as familiar features of a shared social world. In Gauan ethicaility
defines the type of situation that calls for a person to take an active role ifairedf
others. Yet in its role as the catalyst to experience itself, vulneyabihin invisible
presence in the ethical terrain of tivono.

Vulnerability here describes how social and physical modes of well-being
confront the risks and uncertainties of everyday life. We humans find ourselves
endangered or otherwise disadvantaged by certain unavoidable contingeraes in t
historical and corporeal specificity of our being. Yet we find various instaricexcial
interaction where this same vulnerability motivates a caring for otheydagk the
same kinds of uncertain and precarious situations as ourselves. Conceptions of

vulnerable selves and others have emerged in many recent academiclagsptoac
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ethical problems (e.g. Macintyre 2001; Das 2002; Butler 2004; Turner 2006, 2008;
Stalsett 2007; de Melo-Martin 2009; Throop 2010). The works of Emmanuel Levinas
have inspired much of the current debate concerning vulnerability’s role in ethical
moral experience. Levinas describes proximity to human others and the respwpiisibili
entails in starkly perilous terms. He identifies interaction with the humdmetOas
“the risky uncovering of oneself, in sincerity, in the breaking up of inwardmestha
abandon of all shelter, in exposure to traumas, in vulnerability” (1998:82; see also
Davis 1997:78). For Levinas, people are ethical beings by the ineluctable fact of their
embodiment: the vulnerabilities of embodied others give rise to the moment of
exposure, the implicating of the self in the Other’s condition which Levinas idsragie
the call to responsibility. The compelling feeling of responsibility basedstaied
human ontology, and the awareness that one’s responsibility to the Other cannot be
delegated to a third party (1982:100), advance vulnerability as one possible response to
the question “why be ethical?”

In Levinas’ ethics, one feels the call to take responsibility for anothsomper
through one’s sensibility, a “sentient vulnerability or passivity towardsttier that
takes place ‘on the surface of the skin, at the edge of the nerves” (Cri2€iti2y21;
Levinas 1998:15). Sensibility is the capacity for an awareness of anothen’gser
vulnerable state that is prior to knowledge; it is a visceral response to the dantjers
deprivations that others face. Levinas’ attention to sensibility and embodufeatifies
two important themes in his ethics. The first is the notion that all persons deglgimi
vulnerable by virtue of their shared embodied nature. The second and related notion is

that the ineluctability of this existential condition places responsiliditpne person’s
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vulnerability into the domain of others’ lives. My sensibility to the vulnerability of
others derives from the essential idea that their situation is, and oughtigdmncern.
Levinas’ ethics is founded “in a moral vulnerability to the other’s vulneradsfiti
(Cohen 2005:xxxiii), an integration of shared vulnerability and responsibility that is
operative prior to reflection.

Sensibility’s role in moral experience calls to mind Aristotle’s notiohexis
the effect of an object on the person who encounters it (2002B®&nimatranslator
Joe Sachs observes thaixisis a condition of receptivity to what lies outside of us.
Moral virtue consists in our efforts to “hold ourselves ready” to sensations and
information that constantly impinge on us (2002a:xix). In a similar way, sensibility
the receptivity to the vulnerability of others, threatening to knock us from our
complacency and self-sufficiency. Unlike empathy, which is “one of the wayknow
howandwhy people are thinking and feeling what they are, notthattthey are”

(Hollan and Throop 2008, 391; emphases added), sensibility provides the inchoate
awarenesthat the other person confronts a vulnerable situation. Whereas empathy
performs the recursive task of continuously feeding the imagination to virhralye

the divide between subjectivities, sensibility provides the passive—unintentional and
unguided—role of receiving the other’s vulnerable presence.

Contemplating sensibility’s role within the structure of Gauan moral expmerie
begs the question: what sparks the moral imaginatitime first place? Given that
sensibility works prior to knowledge, the problem arises as to the degree oélcultur
elaboration of the moral imagination’s initiating moment. To this problem of conteptua

extension, Throop (2005) finds parallels between phenomenological accounts of pre-
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objective experience—encounters with objects that are prior to interpnetatial
Robert Levy’s notion of “uncanny” senses. Levy (1984) describes how among the
Tahitians, “emotions of the uncanny” occur “in situations of certain kinds where it i
unclear whether the ordinary categories of orientation in the spatio-tenmoldlare
operating” (22). Uncanny emotions are not highly conceptually elaborated tramahi
culture as are emotions such as anger (Levy 1973:284). As with pre-objective
experiences, these emotions may be “present yet ‘unnoticed’ at the frirmes of
awareness” (Throop 2005:502). As Throop observes, Levy calls our attention to “the
possibility that there are a number of feeling states that are ‘hypaedgand
controlled by cultural invisibility or at least by difficulty of accescbmmunication”
(2005:507).

Reading sensibility as pre-objective, we may take a few salient pants fr
Throop’s Levy-inspired analysis, each one relevant to our comprehending #gissibil
role in initiating moral experience. One point is that “feeling states” m@aning to
particular events in one’s social environment, an idea advanced here and elsewhere
(e.q., Prinz 2006:33). Also, some feeling states may become availabledotioaf—if
at all—only after their immediate emergence in experience, as post hoc iatEwpese
or justifications (cf. Haidt 2001). Lastly, the level of conceptual elaboratitimese
experiences is culturally and perhaps even situationally variable.

As tivono recall their experiences of encountering others in vulnerable
situations, they describe the role of memory in accessing the salient $eatthiese
situations. They begin their accounts by describing attempts to comprehersd other

experiences through reflecting on their own. When pressed to recall moments of
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awareness or concern prior to the mnemonic reconstructions of other’s situat@nts, t
acknowledge the presence of feelings which they can neither name nor describe.

Typically, there isvansmolsamting(some small thing) about the incipient moment of

the encounter which comes into being prior to the work of memory and imagination, but
its exact nature seems to elude them. Tivond describe it as “like a quiet lgind” (
dodg or “an unidentified voice asking, ‘what is your name®@éaram rw; vite ‘nasi
se?). They express their frustrations at trying to articulate theseeviglings, finding
it impossible to do so within the narrative logic of moral experience. Setysibil
seems is conceptually unelaborated in Gauan ethics.

| suggest that tivond narratives of moral experience bring to light the impetuses
of the moral imagination. The problem of locating them is not that they are “diyltura
invisible,” but that tivoné communicate their presence in other ways. They do not
recount their moral experiences by describing how a person looked hungry or ill and
how one or another isolated observation compelled them to provide care. Tivono rather
focus on particular, recurring types of situations, each of which they artibylate
attributing multiple qualities to it such as hunger, fatigue, and illness. Inwthnds,
the impetus to respond to another person’s vulnerable state begins with an assessment
of the situation and its multiple, culturally elaborated qualities rather thiarsame
isolated sign of risk or deprivation. The account of the erupting volcano which opens
the chapter provides a helpful example. People identified the source of theirtimasiva
to help the displaced westerners asdifigationof homelessness they were observed to
inhabit. Tivono proceeded to comprehend—or at least recount to me—the situation of

homelessness through a cluster of qualities which define it, namely hunggty attnak
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fatigue. | refer to the qualities which coalesce to define particulaatsins asndexes
of vulnerability, and suggest that they provide us with an indirect glimpse ofehe pr
objective moments of sensibility which trigger the tivond moral imagination.

In a survey | asked my tivonoé interlocutors to describe for me the kinds of
situations in which they commonly observe others to be in need of care or assistance. |
a series of follow-up meetings | asked each person to rank the situations he @ she ha
presented to me in descending order of occurrence based on personal observation.
These situations are listed in the first column of Table 3.1, with the mean ranks of
situations across the entire sample listed in the third column. In the first round of
surveys, my interlocutors described the qualities or indexes which they most close
identified with each situation; a limited number of indexes (second column) reegpear
consistently across several different situations.

In discussions with my interlocutors, bodily uncleanliness bekdoti) ranks
as the most frequent situation calling for an intervention of care. They identify
uncleanliness as a condition constituted by hunger, illness, and isolation frag cari
family and friends. Tivono tend to describe encounters with untidy persons as
“situations &ituesentaen) of hunger, of iliness, and of being without family”: these
indexes are not attributions of particular persons (e.g., “John is starving”) ertbegr
generalizable beyond the present situation (e.g., “John lives a life of isojafibeir
descriptions seem to situate persons within predetermined situationghmathattribute
the existence or quality of any situation to the agency or intentions of person&dvol

Tivono avoid the direct attribution of any index to any individual because they view
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these indexes (even lack of money, as a source of shame) as subjective, foré there
inaccessible, states of other minds (a point which | elaborate below).

Table 3.1 Situations and indexes of vulnerability in Gauan moral accunts

Situations Indexes Situation mean rank
Unclean appearance hunger, isolation, 1.4
(clothes, hair, skin) illness?

House(s) destroyed fatigue, isolation, 1.7
or in disrepair illness
Crying in public hunger, thirst, isolation, 2.1
poison magic
Frequent visits to others’ hunger, isolation, 2.9
houses and gardens lack of money
Gardens destroyed hunger, fatigue, 3.6
or in disrepair poison magit®
Sustained inactivity in hunger, isolation, 4.5
public illness
Dry season scarcity hunger, thirst, 6.6
fatigue

Throughout the survey sample, indexes appear as consistently clustered
descriptions corresponding to the various situations in the first column. | summgrize m
point as follows: It is the situation as a familiar type, and not its componenesdex
which my interlocutors claim to direct their memories and imaginativenstactions,
recalling their own experiences of uncleanliness, property destructasnitgcand so
forth. Indexes are features of situations, not the direct attributes of indivitNiaile
the Levinasian notion of a sensibility to the vulnerabilities of others holds in the Gaua
context, there is a turn away from Levinas in that the locus of vulnerability tkenot

exposed Other qua other, but the situation that brings about the exposure.

*I Data were obtained in two surveys each of 89 Napeaking Gauan adults (42 female, 47 male). The
second survey was conducted 16 months after thelugion of the first.

*2lliness is often, but not always, attributed taspa magic. Painful injuries, headaches, generdilypo
soreness, and malaria are examples of commoniydszgl ilinessesén) unrelated to poison magic.

3 Poison magic directed toward gardens typically ifeats as blackened taro leaves and stems and
unformed tubers.
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The frequent appearances of these indexes in situational narratives suggest that
their presence may not be limited to the culturally elaborated strucfure8r® moral
experience. Descriptions of uncleanliness reveal preoccupations with human skin, food,
and productive, able bodies which are present in structurally invisible moments —as
pre-objective, sensible experiences that give rise to imagination ardioefld hey are
only grasped within structures of experience which, unlike sensibility, &reaildelves
to conscious elaboration. Hunger, thirst, fatigue, and the other indexes may be
extrapolated from their narrative elaborations to account for how tivoné achieve an
initial awareness of situations of vulnerability.

In trying to comprehend the initiating moment of tivond moral experience, | do
not mean to force an etic conception of sensibility onto people’s own accounts of their
encounters with others, nor to attribute concrete perceptual properties tor,hunge
“fatigue,” or “social isolation” to which they may be receptive in their axtéons with
others. Rather, | mean to suggest that in their narrative presence, ideas abauyt hung
fatigue, and so forth are central to meaning-making in East Gaua, pervihgingsas
of moral experience and action. While the site of their cultural elaboratiba is t
situational narrative, their meaning-making effects may extend to pretiobje
experiences which are hypocognized, not manifest in “naming, classificatid
doctrine” (Levy 1984:219). Hungemfliysal), thirst (natmor6$, fatigue (utmuj, and
illness 6en) appear in moral narratives as concerns for the well-being of others as
inhabitants of certain situations. We may observe the same of poison magic (
isolation ¢udun tale vowonperson of the bush), and a lack of mors&n{ bekto

purchase store-bought foods and medicine, each one a potential cause of the previous
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four indexes. To adopt Michael O’Hanlon’s (1989) phrase, tivono “read the skin” of
others in ways that disclose moral truths about the situations in which they commonly
find themselves. This act of “reading,” however, precedes conscious awaretiess

other as an object of moral concern. The decorated bodies of Wahgi dancers in
O’Hanlon’s account are moreover “read as embodiments of the moral health of the
community” (Barker 2007:6; see also Kolshus 1999:128). We may comprehend the pre-
objective “readings” and narrative preoccupations of Gauan tivono as distinstdbrm
commentary on the state of well-being in their own communities.

Indexes of vulnerability do the work of imbuing tivoné moral narratives with
metaphors for commonality. As metaphors, hunger, thirst, and fatigue remind people
that, in Levinasian fashion, common vulnerabilities implicate the self in thésother
well-being. Bodily metaphors in particular index “a set of common experieamcka
common language of responsibility...care, and dependency, namely, a common
language of vulnerability” (Turner 2001:30). But these indexes also serve gshorst
of otherness, calling for persons to confront the unbridgeable alterity of otigs emd
bodies and to take responsibility for others qua others in their times of need. The
unresolved tension between these two sides of vulnerability—between commonality
and otherness— enables one to think of all others as both straalgeaf) and kin
(rasogQ, an idea | explore in chapter 4. In their ethical work, tivono render hunger,
isolation, and other concerns about others morally ambiguous by revealing them as
detrimental to others’ well-being but also as opening new possibilities for ergandi
social networks and strengthening ethical conceptions of self. This is not aamew fr

cynicism, but the recognition by tivono that the very possibility for possibilitierr t
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lives turns on the precarious negotiation between what is common and different among
them.
The ethics of almost-being-there

While living and conversing with Nume speakers in East Gaua, | learned that
they often preface their stories of memorable social encounters by exptagirithere

are different kinds of peoplé*. Terms such aslakmanandwaetmardescribe a range

of divergent behaviors, material cultures, and worldviews which, as elsewher
Melanesia (Bashkow 2006), are distinctions found to be fluid and contextual. In
conversation, tivond sometimes appeal to termstéikaeliwtavulun(of East Gaua/of

West Gaua) andinig/tavliviniy (of the tribe/of another tribe) to identify themselves as
persons of a place and a tribe, and as rightful owners of this land and that kastom
practice. When asked questions regarding the different ways and situations of
interpersonal encounter in their everyday lives, tivon6 make other distinctions. One
involves dividing their encounters with others into two broad categories, two mutually
exclusive modes of social-ethical address.

The first of these is what | call the encounter of ascribed distance, where a
observer perceives another person as fully in control of a situation that forwetheds
likely present some danger or hardship. These are persons who prima facieogehibi
or more of the indexes of vulnerability that occupy tivoné moral discourse, yet who
appear unaffected by them and for this reason ought to be left to themselves. This
encounter, and the reflection and response it calls forth in the observer, establish a

momentary ethical relation based on respect for the other’s evident abityrk

*4“Ra mel tudun sese vaten matev sese aben.” [Ererdifferent people with different ways.]
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through a problem. While tivono tend to describe this evaluative process as distinctive
to each encounter, with relations of this type fading shortly after a parteudat,
many say that they recognize some more or less enduring identificationpedgtfics
others as ethical relations of ascribed distance. Such a relation of relspeay (may
only reside in the mind of the observer of the distant other; it nonetheless contributes to
one’s repertoire of social relations, one’s reflective assessmenysfoiv&nowing and
interacting with others.

A very different kind of encounter finds the observer playing an active role in
the situations of others. The indexes and situations of vulnerability which areeerat
in the incipient moment of tivoné moral experience give way to memories and
imaginings through which one comprehends the difficult situations of others. Such
comprehension motivates responsible action on behalf of the observed persons. As with
encounters of ascribed distance, encounters of “cat@htomoften become enduring
commitments to an ethical stance toward particular others. Whereas comtaitme
respectful distance quite often involve chiefs and their wives, members of laindow
families, and adult opposite-sex siblings, tivond maintain that relationshipsating
in an act of care, or in recurring acts of care, are possible regardlesotifelie
stature or place of origin. All persons are potential recipients of care. A pehnsois w
cared for becomamsogq a woman or man to whom one feels a bond of obligation as a
member of one’s own family. The relation of care generally continues asrdugvea
in the originating encounter routinely provides the other person with food, labor, and
advice; such a relation is socially marked by the exchange of kin termsehbetvestwo,

such as “father/mother” and “child,” “brother/sister,” or quite often simpieft.” As



98

Stasch (2009) observes of a similar exchange elsewhere in Melanesiappl“have
‘become relatives’ through specific face-to-face encounters and agitsraf” (17).
Situated between the pre-objective sensible moment of encounter, and the cotgrete ac
of care which confer qualities of kinship on others, is the work of the moral imagination
to bring relations of care into possibility.

In the days and weeks following the eruption of Mount Garat, Gauans from all
communities generously offered their time to discuss with me how the cfestedf
them. A woman in her fifties and life-long resident of the northeast village robblari
recalled how she reacted to learning of the displaced persons’ plight in wagshbed
the sentiments of my other tivond interlocutors:

(The displaced westerners’) food is burnt from the ash. Their steer, and

all of their chickens, are gone. | imagined them in the bush, with no food,

no drinking water...and no houses. We people here in the east were

ashamed when we imagined them with no food (and) no house. We all

think deeply about this. Our food is their food now. Our house is their

house. It's all the sam®&![Helen, December 1, 2009]
As the woman recounted her experiences of the event, she described how her initia
thoughts were directed toward the risks of homelessness that the displaszdexsgst
faced following the eruptions. She imaginddriwun them confronting hunger, thirst,
and exposure to the dangers of the forest, and explained that her fellow tivono dften fee
ashamed when thinking of others facing such difficulties. While sharaga@g tends

to drive a person into hiding, away from the view of others (e.g., Jorgensen 1983), there

are situations in Gauan life which direct persons toward helping others as atmmeans

5 In Nume: “Gengen namningiinit sur vuvu en. Buluk namnir, ma to namnir dul,bas. Na me

domwun nir ve sasa ale vowon, gengen naganir leekamanir bek...ma wuvur bek. Kama wusul kama
tivond e me maraga si kama me domwun tudun ensg gangen naganir bek, (ma) wuvur bek. Kama
dul ve domwun tabe kose. [My interlocutor switcke8islama:] Kakae blong mitufala i kakae blong
olgeta ia naoia. Haos blong mitufala i hoas blolggim. Olgeta semak nomo!”
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mitigate these negative reflexive emotions. Shame itself is a situativulnerability
(Schieffelin 1983:189), one which often requires outward acts of care rather than
inward retreat for its resolution.

Speakers of the Nume language desaliimawunas having two possible
meanings, conveyed in Bislamatamboat(to reflect on, to remember) atidghevi(to
regard as important [Crowley 2004:276] or to think deeply ab8uEhey further
clarify domwunas the act of thinking about that which is not immediately perceptible

(wan samting we i no stathat which is not here), but which can be grasped

imaginatively by attending to familiar environmental and situational. cDee example
of domwun is the practice of wondering aloud what life was like in one’s villagegdurin
the time of one’s grandparents. The shapes of coastal rocks and the slopes okshoreli
provide mnemonic templates to be filled in by thoughts of ancestors fishing in the
lagoon and performing in tHesar (dancing ground). Elders cry and shout angrily as
they narrate visions of lost cultural pursuits played out in familiar landsdslyes
interlocutors’ thoughts about the plight of the displaced westerners show domwun in
another setting, as their perceptions of the environment, and their own exggeoénc
past deprivations, constructed the context which made possible their comprehending the
westerners’ hardships.

Nume speakers extend the testomwenas the nominal form afomwun but

describe the noun as encompassing all the various possible meanings of the verb. As

6 Some Gauans use the Bislama temembarather thariingbaotto signify acts of remembering,
althoughtingbaotis far more common to East Gaua and more frequestd when Nume speakers give
the meaning olomwun They often clarifitingbaotastingbaot ol samting blong biffio think about
things in the past), a meaning also conveyed wighNume terndomkel(to think back). These
clarifications notwithstanding, tivondescribe memory as the faculty of individuals anlya delimited
sense, a point | will address presently.
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with its corresponding verlllomwerexpresses an ability to place oneself in a situation
(situesei by recalling salient features of that situation in one’s own experiéhies.
domwenralso requires that one reflects on the consequences of the sittiaibe\)
for persons who confront it in the present. Whereas thedarwunidentifies discrete
acts of imagining, remembering, or reflecting deegbmwencaptures all of these
meanings as synchronous aspects of a practice of thinking about Dbr@rgenbrings
the imagination and reflection dbmwuninto ethical territory as an ability to
comprehend what others may be experiencing. While tivono frequently deberibe t
ability to access the situations of others as an autochthonous virtue unattainable to s
people, in discussing specific persons and situations they tend to regard it ks a skil
characteristic of any properly socialized person.

As a term signifying a complex of imagination, memory, and thinking about
others,domwens increasingly unfamiliar to younger Nume speakers. Many tivono in
their teens to late-thirties convey their feelings of motivation to helpsotikser by

combining the Bislamaingbaotandtinghevior with the Nume verdomwuncoupled

with the nominal phrasgudumi velagbig thought). Older, more adept Nume speakers
attribute the decline of the terdomwerto the sharp rise in Bislama usage brought
about by the growing influences of non-native residents. Nonetheless, theyhasist t

the combinatory use dihgbaotandtingheviserves as a viable if regrettably less potent

alternative talomwena view directly confirmed by the substance of my younger

interlocutors’ personal accounts of their moral encounters.

*’ Situesernis the preferred term in Nume speakers’ descrigtiaf events or of the conditions specific to
particular types of events. Some of my interlocsimiferedwaskin (taem time) as a near-equivalent in

the Nume language, but settled on the Bislama s#tiiesenvhen asked which term better denotes the
object ofdomwenimagination and reflection.




101

Essential to any domwen experience are the emotions which motivate
commitments to act on behalf of others. Emotions are “ways of making sense of and
acting in the world. To be in a particular emotional state entails perceivingptietin
a particular way; noticing things that one might not usually notice and beeweaffby
what one sees in ways that one might not normally be affected” (Crossle2001.:

With respect to Gauan ethics, we may understand sensibility as the passpteneof
stimuli that direct observers to the vulnerable situations of others, and domwen as the
imaginative and affective unfolding of how and why others’ situations matter ® thos
who observe them—why certain situations have the impact they do. Shortly after the
volcano event, the Namasari woman recalled for me the feeling of hiagjarose

inside her as she imagined how displaced families from Bushman Bay in West Gaua
must have reacted to having been moved to two different destinations around the island
before settling in the northeast. Recounting her own experiences, she described
memories of her entire village retreating high into the bush to escape aacppg
tsunami just two years earlier. As these memories coalesced inrfeethay formed

hazy contours of thoughts of displacement which reproduced the predicament of the
displaced westerners. Feelings of anger and frustration grew withimiped)ing her to
take action on the others’ behalf. The woman'’s story is illustrative of chimidno
accounts of encounters with others in need: it is the emotional thrust of imatiaing
other’s place from which tivon6 make sense of and subsequently act in the worlds of
others.

To what extent then are these other worlds accessible to tivénd? One of the key

ontological assumptions behind acts of domwen is that others’ “worlds” are in fact
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situations which are common to a human mode of being. Despite the possibilities for
tivono to experience various, familigpesof situations at different times, any given
situation is an experience in and of the present (i.e. occurring in real timegraodlg
be grasped by others as a situation of a particular type. The focus on situains w
we find in domwen means that its emotional and motivational content derives from its
knowledge of types of situations, and not in its inhabiting the immediately ogurrin
situation of others. To understand this key aspect of the Gauan moral imagination we
may consider one possible distinction between empathy and simulation:

[Whereasempathyallows me to] identify with others by feeling at one

with them, gimulatiorj allows me to identify with others by pretending

to be in their situation. Not just a feeling or a mysterious intuition,

simulation allows me to project myself into a series of hypothetical

situations to test the most likely course of behavior. Whereas empathy is

thought to be something that you are born with or not, simulation is more

like a technique that can be learned and refined. [Makkreel 2000:181]
These technical definitions are not unchallenged, notably within the debate on
methodological understanding in the human sciences (e.g., Makkreel 2000:191 for the
cultural embeddedness of empathy; Kégler 2000). For our present purposes, however,
the foregoing distinction helps to clarify how tivon6 reconstruct the processes of
domwen in their moral narratives.

There are philosophers of mind who regard simulation as limited in its ability to
adequately understand its objects. They advance their criticisms in ligfeirof t
attempts to arrive at a deeper understanditegstehehof the authorial intentions
behind texts and the subjective states which motivate human action. The

methodological goal of adoptingersteheras “sympathetic understanding or

reenactment” is to construct a virtual world of the self in the other’s position, a
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“transposition” of self that simulation cannot accomplish (Makreel 2000:182)oYet f
reasons of Gauan human ontology which | will presently make clear, it isgyetis
limitation which recommends simulation as an appropriate conceptual tool for
understanding the possibilities and necessary limits of domwen. The moment of
Verstehenn the domwen experience consists in grasping how a particular type of
situation affects the physical, emotional, and social well-being of personsddumti

it. The situation is a third room that mediates the common vulnerabilities and the
subjective alterities of persons within it. Only by interpreting situatichis way, as a
familiar but highly constrained cognitive and affective space, do we understand the
motivational and predictive power of domwen. Tivond direct their acts of domwen
toward understanding (which | take as both cognitive and affective) and responding to
the familiar difficulties and trajectories that befall persons iragedituations. The

careful work of simulation in domwen manifests a well-cultivated personhood, drawing
on culturally and historically embedded knowledge (rather than a “psychdlpgioee
dimension,”paceKogler 2000) to foster an understanding of the other’s situation—at a
distance—as one’s own concern.

In recounting their domwen experiences, tivond describe a progression from
imagining the other person’s situation to developing the rousing feelingh whic
motivate acts of care. They experience the transition ken@(seeing) tker liylizi
(recognizing; seeing within oneself), and finallykere gor(looking after). The other
person’s situation develops from an object of awareness to one of famiiiamitaied
through memory and cultural knowledge of what it means to be vulnerable, and then to

an object of cathexis, the precise emotions of which one recognizes as one’s own. The
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new, emotionally invested object implicates the self and moves it to come to the aid of
the other person. In their moral narratives, tivono find themselves moved to respond to
others’ situations by the anger, shame, or frustration that emerge wherf twerssd to
comprehend the problems which characterize the situation as its own concern. For the
caregivers of the displaced westerners, it was the emerginggfeehianger, and not

some empathic grasp of the qualitative experience of the other, that motneted t

offers of assistance. They described to me how the felt spontaneity detigigs

surprised them, signaling the transition of the situation from one kind of internalized
object to another.

To this point my focus has been the familiarity of situations of vulnerability
shared by all persons in the Gauan social world. Situations and their component indexes
provide a common grammar of experience that motivate the actions leadingitmsela
of care. Simulation’s role in assessing the well-being of others is lik@neskcated on
a more or less shared set of ideas about how the world is and what is possible and
desirable in it. Beyond what we may call the ontological commonality that vhihigra
brings to Gauan ethics is an equally unassailable otherness, one which makes
simulation, rather than more “empathetic” processes of transposing sdftilnective
other, a necessary limit ttyOn6 moral imagination and experience. As in many other
societies in Oceania, Gauans find dubious the idea that the thoughts and feelings of
others are directly accessible to them. There is considerable ethnogragéince from
Oceania in support of an “opacity doctrine,” where people in these societiesptgsvari
degrees, tend to take it as given that the minds of others are not, or ought not to be,

available to them for inspection (Robbins and Rumsey 2008:405-6). For tivono and
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other people of Gaua, dubious connections among thoughts, words, and actions present
real concerns about the risks and uncertainties of social interaction. Qyfautiter
minds constitutes an otherness that informs moral experience with a corresponding
force to the shared vulnerability that generates acts of domwen.

Early indications of these concerns in my fieldwork were evident in my asking
people to find causal or even correlative connections between thadughin) and
action or mannemgatey in others. People often met my inquiries with dismissive
reprimands, though not because they saw these connections as entirely invalid. They
tended to identify such connections between their own thoughts and actions, which may
help to explain why people were so generous and appeared so comfortablegdéwealin
me their personal experiences of domwen. Gauans are hesitant to put themselves
position of publicly speculating about the “true thoughtkidumi vidun)f othersand
being subsequently viewed as someone who can predict others’ actions and
consequently be implicated in them.

Their hesitancy, however, was predicated on my inquiring about specific
persons such as spouses or neighbors. When responding to questions about abstract
persons such as “people of Gaua” or “people of the tribe Matan,” Gauans allowed for
the possibility of recognizing a causal link between the thoughts and actions ef other
Stasch (2008) reports how the Korowai of West Papua identify “a kind of unity to
speaking, thinking, and acting” (445). Acknowledging the links between other persons’
thoughts and actions concedes this autonomy—that their thoughts and actions originate
with them and that each person has privileged access to his or her own thoughts.

Recognizing that others are the owners of their own thoughts “forsweality) tabi
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predict what someone else will do” (2008:445). The ways in which Gauans avoid
linking the thoughts and actions of specific others, while allowing for thesettinks

exist in abstract kinds of persons, reveal the anxieties people feel when their publi
thoughts about specific others threaten to form unintended associations with
unpredictable and possibly malevolent intentions. For Gauans, opacity statengents (e

Tingtingblongmi i blongmi noma My thoughts are mine alone) assert and protect the

autonomy of speakers rather than the referents of their statements. Thyrd-par
assumptions about collaborative relationships between persons and specific, potentiall
dangerous others undermine claims that such persons’ actions are guided by their own
thoughts rather than by the coercion of others.

In reconstructing a Gauan psychology of encountering the vulnerable other, |
have to this point focused on the importance of bringing the past into the present.
Tivono observe that the transition frdwreto ker liglizi--from awareness to
recognition—requires a biography of deeply felt experiences and aaiepeit
cultural-historical knowledge to guide the comprehension of others’ situationgisy et
as critical to the temporality of domwen is the observation that, as traces of pas
vulnerabilities overcome and opacities respected, the moral imaginationivg far &
space for possibility and hope. Examples of imagination and experience oreetited t
future are available to tivono in the paradigmatic casésvosmeltraditional ranked
men) andnarana(chiefs) whose esoteric techniques of self-induced suffering once
conferred on them the ability to identify with, and then pacify, the destructive@ms
of others. Thenanman mamarti¢gstrong power or strong magic) of such men lay in

their ability to positively transform the lives of people afflicted withateg



107

emotions—to reorient their thoughts and feelings toward socially productive rohds a
communally engaged futures. | witnessed several occasions of village lelighing,
crying, and shouting and stomping angrily with persons who entreated them theease t
pain of their anger or shame. These moments categorically reveal how the mora
imagination endures in the present as a vital part of the chief’s repartdiigEs a means
for restoring a sense of hopefulness to his community.

In ideal terms, domwen synthesizes John Dewey’s two definitions of
imagination: it is (1) the “creative tapping of a situation’s possibititie®ugh (2) the
“empathetic” or vicarious projection of the self into the other’s situatiomgifes
2003:65; Dewey 1932). Domwen achieves its distinctive integration of possibility and
simulation by linking emotional experiences (past) and creative posssbffilieeire) to
present encounters with situations of vulnerability. Furthermore, T. O. Beidel
(1993) reminds us that imagination provides the means to interrogate the tacit
assumptions of a cosmology—to “deconstruct a system” that one may come to view as
“binding or repressive” (6). Deconstruction here suggests imaginationeaing an
opening of possibility not only to comprehend events in the lives of others, but also to
determine that situations could be otherwise than they are. In the final sedta of
chapter | address the paths available to tivono for finding and acting upon new
possibilities in their ethical lives, a theme to which | will return in eeding chapters.
First | examine how opacity and its negations situate selves and others inidhe soc
ethical space of tivono.

Transparency as vice and virtue
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One aspect of life which tivdnd recognize as enduring from their more
committed kastom past is the essential role of chiefs and mothers’ bratlexsnaplars
of a well-cultivated and morally productive personhood. Chiefs and mothers’ brothers
loom well above parents, grandparents, teachers, and clergy as persons best able to
guide the moral development of childf&rollowing the birth of a child, parents call
upon the mother’s brothem@run to take responsibility for his sister’s chillchd&run
with the ceremonial exchange of money for an oatbrotom or care. One
contribution of the mother’s brother to the education of the child is the development of
the ability to discern the wants and needs of those around him with an aim to
judiciously providing for them. This subtle breach of opacity first becomes ofeerat
a child’s proactive leading roles in school and community projects, and is validated i
the ways the parents of other children positively sanction the child as worthy of
assuming a leadership role. As they get older, people look to the village arad distri
chiefs as exemplars of care and concern. The Bislamgitgichief), an artifact of the
Condominium administration of the New Hebrides (Bolton 2003:19), corresponds in the
present day to the Nume temrarana Both terms identify persons who function as
community representatives and arbiters in ni-Vanuatu politics while allsodymng the
expertise of davusmela person who holds deep and esoteric local cultural knowledge.

Chiefs are ethical standard-bearers by virtue of the wide domain of timeanty the

“8| posed the question to my tivéné interlocutoh&thb is best qualified to teach children how to reeo
‘good’ (productive, generous, and respectful) pes®0 Total combined first- and second-place respens
to the question (n=122): chiefs (99); mothers’ beos (82); parents (28); grandparents (15); teacher
(15); clergy (8). Average number of responses pspandent: 2.1. | established productive capacity,
generosity, and respect as primary ethical attegof persons via the same survey.
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breadth of a chief’'s concern for others is as inclusive as the mother’s bragher’'s i
focused and deep.

Personal attributes associated with tomtom, such as generosity, harémebrk,
composure, identify the chief and the mother’s brother as exemplars of personal
excellence to which tivbno are encouraged to aspire. Young men and women perceive
inter-island travel and participation in local development projects as inherarapbes
activities of these exemplary figures, reinforcing and complementingntioeal
influence. When facing community-wide emergencies such as cyclones, volcanic
activity, or potentially violent land disputes, tivono turn to people who they feel
consistently exhibit these attributes. In uncertain times, composure amasrgetical
to a leader’s behavior and as a model for others to follow. A defining aspect of chiefl
composure is the unwavering ability to conceal inner anger, fear, or worry from
revelations through bodily gestures or eye movements. Inattentively tappingiogdigg
with a stick in loose ground, or continuously expelling breath through rounded lips, give
the outward impression that one is worried or afraid. The perceived disparigeetw
what one says and the movement of one’s eyes provides further evidence of guarded
emotions. Joel Robbins (2004) observes how the Urapmin of the West Sepik Province
of Papua New Guinea regard the eyes as “the quintessential organs of revetation” a
“the primary means of unveiling the hidden” (139), hence the considerable presence of
ocular symbolism in Urapmin cosmology and practice (see also Throop 2008:415). In
East Gaua, elder men recall moments in the salagor when boys westedxpeagive
accounts of themselves and their ritual activities in front of the rest ofdbp.gk boy

was instructed to stare into the flames of the open fire; his eyes, in full viie of
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others, were scrutinized for any gesture which may betray his own words and
undermine his composure.

These men contend that commonplace concerns about eyes are the inevitable
outcome of all indigenous Gauan tribes having descended from one of the island’s two
founding tribesMatan (literally, “its eye”). Tivon6 understandatanas referring to
the “eye of the island’njat nam vere)ethe volatile and unpredictable volcano which
people throughout the island reported to me as their greatest source of feagwemif
before the 2009 eruptions. They point out that the root ofmatan means not only
“eye” but “death” as well. In recounting the myth of the founder hero Qat from local
sources, R. H. Codrington (1881) describes a character named Mate who “lived by the
side of a volcanic vent” at the center of Gaua where lay the entrance to tlee “low
world” (274)*° Mate brought death to Gaua as the result of the actions of Qat’s brother,
Tangaro the Fool, whose unintended deception forced Mate to lead all humans into the
lower world from where they could never return. Qat secretly intended hgaf@to
trick Mate into death so that all humans would know impermanence. We may
understand Mate, by way of Tangoro, as unintentionally complicit in the revelation of
human mortality, imposing the ultimate limits to human possibility as Qat’gtimyv
proxy.

Recounting the story of Qat as he learned it from his maternal grandéather,

elder in Aver village explained that all descendants of tribe Matan are destinedynot onl

49 Codrington (1881:274) records the name of the tomald of all of the islands of the northern New
Hebrides a$anoi,which on Mota is taken to signify Hell. Elder tivdnecognize this name but say that
on Gaua the spiritual lower world has long beervkmasBong the place of the spirits of the dead.
Codrington’s report that there “was not a sepamteptacle for the ghosts of each separate island”
contradicts contemporary Gauan belief about thé pas
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to mortality, but also to the same susceptibility to deception, intended (Qat) or
unintended (Tangoro), as their founding figure, Mate. Viewed in its broader cultural
mythological context, the Nume rowtatincorporates themes of mortality, vulnerability
to hidden intentions, and involuntary revelation which turn up in tivdno preoccupations
with eyes in interpersonal encounters. As with bodily gestures, actsadirigg the eye
movements of others reveal moments of subtle telepathy which bypass the moral
constraints of opacity. Accounts of young boys’ presentations in the salagat tteat
what makes leaders exemplars of composure is their ability to avoid involuntary
revelation. This is most evident in times of distress, when thoughts of mortalityyoccup
the minds of those who look into their leaders’ faces for calm reassuraadersare
judged by what they present in their demeanor and their committed acts cfthare r
than through public conjecture about their “true” intentions.

The possibilities for social-ethical relations open to tivono are to a large exte
predicated on an ability to maintain one’s opacity to others. Yet there ags foyth
internal and external to persons that threaten to undermine attempts to keep thoughts
and emotions hidden. Tivono recognize the material human body as the veaseiuor
(spirit) orwuvu vebg (good spirit). There is a soul, callathn which is differentiated
from wuvu in that the latter does not travel to the world of the dead following corporeal
death (see chapter 2f.Church sermons and outreach groups call for members to
cultivate the strength of “spirit” to secure passage into Heaven; most ofang t

interlocutors take this English term to encompass both the transcataleand the

Y Modern Nume speakers usgnto denote the soul that travels to the land ofied following
corporeal death. This term, however, is an efféth® language of Mota on Nume terms following the
rise of Mota-language sermons in Anglican churadme&aua. The older and now moribund Nume term
for soul istaywinin.
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transienwuvu(cf. Codrington 2005:248; Kolshus 1999:110; Hess 2006:288hen
they distinguish between the two, however, it is wuvu which is susceptible to the
corrosive effects of a sinful life. They explain that like so much else, the natilve of
interaction between wuvu and atan is Idss)(to cultural oblivion.

Wuvu are thought to transfer from a living grandparent or other elder tribal kin
to the newborn child, shed of the personality of its previous human vessel. They are
often depicted as “good” spirits because all tivono—patiple—are thought to begin
life as virtuous blank slates. Even the Anglican priests of Gaua pay littledhteal t
doctrine of Original Sin, opting for the notion of wuvu as a gift of uncorrupted moral
potential—a manifestation of the Holy Spirit—from elder to younger kin. Baptism i
Anglican churches centers around the giving of a kastom name and a Christian name, or
the public announcement of these names if they have already been chosen, and serves to
implicate all persons present as responsible for the moral development of dnefchil
Kolshus 1999:117 for baptisms on Mota). This development consists in strengthening
wuvu against the malevolent influences of extemalu vetegbad spirits; alstamal
through the cultivation of a child’s capacities for critical thinking, andnieacskills

such as gardening, fishing, and cooking which imbue thinking with moral efficacy.

*L There is a general discrepancy among the majochbbks on Gaua as to the congruence of “Heaven”
and “B6nd.” Tivond who are Anglicans tend not tetatiguish between the “Paradise” described in their
bibles and church sermons and the realm of therumdllel under Letes as revealed by kastom. Anglican
priests and parishioners maintain that this ismostly to the pragmatic, mostlgissez-faireattitudes
toward kastom taken by the Anglican Church on Garathe whole, Assembly of God adherents are
somewhat charier of identifying the two afterworbdsthe same, although this is likely due to the
tendency for tivoné who are disinterested in kastorattend AOG services. The Seventh Day Adventist
church, which has sent missionaries to Gaua shreéirne of Harrisson'’s visit (1937:326), has been
dismissive of kastom, which may account for itsvgrg popularity in some non-indigenous
communities. SDA presents itself as adamantly ngoedthonous, a spiritual movement from
elsewhere, pointing to the absurdity of locatingtd in Gaua'’s caldera. Nonetheless, several tivéno
with whom | spoke who are active with the SDA chiuhold firm to their kastom beliefs and express
their hopes for an afterlife on Gaua.
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Figure 3.1 Cultivating the inner spirit. A Gauan tivoné girl peels Malay apples from
her family’s tree for young children displaced by the 2009 volcanic eruptions. Photo by
Jeffrey Wescott. Use of photo by permission of Fred Mala Aris.
The most corrupting of bad spiritsvisivu sgsuwy, the “spirit that fills you up.”
Wuvu susuy enters the body through poison magic, proximity to taboo objects, or
through an incantation uttered into a kastom leaf by a malevolent other. The
contaminated person begins to commit acts which are harmful to others, such as
destroying gardens or spreading malicious gossip. These acts initheaaf
destructive behaviors which threaten the integrity of wuvu. Wuysugus parasitic,
feeding on wuvu vehpto sustain its own growth: unless treated by kadtb(tearf)
medicine or exorcism, wuvu ssuy “fills up” inside the person until all that is hidden
within him is pushed out into public space. The iliness that follows the expulsion of the
good spirit into oblivion further renders the contaminated person transparent to others.

Whereas the person was once vulnerable to his inner feeling of obligation to others, he

has become vulnerable only to the caprices of the bad spirit, which itself is fully
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invulnerable to any social obligations whatsoe¥eks the contaminated person fails in
his commitment to keep his internal states hidden from others, he becomeslighysica
ill, like the practitioner of magic who accretes poison inside him throughoutiméfet

of malevolent activity until it destroys him from within. The afflicted peraall sweat,
discharge phlegm, curse and excrete in full view of others, wasting awklyisibones
are visible beneath his ashen skin. Transparency—the dissolution or obviation of the
ethically virtuous trait of opacity—emerges through increasingly otheriulgm@gtions.

The problem of transparency in Gauan ethics calls to mind Levinas’ idea of
responsibility to others as founded in the vulnerability of the other to potential \8olenc
by the self. An essential part of his ethics is that the Other disclosesithienh
relation of responsibility within a condition of the mutual ignorance of intentions
(1982:86). | have shown that tivoné relations of care are predicated on the ambiguity of
others’ thoughts: they require the imaginative, simulative acts of domwen ii@ataot
an appropriate response to the other’s situation, that is, to avoid doing unintended
violence to the other. A person corrupted by the malevolence of wyswdoses his
ability to influence the situational outcomes of others through taking resgdimn$doi
them; so too is he deficient as a viable recipient of one’s care. The transpasent per
fails to keep his composure, speaks disrespectfully about others and acts only in ways

that benefit his own interests. He negates the expectations that defirmmsatdicare

°2 Tivénd understand “good” wuvu to be an intrinsictp the person it inhabits. Such a person is
autonomous in that he is understood to cultivageshivu through his own actions—as the sole author o
his actions, somehow separate from the directeénite of his wuvu. As wuvu gsuy enters, grows, and
expands as a result of the person’s own actiosgautonomy is increasingly imperiled as he has égu
relinquish control of his actions to the powerlod fnalevolent spirit. From the tivond perspectivhat
may be seen externally as increasing freedomgoas $ocial expectations and responsibilities, is
precisely the opposite.
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and for that matter, social relations more generally. Furthermordyrtéag bf violence
about which Levinas writes derives from the fact that the threat is hidderhif is t
condition of uncertainty which makes ethical relations a space of vulnerabiiéye Ts
nothing hidden about the violent intentions of the transparent person. Whereas
vulnerability in Levinasian terms provides a positive impetus for other-regaadiia,
the transparent person faces only his own vulnerability to the corrupting influences
wuvu susuwy. His vulnerability is a system of inward regression, disqualified from all
that is possible in the field of social relations.

Practitioners of poison magic are the paradigm case of viciously transparent
persons on Gaua. Their unintentional, self-induced death by poisoning provides a
familiar lesson to children about the corrupting influences of social isolation and
unremitting anger. Although there is no Nume term to distinguish such pensomngt,
which Nume speakers identify as a variationvafar, serves as an adequate signifier.
Warar denotes the incorporeal, primordial evil that precedes all human existedae, a
lends its malevolent connotationswawur. both terms find their Bislama near-
equivalent imakaemaswhich denotes “sorcerer” elsewhere in Vanuatyhereas
sorcerers in some Melanesian societies have been observed to play a pdsititeslif
moral role (e.g., Stephen 1995), elsewhere the sorcerer is a moral befagassitie
embodies, suffers and reflects the hidden or manifest violence in his socidtgh(Da
2008:49). The positive capacities of Gauan wuwur are limited to an ability to keep

watch over one’s family while one is away on another island. Wuwur provides a

%3 Tamatis a Nume term which denotes “devil,” “malevolspirit,” and “corpse.” In East Gaua, tamat
and wuwur are the most common manifestations ofltbembodied force of warar.
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contrast to appropriate opacity: as an archetypal transparent person heslidsol
distinction between hidden and manifest violence which makes social relations both
possible and precarious.

Beyond the extreme example of wuwur, there are other kinds of persons whom
tivOno recognize as incapable of keeping their intentions away from public view. One
describe as the “one-upper,” a person whom some of my interlocutorswaatidong
flas (flashy person). Aside from the undesirable trait of blatantly showing®ff hi
possessions to others, such as his large house and clean new clothes, the one-upper
cannot help but to comment on the newly acquired possessions of others. One tivénd
man recalled an incident in which he received a new lantern from a friend, amd a ma
who many describe as a one-upper promptly informed the man of the many ways that
his own lantern was far superior to the man’s. With his intentions transparent and fully
predictable to all around him, the one-upper provides others with no sense of otherness
with which they may identify him as a viable ethical relation.

Wuwur and one-uppers demonstrate how opacity is itself a motivating condition
for emerging relations of care. As tivono are quick to explain, however, pespksas
others’ capacities for respect and care by the sustained quality aslisenved actions.

The philosopher James Mensch (2003) describes encounters between human others in
Levinasian terms, as a “saturated givenness.” By virtue of the fa@rtlabserving self
never knows for certain what the other person will do in the future, the other is always
“more than one intends” (1), always more than one can fully assimilate into one’s own
sense of the world. In Gauan social encounters, wuwur and one-uppers are by contrast

less than one intends: observing their actions, one finds that the sense of futuiiy that t
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other offers is forestalled by expectations of malicious behavior. Retumlreyinas’
point about the potential for hidden violence in ethical relations, to be transparent in
Gauan society is to be temporally as well as ethically limited. In comationg
saturated givenness appears in the ways each interlocutor can never &idiythee
reasons the other may advance for his speech act (cf. Habermas 1999:31, 71anThere c
be no expectation of a shared future with wuwur and one-uppers because there is
nothing given to anticipation. For tivono, “temporality as a medium of otherness”
(Stasch 2009:17) is preempted by revelations that the other is less than one’fntends.
There are persons for whom opportunities for maintaining the ethically
necessary otherness of opacity are either unavailable or insuffjaeotivating. Yet
the breaching of opacity is not always a morally negative act. All of theativam
dangers of transparency notwithstanding, there are socially sanctioned mfuments
expressing one’s thoughts, fears, and even anger. Public displays of thie sfra
acceptable if situationally appropriate, in contrast to the persistentfahger and
self-interest which identify transparent persons. The most socially abtepcts of
transparency involve the role of parents as moral proxies to their children. Whatspar

learn that their child has disrespected another family by destroying ty;ogtealing

** The obviation of social viability in transparergrpons and the corrupting processes of malevolent
spirits beg the question of such persons’ prosgec@scension into Heaven (or Bond). Hess (2010)
reports that for the people of Vanua Lava, Helktathe form ofverésor: “the place of sorrow and
sadness where souls receive their punishmentéarithmoral and evil practices in the world of the
living” (166). All Gauans with whom | spoke recogaithe Christian Hell, to which they refer in Bisla
asfaea(fire). When | asked my tivono interlocutors wikatds of actions or personal qualities lead to
damnation, | was met with silence. People who ailea@d antisocial in their lives wander the patimsl
forests of Gaua without connection to others. Wihety die, their fate is to continue their (in)attthand
placelessness for eternity. Hess’ study of theld#en Vanua Lava anticipates this predicamerthef
ill-fated dead, describingerésor as “marked by restless movement, or enforced iityphihat is
associated with not having a place” (2006:290).dBaivond have lost their word for that placelessne
of the damned, but not its viability as a poterfaaé.
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garden crops, or killing chickens, they are expected to approach the victims and openly
express their shame and anger for the incident. Parents make it publicly known that
their own tears of remorse and contrition accurately depict what theingigrnally
experiencing. They work to effectively bring their child’s intentions ineodpen to

counter the claims of gossiping third parties thayin fact know the true inner states

of the child, a situation which occurs despite the general aversion to implicatsejfone

in the intentions of others. As parents an implicit obligation to step away froraféig s

of their concealed thoughts and feelings to rectify the inappropriate actitresrof

children. This is perhaps the most common instance of ethically viable—even
obligatory—transparency in Gauan life.

A more exclusive space for obviating the opacities of self and others manifests
when someone falls victim to wrongdoing or disrespect. Such a person may publicly
elaborate the intentions and inner characters of anonymous perpetrators, often
generalizing their harsh castigations to the community at large.drjiriesre a case
study of a woman from Aver village who awoke one morning to find that someone had
stolen her four bags of concrete mix. She first sat quietly in her cookhousetb oefl
what had happened, and then spent the rest of the morning and much of the afternoon
pacing the village, wondering aloud what kind of person one must be to steal from a
fellow community member. The woman alternated between focusing hgr ang
comments on the characteristics of the thie—nher or his appalling lack of self-
sufficiency and ineffective parents—and those of a community that clearlyhthemg
little of honesty and hard work as to allow such a disrespectful act to occur. In he

invective, she dissolved the opacity of her interlocutors. Her act of identifying the
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individual thief with the entire community implicated both as people whose regeettabl
true intentions had become transparent to her. The woman’s public revelaitiogs (
to reveal what is unknown) of the inner thoughts of others brought a performative mode
of transparency into ethical territory by virtue of both the pedagogical amarof
pronouncements and her standing as a respected person of the place.

Tivond men report that adulterous desires and the coveting of other men’s
houses or property are their most strictly guarded inner feelings. Wotaedaaris that
their husbands are unfaithful to them and their lingering anger over past jeakmsisie
feelings which ought not to be openly revealed. When | asked my interlocutors to
describe what thoughts and feelings must be kept hidden, most of them couched their
replies in the third person (e.g., “we Gauans” or “people here”) for felaouina
conversations might be misconstrued as personal confessionals. By contrastderos
persons maintain that they are beyond shame, and that transparency without
consequence is one of the few luxuries of old age. They observe that the Nume term
tamaraga(old man) also means “no shame”--tteaharagais the fusion ofa (the
particle placed before a verb to negate it) m@laga(shame). Younger tivono say that
an old person’s words cut particularly deeply as they are viewed as accurat
representations of true thoughts and feelings.

The indifference of elders to their own revelations is not without limits. An
illustrative example involves an elder of the tivoné community who recounted for me a
time when he feared that his feelings of shame for having failed to mdatriig's

expectations of him would surface and become visible to them:
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Some years ago, near the end of the year, we had very little food. | could

not provide for my family. | felt like a dog. | wanted to cry, but | could

not let my family see me cry. I did not want them to know that I felt like

a dog. ‘Papa is not giving us the things he has...Papa is lazy.” Were these

their thoughts? My stomach was full of shame. My stomach tried to

come out. | was afraid my stomach would come®d{Sovut, April 1,

2008]
Having conversed with the man several times on the topic of attitudes of older tivono,
trusted that he felt comfortable enough to recount this difficult story to mbgaatise
he was nearly eighty years old. His elder status, however, could not prevdrdrie s
of failing his family’s expectations of him from arising and threateningnder him
transparent. My interlocutor believed that he was a fraud, someone who is not the kind
of person capable of producing for and maintaining the well-being of closs.atleer
felt his low self-worth amplified by fears that his stomach, the seat ofesfartivono,
would “come out” into full view. As both an active member of his church and a lifelong
practitioner of kastom, he dedicated himself to instructing his community in proper
moral conduct, encouraging them to aspire to the true mamaée\{ viduhof a person
of the place. Even his elevated stature in the community could not protect him from
feeling the threat of social death brought about by the shame of unfulfilleda&xpes

Yet my interlocutor also recognized the possibilities available to him in
confronting his own transparency. For the Aver woman who was the victim of theft, the

poignantly ethical moment of her public diatribe was the unguarded expression of

opinions and feelings which compelled those around her to question the strength of their

% In the original Nume: “Ranti, tare tow vebas, teebas, sém naliblama wiswiskit. Na me ta le mi
gengen nam na-rasogok. Matev namuk nam tuar toka@&en6rds te rara, wa na-rasogok nir me ta
ververe mi na sur na me rara. Na me ta mérés mimatev nam tok. ‘Papa ve ta le mi tare savasav
namun... Papa ni ve mayéDudumi e namnir? Natagak velol sur maraga. Natage kal lu ma ale vere.

Na me gangane natagak te kal lu ma ale.Vere



121

own ethical commitments. For the community elder, ethics wsslhdisclosure, a
reflexive assessment that either sacrifices the self to shamptgdwge or presents
possibilities for renewing one’s commitment to a particular kind of being. As sel
sacrifices in the service of ethical renewal, moments of transparendy tudind men
and women recounted for me with great clarity contrast with the destroetekations
of the likes of wuwur and one-uppers.

The woman'’s public reprimands showed her to be the kind of person who feels
so strongly about the value of trust in her community that her moments of unguarded
anger threatened to reveal thoughts and feelings previously unknown even to her. The
elderly man’s internal scolding revealed and perhaps reinforced his ownitcoaminto
his relations of care. In each of these cases we find persons opening thetnsbles
risks of revealing thoughts and feelings of which they themselves are un&ethre
opacity is a concern tall tivono, who take it as given that women and men hold
thoughts and feelings which are beyond reflexive awareness, often malitielgslyy
traces of wuvu sysuy dwelling in their bodies. There are times of unguarded anger,
shame, and fear when people suddenly find themselves divulging their true manner in
view of all, including themselves. Those who witness such events follow C. S./$eirce
observation that “it is the belief men betray and not that which they parade wkitth ha
be studied” (1998:346). At first glance, self-opacity discloses the negativefside
ethical possibility--that more can emerge from other-regardinglamsone may desire.
Yet the chief, the mother’s brother, and others thought to have well-cultivated mora
imaginations and capacities open themselves to these vulnerable moments of virtue

their making ethics a constant concern in their lives. In doing so, they confront
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seemingly unending possibilities for unscripted revelation. They are the kinds of
persons who ought to welcome rather than fear such moments.
Always-vulnerable persons

The idea that tivono view themselves as always vulnerable to the situations and
needs of others seems to place Gauan ethics into the realm of supererogationgof peopl
giving of themselves beyond what is expected of them by some relevant noronative
intrapersonal standard. To be always-vulnerable surely raises eiqrectat
imagining others in the ways | have described. As always-vulnerable) tmén and
women perambulate villages and paths with their sensibilities and morahatiags
ever-receptive and readily activated. When my interlocutors conveyed to me the
insistent need for persons of the place like them to remain watchful and responsive i
their social worlds, they quickly acknowledged the practical realities bf\agdance.
Tivono offer the phrasea mel wese nam manman sésther birds’ eggs) to express
the idea of foolishly taking on responsibilities well beyond expectation. Yet the notion
of being always-vulnerable is powerful as a way of distinguishing oneselfatashc
others in social-ethical space. Tivono recognize the practical value of mb&inggll-
being of others one’s constant concern. Thinking of others, one often finds a greater
sense of achievement in the everyday labors which are otherwise merelytieghaus
monotonous. As a matter of social-cosmological order, tivon6 are always-\alénera
because as persons of the place they can be; for this reason it follows fanahémeyt
ought to be.

The possibilities for an ever-vigilant concern for others bring Gauan étbacs

conversation with certain recent moral-ethical theories in anthropology. Ome suc
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theory is put forward by Jarrett Zigon, who situates much of his analytics afityor
within Heidegger’s ontology dDasein the human capacity for intersubjectivity in a
pre-existing world. Zigon defines morality as “those bodily dispositions ethatcthe
world non-intentionally and unreflectively. To be moral is to inhabit a bodily
disposition, one might even say inhabit a soul, that is familiar to oneself and most other
with whom one comes into contact” (2007:135). Humans navigate within their “familiar
sharedness of morality” without having to deliberate on the most appropriate &otions
follow in any given interpersonal encounter. The multitude of moralities operat
any given society coalesce into the unreflected, bodily moral disposition.régudts is
a “range of possibilities” available to pre-deliberative action, a rangéhvdhi@altered,
ever so slightly, by the creative and free (i.e. conscious) process of eRl0§a(262-
3; 272).

There are times, however, when the expectations we have of our intersubjective
world are confounded, the range of possibilities for unreflected action exceeeede W
forced to step away from our current situation and relinquish our non-conscious
dispositions to awareness and deliberation. In Zigon’s framework, this is theatet
moment” of reflection and creative action. Here he adapts Heidegger’s notibe of
breakdown” to his moral framework:

Just as the hammer [in Heidegger’s example] is usually and for the most

part ready-to-hand [i.e. does not require deliberation and conscious

attention to use effectively], so too are moral expectations and

dispositions. They are normally unquestioned, unreflected upon and

simply done. [...] But on occasion, something breaks down. A

disagreement arises. Someone asks you a troubling question to which

you might not want to answer. [...] These dilemmas, difficult times, and
troubles do arise from time to time and they force one...to step away and
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figure out, work-through and deal with the situation-at-hand. [Zigon
2007:137]

Zigon’s framework consists in a series of transformations, beginning with the
unreflected moral dispositions which mediate our everyday social interaatidns
giving way to the “stepping away” of ethical reflection catalyzedroytiling moments.
In the final transformation, the troubling question or dilemma is resolved, its novel
solution is incorporated into one’s dispositions, and one achieves the moral telos of
returning to the “comfort” of her or his unreflective state of intersubjedieing. An
anthropology of moralities, Zigon argues, ought to limit itself to the anajysisoral
breakdowns, “to those social and personal moments when persons or groups of persons
are forced to step-away from their unreflective everydayness and tiough, figure
out, work on themselves and respond to certain ethical dilemmas, troubles, or
problems” (2007:140; cf. Robbins 2009:278).

This moral-theoretical framework bears structural resemblance to trg the
presented by Hans JoasTihe Creativity of Actiorf1996) and critiqued by Benjamin
Dalton (2004) and others (e.g., Camic 1998). Dalton observes that despite his stated
goal of arguing for “a creative dimension to all human action” (Joas 1996:4), Joas
presents a model of action which takes creativity to be a “phase” of adtain “t
emerges in response to the interruption of habitual activity” (Dalton 2004:604). A
“phasic” conception of action (610) ignores the possibility adeasionbetween
unreflected habitual action and acts of creativity” (Joas 1996:129, emphasis adtled) a
opts for a reading of creativity as the momentary mediation betweenaresits and

confounded habits.
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Dalton observes that there are types of creative actions which emdngatwit
benefit of a crisis or “shattering” event. They include experimentatidnamibutine
due to boredom or exhaustion from a habitual action (2004:608), or the perfection of
routinized actions—creative episodes in which a person strives to improve curysnt wa
of doing things (610). Additionally, Nick Crossley (2001:88) notes that children and
adults often transfer novel ways of doing things from one domain of social irdaract
to others, as has been observed in occasions of play. None of these creative actions
requires the breakdown of unreflective habits for their emergence; somethihgatee
go wrong for a person to act with creative deliberation. In theorizing adiarphasic
sequence from habit to creativity and back to reconstructed habit, Joas faltsf $iert
stated goal of comprehending the two as co-occurring types of action in tension. H
consigns creativity to a “residual category” (1996:4) of action, requiring asdepa
theory of explanation. A good deal of action goes unaccounted for in a phasic model
that imagines alternating tides of habit and deliberation.

Tivono and other people of Gaua regularly find themselves confronted with
situations they did not anticipate or which make them uncomfortable. The “troubling
guestions” and dilemmas to which Zigon refers surely arise in the shiftingadul
political, and demographic landscapes of Gaua’s communities. Breakdowns occur, and
as the cases of ethically constructive transparency reveal, theyddteajion, self-
assessment, and creativity into the spaces of selves and others. Furthbenurgon
of a pre-objective, kinesthetic morality is compelling, and evident in the regepti
sensibility to vulnerable others that makes domwen possible. In viewing tivono life

through the lens of a phasic framework of morality, however, much ethical work is los
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The chief, the mother’s brother, and all who aspire to the moral stature of these
exemplars comprehend responsibility as always there to be taken up. Thelagvery
walks around villages and other communal spaces are opportunities for ethical
cultivation of self and community. For all of its analytical power, a phasubehof
breakdown and resolution cannot account for ethical experimentation and deliberative
perfection. These capacities are essential to the cultivation of donovetructive
transparency, and the more pervasive idea of a culturally and historituzied
receptivity to the vulnerabilities of others. The instruments of ethics avaitablé&no
are honed through careful attention to the words and daily activities of others. By
forcing these deliberative practices into residual categories, the braakadosel fails
to capture many of the proactive ways that tivono work toward genuine ethical
encounters and relations. The model arbitrarily segregates the “proddativethe
“reproductive” (Faubion 2010; see also Robbins 2007) and obscures much that
transpires in a life of making possibilit{.

The final phase of the breakdown model, in which persons return to their non-
conscious dispositions (albeit with a transformed moral habitus), poses simldmps
when applied to the ethical lives of Gauan tivon6. Domwen is a domain for creative
thought in intersubjective life, a process through which persons reaffirm or question

their moral commitments and imagine other possible worlds. The ever-pessEnnhs

%6 Zigon adopts Foucault’s idea of ethics as “a cimscacting on oneself either in isolation or with
others,” but refines it within his own theoreti¢amework to direct its focus toward “the ethicabpess
of working on the self as always open-ended and@nal...as a recurring existential moment
throughout one’s life that can never end in selstagy or authenticity” (2009a:261). However, hdscal
for an anthropology of ethics that limits its ariagl scope to the “recurring” moments when peapke
“forcedto step-away from their unreflective everydayng2807:140, emphasis added). A phasic
framework fails to explain how “breakdown” accoufds consciousproactive(i.e. not prompted or
forced by confounding events) exercises of selfifasing as everyday practices, regardless of utéma
aims.
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between attending to the well-being of self and others, and the challengesaxting

with particular others who are at once stranger and kin (see chapteirdg,tdefwork

of Gauan ethics. Such an ethics has no resolution, no return to a place of comfort. The
ethos of what we may call “the unresolved event” is demonstrated in the expectations
tivond have of themselves in their relations of care. It is not simply that tivond want to
view themselves, and to have others view them, as fully capable of attending to “other
birds’ eggs,” as having the knowledge, skill, and material means to meet an unending
string of obligations if they so choose. The point is that the relations of care to whic
they have already committed require their constant vigilance andserggdut, and

their continuing viability as certain kinds of persons rests on the ongoing segoéss
these relations of care.

While trekking together around paths in the northeast, a tivoné man pointed out
to me the gardens of families to whom he has given assistance over the past two or three
decades. He recalled earlier times when these gardens had fallen prygtd,dvoison
magic, or simple neglect and he and his family took it upon themselves to provide
assistance. Situations of vulnerability such as these reveal the ongoingj@idigh
entire households in the northeast: conversations in the cookhouse commonly involve
assessments of the states of others’ property, and thoughts about what feisheances
is needed and ought to be given. The repairs of other families’ gardens endbted i
past are unresolved events: they are the essential, ever-present conteses in t
enduring relations of care. There is an underlying moral aesthetic cbselice to this
ethics, one which is also apparent in the tivon6 notidavafswut the obligation to

welcome all persons at all times. As with lavaswut, the commitment to thelwecks
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event sacrifices the comfort of the self-sufficient life: it forgthespossibility that one
can disconnect oneself from the dynamic living space of vond and reconstruct
obligation entirely on one’s own terms, as a sort of post-autochthonous ethics. My
interlocutors’ descriptions of their steady commitments to others’ gardevisi@ia

vivid example of how persons of the place find comfort in the discomfort of their
vigilance, as visceral and contemplative confirmations of their place in tled-mor
cosmological order. At the same time, commitments to the unresolved eventoeveal
tivond the limitations to their “compromise” between self and other (Edel 1963:203)
the points where certain possibilities close as long as others remain open.

Breaking free of the breakdown, we find spaces for thoughtful creativity in the
moral imaginations and actions of tivon6. We must acknowledge, however, that
opening these spaces to ethical cultivation is but one side of the opportunity coin. The
always-vulnerable person may not be always-responsible. The deliberattiegs of
perfecting and deviating from habit are achieved only by surrenderihg tesks and
uncertainties of creative action, efforts which open possibilities fargaatith harmful
intentions. Paul Rabinow describes the resonance of Georges Canguilhem’si@oncept
of evolutionary processes in much of contemporary ethical thought, observing that “we
must move, err, adapt to survive. This condition of ‘erring’ or ‘drifting’ is not merely
accidental or external to life but its fundamental form” (in Foucault 1997 xlalse
Foucault 1998b; Faubion 2009, 2011). Erring and drifting serve to chart the outer
contours of ethical possibility; they are deliberative, risky prasttbat open one to the
freedom of testing the boundaries of moral expectation. This may take the form of

eliciting one’s own visceral response to cruel actions toward others, as4 ebserves
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in the evaluative experience of callousness. Erring and drifting reveal howegaan
distance oneself from the other-regarding commitments to which one feeys alwa
vulnerable’’

An elderly tivdnéman and former chief described for me an evening long ago
when, exhausted and frustrated due to his unending responsibilities to family and
community, he pushed his sister’s two young sons to the ground and violently
threatened them with a flaming torch in full view of the entire village. Astdyaped
away to regain his composure, he felt his heart surrounded by “the knives of people’s
eyes” tare [lasel nam mate nam wusulThe man recalled his action as a desperate
attempt to apprehend his own place in the shared values of the community: he wanted to
experience the intensity of the expectations people had of him as a respecteuexhd fe
leader. Although he observed that several days later his sister and the rest of the
community treated him just as they had before the incident, the man felt hinoself
acutely aware of the limits to his own deviation from responsibilities as bactues a
mother’s brother. Only by committing a shameful act of such magnitude did he@ome
understand himself as someone incapable of doing so with self-impunity.

A similar case involves an East Gaua woman who retreated to her native village
in the south early one morning so that she could “know the pgilmthpng of
abandoning her family. When she returned to her family nearly one month later, they

reacted as if she had never left, which upset her greatly. Without recourse to her

" Robert Sack (2003:194) equates moral drift with@eception—the idea that one can progressively
convince oneself of the rightness of one’s owneasingly unethical actions. While this is clearly
observable in the processes of wuvyssy—where, more accurately, increasing moral drifnetched
by an increasing indifference to the world—Gaudniostrecognizes a drifting of purposeful deviation
which often works to counter self-deception. Oney wigcover, recover, or reinforce one’s ethical
commitments.
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family’s reactions of resentment, anger, or relief, the woman found herssflftar
confront her anxieties about her responsibilities to her family and the trug exte
which they needed her. Again, the locus of revelation was the heart: the woman
described how her heart had gone “colddgmwalak mamiriy from her family’s
indifference, revealing that her erring and drifting had pushed beyond the dimit
moral possibility.

There are other, less dramatic, ways in which tivénd cut across the grain of
social-ethical space. By refusing to attend a nearby fundraiser, isgéaki someone
in gossip, or conspicuously ignoring visitors, people undertake their ostensibly other-
denying acts to test the boundaries of their own vulnerabilities to respiysithey
do so, of course, with the potential for others to take their actions as evidence of
selfishness, jealousy, or perhaps the incipient presence of wiysuy sMet the agent in
these situations finds himself sacrificing the short-term feelinglib€sefident
community spirit for a more substantive, rational and visceral assessniesit of
responsibilities. These are the expectations of being always-vulneralidettirand
for worse. Roy Wagner (1975) observes that “explanations [for motivation and
creativity] in terms of disturbance and injustice belittle human achievenaetits level
of correctives, and reduce life to an equilibrium model” (34). A full account of Gauan
ethics recognizes the breakdowns that occur in the face of change; but it aitsebse
the proactive ways in which tivono engage with a social-ethical world that is ateve
equilibrium, even as an ideal.

Conclusion
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In this chapter | have presented critical aspects of a Gauan theory adrdde m
encounter. The guiding focus has been the moral imagination, the capacity for
ascertaining the kinds of vulnerable situations others confront and how best to respond
as a capable ethical agent. These components and processes of the tivond moral
imagination coalesce as a distinctive marker of kastom personhood. | began by
explaining how a pre-reflective awareness of the vulnerable situations of séteiinto
motion the deliberative processes of the moral imagination. The situationscto whi
ethical agents are attuned are the type which forestalls possibility:iadents are
receptive to certain hindrances to possibilities for well-being and fotakeng even if
these concerns are not always foregrounded in thought. Imagining the sitoations
others requires not only familiarity with certain kinds of vulnerability, but atso a
awareness of and respect for the compelling otherness of other personsiv&ubjec
experiences. There are persons in the Gauan social environment who are for various
reasons unable to maintain the opacity of their own mind and heart, and for this reason
are often deemed inappropriate or even dangerous as objects of care. Convatesly, st
of cognitive and affective transparency may also serve the carefultyiteéel but
morally significant ends of fostering relations or providing therapeuti@ssessment.

As the tivdn6 moral imagination works to make sense of these various
interpersonal connections, it does so with an ideal of proactive ethics, of keeping
oneself always ready to respond to others’ situations, but also of testing the boundaries
of moral expectations as a person of the place. Such persons risk becoming moral
pariahs in their efforts to discern, often viscerally, their horizons of redplagsand

the consequences of being “kastom” in everyday social life. In sum, thereoare tw



132

general tendencies of action in Gauan ethics. The first suggests thaag¢/eaitive
process that leads to other-regarding care is directed by an “attri@dtmKo 2005:17)
in the tivond moral “system.” Caring for others is the telos to which persons know they
ought to strive: it increases its pull on them exponentially as they move tdaser
connecting with others as particular persons and experiencing the rectfesste &
feeling genuinely and properly “of the place.” Then again there is thenente
understand the self as unable to fully accommodate the system’s attraations
expectations: there are always frustrations, changes of heart, and ddseiofi¢he
moral imagination to tend and uproot. My interlocutors reveal their ability to mexsng
while never fully reconcile, the inward pull of others and the outward summon of still-
other possibilities.

Taking the tivoné moral imagination as a whole, from the pre-conscious
sensibility to others in need, through imagining what is compellingly fanaihd what
is insufficiently other, and lastly to the deliberate fracturing of onets mwral ground,
we find a concern for possibility. The moment of transcendence in Gauan ethics—the
moment that people experience as distinctly “kastom”—is the movement from a
situation’s existing possibilities to the production of new ones that exceed thieteonc
situation. We have seen this production of possibility in the construction of new,
potentially enduring relations of care with others. These new possibdigesnacted in
encounters witlparticular others, but they always point to something larger than
themselves, something more socially comprehensive. That is the subject oftthe nex

chapter.



Chapter 4: Imagining many others: kinship and community

In chapter 3, my Gauan interlocutors lived in the moment. Even as they
appealed to memories of the past and forged ideas of interpersonal futures, dney bec
aware of the problems of others, and the possibilities and limits of their mora,selve
within the “encounters of care” taking place in real time. This was the meaediacy
of the moral imagination, taking hold of the vulnerable situation and the opaque,
particular other and guiding the self toward some form of right action. In this chapter |
explore the moral imagination beyond the face-to-face encounter withupartithers.

We have seen that among the possibilities generated by the moral integaratthe
transformations of “strangerssdlavar) into “kin” (rasogg, the establishing of

relations of caret¢mton) and “looking-after” kere goj from ultimate social distance.
Kinship is more than an encompassing category for household, lineal, and affinal
relations, and it is more than a convenient metaphor for relations of care. lddes of w
is inherently and unavoidably present in relations with consanguineal kin provide a
framework for people to think about aspects of their moral lives and selves which
transcend their dyadic relations.

The erosion of an exogamous matrilineal system as an organizing principle has
been among the more striking cultural losses tivono have faced over the past centur
Yet notions of kinship endure as ways of organizing one’s broader range of social
connections and commitments. The concerns which Gauan tivono express about kin
relations however conceived return us to the domain of possibility—not for the creation

of relations with particular others as we discovered in chapter 3, but for the

134
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viability of certain ways of thinking about moral “communities” on Gaua. Ideashat
constitutes a life of community provide social-ethical context to the focus on human-
environment interactions in the final chapters of the dissertation.

| begin by examining how tivono contemplate the multiple attributes of
commonality and otherness they perceive between themselves and others, and how
these meditations inform notions of selves and of broader social-ethical wirdde T
meditations are largely motivated by attitudes toward kin-relating. Nmxisider what
takes place following the initial encounters of care in acts of domwen agdesor
chapter 3. Through the exchange of kinship terms in incipient relations of care, tivono
apprehend a shared “lifeworld” which impinges on them as a moral obligation both to a
particular other and to a wider social network with its own expectations of cgbih a
Having explored the capacities of kinship attitudes and terms for revealiathtbal
big picture in Gauan social life, | examine how morally adept persons stegdraway
everyday moral commerce to take a perspective on that picture. The possifaliti
new horizons of ethical living as evidenced in the always-vulnerable agent in chapter
shift from concerns about self and particular others to broader senses of community.
Attitudes and ambivalence in Gauan kinship

The phrasai ve ses€he/she is different) is ubiquitous in conversations among
Nume speakers and covers wide referential ground. Depending on its reference and the
context of its utterance, the phrase may identify social awkwardness, mentally
instability, limited skill or intellect, a nonconformist spirit (usuallydsaf children), an
uncommon talent, or even the unique knowledge gained from extensive travel. Implicit

in this simple phrase is the evaluative notion that the person being describesrendiff
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from the rest of yone who stands out for good or for bad by virtue of a distinguishing
trait. Otherness is a pervasive idea on Gaua, an observation confirmed in the operations
and tensions of the moral imagination, and in the ways Gauan communities set
themselves apart from one another. These forms of otherness are in gamgar@
substantive than those identified by “ni ve sese,” as they concern notions of human
ontology and social-cosmological order with wide ethical relevance.

Coming out of chapter 3, an essential point to hold moving forward is that
Gauans who identify assz6ndimagine their relations with others as expressions of
commonality and otherness existing in constant tension. They register trefs bel
about other persons by revealing their familiarity with certain kinddudtgons they
see others confronting while avoiding talk of what others are thinking andgfeelin
what they intend to do next. Vulnerability and opacity are ontological concernsarthey
more or less shared conceptions about what exists and does not exist as pass®ibilitie
human intersubjectivity. Tivono express their beliefs that all human beings hre bot
ontologically common and ontologically other: as humans we are all vulnerable to
danger and deprivation; and we are qualitatively unique subjectivities with thoughts,
feelings and experiences that are not, and ought not to be, available to inspection by
others.

Tivonois a term | use to identify a group of persons who ostensibly share an
awareness of these human attributes and who find themselves obligated to négotiate t
tensions between them to the good of others. | opt for the phrase “find themselves,” as
tivond describe their other-regarding obligations as requisite traits of thelitiekeas

persons of the place, not as desired traits in a supererogatory sense. As diagexpl
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to me, this is simply who they are, cosmologically common to other tivono by wirtue
ordering their beliefs and practices in such a way as to conceive of tloemssisuting
an encompassing conceptual framework of life and the wWdAtwork is a mutual
causality, of tivono finding themselves making the world as it makes themaflybr
mentioned this relation of heteronomy in presenting the tivond view of kastom as both
“in the bones” and diffuse within the cosmological order (see chapter 3). “Kagom” i
here coterminous with “tivong,” identifying a group of people who are cosmollygica
other than the rest of their fellow Gauans and the broader world by virtue of their
relation to that world and the obligations that accompany that relation. To ragfiy br
to the question of supererogation, no person of Gaua who self-identifies as “tivono,”
“kastom,” or “manples” ever suggested to me that their far-reaching obhgati
demonstrate a superior kind of personhood. In ethical terms, these appellations do no
more than identify the day-to-day obligations of persons who inhabit a cosmological
order, one which they tend to regard as qualified to make certain claims on them.

| do not intend the divisions between ontology and cosmology, and commonality
and otherness, to exhaust the kinds of considerations taéké when they imagine
relations with others. On Gaua, histories of collaborations and disputes withaters
their associates, and myriad political and practical realitiespaffibute to how one

assesses relations with others and to how one locates oneself and others ithscadial-e

%8| am indebted to the explication of “cosmology&pented by Thorgeir Storesund Kolshus (1999). Of
his interlocutors on Mota, Kolshus writes, “One kcbuargue that the ‘true’ cosmology actually is the
system of classificatiomvith the opposition inside/outside not only bethg main tool for the orderingf
the world but is equipped with qualities approaghéam almost ontological nature, i.e. producing
statements concerning how the wagt(3). Gauan tivond approach the distinctions betwthemselves
and those on the “outside” of their “group” as batbreative engagement with the world—the making of
possibility and limit through acts of ordering—aawd acknowledged awareness of the reality that
confronts and constrains them. This point is vakiéd our comprehending the arbitrariness of
distinctions between “is” and “ought” in many argpological projects on the ethics of other socsetie
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space. Yet within the complexities of moral decision-making, what is evient i
observing the practices and discourses of tivond is that shared vulnerabilittesedns
inner states, and concerns about authenticating indigenous identities allagppear
routinely compelling factors in forming social relations. These factmakesce as
diverse attributes of self and other, foregrounded in particular situationis vanige
from moments of self-assessment to interpersonal crises. In thesersguather
people are not simplsese simply “different” from the rest of us by virtue of an
isolated character trait. | present Figure 4.1 to clarify this digtimcand to organize
my further explorations of how various ideas about commonality and otherness
contribute to tivono ethical thought.

We may interpret each of the six numbered lines in Figure 4.1 either as a tension
between two traits, or as two non-conflicting or complementary traitgjmgsat once
in a single individual who is the focus of the moral imagination at any given tihed—t
is, whose relation to an observer poses a particular ethical question. The exseption i
Cc-Co (number two in Figure 4.1), which is an either/or configuration demaycatin
tivond from other indigenous and non-indigenous persons. This distinction is rarely
ambiguous: a child born to one tivon6 and one non-tivond parent will enjoy the rights of
resource access of the native mother or the native father (often throughein)s aanst
will typically speak the language of the native parent. There are tilmes @ne feels a
clash of loyalties between one’s dual identities, when the value of the cosmiologica
distinction becomes unclear, as when hearing about an indigenous person’s claiming
long-lost rights of resource access from non-native landholders (or “rgnignge”

foregoing example notwithstanding, it is the mutually exclusive distinctionghih
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tivono order their social-cosmological world which allow them to identify therasel
as having abilities, obligations, and goals in common with some others and quite

different from other others.

Oc » Oo
4 Oc: ontological commonality

Oo: ontological otherness
6 Cc: cosmological commonality

Co: cosmological otherness

4
Cc <« » Co

1 — The vulnerability-opacity nexus
2 — The tivond divide
3 —salavan (the vulnerable stranger)
4 —salavan (the opaque fellow tivono); the first facticity of kinship
5 —rivte/amaren the second facticity of kinship
6 —aradayis; the moral-imaginative “frontier”
Figure 4.1 Configurations of commonality and otherness in Gauan ethics
In chapter 3 | examined the traits of ontological commonality and othei@ess
Oo, number one) which stir the tivoné moral imagination. As features of relations
between persons, neither situational vulnerability nor opacity are limiestctunters
with socially distant others. They are present in everyday encounterhosthgersons
whom tivond most closely identify and most frequently interact—their own kin. To
encounter otherness in one’s closest relations is to identify strangers in one’s
cosmological order: others who are fellawdno yet always distant in their “true”

intentions and feelings. The interaction between these two conflictirg (€aitOo,

number four) constitutes what | call the first facticity of tivoné kinship—gitesence of
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the strange in the intimately familiar as explored in great depth byhS3@9) in his
ethnography of the Korowai. By “facticity” | refer here to Heideggebservation that
humans come to grasp their existential condition through the particular attheges t
take toward facts in the world (see Blattner 2006:45). In the present coniexst fatct

for tivono that they cannot bridge the divide which separates them from thetisgbjec
experiences of others, even of their closest kin. They reveal the facfithig

condition of relating—this intimate alterity or “close strangeneStdgch 2009:107)—

in the attitudes they take toward the very notion of kinship, a complex fusion of care,
concern, and ambivalence.

The first facticity of kinship makes possible the imagining of the vulnerabl
stranger (Oc-Co, number three): tivono recognize their obligations to respond on behalf
of individuals who are non-tivénd yet susceptible to facing the vulnerable situations
familiar to all people. They attend to the well-being of visitors from distiiages,
islands, and beyond—to persons whosai@avan(strangers) in its primary meaning of
neither indigenous to nor residents of East Gaua. Intimate alteritypatgi€ithe
attitude of care toward vulnerable strangers by asserting that like akyoaee
defined in part by their quality of otherness.

Whereas the first facticity of kinship concerns the attitudes taken toward th
strangeness of fellow tivond, especially one’s closest kin, the second fa@iciyc,
number five) posits a deep sense of similarity attributable to the factrefistnaalities
of autochthony and co-presence. People whom tivino regard as proximate to them, as
sharing with them connections to pladeté: nearby) and certain expectations of the

determinate futureafnaren tomorrow; see chapter 5), are people whom they tend to
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imagine as kinds of kin. In the present day these relations are theoreticaliglyi
practically, traceable to the common connections to moieties and tribes thmaredga
social interaction in the now-distant past. The attitudes tivond have toward teé shar
vulnerabilities of people within their cosmological order are evident in how they
express their fears that the unfortunate events in the lives of close oth&useaie
befall them as well. Anticipating a misfortune already met by onefslowreveals the
anxious ambivalence of unmediated closeness. Tivoné commonly recognize events such
as serious illness or injury to kin as their own life’s inevitable trajectdmjciren are
doubly susceptible to meeting the same misfortunes as their brothers, susters, a
uncles. The reality of sharing a common nature and inhabiting a common social order
creates a sense of proximity typified by the cohabitation of kin, geneeatingeasy
resentment through the constant and undesired foretelling of one’s own fate.

Concerns about the inevitability of life are evident in the Nume pliiase sa,
ma ve sa tabengife sits, and it sits here). Tivond explain how life surrounds each one
of them, unyielding and incontestable, with markers of identity that situete Wwithin
a specific place and time. Spirits particular to plaeés yer¢ enter the bodies of
persons at birth, to return to the ground and trees of the same place following death. At
vere contribute to the health of children: parents and chiefs send young girls and boys
into the bush during early morning so that heavy, dew-covered leaves wkié*gtrug
them, dispelling iliness and giving them the vigor of ate vere. Adults identfyaaer
as having been born in a certain place and as embodying a corresponding ateckere whi
they share with others born there. The essential economics of place—land ownership,

resource access, and even household productivity—draw together persons who
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recognize each other as RihFaced with determining factors of identity such as these,
tivono feel that they are inextricably emplaced, subject to the contingencifes of i
confronted by all others who inhabit the same place.

This air of inevitability is compounded by the belief that close kin relations,
which are generally taken to be siblings, both parents (despite the matryisteah ©f
descent), and mothers’ brothers and fathers’ sisters and their childrekeare li
anatomical features: one acquires both through exigencies independent of human
activity and will. The person who finds that he has this face, these legs, and these ar
understands that it is so due to the influences of spirits of place and of human spirits
(wuvy transferred to young children from an elder family or tribal member. Bath Q
and the Christian god are often identified as facilitating consanguinatbnsl in that
they create the situations wherein people occupy the same place and time and come
together as families. Tivbno recognize relations of blood and their own physiogl bein
as objects that burden them to care: they are objects indexical of “thrownness,” the
ineluctable conditions of life from which tivono “cannot extricate [themselves]”

(Blattner 2006:78; Heidegger 1963:174).

While consanguineal kin and anatomical features come together as the sharpest
examples of “the way things are,” this correlation is not limited to ogiatby blood.
Codrington (2005:28) observed over a century ago that Banks Islanders (specifically his
hosts on Mota) recognize a symbolic extension of the term denoting “my spouse” (i

Nume:iasak as signifying one’s own arms and legs. This semantic connection between

¥ Here | refer to consanguineal kin, not relationtizated through encounters of care as | desdnibe
chapter 3.
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marriage partner and anatomy continues in East Gaua, with women clevegstoas

their spouses’ most recent regrettable behaviors by complaining of pains aritine

and legs in the company of other women. From the perspective of reckoning one’s own
corporeality through connections to kin, it is perhaps unsurprising that tivon6 quite
often view life as a limit that surrounds them, and that their fates areydotztwined

with the fates of close relations.

The abundance of sameness that kinship imposes on conceptions of life does not
preclude possibilities for freedom. (We may bear in mind the “always-vibleéra
capacities of kastom adepts to create situations wherein new possibititidsas]
may occur, even as probable outcomes are poorly understood and even beyond
imagination.) By taking a broader perspective and considering the othermésseof
relations—Dby thinking of an uncle or a brotheisatavanin its secondary sense of a
radically other subjectivity—a person may imagine alternative podsitoiees. The
Nume phras&id basran salsalava(We are all strangers), by which tivono reveal their
obligations to visitors, identifies the space for otherness opened by this meaning of
salavan

This notion of stranger underscores the value of the first facticity of kinship
(O0-Cc): tivond may imagine this tension resolving to desired ends in gitsathere,
for example, a man witnesses his father or brother performing important tasks
inadequately, commonly fishing, settling a dispute, or dealing with disobediédreahi
A woman observes her sister's marriage to a man who is lazy or abusive, amcedista
herself from this possibility in her own life by focusing on her own inability t@ine

what decisions brought her sister to accede to the marriage. The intéiméibgside
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the poor performances and decisions of kin are starkly unknowable and cannot be
appropriated into one’s own conceptions of the future. Whereas the first facticity of
kinship threatens ambivalence in the form of the strangeness of people with whom one
shares one’s household, it presents the opportunity of otherness, a way to get past the
feeling that one’s fate—one’s tomorrow in a particular shared place—essady
prefigured in the transpired events in the lives of kin. Co-presence is a doubde-edge
sword, a sign of belonging but also of inevitability. With the mediation of otherness,
however, it becomes less determinative of what is possible.

Keeping in mind the facticity of the strangeness of persons closest tdf thiedse
of the unsettling sense of vulnerability in a shared place and time, the quesésraari
to why tivond turn to kin terms to forge their relations of care. In the nexvsdatill
examine the process by which they ascribe kin terms in relations of this type. As
prologue | emphasize here that while kinship presents the tivoné moral imagination
with a set of compelling attitudes, these attitudes emerge within pl&owf tensions
between commonality and otherness—or strangeness—which are imaginedito exis
others. The intimate alterity of kin is as meaningful to Gauan ethics axpmgssion of
commonality.

George Simmel (1972) imagines the stranger as one who is recognized as
belonging to a fixed social group, yet is defined within that group by the fact that
neither he nor the “qualities he brings” to the group are indigenous to it. This
simultaneous presence of internal and external attributes demonstratesdthefuni
closeness and remoteness” that for Simmel defines all human relationships (1972:143)

Within the group, Simmel finds these attitudes in tension, “since the consciousness of
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having only the absolutely general in common has exactly the effect of puttingal spe
emphasis on that which is not common. [...] For this reason strangers are not really
perceived as individuals, but as strangers of a certain type” (1972:148). gtstra
becomes a certaigpeof stranger according to the particular otherness he brings to the
group. Reflecting on types of otherness in the group destabilizes notions of its
homogeneity—that it is unvarying and even sui generis in its beliefs and values. In
formal terms, this brings to mind Levina&l(91) observation that encounters with
something radically other “call into question” the individual self that positsatsfully
formed subjectivity and self-sufficiency prior to such encounters. Simstehnger
anticipates the Levinasian Other, bringing “a distinctly objectiveudti’ (Simmel
1972:145) to the interpersonal or intra-group encounter.

Simmel observes that while both closeness and remoteness exist in all social
relations, any particular relation has its own “special proportion and redipeoseéons”
between the two factors (1972:149). Kinship provides the paradigmatic special
proportion in the tensions between commonality and otherness in the Gauan tivéno
moral imagination, with household relations being the most critical. One ngeainihe
Nume termveny is any place demarcated as belonging to a tvivey denotes “bundle
of coconuts,” and persons of the same tribe holding the same rights to a piece of land
are thusly likened. Despite intra-household divisions in traditional exogamous Gauan
society, where the father belongs to a tribe different from his wife atdiernithere
remains in the present day as before an idiomatic ugengf which connotes the
shared origins, places, and fates of members of the same household. Tivono attribute the

extending ofveny to include all of one’s most intimate kin to the observation that just



146

as coconuts grow and flourish together on the same tree, so too are they similarly

vulnerable to storms and decay. The loss of one coconut exposes the others to more

the second facticity of kinship. The shared experiences among household kin include
the formative years of children as well as the ordeals of productivity vidrigioung

adults bring into sharp focus the intimacy of household relations—the special
proportion—relative to relations with more distant kin and with others in the
community and beyond.

The awareness that even persons considereqd aemirreducibly other in their
intentions and feelings is intensified against the intimacy of the household. @me N
speaking woman evoked verdy describing her own experience of gaining this
awareness in her late childhood as an encounterkartih vedar(rotten tree branch).

She recounted the painful revelation years ago that her mother had an exah-ma
affair, one which in the young woman’s mind demonstrated her mother’s unequivocal
rejection of her family’s affections. Yet even as she recalled thadseadf inner

turmoil that marked this experience—the indifferent objectivity of her mather’
transgression—the woman came to view it as an instructive moment of grasping the
otherness of even the most familiar persons in her life. Her story echdbserttes of

other childhood accounts in which tivond cast their experiences of disillusionsnent a
emergent moments of vulnerability. In these moments they come to tettmthevi

inability to fully knowanyother person, and with the possibility that intimate others are
susceptible to things in life that one has never considered. The woman who recounted

her childhood experience to me thought of her mother’s surprising actions as possible
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courses in her own life that she otherwise would not have imagined, and she describe
herself as more cautious in her interactions with men as a result.

Venin relations confront intimate alterities as well in sibling play. Tivon6
brothers and sisters quite often act oblivious to each other’s pain, as when oneds injur
while playing or struck by a parent as punishment. Children in pain become
increasingly demonstrable in front of their siblings, appearing to grow opset about
their siblings’ indifference. Other children such as cousins and non-family atag
seldom show such plain apathy toward another child’s pain. This conflict metwee
young siblings occurs despite the many occasions of showing generosiffeatidra
for each other, although camaraderie of this sort tends to occur between same-se
siblings. We may understand this interpersonal dynamic as formatieadeass
respecting opacity at the risk of showing apathy: the path of learningepgiofrem
surprised indignation to eventual acquiescence when a child comes to terms with the
stark objectivity of a sibling’s emotional distance. Adult siblings do not take t
oblivious stance toward one another, although as parents they idly support their own
children’s indifferent attitudes toward each other in moments of pain. Children once
described the remote and uncaring expressions of their siblings with the kgresat
(stone gaze); but this phrase, so evocative of the objective, distant other mittze, fa
has fallen into disuse.

In her analysis of Vanua Lavan conceptions of the person, Hess (2006) observes
that “kinship...clearly demonstrates the themes of dividuality and individualityt but i
lacks the complexity and contested quality of issues of life and death” (2). | have

presented a view of Gauan ethics which finds tivond conceptions of the person within
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the coordinates of a shared vulnerability, a qualitatively distinct subjgctwit a place
in the cosmological order. With its interlinked dimensions of commonality and
otherness, kinship, like life and death, offers the complexity to comprehemdiasse
aspects of tivond personhood which Hess finds lacking for the well-defined purposes of
her analysis. Kinship’s complexity is, however, less critical than its pdtémpaoffer
an understanding of the “contested qualities” of tivéno personhood, a point | raised in
observing the dual facticity of inevitability and freedom. Having witnedsedbss of
much of what once constituted their system of exogamous matrilineal kinship, tivono
turn to dualisms of inside/outside which they observe and negotiate as matterssof ethic
These dualisms (numbers one through four in Figure 4.1) create “an overarcheng syst
based on a situationally determined criterionebévancé (Kolshus 1999:3). The
relevant comparisons and distinctions—the commonalities and othernesses-at iss
depend on the ethical question one is trying to answer at any given moment.

A larger question arises from within the various ambivalences of ineuiyabili
and freedom, and solidarity and detachment, which tivond ponder through notions of
kinship. It involves the full reach of one’s commitments to others—the scale of the
moral imagination. Nume speakers evoke the teangito identify various types of
group belonging. Although translatedlkasnuniti(community),navgisignifies
collectivities in ways that are both more inclusive and more precise thamatissscoy
co-residence. | learned of one such use when | inquired about the extent to which Wes
Gauan volcano relocatees could be integrated into the “community” (i.e. the aggembla
of villages and settlements) of East Gaua. My interlocutors explaine@ioéin (West

Gauans) were part of their navgi simply by virtue of their need.
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But what isnavgiin this sense? | soon discovered that the term as it is
commonly expressed has an ethical valenaggiis a communityf the goodWhen |
asked whethemavgi vebg (literally “good community”) denotes a collectivity of
people whom one feels obligated to look afteré goj and care fortbmton), | was
corrected by Nume speakers who explained that, as with theudum(person,
human), the qualifieveboy is superfluous. | had come to recognize the ethical
substance ofebgy in limited contexts, as in the recounting of others’ acts of generosity
and respect or in praising a well-constructed house or successful fundresshdy
interlocutors understood what | was after with my question regandingj vebg, and
clarified thatnavgias it describes their relations with the volcano relocatees nebtessari
incorporates the obligations of kere gor and tomtom. Unlike occasional uses offrthe ter
which identify co-residence, as for exampbe/gi Lembo{the community of Lembot
village), the far more commonly evoked form of navgi imagines a commiuoitythe
perspective of Ego: one chooses the members of one’s own navgi. This usage is
identifiable by the phrasgavgi namulKmy navgi) rather than the non-possessive
construction as with “navgi Lembot®

Reflections on the possibilities and limits of kinship bonds do more than raise
guestions about relations with proximate persons. These reflections structure the
broader boundaries of a collectivity of others which tivono take to encompass all
recipients of their hospitality and care. Tivono describe their own navgi with the

ambiguity of the familiar and the strange—as a myriad of vulnerable and opaaqtse othe

9 Nume speakers utter the non-possessive consmuetig., “navgi Lembot”) to identify “all the peapl
of a place”; beyond co-residence, the phrase doeislentify a corporate group bound by any shared
qualities or goals.
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such as the relocatees from the west. Yet navgi as a collectivitysoingen need
surpasses the boundaries of proximity and contemporaneity: it may incorposatespe
neither present nor even yet known to someone, as evidenced by the tivon6é woman who
told me | was a member of her navgi before | had even arrived on Gaua. Here we find
an example of the sixth configuration in Figure 4.1, the “moral-imaginative igront
(O0-Co) to which future and, from the perspective of the present, truly unknowable
persons belong. While these are persons whom tivoné view as obligations-in-waiting,
moral connections to such persons are far less clear than as to, say, the vulnerable
stranger who arrives here and in the present in need of help. Theatas(distant)
andayis (the indeterminate future) which attach to such persons identify the “frontier,”
the aspect of the imagination which Crapanzano describes as resistugtaoh

(2004:18).

The unmediated otherness implied in these terms of spatial and temporal
distance is not easily overcome by appeals to kin-like intimate altentgtions of the
vulnerable stranger. This otherness suggests the limits to navgi as acoalipassing
moral community which tivond conceive as the full field of their obligatiéinas and
(especially)ayis resist articulation by their definitions, and provoke anxieties in tivono
who need to imaginatively locate themselves and others within situatiogla\yant
conceptions of navgi. | will return to the problem of the moral-imaginative &oimti
chapter 6, as environmental conservation and its “ethics of posterity” pose thisrproble
of very distant persons as objects of care. Next | explore the intimations ofsavg
revealed in kin term exchange.

The horizons of kin term exchange
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The English term “responsibility” is mostly unknown even to tivonoé who
learned English in primary and secondary schools. The few who are famihahei

English term find a passable Bislama translation in the phsiaplong hanblong (is

in the hand of, is in the care of), common on Gaua as it is throughout Vanuatu. To claim
that one has placed someone or something under one’s care is to present oneself as an
influencing force in the lifeds laef) of the person or object; it is to assume a vital,
nurturing role in its development. Tivono find a resonance of this idea in the Nume term
kere gor(to look after); they explain that it is througére gorthat one demonstrates
tomtom(care, love) toward others. As they are given expression in Nume, sentiments of
care and cultivation—and by extension, responsibility—reveal the ethicalgyaté
reckoning “strangers” as kin.

The Nume possessive markeablaidentifies an object as something for which
the speaker has assumed responsibility—a relati@arefgor With nabla, Nume
speakers most commonly identify themselves as cultivators of gardens tefsit
growing on their land. The phrasablak lewetans roughly equivalent to “the garden
that is under my care,” and is differentiated froamuk lewetarnwhich contains the
general possessive markexmuand conveys “the garden which is mine to us&muk
lewetanis rarely if ever heard, given the vital connections between persons-as-
cultivators and gardens-as-things in need of cultivation. With gardens anah#ieles,
often identifies the speaker as the planter and the person responsible for gsasnise

growth and maintenance. After gardens and trees, Nume speakers limisthef
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nablato asserting active, nurturing connections to houses, domesticated/yigs, (
and shell moneyspm tamin®*

Tivono explain that objects such as these must be cultivated as they “cannot
stand on their own™n(r ve turtur bek and require human intervention at various stages
of their “growth” (vitu) in order to flourish. They further emphasize that as with
gardens, humans are imperfectly self-sustaining. Elders recount a pdsth growing
children were likened to various stages of a developing yam, an analogy which
extended to adults who were observed to confront their own limited skills in planting
gardens or who had reached the appropriate age for marriage but had not yet found a
spouse. Yams were divided into male and female types not only for their heteromorphic
features, but for the different kinds of care they required to ensure their growth.

Yet despite the compelling comparisons they make between the care and
cultivation of gardens and persons, tivond do not express their connections to human
others through the possessive mariadla Although the general markaamuis
infrequently heard (e.gasa namukmy spouse), kin relations are commonly expressed
through single-word contractions. “My spouse” becorasak or as commonly
rendered in referencea-iasak Single-word possessive contractions of this sort are
limited to most kin terms (e.gumbuk my grandparent/grandchild”), aspects of human

or animal anatomy (e.gra-qutun its head) and housesa-gavry: your house). These

61 vaty the national unit of currency of Vanuatu, takes general possessive markamy even if
referred to asém(namuk sém, namuk vatrhe reason for this may be based in the ideaGhaan
shell money is historically “relational,” “implicad in...the remaking of human form, feeling and
relationship” (Wagner 1991:165). The significanéslzell money to the basic conditions and
experiences of Gauan life of the past contrasts thi¢ “representational” role of vatu as a proxy fo
commodity value. The logic of commodities reducemay from a medium for the unification of “body
and life processes” to “mere ‘wealth objects™ (19865). Shell money embodies social relations and
their possibilities; vatu stands outside of them.
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contractions place kin relations, anatomical features, and houses into a ceslasse
of objects that transcend a less elaborated ownership (i.e. the generalmaargdry
identifying qualities okere gorandtomtom—of looking-after and caring-fdf.

While visiting the East Gaua village of Tarasag one morning, | greeted an
acquaintance and his wife with the phraséo vebg, namuk bulbulsalGood morning,
my friends). The man laughed and respondedh vebg, na-bulsalakHe explained
that his use of the single-word contraction for “my frieratiléalak indicated that |
was now under his care, and that my use of the general nmarkerwvas wholly
inappropriate to our relation. Addressing other persomsilgalak(or na-bulsalak is
one way to identify them as objects of kere gor and tomtom, using the single-word
possessive contraction otherwise reserved for addressing or referenciflge more
common way to assert caring connections to others is to address thexk(asy elder
same-sex sibling}isik (my younger same-sex sibling), mutuk (my child)®® This
mode of address establishes the speaker as assuming responsibility feli-theeng of
the other person, regardless of whether the other is a consanguine, a friend, or a

strangef?

%2 The question of whyuvur (house) stands alone as taking bothridielaand single-word contraction
types of possessive construction, and why it shilesingle-word construction with persons and
anatomical features, was left unresolved in my mgstwith Nume speakers.

8 Enduring relations of care, the initiating encauatof which | described in chapter 3, are commonly
between persons of the same gender. Cross-genaioms of care tend to be between persons of
different age groups, e.g., young women caringefderly widowers. Close affines—parents and sildling
of spouses—tend to be construed as by definititatioas of ascribed distance.

6 Addressees of these kin terms reciprocate acagiydi®ne who is “nutuk” responds with the gender-
appropriate term for “parent”: For “mother,” theoper address eveor Mamg for “Father,” the Nume
term isMamor Mamaor the Bislam#&apa Hess (2010:18) has noted the potential for confuis
observing Vanua Lavans who also refer to “truetlassificatory fathers as both “Mama” and “Papa.”
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Tivono describe their commitments to kere gor and tomtom with a seriousness
that is consistent with their articulated concerns about situations of vulitgrabi
classificatory kin name and an initiating act of generosity give the eatiand all in
her social proximity the impression that one intends to treat her as one wouéd arsis
a daughter. Caregivers are expected to accommodate the needs of their new
classificatory kin just as they do within their own households. The productive work of
gardening, fishing, and drying copra for export brings possibility into the difvfedlow
household members by assuring basic well-being and inculcating a bdligbdtaand
desires such as attending school, expanding social networks, and creatiflg affam
one’s own are achievable. In analogous relations of care, well-being and/futurit
constitute the long-term expectations recipients have of their caregivers

There are, however, the more immediate expectations of generosity and respec
which move the incipient relation forward. In failing to meet them, the caregive
vulnerable to accusations of being a person of “rotten spelegiid veda), someone
whose actions routinely contradict stated intentions. In East Gaua | witnesisiéthg
(and perhaps overly literal) example of this failure of respect. A young rarmad
just promised a community elder to rebuild his hurricane-damaged house demanded
payment several days into his repair work. He paced along the main intee-vdbad)
screaming “[The man] is a [various expletives]!” for hours in protest of thex’sl
refusal to pay the young man for what was by all accounts an overture of ggreerds
care. As a consequence to such acts of selfishness and disrespect, third parties m
conclude that that the caregiver’s relationships to “true famigsqgo vidunstret

famli) are similarly without value. Conversely, the perspective of the recipisatis
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that she finds herself engaged in an asymmetrical reciprocity, the pralcedu
expectations of which strongly encourage her to assent to the relationship. The
acceptance of one’s expressed commitment to kere gor and tomtom—the simple act of
receiving—is an offering of respect observable by others. A refusal to aoctue
commitment may insinuate that the caregiver cannot be trusted or ought not to offer
help given her presumed history of deficiencies in providing for others, her own kin in
particular. The exchange is one of care for a public recognition of trugsyismetry

lies in the power of the recipient to withhold the illocutionary act of consent thatsma

the potentially enduring relation possible.

The hierarchy that this asymmetry implies—the conferring of generosgyect
and confidence on givers through the acceptance of their care—is a serious.concer
Encounters of care appear to invert the potential hierarchy of giver oveergcipi
(Godelier 1999:12), placing the recipient in a dominant position. Whereas many other
exchange events position givers as placing the burden of an equal or greatemretur
the recipients, exchange in tivono relations of care ostensibly give recipients t
formidable power to undermine the social stature of givers by refusing thess off
care. Tivono adamantly maintain that a refusal to accept help from othesakgpe
when it is clearly needed, is a spiteful act carrying additional consequasaawd
givers’ vulnerable senses of self. The unwilling recipient may have sométhivde,
among the possibilities being self-induced states of vulnerability throughsgmssey
malevolent spirits or a suspicious avoidance of caregivers and their fachibeto

adulterous relations with others’ spouses or potentially destructive jealousie



156

The extending of kin terms in encounters of care, and the exchange of generosity
for assent that marks incipient relations of care, comprise a set of ihfanataal
understandings and expectations that are representative of broader conGauan
ethics. These acts hold certain normative assumptions about what it means to think of
others as kin and what is at stake in the procedural aspects of exchanging kimitierms
others. The notion of what is at stake in communicative acts calls to mind a conception
of vulnerability proposed by Jirgen Habermas. Humans confront a basic vulberabili
deriving not from the vicissitudes of our biological nature, as Levinasian ethics does
with its focus on corporeal suffering, but from the fact that we “are constitsited a
individuals” only by “growing into an intersubjectively shared lifeworld” (1999:199)

This “lifeworld” or Lebensweltwhich for Habermas is the domain of shared meanings
and normative integrations in social space (102), is maintained through the
thoughtfulness and consideration individuals give to each other in communication. Acts
of sincerity and respect in linguistic exchange offset the precarious nature of
interlocutors’ senses of self as participants in the lifeworld.

“Reciprocal vulnerability” is essential to Habermas’ “discourse ethacgy by
participating in respectful communicative exchange do people “preservehboth t
integrity of individuals and the web of interpersonal relations in which they form and
maintain their identities” (1999:x). The philosopher Stephen Hendley (2004) finds
common and complementary themes linking Levinas’ and Habermas’ notions of ethical
vulnerability. Both writers understand encounters with others as a fieldipfoea
vulnerability. For Levinas, proximity to the “face” of the other implicatesself in the

other’s suffering and calls on it to take responsibility for the other regardfehe
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mutually hidden intentions of the interlocut8fdzor Habermas, there is an impersonal
aspect to the communicative act which places the self in a position of having to answer
for why it is speaking, for what it is saying, and for the consequencesnadritis in the

lives of its interlocutors (Hendley 2004:162; see also Hendley 2000). The capacity for
being sensible to the vulnerability of others grounds the capacity for aglsancerely

to the impersonal procedural expectations of speech. Together, Levinas and Habermas
speak to the ethical nature of vulnerability in social interaction: Levinpsmds to the
guestion of why we feel compelled to care, and Habermas to the question of how we
rationally manifest caring attitudes in our social-communicative acts.

The lifeworld of reciprocal vulnerability in Habermas’ ethics glimpsesther
dimension of navgi as Gauan tivono describe it. The consequences of kin term exchange
in relations of care are measured by the experiences of feeling oneseHitody
respecteddomay or disrespectedipmav bekby the other. The threat of disrespect is,
as Axel Honneth (1995) observes, a form of identity violence which impedes other
persons’ “untapped possibilities for identity-formation” (81). Unlike my previous
description ohavgias a moral community of potential and actual relations of care (i.e.
bothdumanisandentelechian Aristotle’s sense; see chapter 1) from the perspective of
Ego, navgi-as-lifeworld connotes the reciprocal nature of Gauan ethics. Tivomdeobse
that the asymmetry of obligations, implied in the idea of kastom as “in the bonks” a
outwardly expressed as a reflexive expectation of self, requires codintetie

integrity of the field of relations in which the self acts. In other words, omeotalo it

8 Critchley (2002:12) clarifies that Levinas’s faimeface relation “is not a relation of perceptian o
vision, but is always linguistic,” always a commeation. Unlike Habermas’ communicative act,
Levinas’ speech act is prior to knowledge—an enteruhat precedes reflection on procedural,
impersonal norms of thoughtfulness.



158

alone. Exchanging expressions of siblinghood or parent-child affection through kin
terms requires some requisite belief that the giving person is not the only dimg hol
firmly to the genuine possibilities for a good life implicit in navgi.

Tivono ardently express their desires to help others, yet they are wary of the
possibility for unreciprocated respect. The imagining of navgi as thesiuelfield of
one’s asymmetrical moral obligations is incomplete. The possibilities fontiag a
certain kind of person turn on some sense of an objective moral criterion or ag&cipr
vulnerability to disrespect. As with kinship, navgi is reckoned from the firstpers
perspective. Yet again as with kinship, the sense of a Gauan “moral community” such
as | have described must appeal to something outside the person, something objective
and even “procedural,” for it to be truly moral. We may observe the same of the
transcendence tivono achieve by becoming a good kastom person: it cannot occur in a
vacuum of solipsism.
Shifting perspectives

To this point | have emphasized the ways in which tivond conceptions of
kinship index higher-order concerns beyond the immediate encounters in whichethey ar
contemplated and expressed. In doing so, | do not mean to suggest that the dyadic
relation is in any way morally secondary to the collective, however “tioégdas
construed. The kin terms exchanged in tivono relations of care are “moral judgments”
(Bloch 1971) which influence multiple levels of interpersonal connection: these te
articulate pervasive concerns about possibility and limit which both occupy and
transcend everyday commitments to particular others. These multipledévels

interaction and obligation are not mutually exclusive fields of moral awarea®s
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evidenced by the ways tivono take broad perspectives that encompass both their one-to-
one relations of care and their connections to and within navgi. In the exploration of
perspective which follows | consider other possible constructions of “moral
community” in which shared vulnerabilities exist regardless of the idenftitye
perspective-taker. Both “community-asrobligation” and “community-ashared
obligation” are viable moral objects for persons who take multiple perspedivesy
tivond interlocutors, the capacity for taking dual perspectives on their sci@ty i
prerequisite of practical moral life” (Parish 1994:122).

Clarifying the significance of perspective for both dyadic relations and th
possibilities of “moral community” on Gaua requires careful consideratidmwed t
factors: how tivoné comprehend the objects of their moral concern in structursy term
how they understand themselves as the type of person who takes on such concerns; and
how moving between perspectives on the dyad and the myriad brings to light problems
inherent to both and points to possibilities for mitigation and resolution. To address the
first and second factors | turn respectively to the works of Kenneth E. Read agldKe
Burridge, two influential observers of Melanesian moral systems.

Anticipating by several decades the current anthropological interdst @ittics
of other cultures, K. E. Read’s work urges a sensitive inquiry into the proper aifjects
moral concern. In his analysis of the moral system of the Gahuku-Gama ofktheEa
Highlands of Papua New Guinea, Read examines the ways that situational dactor
conceptions of humanness shape the logic of social obligation. The Gahuku-Gama have
what Read describes as a “distributive morality” which “explicitloggtszes

significant differences in the individual’'s moral obligations and responsiiliti other
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people” (1967:195). These differences are predicated on the understanding that moral
agents distribute their responsibilities to others “according to the positioninigesf ot
individuals within the system of interpersonal and inter-group relations” (198)inVi

this system, behavior is differentially assessed “according...to the difiexkeras

placed on different individuals in different contexts” (Read 1967, in Barker 2008:5).
John Barker calls attention to Read’s insight into “the effect of social distante
intensity of moral obligation” (6). The upshot of Read’s analysis is a conception of
rightness and wrongness that varies according to whom one faces in oné’s socia
encounter, with even homicide regarded as a potentially legitimate ngpahse as
dictated by the relative statuses of the individuals involved (Read 1967:201).

Abiding by the asymmetrical obligations of kin term exchange is a commitment
guided by kastom but which calls on even non-tivond to heed in relations of care. There
is an initial attribution of strangeness or distance between agents anutdispiective
recipients of care which shape the ways these exchanges are performedhis-roeal
position within the ontology of Gauan ethics, the variability of social distance i
collapsed. Although this moment is contextual in the sense that the responses one has to
others are shaped by the particularities of each situation, other pgusartgects of
moral obligation in the encounter are consistently strangers-in-need. Tles &sat
potential objects of care are not distributively ordered. There are, oecaertain
kinds of persons who are excluded as recipients of respect or care, with evidence for
their disqualification revealed in their transparent displays of malevo&teelf-
interest. Furthermore, there are many instances in their lives when maonts tzdje

short of accepting all qualified others as worthy and obligatory objects ottespe
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care, notably during times when marital or other close relations are dfraine
preoccupying the minds of potential caregivers.

These caveats notwithstanding, my tivond interlocutors emphatically insisted
thatsalavan(in the sense of “vulnerable stranger”) is the initiatory status of an object of
moral concern, an attribution of ultimate social distance with the implied ithpeod
transcending this distance through care. Contrary to the distributive loglatains
within the Gahuku-Gama moral system, Gauan ethics posits a $albutd rasa
orientation to others in scenarios such as encounters of care or ascribed dis&ece w
an existing relation does not yet exist. The moral content of the situation inithkuGa
Gama social encounter flows from the predetermined distinctions and relative
positioning of interlocutors. By contrast, the ethics of the Gauan encounter of care
begins with an undifferentiated imagining of a vulnerable stranger and pracdéds
the other’s situation has been resolved or one of the participants fails to abiee by t
expectations of interpersonal communication. The “effect of social distante” tha
informs Gahuku-Gama morality is precluded in a Gauan system of relationscim alihi
others aresalavaneither confronting difficult situations or proving themselves self-
sufficient and worthy of respectful distance. At first glance this pram@ssars to
assume a social-historical vacuum—that no other factors enter into decisiols to he
particular others and that there are no prior relations or histories betweracting
parties. This is the aspect of their ethics about which tivond are most adamant: bne mus
alwaystry to approach another person’s vulnerable situation from an unbiased

perspective. None of my interlocutors believes that he or she has an unimpeachable
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record of treating others like salavan deserving of care. Yet they aflssxibrat, in an
ideal possible world, they want it to be so of them.

To the extent that Gauan ethics is distributive, it is so in the sense that certai
persons are set apart from others by their abilities as practitionesabkastom.
Differentiation is not with respect to the objects of obligation, which is a conmetinef
Gahuku-Gama, but to the agents of such obligation. These are persons who inhabit the
cosmological order of tivon6é and who take up the ethical challenges associated with
such kastom markers as land ownership, local environmental knowledge and tribal
affiliation. Read observes how the Gahuku-Gama moral system posits stathses
than individuals as moral agents, and that the obligations of these statuses are
situationally variable according to the statuses of others involved. Havialy ‘sghers
involved” to the ideal social distance of “stranger” and generalized situational
variability to “vulnerable others,” Gauan tivond turn their focus to the differential
capacities of ethical agents. The reflexive distribution of Gauan ethigatwgg-the
ways that persons differently assess their own capacities for otlaediregaction—is
informed by how one comes to understand oneself as a person of the place. This is
where perspective begins in Gauan ethics, and it remains the case in contef@pogary
that the chief and the mother’s brother provide the exemplars of self-assegdnoh
guide the outward focus on the moral problems that surround them.

Kenelm Burridge introduces the term “manager” to identify the moehelars
of the Tangu of northern Papua New Guinea. Tangu managers are idealizes \figo
“set the pace of community life” and “provide an example for the risingrgtoe”’ by

balancing the great opportunities they make for themselves with the asdociat
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responsibilities they incur (1969:131). A Tangu manager has “a sharper sense of
situation than others” which allows him to guide the actions of others without rgaimi
authority over them (132). Despite his uncommon abilities, the manager submits to the
scrutiny and criticism of others: Burridge describes a “manipulation ofganties” in
the formal airing of grievances which ensures that there are no privilegadnsos
among participants (132). The equivalence he achieves is indicative of theaggpsct
of the Tangu manager. He is at once admired for his frankness and a source of jealous
for his ability to avoid moments of injurious disclosure; he is expected to “commit his
reserves” in time of need, but also to “acknowledge his dependence on others” (132).
Burridge effectively summarizes the obligations of the Tangu maragetlows: “He
redeems himself by fulfilling his generality as intensely as possib83)(

“Generality” is significant to understanding moral exemplars in Tangura
Melanesia generally, but it serves to clarify the scope of obligation in Gthies &s
well. As generality connotes equivalence in the Tangu context, it precludesregref
the Tangu manager as a supererogatory figure; that is, as a man expdutedaioc
act unerringly toward the fulfillment of his obligations. Burridge makes #tpait
when he warns of the potential for the Tangu manager to pursue his ambitions and
desires “by asserting his singularity,” the defining modus operandi of tiguTa
sorcerer (133). While he walks the line between reciprocity and self-intéwesr than
most others, the manager remains aware of his proximity to the threat & sham
inducible by a breach of the equivalence that he maintains in his carefully umagsum
generality (130). Even the manager can go too far in his ambitions, a ptysaibith

precludes viewing him as a supererogatory figure.
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Elsewhere, Burridge (1975) presents a typology of categories of &&edain
person “by which any man could define himself to himself and others” (96). In this
typology, which consists of the categories “manager,” “sorcererdifiary man” and
“rubbish-man,” Joel Robbins (2008) observes that “there is no part written for the saint”
(28): the Melanesian context as a whole, Robbins argues, does not recognize
supererogation as typified by the Western saint. He proposes that the poseitslity f
Western model of sainthood is predicated on a split between ethics and politics, which
is possible—even necessary—when a Western person strives to maintain an
indissoluble ethical stance in changing political terrain. Melanesiahtigseal
persons such as Burridge’s manager, commonly identified in the guise of tharhig m
must be conceived by their communities as susceptible to moral error frorno time
given the exigencies and moral contradictions of their political commitmiEmey are
compelling symbols precisely because they confront moral crises, not bdeaiuse t
actions are unfailingly for the good. The Melanesian big man and the Tanguemanag
become exemplary figures, types of social actors who face head-on thelictintra of
their ethical and political being (Robbins 2008:28).

Early one evening in October 2009, about 250 people gathered into the large
nakamal in Lebeliu in northeast Gaua. The occasion was a celebration of thettwenti
anniversary of the founding of TORBA Province. The evening’s speakers waraex f
provincial government representative from the island of Mota Lava and an Anglica
priest from Vanua Lava, followed by the Paramount Chief of Gaua. The fifstfhiaé
chief’s talk covered much of the same ground as those of the two speakers who

preceded him—familiar rhetoric about the need for all islands in the province to come
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together to face the challenges that lie ahead. At one point, the chief abruptiytturne
the increasingly contentious issue of land ownership and resource access. Theaudienc
fell silent as he offered an emotional apology on behalf of him and all of the other
landowners for the recent increases in trespassing, vandalism, and stbedsmurces

on their property. He acknowledged that there are certain expectations Gauaofs have
their chiefs and landowners, and that it is they, and not the perpetrators of these
disrespectful acts, who ought to bear the blame. It is incumbent upon those to whom
Gauans turn for exemplary behavior to instruct others. By raising the ingesdigect

of land and resource access, the chief entered a no-win situation, forcing homself t
navigate between the Scylla of eluded responsibilities to his community and the
Charybdis of political vulnerability as a representative voice of Gauadelaners.
Steering toward the latter, he later met with stern rebukes from fellowvensis who

felt that he had given cover to the trespassers and thieves in the community.

The chief explained to me why he had chosen to issue a mea culpa rather than an
accusatory warning to transgressors. The gathering provided an opportunity for hi
open up to the community, to “reveal his heavitl(g na-wgmwalan and express
what he thought people needed to hear. His apparent transparency was in thefservice
both educating the community and mitigating claims that landowners had been
purposefully selfish in restricting resource access. Teaching otiebiseaping the
peace, the chief explained, are the obligations not only of community leaders ljke him
but of all tivon6: it isthis status, as a person of the place in East Gaua, which precedes
and informs his duties in every other one of his social roles, including father vaagegi

“brother,” and even church deacon. As a man representing the general categories of



166

landowner and chief, he had to present to his audience an overture of equivalence,
placing himself firmly within the ambit of moral consequence shared by eteer

person of the place.

Figure 4.2 Victor Wetias (second from right), Paramount Chief of Gaua, Mere, Lava

and Merig since 2007 and my VCC field collaborator, awaiting the start of@kast
ceremony with village chiefs in Lebuliu, East Gaua (December 2009). Phoadftay J

Wescott.
Like the Tangu manager, Gaua’'s Paramount Chief had to show himself

negotiating the delicate balance between acceptable ambition amitesed&ied
overreach. In his speech he accomplished this by comporting himself as venerabl
shame through his public contrition. His dual status as landowner and chief presented
him with the additional concern of having to avoid the appearance of placing the
interests of the first over the obligations of the second. Yet why even raiséjbet ©f

land and criminality during the TORBA celebration? Although he offered to me the

initial explanation that he was publicly separating his “two housesgavrun terj of
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landownership and chieftainship, the chief explained that the very act of bringing the
subject of resource ownership and access to the introspection of the communisy takes
politically fractious problem and redirects it as a meditation on personal resptynsi
for people to take with them. The chief confronted the contradictions of his ethical and
political being by raising his own failure to adequately inform potentiakgeessors.
Only by publicly facing his imperfections was he able to address a gensgiue in his
community and generate a fresh and potentially constructive dialogue @about i

It is of little consequence to people in East Gaua that the man who occupies the
office of Paramount Chie—a man many have known his entire life—is not a
supererogatory “saint.” The impact of the chief’'s words derives from the idba of
chief as a metonymic extension of his community, the navgi where his obligatens
fully operative. This is perhaps most evident in the generality that he conveys-ala mor
exemplar and landowner who feels compelled to assume responsibility foreéhe rec
troubles of his community. It is demonstrably the case that the Melanesisnraibignd
his ethical-political variations “push social life forward” by resolvinigmimas others
avoid (Robbins 2008:28). Such dilemmas often lie latent in the shared social
consciousness, unearthed by persons who reflectively understand themselveslas et
instigators of a sort, as Gaua’s chief illustrates. It is important {ikemind, however,
that his obligations and actions as chief are always grounded in his primarty ident
tivono. This raises questions as to how tivong, like their chief, achieve a wider social
perspective, and how they direct their capacities for taking multiple pointsvof vie

toward normatively valued ends.
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This final question encompasses those which have preceded it by imagining the
ability to stand outside of dyadic relations, a perspective alreadydamailus from the
ways Nume speakers deploy kin terms to identify their connections to morevaclusi
groups beyond patrticular kin relations. As we have seen, the objective of making
strangers into kin places virtually no limit to potential recipients of care,featiee
obviations of radical transparency. Yet to self-identify as tivono is to conceive of
oneself as inhabiting an exclusive group of virtuously autochthonous persons.
Contradictions arise between the highly valued goals of affirming comrhoaad
otherness, and moral exemplars bring these contradictions to light. By takinglerbroa
perspective they show others that ambiguity is always present in theirrstatiains
and that they ought to work to resolve them. On occasion they reveal that ambiguity is
in the end never fully resolvable.

In his analysis of social production in North Ambrym, Vanuatu, Knut Mikjel
Rio (2007) focuses on the influence of the “third party,” which he describes as “a
particular kind of agency that people find to be crucial in the formation of their ongoing
life: the direct influence of...other parties who stand in a position of ‘seeingt ot
people’s activities in larger perspective than they see themselvesid>@d&ots the
notion of “thirdness” from C. S. Peirce to describe the “triadic” view oficlatthat
stands outside the perspectives of persons within the dyadic encounter. In his concise
exposition of thirdness, Rio presents Jean-Paul Sartre’s (1991) account of wigwing
people from a window, each unaware of the presence of the other. Their relation is
constituted solely through Sartre as the distant observer. When the two people meet,

“their mutual reciprocity as in the eyes of the third party is closedhdftlzey engage
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in a seemingly dyadic relation” (Rio 2007:26). As Rio emphasizes, however, “the
triadic constitution of their relationship continues to hold,” positing the presence of an
“invisibly foregrounded” (Battaglia 1994, in Rio 2007:xi) third party that is present

and influential—in the dyadic relation. Although the alternation between dyadic and
triadic perspectives is an argument within Sartre’s theory of recipréip broadens

its application to consider how “a dialectical processhifting perspectivés

contributes to “process|es] of production and in the constitution of people’s lives”
(2007:27). Thirdness in Rio’s account is both a mode of knowing and a creative force:
it is a perspective on the nature and power of influences external to paricidér s
relations which itself confers a capacity for informed, socially progeetiork.

A key point to Rio’s analysis is his observation that there are certain types of
person in Ambrymese society—akin to those identified as “great men” in the
Melanesian typology—whose power “is based on their capability of taking up a
totalising position, a position that makes them able to put together their comamsinity
whole while still also being part of the community” (2007:30). Rio contends that the
ability of persons to “look down on social processes” and “turn perspectives around”
has garnered scant attention in Melanesian anthropology (31). This is all the more
surprising given the scholarly deliberations on the tenuous division betweemluadivi
and society, described as “false alternatives, doubly so implicated beaabsmne
implies the other” (Wagner 1991:162). Roy Wagner’s observation that the Malanesi
big man “aspires to be something that is both [individual and society] at once” (162)
informs and endorses Rio’s notion of a mediating figure between dyadic relations and

the structural and ontological realities that influence such relations. TheyArase
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power of perspective consists in the ability to enact “the perspectival movement
between the context and the contexted” (Huen 2009:153)—comprehending that “ideas
and practices are always already contextualized” (158) and thereforet $abje

influences external to the particular relations in which they operate.

Expressed to me by my interlocutors as an ideal of kastom, tivon6 understand
themselves and each other as able to direct their abilities as ethical pevsmals
concerns that are at once particular to their situation and relevant taldre wi
community. They describe these abilities as uniquely kastom by observing thayonly
taking these multiple perspectives can they assess their own actionssiotéhnem
expectations of “the place.” | understand this assessment as between tiddstom
“in the bones” and the “ought” of kastom-as-cosmological-order. Rio desdnies t
movement from the one-to-one relation to the broader analytical point of view as
“duality released by a sort of communicative trinity” (2007:26). In tivoné moral
experience, the simulating acts of domwen shift vulnerability from invisibégfound
to an impetus for a relation of care. The relation moves from possibility toigctdal
practical reality for the entire community. As the third point of the commtivéca
trinity, vulnerability appears as the motivation driving the acts of giamdjreceiving
that make such relations possible and often enduring.

Turner (2001) identifies three components to his sociological theory of
vulnerability which help to guide our understanding of Gauan ethics. His first
component, ontological frailty, is what | identify in chapter 3 as the Levimdeal,
evident in the sensibility to hunger, fatigue, and other indexes of vulnerability which

motivate acts of domwen. The second component, vulnerability as an impetus to
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building and maintaining “an interconnected and inter-dependent social world” (7),
appears as the Habermasian level of mutual sincerity and thoughtfulness through
communication in the exchange of kin terms. Whereas these two components are
evident in the dyadic social experiences of tivono (and with Habermas’ discdicse et
pointing to more socially inclusive expectations), it is Turner’s third component, the
precariousness of institutions that compensate for ontological vulnerabiligh whi
emerges in the triadic perspectffahile not intending to endorse the neo-Hobbesian
thrust of Turner’s theoretical framework, | want to suggest that the typersedn who
takes a totalizing view of Gauan society confronts certain structural ablhges

which may remain hidden in the dyadic perspective of the social relation. Moving
between what Levinas (1969) calls the “infinity” of the face-to-fawmanter and the
“totality” of the informed, third-party point of view, tivéno apprehend the
interconnections among the various levels of vulnerability and, if inclined, act to
compensate for their perceived weaknesses.

Recall from chapter 3 the Aver village woman who fell victim to an anonymous
thief. On the morning in which the woman berated her fellow villagers, shelynitial
revealed the anger and shame she felt as a victim of the actions of a pgrécsoa.

Her experience was a dyadic encounter of disresgentdv bekwith an anonymous
party, and whoever was responsible had effectively severed any preteosilcdsity
between them. In her act of calculated transparency, the woman presentegidoesve

within the sound of her voice a vision of a navgi disintegrating from a collapse of

% Note that Habermas (1999:201) views languageisnviy, as a “key resource” used by all potential
interlocutors to compensate for ontological vulidity.
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mutual respect and trust, and of families leaving Gaua as many had done ianti's isl
past. There was no qualitative difference between the anonymous thief and the
complacent collectivity: these are merely “false alternatives,” tmhowagner’'s

phrase. The woman’s respected position among her fellows as the eldest ahild of
powerful landowner lent gravitas to her words. Her warnings about the vulrtgrabili
both particular relations (hers), and of the common vision of a sense of shared
belonging surviving into the future, to the corrupting influences of disrespect provided
those around her with serious food for thought.

There is a larger substantive concern within the Aver woman'’s third-peavspect
warnings about the disintegration of relations and communities of navgi. Vulngrabilit
has purchase in the public pronouncements of respected tivono because it reveals the
ontological and structural connective tissue from which concepts like “navgi” and
“amaren” (the determinate future) have meaning. Vulnerability i;vaallg a form of
commonality, yet the vulnerability of others is graspable only by imagéetat
simulating their situations, an act driven by the need to overcome the radiog} aft
other thinking, feeling subjects. Commonality and otherness arédtiukighly valued
as ethical motivations. At the same time, one forges a distinctive tivond personhood by
identifying, while not conforming by compulsion, with persons, practices and
worldviews locally recognized as kastom. The exclusivity of a tivoné cosmological
order and its ethics suggests an otherness at odds with the alterity-itoesam
stranger-into-kin value at the core of such an ethics.

In her public talk, the woman envisaged the premature and violent deaths that

await those who isolate themselves from the needs of others and issued repidmands
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those who “walk quietly” anan dodpamong them, unwilling and unmoved to commit
to other-regarding actions. This juxtaposition of concerns—calling for a common
grammar of respect and trust while observing the differential cagmaitid obligations
for adopting such a grammar—recurred throughout her polemic. She laid bateah ce
dilemma of contemporary Gauan social life: how to negotiate between thdlgnutua
exclusive goals of commonality and otherness. In the act of revealing both her own
thoughts and, imaginatively, those of the thief and the entire community, thenvom
momentarily eliminated opacity as a form of otherness. Yet there was nbilggger
a radical commonality, for the wider shared perspective that she disctysaded to
everyone the disrupting presences of self-interest and suspicion that lihltbeeat
surface of everyday social interaction. Tivono gain perspective on the morally
productive values of commonality and otherness: the idea that “everyone sgeistra
even one’s closest kin, opens possibilities for creating social relations mibistal
anyone, grounded in an awareness of others’ situations and an active respofusibili
their well-being. Yet otherness is also a cosmological assertion abouptwtaions
tivond have of themselves as persons of the place, as against those not of the place
whose social and moral commitments lie elsewhere. When the perspectivestakers
Gauan society “put together their community as a whole” (Rio 2007:30), they encounter
the persistent dilemma of determining just which community—ontologically wtedivi
or cosmologically demarcated—ought to be the object of their morally-guided
intentions.

The foregoing account of the shifting moral perspectives of tivono, focused as it

is on the problem of negotiating between commonality and otherness, brings to
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attention other concerns in tivono life. | made brief mention of the primary conderns o
well-being and futurity in the discussion of kin term exchange. Well-being—a condition
of existence recognized in local terms as good or minimally as sahisfdcf. Casimir
2008)—motivates the actions taken on behalf of others in enduring relations of care.
Within this context of care, the well-being of others is forged in the ongoing mortal w

of mitigating common vulnerabilities while respecting unique subjectivitiesmaly
understand futurity—the attitude that one’s goals and prospects may come about—as a
desired outcome of improved well-beiffgRecall the Aver woman'’s insistence that
distrust and disrespect augured the demise of community life as Gauans knowst. The
negative attitudes, widely distributed, obviate the possibilities for genuaterel of

care within which persons contribute and receive the well-being chaséctefi

household relations. Furthermore, like the dissolution of close kin relations, notions of a
shared identity, as a family or as a community bound together by kastom, into tee futur
are at risk in an atmosphere of distrust and disrespect. Like commonality amessher
well-being and futurity occupy the collective as they do dyadic relatidresy are

enduring ethical beliefs and motivations on which persons take a variety of
perspectives.

The familiar means by which tivéno caregivers produce well-being and futurity
in their own lives and in others’ is through subsistence work. While the ethical
dimensions of Gauan subsistence provide the subject of chapter 5, here | offer some
initial remarks that imagine subsistence as a field of shifting morgpgetives.

Consider for example the responses provided by adult tivénd in East Gaua to a single

%7 See chapter 1 (“Notes on terminology”) and chaptfar distinctions betweepossibilityandfuturity.
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guestion regarding their thoughts during subsistence work, presented in Table 4.1. The
eliciting question in Table 4.1 does not assume that all of my interlocutors gre full
engaged moral perspective-takers of the type | have described. This inquiry, howeve
identifies some of the prevailing values and concerns that tivono associate with thei
subsistence regimes, and which are the likely preoccupations of persons whoctlo in fa
take multiple perspectives as an ethical matter of course in their lives.

Table 4.1:Responses to the question:
“What thoughts come to mind as you are gardening or fishing?”

Rank Response No.
Responses
1 For whom (how many and which persons) do | need to 79
provide?

2 Recollections of past experiences (e.g., ship arrival 59

shark encounters)

3 Fears that a crisis, such as overpopulation or volcanic 42
eruption, will destroy all gardens and fisheries on Gaua

12

4 Pride that this is the garden/fishery of fagnily/tribe, 32
and that it will be handed down to mkildren
5 Anxieties about kastom techniques: Do they violate 25

environmental law? Are they falling into disuse?

Fishers and gardeners assuring that they meet their productive goalsi@srgrov
for others was the most common response to the question of what comes to mind during
subsistence activities. Fishing and gardening focus the thoughts of tivond on their
commitments to their dyadic relations, a conclusion reinforced by the senseeothat
comes from imagining one’s children inheriting one’s subsistence space and the
possibilities for securing well-being that go with it. At the same tilmese productive

acts, while assuring the well-being and futurity of particular othensukate thoughts

% Survey conducted March-April 2008. Most particifa(®3 of 102) provided multiple responses to the
guestion.
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of how certain wide-ranging threats may impact entire Gauan communities.
Overpopulation and its threat to Gaua’s resource base, and extreme volcanig activi
are problems with wide-reaching effects; they occupy the minds of subsiibocers
as they secure the basic everyday needs of particular persons. In their changing
demographic landscape, tivono take a perspective on these and other threats to their
collective well-being and futurity, with the second concern encompassiregitseof
losing local environmental knowledge and aspects of their linguistic heritage to t
ever-growing cultural heterogeneity of East Gaua. To echo the sentimesntsritly
expressed by elder tivono, how successful such persons are in turning perspective
around depends in large part on how they can conath€&auans regardless of place
of origin to take their own perspectives on the moral and practical implicatioreuaf G
as a “moral community.”
Conclusion

My principal kastom mentor describadvgias like a house. A person who lives
his life in accordance with the kastom ideals of generosity and resplestlgbme any
and all visitors through his door. The host will find common ground through
conversation, and will graciously set the boundaries of expectation as he would have
done with any kin relation over the years. He will remain aware of all tked fdace
under his roof. Yet in the end, thishis house, a place of his own construction which
depends on a certain “return respedrfav kelif it is to remain standing. The one
feature of navgi which I learned from discussions with other tivoné and which my

mentor did not convey in his rich metaphor is the notion of navgi as moral potential.
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The class of “visitors to my house” includes persons whom | have never met, priovided
maintain the requisite attitude of viewing all strangers as kin-in{vegiti

Thinking of navgi as a moral community calls to mind Stasch’s critique of the
prevailing essentialism @demeinschafin much of anthropology, where constructions
of “the local” assume “communities of pure identification based on unmediated co-
presence in the same place of living” (2009Ngvgiconstrued as a type of moral
community aligns with Stasch’s call to recognize how “otherness [is] amahtfeature
of local social relations and local social practices” (9). It makes the pairghtial
and temporal co-presences are not requisite to moral-community belonging, and that
otherness is itself a motivating factor for membership in that community.chrevas a
level of ethical being by virtue of possessing a “house” of nearly-infinitielerse
“visitors” entailing endless possibilities for relating. The conceptiort®ofmonality,
otherness, and possibility explored in this and the previous chapters provide the ethical
ground from which to comprehend how interactions with the environment are

intimately connected with ideas of the good life on Gaua.



Chapter 5: Subsistence and the possible present

The possibilities and limits of life emerge as recurring themes in thatliterof
Western encounters with Oceanic societies. A striking example is BEorssbn
(1937), who depicts life on Gaua through the same trope of “That Curious Despair”
with which he assesses the lives of people throughout the New Hebrides. ldeofvrite
the “heathen lost souls” of the 20,000 people of Gaua estimated by Quiros and his crew
in 1606; by the time of Harrisson’s arrival in 1935 Gaua had plummeted to a population
of 679 and was declining still (1937:269). These souls, Harrisson imagines, may well
have sung an old song of Gaua to lament the palpable limits of life:

Appoint your messenger...The people have forsaken me.

| am like a cockle-shell on the beach, | have no companion.

| am a floating cloud; | have wandered hither to you.

Howl. My voice has reached the shore.

It has pierced the withered breast, the breast of youth.

[Gaua informants, in Harrisson 1937:324]
With its allusions to disconnection, loneliness, and decline, the song expressesa g
theme reinforced by Harrisson’s observations of Gaua’s “weak characigetfoy
climate, mosquitoes, and isolation and the “dead fire” of its volcano. The islafd itsel
he seems to say, is lost in meaninglessness and futility.

Four decades later, Charlene Gourguechon (1977) would observe that the
villages of Gaua seem “unanimated”:

The people are calm and speak softly. They certainly don’t laugh in the

unbridled manner of the Santo and Malekula Islanders. [...]

Unfortunately, in space and in spirit they are as far from the Christian

world as from their ancient Melanesian World, so there isn’t much left

for them. | sensed right away, in these villages, the sadness of
nothingness, of a life without goals or traditional context. [Neither God

179
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nor Qat] is able to shake them from their profound lethargy.
[Gourguechon 1977:134]

We may well attribute the substance of Harrisson’s and Gourguechon’s accounts to

their timing in Gaua'’s history, a period of extraordinary depopulation and cutigsal

before the return of emigrated Gauan families to their native island beginrtimg i

1970s. Recounting his visit to Gaua in the late 1990s, Charles Montgomery (2004)

describes how Gauans had all but forgotten their identifications with Qat.rétves

the seemingly haunted remains of Gaua’s once vibrant communities of stone buildings

as artifacts chronicling a cultural demise (2004:121-8, see also Huffmar226p1.

Notwithstanding the limitations of his account (i.e. the mistaken observation tf&t Qa

symbolic presence has waned), Montgomery taps into the prevailing theme ofsGaua a

society shorn of meaning and purposeful vitality. During my own time on Gaua, |

experienced directly how people speak of cultural loss—the loss of kastom—and the

closing of possibility, with the cross-generational “entropy” (Meigs 1984:122;

Jorgensen 1991:374) of indigenous knowledge and skill foremost among their concerns.
Lost in narratives depicting futility’s hold des tristes tropiqueare the ways

people of Gaua come to terms with their real and enduring concerns about life. Through

acts which are by turns deliberative and spontaneous, they perpetuate a sense of

themselves—anatev nam tivongway of the place)—that does the distinctive ethical

work of assuaging feelings of loss, isolation, and futility. In previous clsapter

explored how everyday ethics on Gaua involves the disclosure and production of

possibility. Letes both reveals the limits of primordial loss and announces the

possibilities for reclamation through practices of kastom performed in thendyna
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spaces of von6. As moments of struggle and negotiation between forms of commonality
and otherness, the tivon6 moral imagination fixes new horizons for social irdagrati
and authentic indigenous identity. In this chapter | return to the question of wejl-bein
and futurity as viable productions of possibility. | argue that subsistencesand it
associated beliefs and discourses provide the primary space for tivéno to produce and
reproduce well-being and futurity, shaping Gauan ethics as an ethics oflggssibi
Gardening, fishing, and other modes of production secure the health, safety, aoid trust
particular others recognized as kin. Tivono also perpetuate a distinctive nuanal or
through maintaining kastom ways of making a living. This approach fully
acknowledges the limiting drudgery of subsistence labor (Chayanov 1986), but also the
demonstrated ability of Gauans to follow their own labor schedules and easesthe se
of these activities as relentless tedium (cf. Rodman 1987). Subsistence is vgaaksat
the production of possibility structured and mediated by desires as welldss nee

| begin by presenting well-being and futurity as the two most effectiveepts
for comprehending Gauan subsistence as a production of possibility. They caalasce
formal framework, laying the conceptual ground for the more concrete ethnographic
accounts in the sections that follow. In the first of these accounts | observedu®s m
of subsistence in Gaua’s past were “articulations” or productive expnessi well-
being and futurity, practiced by persons capable of influencing social andlogsral
orders through their unique relationships to the local environment. The chapter
concludes with an overview of tivon6 subsistence regimes currently in practice, and
examines how contemporary approaches to making a living succeed or fail as

productions of possibility.
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The subsistence of possibility
Burridge (1969) provides a description of Tangu life which anticipates the
formal model of Gauan subsistence | have in mind:
[Tangu] subsistence activities provide grounds of experience that are
widened and deepened by the ways in which Tangu themselves interact
and communicate their parts. Subsistence tasks...sculpt the contours of
self-revelation, and provide public evidence of knowledge, skill, thought,
cunning, industry, organizational competence, and resilience of
character: qualities which are chiseled into prominence or eroded in
encounters with others. [Burridge 1969:60]
Through their gardening activities, Tangu women provide “security andshougnt
for themselves and their children”; for men, the symbolic identity of wife artega
secures the basis of production from which a Tangu man “takes his tradition into the
future” (1969:58-9). Burridge depicts Tangu subsistence activities as tharpreans
for securing well-being and the ground for cultivating a future in which amasy
orientation to the world remains viable. Attributing well-being and a sense ofrimm
to subsistence is neither particularly innovative nor controversial; Bursidgat
insight lies in his keen observations of just how deeply these activities areaiteglio
structuring Tangu conceptions of self, other, and society. Tangu women and hzen rea
their possibilities and limits as ethical persons through their productivactiters with
the environment. They provide a powerful ethnographic example from which to
comprehend the ethical dimension of Gauan subsistence.
As | observed in chapter 1, anthropological approaches to understanding the
subsistence routines of small-scale societies have tended to preclutieesens

explorations of ethics. The problem has been left mostly unresolved by the turn to

political ecology and other sub-fields of the “New Ecological Anthropology” as
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described by Kottak (1998).In some earlier research, the problem of ethics was
subsumed—and mostly lost—within the broader problem of locating the social in the
ecological. Roy Ellen (1982) observes that by applying “excessivelyesionipéria for

the description of life-support techniques” (170), anthropologists presented an overly
deterministic picture of societies. Categorizing groups such as Hadzasadhy as
“hunter-gatherers” failed to consider not only other modes of subsistence in whieh thes
societies engage but also social and ecological distinctions that lezsnigtal
attributions may have uncovered. Subsistence regimes are far more complentban c
conveyed by terms like “pastoralist” and “simple cultivator.” Ellen fawsrspproach

that takes into consideration the “total life-support role,” stressing theiatselations

as much as any environmental or technical characteristic determinerthe&aken by
subsistence” (174).

On Gaua, subsistence arises from the opposing and complementary
characteristics of “human” and “environment’—relations between entitieshvdo not
reduce one to the other, but integrate them to create something other. Much has been
written about interpreting “humanity” or “culture,” and “environment” or “naturs,” a
meaningfully separable categories (e.g., Strathern 1980:177; Ellen 1996:31; Ingold
2000:40; Palsson 2006). Here | examine how Gauan tivén6 view humanity and
environment as at once comparable and radically other to each other. The ameracti
between them bring about an emergent form—subsistence—with its own unique social

and ontological entailments.

%9 Burridge 1969 is a notable exception. See alsangti997 for her critical study of “environmental
values” in Far North Queensland, Australia, andevi&2000 for the moral dimension of hunting taboos
among the Huaulu of Indonesia. Simmons 1993 ingextes the philosophical assumptions of
“environmental ethics” and its applications in cu#tl anthropology (see chapter 1).
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One facet of the tension between freedom and inevitability which guides tivono
conceptions of life’s possibilities (see chapter 4) is the realizatiom tthesired future
requires more than what is achievable solely through creative action. Titpdayntef
commonality and otherness which guides the moral imagination in interpersonal
encounters is part of the broader lived experience. That tivono perceive tresvasel
humans tundur) situated in an environment from which they differ in profound ways
demonstrates the pervasiveness of the same-other dynamic. “The envirorvhet,”
is without a viable Nume signifier and rendered in Bislamenagonmenembodies a
distinctive form of otherness. The sea, the soil, and the weather evoke for tivono the
idea ofniran taynen or “it is always precisely as you see it.” Whereas passing other
persons in villages or along paths is an encountermaitey the quality of
unpredictability which defines human behaviaran taynendescribes a categorical
predictability. Tivond reinforce this vital distinction betwdendunandenvironmernin
the ways they talk about productive work in gardens and fisheries. It is the
complementarity of the two traits which makes subsistence possible: the tpgeraui
creative and capriciousatevand the fixed input afiran taynen The dualism implied
by these oppositions is offset by the observationrttaaevandniran tayneninhabit the
same category of kinds-of-agency. This sameness of category foundssibdifyor
their interaction.

This apparent similarity ought not to inspire an animistic interpretatiomdidi
nature. Conceiving aggnvironmeras niran tgnen, as possessing the trait of
predictability—or transparency—identifiable in newborns or persons believeal/e

lost control of their mental capacities, seems to attribute to it a qualitptodrsee or
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conscious will. Tivono identify certain types of spirits, calladvulike the entities

which inhabit the corporeal human form, in trees, rocks, and fisheries. They are thought
to be either the incorporeal remainder of recently deceased persons or at&mdtof

(deve] malevolent entity) that precedes human existence. Attributing nijaartao

forces in their environment such as weather, soil conditions, and seasonal migratory
patterns, tivono preclude a capacity for willfulness which they concede to varrous f

of wuvu. Whereas wuvu possess the will and capriciousness characteristiogf livi
humansgnvironmeris wholly other in its predictability. Tivono rely on this

characteristic of otherness to make life a continuing possibility.

The predictability oenvironmens where matev and niramtaen diverge as
kinds of agency. We have seen the difference between the “saturated givenness” of
virtuously opaque persons and the transparency of persons who, as “less than one
intends,” offer no possible moral future (see chapter 3). We may understandttba rela
betweertundunandenvironmeras hinging on this distinction. Paul Ricceur (1991)
observes that “like a text, human action is an open work, the meaning of which is ‘in
suspense.’ It is because it ‘opens up’ new references and receives fregtcecteva
them, that human deeds are also waiting for fresh interpretations that deride the
meaning” (155). Matev is defined by its need for interpretation—it “opens up”
possibilities for new relevance and meaning by its inherent creativity and
unpredictability. These traits are notably absent from actions that ardaninam, by
definition closed to interpretation.

To return to an earlier point, however, what makes the act of distinguishing

between humans and environment coherent to tivond is the shared attribute of agency in
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the sense of an ability to effect change in the world. Jane Bennett’'s (2010) notion of
“vital materiality” approaches the tivono sense of whatlunandenvironmerhave in
common. Citing the work of Gilles Deleuze (1992), Bennett explains that “the power of
a body to affect other bodies includes a ‘corresponding and inseparable’ycapaeit
affected; ‘there are two equally actual powers, that of acting, and that efirsgff
action, which vary inversely one to the other, but whose sum is both constant and
constantly effective™ (Bennett 2010:21). Bennett’s project is to comprehendatihe re
effects that “things”—non-human entities—have on the world. On Gandtinand
environmershare the category of “things that have real effects on the world"ateey
bothactants a term Bennett employs to counter any attribution of subjectivity that
terms like “agent” may imply (2010:9). At this shared conceptual level afitacta
humans and environment come together, impelled by the productive needs of humans
and the diurnal, migratory, and seasonal movements of the environment. Subsistence on
Gaua consists in the dynamic relationship between these two active thedsciloty
similar and different?

As (inter)actants, humans and environment secure the emergent order of
subsistence in ways that reveal their heterarchical relatiohetyarchy | understand

tivond to imagine subsistence as a “tangled composite” (Peltonen 2006:155) gmergin

® The Gauan view of the congruence and othernessvifomment resonates with the ethical practice of
erring and drifting as inspired by Canguilhem in amalysis of tivoné moral experience (see chapter 3
James D. Faubion (2009) observes that Foucau#is of his mentor Canguilhem’s “history of life” is

“as the history of ‘that which is capable of err@ffoucault 1998b:476)" (1). Within a conceptual
framework of ethical “production” and “reproductidimumans are, by the measure of Gauan ethics,
capable of both. By contrast, their environmersiolely a reproductive “actant” until brought inteet
relation of subsistence through human productit®macin this sense, environment could only achieve
an ethical quality when it becomes productive, sabijo the possibilities for error. | address this
possibility in chapter 6.
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from interaction between two equally contributory actants, matev and niygentan a
heterarchy, the domination of one category or entity over others is only a pgssibili
rather than a foregone conclusion as is the case where hierarchy is epérdtis own
work on Finnish social movements, Lasse Peltonen (2006) takes the notion of
heterarchy from a theory (in Kontopoulos 1993) in which the emergence of structure is
neither a top-down process as hierarchy imagines, nor bottom-up as posited by
methodological individualism. Ordered by the complex interactions betweerstimedi
capacities of matev and niramteen, tivono subsistence is always other than the sum of
its parts. One key feature of heterarchy is its residual indetermimgcgniergent form,
whether social movements in Finland or subsistence on Gaua, has a quality of
contingency to it which is inherent to it alone and which determines what is possible
within it (Peltonen 2006:156; Kontoupolos 1993). Subsistence is a “possibility space”
(Haila and Dyke 2006:4) where human activity is delimited by the kinds of chémges
“degrees of freedom”) that can occur within the space. Tivono recognize that the
possibilities for subsistence available to them cannot be determined by dogside
isolation the components that give rise to the space. There are the actions of people, but
also the motions of land, sea, and air.

The idea that tivono perceive certain human-environment interactions as
heterarchical—that subsistence is an emergent space resulting frorfatieeta
contributions of matev and niramteen—is anticipated in the notion of ecological
rationality. Roy Rappaport (1984) proposes the term to convey how societies direct
their environmental practices toward the “persistence” of “social andgcal

systems” (307). Wherever it is operative, ecological rationality “editts”economic
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rationality, where the goal of maximizing individual interests dirdatsextraction and
distribution of resources. Avoiding certain unintended interpretations of “ecological
persistence’ we may understand ecological rationality in Gauan society as a principle,
or more precisely an attitude, of well-being. Tivono secure their welgh®y the
considered stances they take in their interactions with an entity that basadss
gualities of predictability and otherness that must be respected and maintained. |
understand Rappaport’s “systems” as those “in which individual actors pagieipad
upon which their continued existence is contingent” (Rappaport 1984:207; but see Clay
and Olson 2008:144-5). On Gaua, ecological rationality is a valuing of well-being, a
reflection on the myriad forces that shape possibility in its most essemtsa. s
Well-beingindicates a state of existence where essential bodily needs and
“culture-specific derived needs or ‘wants™ are at least satisfay fulfilled (Casimir
2008:26). Well-being is sensitive to what lies beyond the immediate desires and
influences of individuals, implicating broader community, regional, and global
conditions and interests: it “must always be contextualised with refer@tive well-

being of the social units at the next levels of inclusion” (Lambek 2007’3 26Gauan

" Rappaport presents ecological and economic rdtipea two possible and distinct factors driving
human-environment interaction. He does not argu¢hf® mutual exclusivity of the two forms of
rationality in any given society, group, or indival.

2«Rationalityimplies, if it does not entail, consciousnessppse, and deliberateness” (Rappaport
1984:306). In adopting Rappaport’s insights to alei@f Gauan subsistence practices, | wish to asoid
reading of “ecological rationality” that posits aoo-centric teleology of human practices, i.e. that
ecological preservation is the primary objectiveslbsistence- and other environment-related derssio
rather than onpossibleguiding factor among many. Also, | adopt a vidrationality” in the Gaua
context as not precluding the possibility for eraps to provide agents with “decision-making
guidelines” (Gigerenzer and Selten 2002) regardses of the environment.

3 As Clay and Olsen (2005) note, Rappaport’s natibsocial and ecological “systems” assumes such
systems closed to external “perturbations.” Inrtfedlel of Gauan subsistence | am constructing, it is
important to acknowledge the ways tivéno perceivartwell-being as contingent upon other interests
and forces in other places. Here | identify oneiwvadion for the “multi-sited” ethnographic approach
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life, well-being persists through the actions of persons who apprehend and even value
the possibilities and limits that the space or “system” of human-environmersatibn
discloses to them. While tivono often describe the interactions between matevaand ni
tannen in ways that evoke the unvarying intimacy of a closed system, they frgquentl
express their concerns about how shifting boundaries and changing effectiveteleme
of the world beyond vond portend new forms of limit to the ways they secure their
needs.*

Alberto Corsin Jiménez (2007) proposes the idea of limit to conceive of well-
being as the realization of constraints and boundaries, “where the world exsmlists it
and “reveals itself as a moment of tension” (26). Ecological rationalityifigsrthis
tension in the “liminal condition” (26) located between well-being and vulnerathbity
impinges on human lives when limit reveals itself in the finiteness of theoanwent
and the restricted (and restricting) possibilities for self-interessi@ Jiménez asks,
“Where does life become larger than life? How do people ‘cement and put limits to’
their life-projects” (27)? Materially and symbolically, Gauan tivono sdtraset their
limits with every encounter between the creativity and caprice of matehaustetdy
transparency of niran{aen. As a possibility space, subsistence presents opportunities

for building social influence and material wealth. Given the obligations they bave t

advocated by anthropologists working in politiceblegy (e.g., Biersack 2006:26; West 2006:xix). |
address the problem of other interests and thigcisfon Gauan subsistence in chapter 6.

" The notion of ecological rationality that | havdopted to describe Gauans’ relations with their
environment counters the view that “the notionxtfrection barely impinges on Pacific Islanders’
engagements with the environment, as for thematseurce of food” (Foale and Macintyre 2005:4)e Th
demonstrated abilities of Gauans to reflexivelysider the finiteness of resources, and the value of
respecting and maintaining the matev/niramén relation, points to possibilities for some faym
“indigenous conservation ethic” (Johannes 2002)endvoiding any simplistic reductions to “primitive
harmony” between an island society and its enviremm
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others in their lives, tivoné must find and acknowledge the limits to these projects of
self-interest.

| have presented a basic framework for comprehending how tivono view their
interactions with the local environment—how the environment-as-actact reveals
qualities of commonality and otherness from which the possibility for human
subsistence emerges. Well-being is the outcome to these interactions: todefaha
inherent possibility for well-being in the relation between matev and nimaenaand
to act from this awareness to the good of others, indexes a distinctively ethical
personhood. Well-being performs the additional ethical work of allaying thetiasxodé
meaninglessness and futility around the edges of Gauan lives, but it does so by
endorsing a future orientation—an outlook that life is viable where material aseds
met and social bonds are secured. Here | présemity as the attitude that a particular
possible future is both achievable and desirable. Like well-being, futuowdes an
evaluative and experiential component to possibility’s objectivity.

What justifies the attitude that a desired future may transpire throtigh ac
the work of collective memory in the tivoné community. The temporal movement of
memory is critical to this point. The Nume teamarencommonly denotes “tomorrow”
in the usual sense of the day after today. It is also present in the fadédgaDul ranti
amaren which conveys the idea “Everything before is coming.” Among possible
interpretations, this phrase alludes to the return of Qat and of the primordialltshg
to Gaua, and it articulates the collapsing of distinctions between past and present or
near-future in much the same manner as tivono perceive the atemporality dfetese

(see chapter 2). Tivond comprehend amaren in terms of moveafémb( toward] and
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maren[morning]), as perpetuating the collective memory of a once-flourishing Gaua
the indefinite past, before the disintegrating effects of historical anacaltoss, into

the lives of present, forward-moving persons. In addition to movela®atenis a

space that one constructs through practices which bring the past forward,ss proce
which makes goals and desires something more than ephemeral nonsense; it is this
attitudetoward the future which | describe as “futurity.” A desired future is achieva
by taking an idealized, shared past as a point of reference and reviviffhnguigh
present practices.

Explicating the role of memory in Sabarl society, Debbora Battaglia (1990)
observes that “as a social action of literally ‘keeping in mind’, ‘remembeisng’
significant to Sabarl primarily as a means of applying in the future somethuaduef
in the past or present—of thinking ahead and selectively projecting forward valuable
knowledge” (8). Sabarl employ “markings,” signifiers of the past which are of
“mnemonic value” for their ability to bind together imagination, custom, and place.
Markings are important in that Sabarl place little value on the spoken word: tak mor
force of markings lies in their ability to allay feelings of displacetnhgiven that Sabarl
perceive themselves as inadequately autochthonous (1990:8). By contrast, @adan ti
regularly affirm their autochthony in both practice and speech, attributing ofameir
everyday actions to the expectations of kastom, speaking indigenous languages, and
affirming their productive capacities through making social relatiorsdrithe
household. These actions have powerful mnemonic value: as markings they perpetuate

an integrated sense of a distinctive and deeply rooted indigenous identity.
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The ethnopsychology of Gauan ethics presented in chapter 3 reveals tivono
individual memory to be ephemeral and therefore unreliable. An exception is found in
the capacity for simulation in domwen; yet as tivond explain, simulation’stslgee
situations that are general properties of human experience (i.e. common sitofations
vulnerability), not the unique experiences of individuals. We cannot comprehend tivénd
memory by initially approaching it as a capacity of individuals, from whietpwceed
to construct metaphors to arrive at the notion of collective memory, as Crapanza
critique of the collective memory “metaphor” seems to suggest (2004:156; cee als
Margalit 2002:49). The act of bringing past into present is for tivono (and for Sabarl;
Battaglia 1990:8) foremost a collective act, operating at a moraleegegtarate from
any instance of individual subjective memory. Even in dyadic relations of ceineq ti
comprehend their memories as not wholly their own, but as the influences of the spirits
of ancestors and places dispersed across kin and community.

As a form of “productivity” and a strategy for overcoming futility (Bgtia
1990:10), Sabarl acts of remembering anticipate the work of memory on Gaua. The
notion of a collective memory that mitigates certain existential aagipbints to the
importance ofivont andkastomas significations of a moral community. These terms
detach a group of people into a “mnemonic community” (Zerubavel 2003:4)
demarcated not only by the collective memories of families and other saiplsghat
comprise it, but also by the “socially appropriate narrative forms fourdgmg the
past”’ (5). Mnemonic communities order their memories by “stringinghegeoften

disparate past events and evaluating their current relevance through modes of
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reenactment such as narration or practice. What emerges is the production of a kind of
continuity that brings meaning and possibility to present actions and events.

For the mnemonic community of tivon6, Gauan history is “an articulation over
time” of diverse events (Friedman 2002:305) which include moments of lost
opportunities for cultural revival. Yet despite evidence that tivono find continuity in
their history, there are elements of creativity and imprecision in theauats of
temporality which appear as forms of constructive illusion (cf. Zerubavel 2003:40)
Consideramaren a term which denotes the determinate future—the coming-into-
present—that Nume speakers recognize as well within their imaginatise. gine
temporal opposites @marenarenanno(yesterday) andais (the day before
yesterday): these terms signify the determinate past, segmenttucdidime for which
people can and will provide an account of the events taking place withinAnesmnen
ostensibly finds its conceptual oppositesyjis (the indeterminate future) amdnti (the
indeterminate past). While we may recogmiaeti as the sole signifier of the
unaccountable past and for this reason conceptually incompatiblamatten in the
phraseDul ranti amaren(Everything before is coming) it lends an air of indeterminacy
to the otherwise routine expectations of the near-future.

| heard the phradeul ranti amarenuttered by Nume speakers who hoped for a
revival of what they viewed as traditional Gauan practices such as kashong fi
technologies and taboos and a (limited) local shell money economy. In their remarks
these persons often included self-rebuking observations that their dreamaiafiregl
their cultural past were impractical nonsense. Yet despite their expreaged, dhey

held to the ambiguous connection between the past and near-future as a rationale for



194

their hopeful statements. Much of what passes as the “remembered” past is what
Avishai Margalit (2003:58) calls “the memory of memory”: lying beyond theatlir
recollections of any living person, this past holds an ambiguity which in the Gaen ca
makes certain kinds of future possible or at least seemingly plausible.

When | inquired about the reasons why many tivon6 desire the return of kastom
subsistence practices such as bow fishing and prawn trapping, some of my intexlocutor
responded with what they later described as the prevailing widdghad nam wusul
people’s talk, public talk). The current thought is that these moribund practices once
provided evidence of a strong body and productive mind worthy of holding and keeping
pure one’s inner spirit. My interlocutors explained that what has made th@ufzart
validation of kastom subsistence so common nowadays, and so easily coopted by
revivalists of tradition, is that it appeals to both churchgoers who are incilgasing
reminded by their pastors that they are vessels for the Holy Spirit (pécheqsnter
rising kava use), and kastom practitioners who perceive spirits of ancestqiaees
as residing within them and guiding them. As | described in chapter 1, tivond who self-
identify as kastom practitioners also tend to identify themselves asatistiimembers
of a local Anglican or, less often, Assembly of God church. Part of what makes the
reason for valuing kastom subsistence so appealing to tivond is that it appeang® eme
from the indeterminate past—an artifacramti which by virtue of its perceived wide
acceptance takes on an air of legitimacy.

In a society that has witnessed the historical effects of discontinomtydr
fluctuating demography, there seems to be a tendency toward fashioningceplieaic

current “memories” of past ways of life into viable notions of how things are taathy
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ought to be going forward. Several tivond over the age of forty described to me how
twenty years ago, the dominant talk surrounding kastom subsistence praatiessc

on the imminent revival of kastokakae(food). They recalled how people’s visions of
pre-resettlement (pre-1950s) gardening practices, such as long-vanishecgtaboos
other methods of promoting growth, dominated discussions in households and public
spaces about food and its production. The positive talk that surrounds any kastom
subsistence practice cannot be taken as evidence of its actual presenua.dhi&a
merely an indication of how people generally find a current notion of the kastom
significance of a practice as an effective marker of tivono identity, whiggs its

moral force. For the kastom revivalist, however, the ambiguous nature of popular
cultural-historical knowledge appears to work to the benefit of their cause.

Making the most of possibility in Gauan life may turn on achieving some
balance between the productive ambiguities of the (un-)remembered past aeedhe
for a stable, shared sense of what is and what has been distinctively tivono anlthe w
Subsistence provides the “reliable rhythms” (Dyke 2006:284) that guide eyexydal
life and show evidence of continuity. Yet subsistence is also the “evenementually hot
area” (Sahlins 1985:xiii) where routine practice most frequently confronts novel
possibility. The movement of collective memory into the present and the coming-into-
present@marer) through subsistence and its related discourses provides a vision of
continuity, of “firm walls” and “firm ground” enduring through time (Carrithers
2005:439). Yet in other moments, reflecting on their multiple projects, tivono concede
that the present must pragmatically be understood on its own terms, as corgggenci

calling for immediate response. This acceptance of the inescapable pesseafitthe
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present does not endorse the interpretation that all is flux—that conceptions afgnduri
“totalities” are the ethnographer’s illusion. The question arises as tawdtiaates
tivono to consistently reconstruct their pasts and conceive of their futures, despite t
ambiguities and inconsistencies that are always available to them fortiospét
many respects, kastom is that motivation, that comprehensive, reliable rhgthm
makes the production of possibility worthwhile (cf. Leach 2003:218). When tivond
imagine their subsistence practices through the lens of kastom, thely@éneenselves
as connecting the past, present, and future in ways that ideally do not saeenteay
and artificial.

| have outlined a basic framework of Gauan subsistence to show how certain
types of human-environment interactions provide both continuity and possibility in the
form of well-being and futurity. In the inevitable abstractness of sudmaeivork,
however, the genuine concerns tivon6 have of what has been lost to cultural and
environmental changes go mostly unnoticed. Subsistence on Gaua exists within a wider
possibility space of vulnerability where people must negotiate betweemwreand
others’ well-being at the limits of kastom and the margins of change. ieEpmind
the generalizations presented above, | turn to the concrete acts which provide the
rhythms of everyday life, but also the changes that destabilize ettsaléint notions
of commonality and otherness, within and beyond the tivond social world. | begin with
an examination of past practices and discourses that today exist mostly anymem
Lost articulations

Whatever changes have occurred in the methods of fishing and gardening on

Gaua over the past several generations, there remains one constant certainty.
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Subsistence is first and foremost a matter of survival, the securing dbeuagj in its
most essential form of sustenance and shelter. It is an obvious point, perhaps, but one
that is potentially lost when describing subsistence acts as moving therpastifor,
as in Burridge’s Tangu example, sculpting the contours of self-revelagapldined
how contributing to the well-being of others is for tivond an inherently moral het—t
outcome of negotiation between commonality and otherness as it resides Wvithin a
persons, salavan and rasogo. In what follows, | examine how certain acts oncedprovide
opportunities for tivoné communities to look beyond the practical goals of subsistence
and to reflect on and respond to some of the limits to life. These were moments when
certain people appeared to adopt a broader moral perspective, to “look down on social
processes and [turn] perspectives around” (Rio 2007:31). | qualify this descrigtion w
the word “appear” to suggest how these perspective-taking and perspectergigalt
moments were the ethical properties of certain acts themselves, opergéiraiess of
the proximate goals of actors.

The present section focuses on the ways subsistence-related acts (i.e. modes of
producing well-being and the associated practices and discourses thstapego
them) revealed and responded to certain desires and concerns in tivond life.cthese a
were articulations of the persisting anxieties of meaninglessnesstgitdin Gauan
life, but also of the possibilities for the good life and an enduring tivono identity which
stood to counter them. By depicting these acts as “articulations,” | mean tg ¢mwe
they communicate the possibilities and limits of life in locally authewmsigs. | further
intend “articulation” as signifying connection, as between the catsgofmatevand

niran taynenas well as between subsistence actors and the others whose lives and
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perspectives are shaped through such acts. Subsistence articulates, ds cihrengast

and near-future as well, as clarified in tivond notions of memoryaraten A third

sense of articulation, as an expression marked by clarity and coherence, uedéhscor
stakes that tivond confront in communicating the shared anxieties and expectations of
others through acts of fishing and gardening.

These multiple meanings of articulation are brought to bear in the notion of
lavaswut a moral undercurrent to all tivoisibsistence practices and discourses.
Expressing the sentiment “welcome to all, at all timessaswutis articulated in any
subsistence act with the potential to achieve the aim of providing food or otheamater
needs to others outside of one’s own household. The implicit point to this idea is that
with every instance of meeting its own material needs, the household facesi@nsitua
wherein it may have to defer its production to the needs of others. Lavaswut is the
unequivocal expression of the ability of tivoné and their families to sacrifiairins
the social-ethical obligations of persons willing to sacrifice; and it proadzgical
standard against which the subsistence-related actions and talk of othersssedass
Linking labor and environment and transforming them into sacrificial ethaqatad,
persons clearly communicate their ability to welcome anyone into their @dngiive
domain at any time. By this measure, social relations are eminently posditalegess
may become kin—and connections to land and resources are affirmed. As we bear in
mind going forward that lavaswut is at least tacitly present in all sabhsesacts, it
becomes increasingly evident that the ethics of “welcome to all” strufipgles

articulation as it confronts Gaua'’s changing cultural and political demograph
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The subsistence acts which reside in the collective memory of tivoné old enough
to remember them were (and are) unevenly regarded as evidence of prodilityve a
and kastom identity. One example of this disparity involves the use of fish “poisoning”
techniques using wood, fruit, or leavié¢gendakis a woven pandanus basket into which
any type of poison leaf may be placed. The leaves are crushed inside the asket w
piece of wood to draw out the poison, and the basket is attached to the reef or a
nearshore pool to kill fish. Often a wood calteds scraped into the water by a fisher
wading nearshore, killing any fish that swims into its p&#tuy a vine that grows
throughout the lower forest on Gaua, is cut at the ring and its lethal “water” equeez
into a constructed stone wall callgelarwhich traps the fish as the tide recedes. Tivon6
who are familiar with these kastom techniques readily acknowledgeithigations.
The spread of poison cannot be contained, and threatens to kill many more fish than can
be legitimately claimed as a day’s worth of food for fishers and theiriéamil

The preferences some tivono have for the bewv(9 and arrow\ulu) over
poison flora reveal concerns about technologies for which the costs of their use
outweigh the benefits. Unlike the careless spreading of poisons in the past and present
and the recent deployments of large nylon nets and small explosives, the kast@m bow
an elegant tool, precise and responsibly non-destructive. In the past, boys entered
salagor to learn among other things the esoteric methods of fishing propam td m
rank. Dancing was directly relevant to the process, as instructors likened theentyve
of fishers through the water to the strictly routinized dances that wergiakse
knowledge to achieving successive ritual grades. Former salagor inikptes ¢hat

“dancers do not think; they just danc#lir(te lak ti am ve res vite nir er):@ancing is
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more bodily memory than deliberation. Similarly, the movements of bow fishing which
young initiates committed to kinesthetic memory manifested a parteoathexclusive
tivon6 mode of being, indexing their privileged training in salagor. Like theedanc
which accompanied grade taking, this kastom form of fishing communicated a
distinctive masculine power: the initiate had the ability to provide for others, and hi
technigues manifested a broader set of socially productive capacitiem Rsisng and

the more recent technologies introduced from elsewhere provide neither @goasal
means for articulating the growing power of male salagor initiates nesplagor
opportunities for perpetuating this form of gendered power into the future.

The privilege of articulating gendered power through subsistenceeleleti®
was not limited to men. A method of fishing calkedesar which remains fresh in
Gauan memory if nearly lost in practice, provided a medium for perpetuating a
productive capacity distinctive to women. What follows is a synthesis of multiple
accounts of revesar from communities throughout the island:

Revesais a kastom fishing net designed to trap hundreds of fish at once
and bring them to shore. We construct revesar by first cutting long vines
of several possible types (e.gargar bogo gavurur, toprop) and
double-knotting them together. Then we find the middle (about 10
meters long) section of the extended vine and attach coconut leaves,
wrapping them repeatedly around the vine until they are secure. Each
coconut leaf must be torn down its midrib so that leaves and midribs are
hanging perpendicularly from the long vine. Two men wade into the sea
and position the middle “net” section of revesar where the fish are most
densely populated. Other men attach the remaining lengths of vine to

trees far offshore so that the entire village is contained within its
boundary’®

S Aver residents asked me to measure this distanttesir fishery with a tape measure. Estimating the
placement of the middle net section in the bay witength of nylon rope, we found revesar in Awer t
have exceeded 150 meters.
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The kastom net is placed into the sea during a high tide following
a full moon. As the fish swim into the net the dangling coconut leaves
make a noise—"ssssssss”—which startles the fish and prevents them
from passing through the net. We leave revesar in the sea for a few
hours; some of us watch from the water’'s edge as more and more fish
congregate, “confuseddomvu rury by the sound and placement of the
leaves. As low tide approaches, the chief directs two men—usually the
landowner (if someone other than the chief) and his son—to either side
of the leaves. The two men face the shore and clutch the net with their
under-gripped hands.

The village chief stands at the shore and directs other men and
women to approach the net along different points, to join the first two
men and hold the vine as they have done. The chief alternates his
commands between pushing the net to shore and calling for it to go slack
to sieve water from it. One command he gives Usisken du mutu!

(Let go of the coconut leaves!); anotheArsvus nowl(Beat the water!).

This disorients the fish and keeps them from escaping. When the water
level is lowest, the chief orders everyone to stand on the submerged
bottoms of the dangling coconut leaves. Hundreds of fish are visible
along the entire length of the net. We move ashore, forcing the fish to be
captured and collected in baskets by waiting others. Those of us holding
the baskets separate the juvenile fish and throw them back to the sea;
only some turtles and sharks are kept. The chief gives the order to Kill
the fish—Ar vus mat wil! People kill the fish on the spot, together.

Now everyone in the community falls silent, even the chief. As
we stand there on the shore, we still hear the clamor of thrashing fish
echoing in our head3.awa nam maranahe chief's wife, points to other
wives in the village and assigns each a basket. Without speaking, the
women wrap the fish in laplap leaves and apportion them to the men and
unmarried women who are gathered around them. Our chief always
receives the last portion; any visitors receive the first. We all wadly aw
quietly and remain in our houses until the following day. If revesar must
take place on Easter or during a day mourning someone’s death, it is
after church services or ceremonies. It is important not to speak to others
outside your family after revesar. It shows disrespect to the farihe
woman who gave you the fish; that's why we do not speak—we do not
cry or complain that we were treated unfairly. [Gaua residents, 2008-
2009]

Tivono describe the call bpwa nam maranéor women to assemble around

the baskets as like a prayer in a church service. The obligation of all persseist po
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remain silent throughout the proceedings precludes any arguments concédriaimg w
women are chosen to divide and distribute the fish, how many each person reaelives, a
what is to be done with the fish upon receipt. Dividing and distributing fish
communicate a woman’s ability to circulate a privately owned resource mith a
authority and assurance otherwise reserved for a man of high rank. The evenhanded
redistribution by a group of married women enhances the flourishing of parti¢ipants
senses of navgi, incorporating all who are present for revesar aasvaditant relations
who may later benefit. Revesar begins with the centripetal power of mernrwiuel
accretion of prestige and productive capacity to resource owners and community
leaders. It concludes with the centrifugal power of women in the outwardritadisin

of food, a vital contribution to the well-being of all navgi. A reinvigorated sense of
shared belonging emerges from the morally productive acts of women: in its dual
signification,veve(both mothers and moieties) reclaim land and production.

Revesar is a rare event on present-day Gaua. Women articulate their
redistributive capacities in other ways, notably through face-to-face gestur
generosity during food preparation in cookhouses. This form of giving is not lirited t
women, however, and signals a pronounced change from gendered modes of value
articulation to gender-neutral acts which fail to perpetuate a parti@garatogy of
empowerment. The loss of revesar has resulted as well in the diminished tension
between the self-interested actions of individuals and the other-regardingd$eofa
navgi that highly routinized, communal subsistence acts once embodied and mediated to

the good of both.
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The foregoing examples depicted acts that perpetuated gendered, socially
productive capacities. Furthermore, as articulations they derivedrtigact from the
role of silence in their expression. As articulations of spatial and temporal b@sndar
taboos were once conveyed in non-verbal idioms. The spatial ethics of gardens and
fisheries provides useful examples. The stone boundaries of gardensgealikik
the walls used to trap fish, demarcated spaces in which gardeners cultivasedam)
and taro @ef) in ways that evoked relations to kin. Clearing land, planting the cuttings,
decorating the growing tubers, and placing the overgrowth sticks were sgpsesf
kere gorandtomtom—of looking-after and caring-for—reinforced by the referencing of
crops with the possessive markablak indicating “my (object) which | cultivate and
give care to” (see chapter 4). Men arose before sunrise and walked todbegd“s
place” holi pleg within the garden walls. They performed kastom songs and dances to
assure growth and to solicit the thoughts of spirits that observed and assessed thei
techniques. These spirits ascertained whether the gardener had fasted thefoight
and had refrained from applying bodily decoration or scent. Had he abstained from
sexual intercourse, contact with pregnant women, and eating certain kinds of fish?
These were matters of consequence, affecting whether his garden walitthynel
vewano(a full, rich yam) odam malg (an empty yam). Above all, none of these
practices was a matter for discussion: their elicitation in speeclheheekto “leak the
power” (man vemowqrthat enabled growth from the confines of the wall to dissipate
into the desolate bush.

In East Gaua, fisheries were once without markers of any kind to warn potential

trespassers. There were oagt wuvu(spirit stones) to remind visitors to the fishery
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that its resources ultimately belonged to the lake and the ancestral spidisg

beneath it. As with the tribally owned places around Letes, people simply understood
the limits of their own and others’ spatial boundaries. In West Gaua, taboos as public
demarcations of space were similarly unknown. Chiefs announced taboos at public
gatherings only to observe grade ascensions or the deaths of persons of high rank. The
removal of a taboo after one to four years (with longer terms reserved foaths dé
landowning men of high rank) was marked by ritual pig killing, the burning of the taboo
markers, and lastly with an announcement that “the road is opened” for women to go to
the reef to collect shellfish. Taboos lent significance and solemnity to thedal pi

events in the community; their public enunciations set them apart from everyday Ga
life. The death of a ranked man meant the loss of socially productive work. Taboos
announced the disappearance of lavaswut—of a sacrificial capacity for wajgcom
others—and casted its positive moral force into sharp relief by signaipgirtful

absence.

In gardens and fisheries throughout Gaua, there are no longer taboos that go
without saying. What was once tacit understanding of the obligations to respect the
spaces of others has become necessary talk. Landowners call upon chiefs to announce
the placement of taboo markers, a necessity borne of changing demography and the
increasing indifference of too many young tivond in the estimations of paeats
grandparents. Chiefs publicly outline the specific proscriptions as sighyiddferent
parts of the taboo marker as they did when placing taboos for ceremonial purposes in
the past (see Figure 5.1). The realization that unspoken understandings okresourc

restrictions have become matters in need of constant reinforcement hasietvdno
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to describe the markers as “empty talkigfug male). They explain that the ubiquitous
“voices” of taboo markers along Gaua’s coast diminish the symbolic potenalyoafst
as silent articulations of cultural awareness, and more pointedly as tsatafyguiet

reflection on the obligations of maintaining spatial and temporal boundaries.

Figure 5.1: Placing a taboo marker at Aver Bay, East Gaua. The stakedsa type of
wood which indicate¥ere e namukThis is my village). Young coconut leaves cascade
from the top of the stake to signi8isigil (This is taboo) andow (Do not [steal from
me]). The lighter colored leaves aveto(wild cane); they reinforce the imperatives of
the coconut leaves. Photo by Jeffrey Wescott.
Taboos, fishing techniques, and the economics of revesar provide examples of
change where corresponding articulations of possibility and limit have mowad aw
from unspoken expression. A very different case came to my attention whéasctembl
names of fish species common to Gaua’s marine environment. | asked my Nume-
speaking collaborators to free-list the names of every type of fish conon@@suian
fisheries—to name them just as they came to mind. | asked the same question of ever

person and recorded each set of responses in the order presented to me. Eighteen
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months later | again met with everyone who had contributed to the free-tasi(g

and carried with me 30 small index cards, each with the name of a fish frequently
identified in my first inquiry. Each of my collaborators ordered the cardslextef

which fish species he or she most commonly used as resource fish—that hstypbi

of fish each person most commonly caught for purposes of household consumption or
local sale”’ | recorded the ordered sets and calculated the mean rank order of “resource
fishes” to compare with the mean rank order of “free-listed fishes.” Table &.fpartial

list of these rank orders.

The critical step was discussing the results with my Nume-speaking
collaborators. | asked: Why is there such a disparity between thesied-drdering of
fishes—those that come quickest to mind in a spontaneous inventory of all of Gaua’s
fishes--and the ranked ordering of fishes used for subsistence and other economi
purposes? What logic motivates the ordering of the free-listed fishes?eQuerit
explanation was that landowners and their families think about their land in terms of
connections between what resides within the living space of vono (e.g., houdes, ferti
land, marine resources) and the ancestors to whom they feel indebted for all treat make
life possible in that space. There are types of fishes that are unsuitaldtaas staples,

due to such reasons as they are too bony, too scarce, or simply unpleasdft to eat.

® The second phase of the study featured three fesiaborators: two had died in the interim, ané on
was off-island and unable to participate.

| reviewed the outcomes of each ordered set iraskey accurately reflected the views of the
corresponding collaborators, restating the goate®task and resolving any confusion over written
Nume terms. Collaborators omitted all fishes indhed set which they deemed non-resource species.
8 Survey collaborators maintained that size, colprand abundance of fishes were not factors in the
free-listing process.
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Table 5.1:General free-listing and resource sort ranking of fishes, East Gaua

Species (Nume) Scientific name free-listetl resourc®
malages* Chlorurus spp. 2.2 1.9
balagmwut* Plectrypops spp. 2.7 7.2
wundu* Amphiprion spp. 2.9 /3t
vagolo Naso annulatus 3.4 12.1
womatwewe Family Holocentridae 3.5 /
ganas Family Mugilidae 4.4 4.2
vag Acanthurus striatus 4.7 12.5
birap* Zebrasoma sp. 5.7 /
gol* Pomacentrus spp. 6.0 2.6
liwat* Ruvettus spp. 6.8 16.7
wombanwis Naso lituratus 7.1 13.0
wetagagat Abudefduf spp. 7.9 /
bogo Family Carcharhinidae 8.8 /
tagmweras Siganus spp. 10.1 2.3
sumut Siganus spp. 11.1 5.0
gas B. muricatum 13.0 3.1
tirit Diodon spp. 13.4 /
tarag Neoniphon spp. 13.9 /
virig Siganus vermiculatus 21.4 6.9
resmal* Plectorhinchus vittatus 21.9 3.5

Yet several fishes that meet these descriptions provide metonymic coneecti
to particular living spaces—to distinctive fisheries rather than to Gauaisena
environment in general. Some tivond collaborators asserted that the connections which
transcend economic value emerged from the presence of certain fishes indtasiesn
and ceremonies that have long disappeared from Gaua. They are vestigessotfdast e
tribal knowledge present in contemporary discourse, learned from grandparents,
mothers’ brothers, and chiefs who still point to sacred stones abandoned in the bush and
describe how praying to a particular one secured the plentiful harvest of a

corresponding fish or shellfish. My collaborators speculated that in Gauastgsist,

9 Mean rank order of free-listed fishes (n=54).
8 Mean rank order of pile-sorting outcomes of 3asgn=51).
8L A forward slash (/) indicates a fish species thaked lower than 20.0 in mean rank ordering.
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people articulated their commitments to maintaining productive fisherigselakisg
the names of certain fishes in appropriate public contexts.

The metonymic connections tivond may once havewitddtheir marine
resources appears again in the nearly vanished practice of referen@nytygpds of
fishes with the possessive markablakto identify them as objects of care, otherwise
reserved for referencing gardens, trees, houses, and pigs (see chaitkyag) some
Nume speakers once identified fishes sucmalegesresmal and select others
(marked with asterisks in Table 5.1) as possessions requiring cultivation enthear
limited few who have knowledge of this practice today continue to ascribe theiexclus
form of reference to many of these same fishes. Such persons are mostlysrembe
landowning families who view these ascriptions as desires to identify wih loc
resources in élite ways. This attitude perhaps intimated the personaliessthat
lavaswut mode of generosity, of reinforcing one’s own privileged moraliposit
sacrificial benevolence by linking cultivator and cultivated through pubkc &y
collaborators rejected the notion that the purpose was to assert resource ownership,
given that such knowledge was always common. They predicted that this mode of
public talk will soon vanish entirely, replaced by discourses privilegingaghsumptive
and economic preferences of tivond and other local and non-local fishers, and pushing
associations with marine life into the unarticulated and soon forgotten.

As a final example of how subsistence-related acts once articulataith cer
desires and concerns, | identify another discourse which has all but disddpeare
Gaua. There is a temporal ordering to contemporary Gauan fishing and gardening

activities; yet what exists of Gauan calendrics today is a fragofevhat guided
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subsistence routines in the past. Ecological cues in villages and foeettd akople to

the presence of abundant marine species and triggered seasonal proscriptions on
terrestrial game such as birds and flying foxes. Many tivono todaymeeognd abide

by these environmental signs; by contrast, the phases of general, tidalclamiccy
seasons have been forgotten by all but the oldest members of indigenous communities
in the east and west.

Elders recall the spirited debates that took place in the nakamal as meth argu
whether Gaua had transitioned from one seasonal period to the next. The thresholds of
seasonal change were not bound to corresponding demarcations of the western calendar
or even to celestial cues. Men sought consensus based partly on accounts of their
observations of patterns such as the presence and abundance of particular species and
the growth stages of fruit-bearing trees. Those who sought to publicly anrtbence
transitions of seasons presented themselves as exceptionally attuned teths agadl
cadences of weather and to the migrations of marine resource species. fhe leng
debates featured such subjective criteria as the state of a man’'saqpetihe content
of his dreams. Beyond these physiological and oneirological cues, men openlgdegard
each other’s desires to publicly announce seasonal transition as reflesgifig a
regarding political or economic strategy (cf. Mondragon 2004:291). Each mardrefute
the inflammatory claims of others by insisting that the proper timing sbsa
transition redounded to the benefit of the entire community.

The regimented logic of the Western month has profoundly affected the temporal
ordering of Gauan life. Even the Bislama phrgdesi hotandplesi drae (hot/dry

place) collapse general, wind, and tidal seasonal patterns into binary notibog' of
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and “dry” and erase human presence in the environment (e.g., the time when “people
are cold”). Seasons likeudumu| the time to clear gardens and go fishing, were
ushered into the daily lives of Gauans through announcements by respected community
figures rather than by calendars contrived by unknown persons to meet indermina
ends. The transitions of seasons signified changes to what was possible ferafisher
gardeners in meeting basic well-being. The public announcements that adicuieh
possibilities and guided subsistence routines were creative acts, expgegsnatev
which through their absence have altered the temporal ordering of human-emvitonm
interaction.

Reuvisiting the activities surrounding the seasonal calendar helps us to
comprehend Gaua’s cultural history of subsistence more generally fyréasause
these ways of marking time were manifested in world-making or illocugcaes. The
men who petitioned for the transitions of seasons brought into existence the temporal
boundaries by which Gauan communities and households organized their labor efforts.
The foregoing examples of how subsistence articulated the possibilitiesraredrts of
life show that world-making illocution was not limited to calendrics, but found ap arra
of expressions involving speech, silence, or movement. Redistribution of fish during
revesar conferred gender parity and an economic capacity exclusive to wabues,
provided a medium for making the loss of productive and generous persons real and
consequential to communities. | described as well the perlocutionary snbsiatgs
which persuaded and inspired changes in the world: garden taboos that appeased spirits
and promoted growth; the kinesthesis of bow fishing that motivated respect fd@rsalag

and its initiates; and idioms of possession which sway public perceptions of one’s
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productive power. These articulations offset anxieties about life’s futjitsevealing
that the world as it appears is not inevitable.

The predetermined markings of the western calendar preempt such acts of
world-making: they imagine only a foregoteemorrow that fails to comprehend
possibility as the product of action. The subsistence-related acts that tivon6 once
performed were moral obligations to make events transpire—to secure thegongoi
presence of certain values into the present and near-future. The loss of these acts
presents tivono with the choice of either finding new subsistence practicésutaty
possibilities for well-being and futurity or, less likely, imagining whaltiier arenas of
everyday practice and experience to effectively respond to their exabtamtieties.

“It stands inside kastom, but it is not kastom”

Earlier in this chapter, | described subsistence on Gaua as a possibiity ap
plane of limiting ontology that emerges through interactions between humans and
environments—between the creative and capricious actianstefvand its predictable
other,niran taynen In the past, people of Gaua articulated possibilities for well-being
and futurity through such acts as communal fishing and silent cultivation ofecesour
spaces. These were acts of world-making, the transforming of productivessountio
possibilities for life and a distinctive and enduring indigenous identity. Charage i
integral component to a possibility space: it may occur through deliberats/efa
world-making; as the unintended result of human action; or through processes and
agencies external to the space. Tivono narratives of their subsistence past tend t
emphasize the illocutionary acts of persons and minimize, while never erasing, the

effects of outside forces such as regional economic and political interdstsnaatic



212

processes. In contemporary Gauan life, the incursion of novel ways of securing food is
in the estimation of many tivono the unavoidable outcome of two factors—the
expansion of non-indigenous communities in the east and the growing significance of
cash in the lives of households. Change has become the primary stress in the possibilit
space of subsistence, forcing tivono to reevaluate its moral possibilities.

In this present-day space, people of Gaua find it axiomatic that securing/the da
to-day well-being of oneself and one’s household requires access to both gardens and
fisheries. Elders in East and West Gaua recall an era when meat wasaldye r
available from the culling of domesticated pigs both for routine provisioning and for
ritual. Despite the continuing desires to own pigs as status objects andabienalk
prestations of pig, cattléd@luk), or fowl during celebrations and mortuary rites, the
reliable source of meat has mostly shifted to the fisheries. A dietstaggprimarily of
garden cultivars is augmented by fish to a much greater extent than in thethast, w
white rice, tinned meat, and peanut butter available in the many small stitesestc
throughout the coastal settlements. The increasing availability and consumption of
extra-island imports is largely attributable to the frequency of Air Vanilights and
copra ships carrying wholesale supplies. Copra, dried coconut meat from whgch oil i
extracted, is an important source of cash for non-store owners with access and
production rights to coconut groves. The farming and export of kava and cattle eneat ar
on the rise, mostly in the island’s east. In addition to gardening, fishing, archpumng
store goods, Gauans take advantage of the fruit trees which are in abundance throughout
the island. Papaya, banana, and breadfruit, as well as a wide assortmens aicit

nut-bearing trees, populate the villages and pathways along the coast. Tivere is
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consensus among tivono as to which of these trees are properly classified asdsstom

most are well-known to b&udblongwaetman(white man’s trees) introduced to Gaua

long ago.

The profile of labor and consumption patterns presented in Table 5.2 shows
gardening as the primary subsistence activity and household food &owfitke.four of
every five meals consumed during the household survey period featuring at least one
garden crop, the remaining meals consisted of various combinations of fish, bullock
meat, tinned meat, white rice, bread, and Ramen-style noodles. Fishing addount
only one-tenth of total labor time, with fish featuring in nearly one in seven attde t
meals during this period. The six participating households dedicated an avera@e of 15
of their remaining total subsistence labor time to the production of copra, \ahyety
consists of splitting coconut shells and preparing the meat for djiftee figures
presented in Table 5.2 do not account for the preparation of meals such as the cutting
and boiling of taro and yam and the cleaning and roasting of fish. Clearing, planting,
and harvesting gardens, fishing, and processing copra are consraeyeaiguwork)
whereas food preparation, performed in an atmosphere of household- and often village-
level sociality, is not. Food preparation is a non-gender-specific duty in most tivono

households: there is no consistent subdivision of labor involved in cleaning, cooking,

82 Margaret C. Rodman (1987) defines the householhituatu as “the fundamental unit of simple
commaodity production” (715). While households eriggdn a simple commodity economy (such as
exists on Gaua) “produce and exchange items exellysior their own consumption needs and those of
their families,” they participate as well “in caglist markets without necessarily becoming involired
capitalist mode of production” (715). This is mygdtie case for Gaua, with the exception of the kmal
individually operated stores that are increasimgisnmon throughout the island.

8 None of the six households surveyed shared contafimm or land. At least one member of each
household assisted me by recording labor time andumption data, which | collected every one to two
days.
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and serving. Many tivono recognize this parity as a legacy of Gaua, sybeest women
and men prepared and consumed their meals concurrently in separate houses.

Table 5.2: Time allocations for gardening vs. fishing vs. copra production for six
households in East Gaua over 93 days

Household Hours Hours Hours Total labor
gardening fishing producing | hrs./household,
copra 93 days
1 1,439 166 275 1,880
2 1,755 190 251 2,196
3 651 97 197 945
4 1,071 137 244 1,452
5% 550 74 131 755
6 966 176 142 1,284
totals 6,432 840 1,240 8,512
% of total 75.5 9.9 146 | -

Although gardens remain the exemplary kastom space within vong, the
boundaries and kastom associations of objects and activities within them have
diminished over the past several decades. Recall from chapter 2 the distinstieenbe
taro gardendéy;mwe and general or yam gardemswetar): Gauans in all
communities hold to the ideal of separating taro from other crops, althouginfer s
households space restrictions have limited this practice. Crops within leeetato be
spatially divided and apportioned according to desired yield, with sweet gaiatar)
and various types of yardgm) claiming the largest areas, followed by island cabbage
(sosorop and finally the class of foods not designated as kastom, typically manioc,

banana\ete), maize, and capsicufi Many elders recognize inconsistencies in the

8 Combined total days in February-April 2008 andt8eper-October 2009.
8 75 total recorded days for Household 5.
8 In many lewetan throughout Gaua, there are sgfacéise growth and harvest of trees commonly used

for household construction. The most familiar traes/6n6 (naveny Macaranga tanariusandmamu
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ways people categorize garden foods as kastom. They explain that island eadabage
sweet potato were most certainly introduced from elsewhere, but hanedttastom
status as local dietary staples over many generations. By coritreatiegies of banana
aregengen nam vere d(the food of every island) and are emphatically not culturally
rooted to Gaua. In addition to taro and yam there are tubers with little-knows name
like wevi sayan, behy andwiag which are described as genuinely autochthonous foods
(gengen tivonpby the few families who cultivate them. They insist that the vast
majority of Gauans who do not plant them are unable to distinguish them by appearance
or taste, a fact which identifies these rare cultivars as highly exclusitkeera of tivono
identity.

The most uncorrupted of kastom foods in lewetan find thgmvee equivalents
in the division of female and male taro, caleotlepandwititiwun, respectively. Once
imbued with the gendered symbolic capacities of their human counterpartse terdal
male taro are today separated inheve due mostly to their slightly unsynchronized
growing season¥.As with the small group of endemic tubers in lewetan, taro gardens
still hold kastom resonances for persons—mostly indigenous landowners—for whom
gendered classifications of taro index a cosmology that brought an assuratgre to
ordinary labor. While gardens represent the majority proportion of labor hours and meal
provisions, they provide as well a sense of rootedness for landowners and persons with

the physical ability and legal grounds to exercise their creative and produciwess

(namamaoFlueggea flexuo9aboth used extensively as timber for building $esiand fences. An
abundant grove of mature trees signals the longdiig presence of a landowning or landholding fgmil
87 The attention given to taro’s symbolic and praati@alue on Gaua is well eclipsed by the variety an
specificity of taro terminology and typology amathg people of Vanua Lava, located 40 kilometers to
Gaua’s north (Caillon et al 2002; Hess 2010). Yamains the most important garden crop on Gaua, as
revealed in conversation and in the care people wivts production.
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as cultivators. It is not accidental thatiwur practitioners today as in the past unleash
their poison magic in gardens, with their disproportionate jealousy manifested in
blackened taro leaves and yams roots growing “without meath (vemanp These
kastom identifications abide as well in styles of food preparation and in thesstance
tivono take when they witness others selling excess garden production rather than
seeking out households and individuals who may have a need for it.

Contemporary attitudes toward the production and distribution of cultivars are
mirrored to some extent in fishing practi®#lthough marine and garden foods differ
in obvious ways, as for example in their mobility, there are similaritizgdes them
with regard to maintaining the spatial distributions of different speGiaslens are
often divided by means of natural terracing, distributed across various eleadtiogs
the gradual slope that lies inland behind coastal villages around much of the island.
Fisheries are spatially divided into near-shaaif), flat shallows lerat), mud (eleb),
mangroveswoqil, gilavat, wegevep inshore reefriekemgtand deep sedafn).
Observing the proper seasonal productivity of fishery micro-environments, and
employing harvesting techniques appropriate to the species that popetsealistinct

spaces, are increasingly identifiabldasin blong kastonithe kastom way) in response

to eroding boundaries of resource access and restriction in the east.
Unlike gardening, contemporary fishing presents the worrisome and growing
problem of overharvesting; the sea is the space of greatest change. Althaiigh ne

every one of my interlocutors insisted that one ought to fish only for short-term

8 | intend the terms “fish” and “fishing” to encongsathe harvesting of both fish and shellfish, #itet
of the two gathered by hand mostly along the friggieefs that encircle 80% of the island.
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household provision, many of them admitted to harvesting more fish and shellfish than
are necessary to meet immediate subsistence needs. They descrilseditmsiras
motivated primarily by new, more efficient technologies and the rising foeeash to

pay for school fees and fuels for generators and chainsaws. Aluminum and $bergla
spear guns, large modern nets made of nylon, and waterproof flashlights hate all
removed the sense of limitation and self-regulation that the older technologies once
imposed.

Relatedly, the growing desire among many Gauan families for goeatnior
church-supported primary and secondary education has blurred value distinctions
between basic subsistence and status-building, such that making a living and anaki
name for oneself through one’s educated children are equally subsumed undleri¢the r
of family provisioning. School fees for primary education (2,500 vatu per schadhyea
2011) occupy the minds of many fishers with an eye toward the regionaisthellf
industry, including persons who self-identify as tivond and who grow increasingly
concerned about the threat of overharvesting in Gauan fisfiéNes not all that is
culturally and ethically valued is relinquished to the inevitability of ovieiriig and
cash-driven production. Both gardening and fishing still hold promise as a locus of
kastom identity that many people view as worthy of safeguarding, ewbe demands
and desires of a changing lifestyle present tivono with values and desirefidhat
seem conflicting.

Several weeks after the volcanic eruptions of 2009, tivono landowners assisted

the newly resettled families from West Gaua with clearing land to plangaslens.

892,500 vatu equals US$27.47 (May 2012).
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Before this work began, the sudden increase in the population of East Gaua villages had
strained the productive capacities of households. Gardeners who had planted maize
(kon corn) a few months earlier, however, were prepared. For weeks, the relidily hig
yielding crop became the dietary staple for numerous households throughout the east,
where children were rarely found without an ear in hand. Evening conversations in
nakamals centered on the apparent good fortunes of the relocatees who shared living
space with tivono and other, non-indigenous families that had planted maize. Gauans
understand maize to have originated somewhere outside of Melanesia; it has lmecome f
them a valued addition to household gardens for its relatively low labor requirements,
appealing taste, and long shelf life. During the relocation period, maiaembdbe
definitively non-kastom food serving kastom ends: the ability of households to secure
the well-being of large numbers of visitors became fulfilling expressiblavaswut
These events contradict the proportional tendency within the possibility spag@ndf ti
subsistence, where the expansion of food opportunities beyond kastom categories
diminishes the ethical possibilities inherent to their production or acquisithen. T
presence of maize alerted newly assembled communities to the abilg@s®fpeople
to contribute to their well-being and positive outlook.

Gaua'’s fisheries offer corresponding examples of how tivon6 appear to “bend”
novel objects and events to fit familiar values and categories (Robbins 2004:335, fn. 2).
Modern spear guns and simple rubber-and-rod slnadg) ostensibly stand outside the
kastom moral and aesthetic evaluations exemplified by older technologies $ut as
fishing and revesar. Yet there are discourses surrounding newer modes ofvisicimg

highlight athleticism in ways that echo the kinesthetic skill of satagiived fishers of
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the past. Fishing at night with waterproof flashlights)(is increasingly popular as

well, especially among boys, although its legality is quite anotheen{ate chapter 6).
My older interlocutors recalled the group activities of the past which providad bot
recreation and opportunities for boys to hone the skills necessary to provide food for
others. Whereas coordinated excursions to hunt birds and wild boar and contribute to
the domestic economy have declined, fishing cooperatively and competitiviely wit
modern equipment such as flashlights and spear guns is on the rise. The synthesis of
ostensibly non-kastom technologies with the kastom ethos of collective andysociall
productive subsistence practices intimates the emergent possibilitidsg'8sole in
shaping the future of tivond identity.

This hopeful synthesis nonetheless brings up one of the more challenging
problems in the subsistence lives of tivond, a problem which they candidly discuss in
conversations regarding household production in changing times. To what extent can
the mere attribution of “kastom” to a belief, attitude, or practice giveaaa of
authenticity? More to the point, how is it “true kastom mannagtév vidunstret
kaston) if it is patently “invented,” a provocative concept widely evoked in analyses of
kastom in Melanesia? Hviding (1993) identifies the “heated debates” within
anthropology surrounding the arbitrariness and even strategic qualitytaikas it
manifests throughout Melanesia (e.g., Keesing and Tonkinson 1982; Larcom 1982;
Keesing 1989; Linnekin 1992; Bolton 2003). He observes, however, that “it has been
necessary to point out that neither these nor other examples of ‘created’ cultural
identities and reifications need be seen as ‘something contrived and insincere™

(Hviding 1993:803; Thomas 1992:213; per Hviding, see also Jolly 1992a). The drift of
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certain subsistence practices away from what has been identifiably Kessaecently
sparked a dialogue in East Gaua that some of what is deemed kastom in household
production is indeed contrived. Bearing in mind the anxieties of possibility and limit
which | described in the chapter’s opening, it is unsurprising that some tivbnosedres
their apprehensions about the “kastom” qualities and possibilities of this outheritc

practice.

Figure 5.2 A tivoné man with an afternoon’s catch for his household, displayed on the
iron rod which is fired from a rubber loop attached to another iron rod. Aver Bay, East
Gaua. Photo by Jeffrey Wescott.

At the same time, the anxieties of inauthenticity are met with opposing fafrces
sincerity. Many tivono told me that they know in their hearts that their household
productions serve the right ends, regardless of whether the means of production is
sanctioned as “kastom” by a reified metric such as public talk. | found i@ thes

conversations the recurring idea that kastom matters to people not only becatese it gi

a distinctive local meaning to practices and ideas (i.e. confirms the cosrablmgler),
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but because their actions taken for the good of otketike a kastom moment that is
unique to their place. Tivono6 described to me how they “feel kastioangihkaston)
as a kind of experience that is difficult to invalidate simply by thinking around it

The dilemma of holding kastom firmly in the heart while deliberating about it in
the head is captured in a phrase | heard repeatedly with regard to cHastngivgg
practices and household food choices: “it stands inside kastom, but it is not k&stom.”
The phrase succinctly captures the broad opinion of tivono with regard to the ambiguity
they face in maintaining a kastom identity while adapting to and even embitaeing t
possibilities and limits of changing technologies and new desires. We leavbse
collective memory instills a continuity of kastom to certain practicesay be that the
cultural resonance of transforming the strange into the familiar iatbpeas well. The
social-ethical productivities of building relations from otherness insélirfgs of being

uniquely “of the place.” For many tivono, that’s the only authenticity thatemsatt

%I Nume:Ni ve tur allon kastom, si ni ve kastom bek



Chapter 6: Conservation’s big talk

A young tivén6 man recounted a recurring dream that appears to him during
nights before fishing. In his dream he sits in his canoe, and feels a tug on one of the
fishing lines he has cast. He grasps the line with both hands and eagerly palistid
find that it is not a fish, but that the hook has caught onto something else, perhaps the
reef. The young man plunges into the sea and follows the line. It has becongeentan
in the branch of aaveletree growing from the base of the reef, its ripe purple fruit
falling from the branches that break the surface of the water. He reachesftard
submerges to find that his line has hooked onto a door carved into the base of the tree,
which he timidly opens to find a large cave inside. At once, a very old man emerges
from the darkness of the cave, his withered face filled with indignation. The old ma
cuts the line from the tree with his bush knife and disappears, and with that the dream
ends. The young man explained to me that he feels like the dream is attached to him,
that he wears it on his skin whenever he is fishing or diving at the reef. He becomes
nervous and self-conscious, as though he is being watched and his actions evaluated by
angry ancestors (Cabot, October 11, 2009).

After securing the young man’s permission and assuring his anonymity, |
discussed his dream with others in the community. For tivong, all dreams originate
outside the will and agency of the dreamer. Whereas older women and men receive
“news” from distant persons and events as they sleep, mostly value-neutral and
unrelated to their own present concerns and desires, young people experiemseadrea

instigations, a pulling toward an elusive achievement such as acquiring knowledge

223
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of a kastom story or “leaf” medicine. A dream is an experience with an othenagess t
inhabits the world just as it presents itself to the dreamer; it is not an aetpl@uess
internal to the self that awaits interpretation. For older tivong, the youngs rinstming
dream is news of imminent change, augured by the dissolution of ties betwestoenc
and their living kin, but also by the grotesque reconstruction of boundaries between land
and sea, the logic of relations guiding interactions between people and environment
They explained that for the young man the dream was a regrettabldioeviglat his
devotion to kastom fishing practices was increasingly irrelevant to higpeoviding
for his household, and that new ways of imagining kastom identity may be required of
him and of all young tivon6. Whether as news or as provocation, the dream provided an
opportunity for tivond to express their growing concerns about the changes taking place
in the ways they interact with the environment.

In this chapter | examine the observations of people in East Gaua for whom
dreams about change resonate with everyday concerns about the future iaf exater
social production. Having examined the ethical dimension of subsistence—the ability of
tivonod to create possibility in their own and others’ lives through fishing, gaglenin
and other productive interactions with local resources—I explore the grofiectseof
new kinds of human-environment interactions. “Conservation” is a relatively new form
of talk on Gaua. Even my younger interlocutors remember a time before resoeree
explicitly viewed as objects for preservation, even if a particular antectaten of
“ecological rationality” guided many of their subsistence practiees ¢hapter 5). As
the relations between people and environment change, relations between people change

as well. New responsibilities toward gardens and fisheries announce newfway



225

producing well-being, futurity, and care. For this reason | maintain, as limahapter
1, that environmental conservation and all that Gauans place under its conceptual
canopy represent a new forking path—a new cultural-historical node wheoé one
several possible worlds will emerge. As | comprehend it, the forking path of
conservation on Gaua is the news and the provocation of the old man in my young
interlocutor’'s dream. The changing relations between Gauans and their emntonm
augur shifting conceptions of otherness and possibility and new ways of reckoning
tivono identity, all of which are essential matters of Gauan ethics.

| begin with an overview of land, the fundamental unit of production in tivon6
lives and a powerful and contentious marker of social-cosmological distinction on
Gaua. Multiple forms of land alienation have progressively blurred the onge-shar
boundaries of land ownership and access. With this increasing uniformity have come
worries that much of what has made tivono distinctive in their changing cultural
landscape is slowly fading. | follow this problem of cultural and ethical cgevee a
step further in the next section, where | introduce environmental conservation as a
primary agent of change. Tivon6 and other Gauans are keenly aware of the
anthropogenic changes to their resource base; yet they are uneasyatmoat the
inherent assumptions and proposed solutions of this new form of environmental
relating. One such assumption within the discourses and practices of consesvation i
“vulnerability,” the focus of the subsequent section. As a particular set of siskdite
communities and ways of securing a living, this distinct form of vulnerabilitiaérs
the erasure of cosmological ordering and the ethical possibilities it oesaki

conclude the chapter not with the limits of inevitability but with a possible world of
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hope available to tivon6 and other people of Gaua in the midst of environmental
change.
Dividing lines

In chapter 2 | introducetén as the terrestrial living space of Nume speakers,
encompassing household settlements, common areas, gardens, and coconut plantations.
Whereagan in this context derives its significance in both spatial and ethical terms by
its contrast to other spaces, the term also denotes “land” (comgrawky. On several
occasions | heard landowners invoking the teemy to describe their land. Recall
from chapter 4 thateniy means “bundle of coconuts” and that people of the same tribe,
and often the same household, are thusly equated and hold the same rights to a piece of
land.Veniy ta Qo identifies land to which persons of the tribegQ@taim ownership
and access rights, and acknowledged tribal leaders will often refer to such Vemi as
in legal disputes and the occasional public quarrels over access to livingasgdace
resources. Typically, howevean andgraonare the preferred terms for demarcating
areas along lines of political and cosmological affiliation, with ownprahd access as
increasingly contentious matters. East Gauan landowners observe taiviirey
preference for the Bislama teignaon even among fellow tivon6, demonstrates the
need to unambiguously assert the rules of land access to their non-Nume speaking
neighbors. As evidenced elsewhere in Vanuatu (e.g., Jolly 1992b; Hess 2010) and
Melanesia more broadly (e.g. Leach 2003; Bashkow 2006:171-181), concerns about
land occupy everyday conversation and activity on Gaua.

There is a general consensus across Gauan communities that Vanuatu’s

constitution is and ought to be the ultimate authority regarding ownership of and access
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to land. The Constitution states that “all land in the Republic of Vanuatu belongs to the
indigenous custom owners and their descendants,” and that “the rules of custom shall
form the basis of ownership and use of lalfd’andownerslénong—persons who
may legally claim perpetual ownership of land and bequeath it upon their deaths—must
be “indigenous citizens of Vanuatu who have acquired their land in accordance with a
recognised system of land tenuféTivond recognize the legal requisites of indigenity
and inheritance codified in the Constitution as consonant with their own views of land
ownership. As further evidence of their rightful claims to land, tivond cite thenres
within them of the spirits of ancestomuvy and placedte ta verg and of spirits of
the first animals their mothers saw or heard following conception or firghaney
sickness in a particular place (Rivers 2005:151). These entities are all thought to be
“owners” of land (cf. Robbins 2006:173), providing moral and cosmological evidence
in support of legal statutes. Beyond this apparent simplicity, however, is the more
contentious reality of how land rights are actually verified and contestedumn Ga
Gaua’s Paramount Chief told me that there is no more difficult problem facing
his community than the growing frequency of land-related disputes. He explaated t
the intractability of the problem is due in part to the vagaries of legal pleasiess
“recognised system of land tenure”: who is the ultimate authority regardiddgdaure

on Gaua®? The problem becomes more intractable with the critical loss of Gauan

% Constitution of the Republic of Vanuatu, ConsdiétaEdition 2006: Chapter 12, Articles 73/74.

92 Constitution 2006: Chapter 12, Article 75.

% The imprecisions of Vanuatu land law are evideell weyond the boundaries of Gaua. Kenneth Brown
(2005) chronicles the post-independence enactniehed/anuatu constitution. He finds that in costra

to the Solomon Islands, where existing British Rarkntary laws were retained to supply the newonati
with practicable common laws, customary laws, amticjal precedence, Vanuatu, emerging from a dual
system of French and British colonial administmatioonstructed a constitution that was more general
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systems of kinship—of common knowledge about such fundamental principles as rules
of exogamy and cross-generational inheritance (Victor Wetias, Decethldi2009; cf.
Kolshus 1999, 2008 on Mota; Hess 2010 on Vanua Lava). There are, however, some
procedures which endure, albeit too ineffectively in an environment where litigation i
an increasingly viable means of resolution. Throughout Gaua, the children of male
landowners will, upon the death of their father, make a kastom gift of pigs, shell money,
and cash to their father’s eldest brother to secure their continuing rights ttnlémd.
matrilineal system of inheritance and tribal affiliation, the childrentmpag to remain
on the land of their father’s tribe. There is always potential for acrimomyekat
children who retain their father’s land rights through kastom payment and the “true”
veni;, such as the children of the deceased man'’s sister, who may have conflicting ideas
about how the land ought to be allocated and used. Beyond the contingencies of land
transfer, there is the widespread opinion among Gauans that their systeat of loc
government, based on the legislative and punitive power of chiefs, is woefully
ineffective. This lack of confidence is no small concern, as chiefs arel tagtkethe
sanctioning of land transfers and the resolving of disputes among landowners and land
users.

“Landholder” is a term which frequently appears in the documents of
governmental and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to identify traditional
landowners and their families as a particular class of stakeholder, rasddey, for

example, conservation initiatives (e.g., VEU 2004). In these contexts, “landhiglder”

and had fewer legal precedents. Customary lawrmtnoduced post-colonial law have yet to merge in a
way that clearly defines the authority and termsitifer, a conclusion which is consistent with the
observations of Chief Victor Wetias and other chighd landowners on Gaua.
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synonymous with the Bislama tetanonaas it is commonly phrased in communities
throughout Gaua. Tivong, however, make distinctions between indigenous Gauans
recognized alnonaand persons who are land “holders” in the sense of renters, people

who “just hold land” folemgraonnomgq. Any resident of Gaua in need of land for

homesteading or gardening approaches a local landowner with a formalreeust.
Nowadays there is no exchange of money or goods, although small gifts af garde
foods are often given to the landowner weeks afterward to show gratitude antl respec
In the past, the exchange of land followed a two-part process. First, the landowne
performeduntun(Listen to me), articulating his expectations of the responsibilitids a
acceptable activities of the prospective renter. Followingunthere wasunmot(Pay
me), the exchange of shell money, pigs, and cash. The performanoéuofis largely
gone from Gaua, while paymenttohmotusually takes the form of a small feast to
honor the landowner. Renters cannot sell part of the land that they hold to another
person without the consultation and consent of the landowner. Furthermore, any renter
found using land inappropriately, as for unauthorized cattle farming, or if the land
remains unused for a lengthy period of time, may be asked by the landowner to
relinquish all access rights.

The foregoing briefly summarizes intra-island land leasing as tesldoy
tivond landowners in East Gaua. Renters’ accounts fully corroborate this depiction but
with an additional point. Many non-indigenous persons who ostensibly “just hold land”
nonetheless hand it down to succeeding generations without the consent of the
landowners with whom the original agreement was made. Adding to this contentious

situation are the newly arrived residents who claim ownership and access toslatid ba
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on their ability to recite their tribal and familial connections to East Gauan
landowners? The situation is exacerbated by the fact that increasingly tivéno are
unable to provide an account of their tribal affiliations, a problem that becomes more
embarrassing for older tivoné in light of the ability of many non-indigenous Gawans t
provide detailed accounts of their lineages and the lands associated with theam. Thes
factors coalesce as an ever-present anxiety in tivono life, espéaraiypse who recall
an era when land disputes were resolved through the directness of more violent but
effective measures. It is important to clarify that no one advocates fagtthie of such
means of conflict resolution; they merely point to a collectively remembestdvpan
tribal divisions provided absolute clarity to potential problems of land, property, and
marriage.

Older tivond contend that the proliferation of coconut plantations in the island’s
east provides the clearest and most distressing evidence of indigenous land helchquis
to non-indigenous families through the granting of land through customary payment.
1967, a man named Ismael arrived from Mere Lava with his family to settle Baist
Gaua village of Lembal. Ismael purchased the large tract of land known in seatpre
as Mondoro Station from a landowner residing in the southeast village of Qeteon, and
three years later he began to plant stands of coconut trees with newly arrireed Me

Lavan settlers. First- and second-generation Gauans from Meredeaidy Ismael as

% per the Gaua Inter-agency Report (2010): “ Pefopia Mere Lava, Mota Lava and Merig have in the
last 40 years settled on mainly the eastern cdasaoa by acquiring land through customary payment.
[...] Census data from 1999 shows that 75% of the jatipn owns land on Gaua, 20% owns land on
Gauaand another island, 3% only owns land on another dlarhile 2% of the population owns no land
at all” (5). | discussed these figures with tivdaddowners in August 2011. Every one of them iesist
that the non-indigenous persons in East Gaua wdimab “own” land are in fact mostly second- and
third-generation renters who have “liedjigman about their landowning status, or have misunderbst
the inseparability of land from its original tribavners.
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faslandholdablongMondoro(the first Mondoro landholder) to recall the origins of

Mere Lavan settlement on Gaua and to reaffirm the transaction betsmeael ind the
Qeteon landowner; in so doing they informally validate the vast coconut plantations that
cover most of the east coast nearly a half-century later. The storyawllEm

empowering for Gauan residents of Mere Lavan descent. They recogatitieetiand

within Mondoro Station, situated in what is now the geographical center of theesettl
Mere Lavan community, remains entirely with non-tivoné landholders who have held
control with a minimum of conflict with landowning families since the origins of thei
community.

For the indigenous and non-indigenous families who reside in the northeast,
disputes over land are ever-present concerns. Several tivon6 landowners were in
litigation (as of August 2011) in accordance with the 2001 Customary Land Tribunal
Act, which was established to resolve land disputes by “building on exisstgnka
structures to manage ownership and land boundary issues” (Stefanova 2008). Tivon6
landowners threatened by land alienation in any form and at any scale, incluthag at
level of intra-tribal dispute, submit oral and written documentation of multi-
generational inheritance and tribal origin to support their claims to ownersbgssa
and rights of restriction. Tivono landowners and non-indigenous claimants to
landholdings all express their frustrations at the ineffectiveness of digsotatron
formally available to them. The range of concerns over land alienation secentl

expanded from intra-island clashes to encounters with foreign business interests
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In 2007, residents of East Gaua learned of a project involving the clearing of a
large section of forest adjacent to the River Solomul. A solicitor working fath t
World Bank Justice for the Poor project in Vanuatu produced a timeline of the event:
An ex-Member of Parliament from a migrant community acted as a
middleman on behalf of a Vanuatu-born investor of foreign origin. Four
individuals from landowning families on the island [of Gaua] were flown
to Port Vila and entertained. The objective was to negotiate the lease of
10,000 hectares for a cattle plantation. Apparently no papers were signed
but soon afterwards several surveys were conducted and large numbers
of migrant workers began clearing the forest. [Haccius 2011:13]
The headline oThe Weekly Vanuatu Independéth December 2007) reported “Gaua
carve-up by investor.” It featured two aerial photos showing long stretcloésaoéd
forest running parallel along the river, and an editorial by two prominent Gauan
residents (one tivond and one of Mere Lavan origin) describing how the formal
procedures for land development, which include an Environmental Impact Assessment
and the approval of the Gaua Island Council of Chiefs, had not been carriéd loeit.
editorial called attention to the hazardous effects of erosion and catéenextt on the
potable water of many eastern settlements. In his World Bank report, tiosoli
concludes that the people of Gaua, “although they own the laade. lost control of
it” (2011:13).

For many Gauan men, the cattle farming project presented a rare oppodunity t

earn a consistent wage. In conversations throughout the east there wadpéirafsm

% per the Vanuatu Ministry of Lands and Natural Reses: “Before the Department of Lands or the
Ministry of Lands can accept Negotiation Certifes{formal permission to negotiate for land witbdb
landowners), villages, areas chiefs, or island cisiof chiefs must approve them first.” The isguof

the Negotiation Certificate is issued to prospectand buyers following approval séveraldepartments
and interests, including the Vanuatu Environmerit,Whe Provincial Planner, and the local presiding
chief. From “Proces mo Ol Prosidja Blong Karem Wa#sLong Wan Kraon,” a pamphlet distributed by
the Vanuatu Department of Lands.
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about the possibilities open to families with steady cash incomes, suchedisdgra
within and beyond Vanuatu and purchasing new clothes, a motorboat, or generator-
powered lights. Yet within these hopeful discussions there were more measured
thoughts about how other business interests might view the cattle farming psogac
open invitation to take Gaua’s land for their own purposes. There were more skeptical
observers who predicted how foreign businesses would reduce Gauan residents to
menial laborers, replicating the experiences of their New Hebrideastars on
Queensland plantations over a century ago. Tivoné and Mere Lavans share the common
sentiment that without local control of land, there is nothing to hold together any of the
villages in the east. The prevailing fear is of being pushed out by labaerslistant
islands seeking a wage and requiring spaces for settlement. Land is “gtheds
fire,” as one Mere Lavan woman told me: it provides the continuity of shared
belonging, even for families who still self-identify as “of another glébkngnara
ples. By 2011 the cattle project had effectively faded and the forest had already
reclaimed much of the cleared land. It remained in conversations about land and
development as a compelling reminder of how Gaua’s own sense of isolation from
regional and global events is increasingly called into question, and how land will
continue to serve as the locus of interaction between Gauan communities and emergent
interests from other places.

Land is the material substance to the living space of vond, where the production
of well-being and futurity through subsistence is possible. In view of the exjpast
and trepidations of all Gauans in response to the cattle farming project, arithele

many non-indigenous residents feel themselves deeply connected to Gauaml lasnd a
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possibilities, despite the unlikelihood of their forsaking their native islandeadrue
kastonples Notwithstanding this common if tenuous sense of connection, land remains
an important marker of otherness between tivono and non-tivong, both as a symbol of,
and a medium for expressing, cosmological distinctions. There is a growse Gie
alienation from land, both from the rising permanence of non-indigenous landholding
and the formidable reality of external interests, particularly thoserdeted to “hijack”
indigenously held lands on Gaua as throughout Vanuatu (Daley 2009; see also Huffman
2011).

Prominent landowners describe the loss of land as the relinquishing of vital
motivations in one’s life: without land and its productive and identity-symbolic
capacities, there can be nothing “remarkablet/adru¥ about a person. As is the case
elsewhere in Melanesia, landownership on Gaua “organizes people’s social world as a
field of otherness” (Stasch 2009:17). With tribal affiliations playing ae#sing role in
tivono identity and non-indigenous families claiming landownership status, however,
the dividing lines of land are fading, and with them, the distinctions of cosmological
order which guide ethical personhood. Land alienation is, however, only one process of
convergence on Gaua; environmental conservation is another, albeit one which holds
certain ambiguities as a source of both possibility and limit.

Conservation and convergence

In the last decade or so, Gauans have withessed the gradual introduction of a
perspective on land and resource management which contradicts many of their own
valued conceptions of iKonsevesefenvironmental conservation) signifies a wide-

range of concepts and practices that have become part of everyday canvarsaind
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Gaua. In the idiom of conservation actors representing the interests andfgoal
governmental agencies and NGOs, Gaua is a homogeneous community of
“stakeholders,” with the stakes described in terms of economic and ecbiogisbty

into the future’® There is a fundamental stake for Gauans which goes unnoticed within
the contexts of project proposals and environmental laws. It concerns how conservation
carries its own set of implicit values and assumptions which render invisibllylocal
significant forms of otherness. In my brief overview of land, | showed how Gauan
identities are shaped in part by their differentiated statuses as pvamtess, and users

of places. The cosmological—and by extension, ethical—associations of theskeand ot
statuses face erasure by some of the conservation-related activitissacidtad
discourses that have visited the island in recent years. | present twouckes®e st
describing these activities—environmental law and ecotourism—to illustiate
processes of cosmological erasure at work in “konsevesen” on Gaua.

In February 2008 | traveled to West Gaua with a small group assembled to
instruct residents in Vanuatu’s most recently enacted environmentalllhe/party
included Gaua’s Paramount Chief, representatives from the Departmerteridss
and Joses Togase, a Mere Lava-born resident of East Gaua working with the
Landholders Conservation Initiative Project (LCIP) at the Vanuatu Enveonbnit
(VEU). Togase trained and served in the agricultural sector of the Vanuatnmewer
from 1982 to 1994. He began his work on Gaua with LCIP in 2006, tasked with

establishing a “baseline” of conservation practices in Gaua’s commuhgiesonform

% «sStakeholder” refers to local persons directly @mdirectly affected by a proposed or actual projec
but it also includes governmental agencies and Ni@@sved with the project in some capacity
(UNESCO 2008:3).
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to the “traditional” systems of land ownership and resource management. Within the
kastom framework of land ownership and its associated procedures of taboo and
respect-based enforcement, Togase saw a need to institute the “whitaysarfagin

blongwaetmaih of community-wide planning activities and workshops to achieve his

baseline goals. The excursion to West Gaua was consistent with the gerisraf bza
project: promoting awareness of the ecological and economic risks of certain
subsistence routines and assisting landowners in placing taboos and educating
households in “best practices” of resource use (Joses Togase, December 18, 2009).
According to the categories set by the Vanuatu Department of Fisi@aesa’s
fisheries are mostly “subsistence” as opposed to “artisanal” whenerces are
extracted for sale in a market econothfy this designation, the conservation goal for
Gaua’s marine environment is to “conserve inshore fisheries resources to ensure the
continued availability as food for the rural population” (Moses 2007). With the
conservation agenda clearly defined, Togase and the group provided West Gauans with
information about the most current prohibitions on subsistence practices and
technologies, their necessity explained in terms of what has disappearedainoatu’s
marine environments and what are in the government’s estimations the noosheffi

ways to recover them.

97“Subsistence” and “artisanal” fisheries are digtiished by the primary economic use of harvested
goods but also by the types of technologies empla@y®l marine areas targeted. Subsistence fishers in
Vanuatu “target the inter-tidal zone and lagoomueses,” and employ gear types and activities ramngi
“from gillnetting, hand line, reef gleaning, spdehing and traps.” While some artisanal fisherettbe
same descriptions as subsistence fishers, otheuppdeeper waters with fishing boats and targgela
species for export. Both categories are distingadshom the much larger commercial/industrial fisée
(Fisheries Department 2007:5).
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In the remote villages of Dolap, Ontar, and Qetegaveg, the group communicated
the new laws plainly and sympathetically, aware of the potential agvérsitaws may
introduce to household subsistence routines. The attendees were familiar witdf mos
the presenters, and sat quietly in village cookhouses as steady waves of anfawsli
and exorbitant penalties washed over them for well over two hours. Collective gasps in
response to hearing a particular law or violation fee punctuated the presentatiens. O
such response was to the Fisheries Law (Act 42, 2005) which states that while
landowners are free to conserve whatever they see fit, and may presejeetarertain
methods of harvesting, the use of poison leaf or any liquid or explosive substance will
result in “a fine not exceeding ten million vatu” (approximately US$100,000). Another
law states that chiefs must announce taboos to the community accompanied by a
Fisheries Officer. The violation of a marine taboo will result in a penalty of
50,000,000vt (nearly US$500,000; Act 79, 2005); the taboo applies to harvesting,
walking on coral, and the passage of boats inside the taboo areas. As the presenters
reviewed the penalties, there emerged a palpable sense of discomfort anugeven a
from the attendees.

Following the presentations, the group opened the floor for questions and further
discussion. In these exchanges, a pattern emerged: West Gauans were in agraement
in general, prohibitions on certain subsistence methods were necessary, drel that t
government ought to enact and enforce a uniform set of laws applicable to evadly isl
in Vanuatu. As | later learned, this was partially a tacit indictment okdak system of
chiefly power on Gaua, but also a fundamental recognition that their resource base i

finite (see chapter 5). Whenever specific laws entered the conversati@venpthey
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were met by protests that the government ought not to regulate the subgpstetices

of indigenous Gauans on their own land. While the attendees clearly recognized the
losses of marine species due to poor management practices in the recentrpast, ma
objected to the notion that a general set of laws with obvious conservation aims could
effectively resolve the micro-scale problems of specific West Gaslaerfes.

Landowners contended that every fishery or tract of land faces problems
particular to it, as for example the combined effects of creek runoff and storrgelama
in a small lagoon, and that those families who have occupied these spacessfargear
best suited to resolve them. They acknowledged that conserving key resources is a
worthy goal of the government and of local landowners and land users. The recent

environmental laws, however, group all people of Gaua into a homogeneous category of

resident stakeholder atanwei tekempatparticipant), with unique connections to land
through knowledge, history, and productive capacity reduced to the uniformity of
statutes and penalties. Some West Gauans approached me following the talk and
insisted that they all had “different thoughts,” indicating that none of themeadsy to
abide by laws that erase what is so unique about them, their families, and the tland wit
which they have interacted for countless decades. A few days later,dsidany
experiences with East Gauans who had attended similar presentations a few months
earlier in their own villages. They firmly agreed that Vanuatu’'s envirotah&ws,
which had already become familiar locally as lawkafsevesererase critical
distinctions among people and compromise conceptions of what land makes possible.
In October 2009, John Wetelwur of East Gaua provided me with his own written

minutes of a series of community meetings conducted throughout Gaua in 2001 by the
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Vanuatu Environment Unit. John noted that these meetings mark the moment when the
termkonseveseantered Gauan communities and households in a lasting way, although
he was well familiar with it from his travels throughout Vanuatu and the Solomon
Islands. The meetings focused on three major objectives: local managemake of L

Letes as a “sacred place”; educating young people about kastom subsisieticespr

and improving the coordinated efforts of local chiefs, provincial authorities, and

national agencies tmekenofisol (make official) the placement and enforcement of
taboos.

The intermittent efforts of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre to document key aspects
of resource management on Gaua in the early 2000s alerted some landowners to the
potential prestige of promoting “kastom” practices on their own lands. Joses Togase’s
subsequent work as an Environment Unit representative beginning in 2006 was
expressly directed toward the creation and management of conservation areas that
conformed to the kastom practices of landowners and communities. Togase’s work was
capably aided by a Peace Corps volunteer who taught environmental education in local
schools and assisted with a conservation-targeted marine monitoring projeain ca
Reef Check in East Gaua in 2007 and in the west in 2008. The mid- to late-2000s was a
period of immersion in the concepts and discourses of environmental conservation for
communities throughout Gaua.

Prior to the environmental law talks in 2008, however, | learned of a growing
dissatisfaction among some East and West Gauans that programs like R&edr€hec
insufficiently sensitive to the motivations Gauans have for maintaining tisemnee

base. This sentiment was far from universal: some who disagreed accused the
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programs’ detractors of laziness and selfishness. Yet in their respornisespalated
environmental laws, my interlocutors more inclusively expressed theirinasssvith
some of the assumptions of conservation, even as they hailed the efforts of Togase and
his Peace Corps co-worker to address such difficult problems as declirfing ree
environments and shortages of potable water. Tivonod assessed conservatlicdhes “t
focused solely on trochus shells, green snail, and turtles—what is legal to harvest and
what penalties await the transgressor. There is too little talk about kastdnowa
people “think differently’—how not everyone has the same “heart” regarditignsaf
resource management.

The ambivalence that many Gauans express toward new, conservation-directed
environmental laws appears in their attitudes toward ecotourism. Theylg@fate
of the possibilities for a thriving ecotourism industry on their island, designed atsund i
trio of natural wonders—Lake Letes, Mount Garat, and Siri Falls—and enhanced by the
reputation of the isolated Banks Islands as a place where kastomllite stishes.
Supported by images of a culturally and environmentally pristine destinatio@ in t
pages ot.onely Planefe.g., Bennett and Harewood 2003) ésidnd Spirit(e.qg.,
Huban 2001), many Gauans view ecotourism as the best chance for realizing sew way
of life throughdivelopmendevelopment). Discourses of development flourish in places
like the Banks Islands where residents express desires to overcome geageaqghic
economic isolation and join the trajectories of better schools, hospitals, and life
opportunities that they observe in other communities in Vanuatu. The proliferation of

tourist bungalows throughout East and West Gaua provides evidence of the optimism
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engendered by talk of tourism as a viable mode of developthafingside the
enthusiasm and pride that these projects have brought to many Gauan families,
however, is the growing sense that an emerging ecotourism industry endhegers
valued and ethically relevant distinctions among them.

Societies throughout Melanesia and beyond struggle to achieve the kind of
development that will transform their lives by infuse them with a captxityeet their
desires and to know other possible desires. For Mota, Gaua’s neighbor to the north,
development brought only disappointment, for it failed to provide the sense of
empowerment that other, distinctively indigenous capacities already pdoWdIshus
(2007) observes that for the people of Motiyélopmenfor all its elusiveness, implies
the introduction of a reference standard that is permanently situated eklsewher
involving virtually infinite levels of new desires” (322). On Gaua, ecotourism as a new
way of perceiving and interacting with the local environment is, like many (but
certainly not all) self-conscious presentations of kastom, a commodizdti@lued
things imposed from the outside. The idea of kastom and environment as saleable
commodities is largely unproblematic from a tivond perspective. In the geoataxt
of tourism, distinctions between the cash value and moral value of certaamkast
practices tend to become blurred, given the potential for cash to generate naduaity v
kinds of possibility (see chapter 5). What is troublesome in the Gaua context Iethat t
reference standard which Kolshus rightly places outside the Melanesiahterait to

restructure all local manifestations of development toward a uniform vision.oEfe g

% Most of the existing tourist accommodations intE&aua in 2011 were built between 2007 and 2010,
suggesting that this period marked a peak of lmtatest in, and optimism about, tourism on GaaakJ
Weler, pers. comm.).
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and desires which motivate ecotourism become the goals and desilleGaians: the
saleable commodity is the “Gaua-ness” of kastom and landscape, with the
differentiations among persons, groups, and relations to land that organize and animate
much of cultural and ethical life erased. As locally comprehended, such is the
homogenization of Gaua in the assumptions and approaches of conservation-related
laws and projects.

The disillusionment that many tivéno feel about the current state of ecotourism
is symptomatic of their refusal to accept some of the implications of aajemey view
of themselves and their landscape. They expressed these sentiments to me in a few
recurring statements: “They (the Vanuatu Tourism Office) think thagjugtine can
take visitors to the lake!” “We tivono know what is important to show visitors—the lost
villages and the taboo places!” “Visitorsdar bungalow leave with memories of a true
(vidun) kastom experience!” “We want people who come here to learn Evasivut
and tell their families about it!” Where there is cultural convergences Segiments
seem to say, there is a loss of the authenticity of experience which adtitaidts to
Gaua in the first place.

As with other articulations of conservation, an ecotourism infrastructure on
Gaua speaks to the general desires of people for whom development presents the
possibility for new possibilities. The problem of presenting Gaua as a kind-of eco
product is that while cultural and historical experiences contribute to its unig@enass
tourist destination, the ways that these experiences forge distinctive coms)wgath
with their own ways of knowing and acting in the world, are erased by referdrate

are external to them. Like Vanuatu’s environmental laws, conservationrinoflde
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projects, even those such as ecotourism which strive for at least the venestarhika
arrive on Gaua locally perceived as external, generalizing standardsuiisiottends
toward “generification,” the course by which “environments and people come to be
recognizable only to the extent that they fit the generic categoraard®y’ ‘Exotic,’
and ‘Simple.” Aspects of environments that do not fit the categories areecetiuc
irrelevance” (West and Carrier 2004:491, after Errington and Gewertz 2001). As we
have seen, the forms of otherness that tivond identify in ethical and cosmologisal ter
are far from irrelevant to their own lives.

One way to comprehend conservation’s pull toward cultural and ethical
uniformity is to think of its expectations in contrast to one’s navgi. Recall fropteha
4 thatnavgiis a “moral community” from the perspective of Ego: one includes in one’s
navgi everyone imagined to be a possible or actual recipient of care, whether i
enduring relations of care or in more transitory momenltawafswut or welcoming
hospitality. Tivond described responsibility for their navgi as always evidehéem:
kere gor(looking-after) andomtom(caring-for) are matters for everyday thought,
reinforced through subsistence acts even as those acts are not immededtdy di
toward relations outside the household as it is presently constituted. They place their
land, including fisheries, into navgi by virtue of their responsibilities towlaaking
after” them, over and beyond land’s valued symbolism of a group of indigenous persons
with distinctive rights and capacities. By contrast, the processes and thadrttave
become “konsevesen” for tivond, such as new and restrictive environmental laws,

ecotourism, Reef Check, and even climate change (see below), undermine the ethica
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force of navgi as that which ane’s owrresponsibility given one’s place in the social
and cosmological order.

Navgiandkonseveseare both universalizing concepts. Whereas navgi dissolves
boundaries of social and geographical distance to ascribe kin-like qualitiasde a
range of people, konsevesen takes a holistic, ecological view of island environments
and the people who inhabit them. Tivono are dismayed that konsevesen denies their
ability in many respects to draw up their own world of responsibility and care as
exemplified in navgi. This situation, however, points to the more pervasive problem of
denying the possibilities for a distinctive tivono way of being through exaduhe
ordering of tivbné/non-tivénd which sets the first of the two apart in social space by
virtue of distinctive moral obligations and capacities. When land and resources are
longer conceived in terms of the obligations, capacities, and—crucidégistonsof
tivond landowners, “tivon6” and even “kastom” are semantically void. My interlocutors
observe that navgi as an egocentric (but by definition, non-solipsistic) nmivarse
collapses in a space where a genuine otherness—an objectively measuredddistinc
between self and other—is erased.

My interlocutors expressed their appreciation for the work of Togase and other
conservation agents who have worked on Gaua. Beyond the problems of cultural and
moral convergence, their trepidation lay in the belief that the government oftWanua
seeks to inculcate new, Western-influenced methods of fishing and hagweetd
with dubious prospects for success. A recurring question, often directed to me, was
“Why does the government want to make this work [of local resource management] so

complicated? Our current ways are not confusing.” Flora Lu (2007) observes that
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“people are not going to devise regimes that are more complicated than negcessa
because developing these social arrangements involves effort and eneaphto r
consensus” (46). Tivono and many non-indigenous Gauans are wary of a “commons”
approach to resource management (Hardin 1968; Berkes et al 1989; Dietz et al 2003),
where all properties and environments are presumed the right and respgradibilit
everyone. For them such an approach complicates the simple structures of social
cosmological distinctions, even if by “simplasij my interlocutors perceive their
systems of land use and resource management not as straightforward and
noncontentious, but as rooted in everyday practice.
New vulnerabilities, fading alterities

A recurring theme throughout the dissertation has been the role of otherness in
the ethical lives of tivond. | have presented a view of Gauan ethics in whiabf acts
imagining and creating certain kinds of relations with others are guideddgodas of
inclusion and exclusion. Agents reflect on particular ontological and cosmological
oppositions depending on the situations in which they find themselves—that is,
depending on the ethical questions they are trying to answer. Among the questions
tivono ask when assessing the standards and assumptions of conservation-wedated la
and projects is “who gets to draw up the world?” This is the problem of navgi, where
guestions of whom one includes in one’s ambit of care and why one ought to take
responsibility for responsibility in the first place are experienced msate concerns—
as evidence of “kastom in the bones”—and as indexes of a kastom connection to place.
In this section | examine how conservation awareness as it has developed on Gaua

poses questions of inclusion, exclusion, and world-making by challenging fundamental
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ways that tivono organize socially and ethically. | depart from the previousrsbygt
focusing on a specific problem as it is comprehended within local conceptions of
environmental conservation.

As conservation has entered the everyday talk of Gauan communities it has been
transformed into “konsevesen,” a set of ideas and practices not bound to the Western
conceptions from which it derives many of its basic premises. Some of theseegremis
remain in local konsevesen as assumptions traceable to environmental laws atgl projec
such as Reef Check. Western conservation’s own “normative assumptions’reange f
ubiquitous buzzwords to concepts that are “institutionalized in national, international,
and multinational policy and law” and operative in projects across the globed¢@all
et al 1999:23). One such normative concept within the broad arena of conservation
discourse is “vulnerability,” a research focus in its own right and with its ow
associated theories and vocabularies. Anthropologists Patricia Clay andldafia O
(2008) provide a comprehensive overview of “vulnerability research” in theysasal
of U. S. fisheries legislation: “vulnerability” is a multifaceted measignat of the risks
that overharvesting and natural disasters pose to the economic and eculelfical
being of fishing communities. Clay and Olson argue that U. S. fisheries legislati
presumes “universal standards and applicability” in addressing problems of
vulnerability, and is therefore insufficiently attentive to local socioculfaors in

fisheries management. Effective fisheries conservation requires destgbili
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homogeneous conceptions of vulnerability and even “community,” and attending to
locally relevant factors such as “kinship and gender relations” 152).

Vulnerability is a commonplace normative assumption of Western conservation.
Detecting its influence on Gaua, however, is a difficult matter. As konsevesdh is
new to Gaua relative to other occurrences of environmental conservation acthe P
and elsewhere, it is difficult to assess in the ethnographic present what is@olesas
normative within this emerging discourse. Nevertheless, it is possible tdydmntain
prevailing themes. Over the course of the many interviews and surveys | @ohtiuc
understand how people in East Gaua confront a broad range of environmental issues, |
discerned a small set of recurring, basic concerns comprehended within kenséve
present below the most common of these associated concerns, with representative
examples of their expressed connections to konsevesen taken from field interviews

graon (land): “With konsevesen we expect landowners to constantly guard their
land from bad behavior in the community.”

gavman(government): “The (Vanuatu) government brought konsevesen to
Gaua. They told us that konsevesen covers everything ‘from reef to forest’. You hea

people (on Gaua) saying that now. But that is Port Vila (i.e. government) talk.”

% The ubiquity of “vulnerability” as a guiding conddp conservation and related studies extends
beyond fisheries management. Notions of socioailamd economic vulnerability to anthropogenic and
non-anthropogenic environmental disasters appesauriy and influential appraisals of the modern
“ecological crisis” of the technological West (¢ W hite 1967). Academic conferences highlighting
problems of green economies and sustainable daweloip(e.g., UNRISD, 2011: http://www.unrisd.org),
and of risk in “human-environmental systems” (Sas8-0965, 2011 Annual Meeting, American
Anthropological Association), identify vulnerabylias a central theoretical and practical probleth wi
direct application to conservation issues.
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risos (resources): “What are ‘resources’? We talk about konsevesen now, and
we call food ‘resources’. The lake is ‘resources’ now. This is new talk, like
‘konsevesen’.”

divelopmendevelopment): “You cannot make a development project without
konsevesen. Even when we built the (new primary) school, there was konsevesen.”

fiuja (future): “Konsevesen means thinking about the distant futyis) (the
children of my children. We have to think about them now.”

denja(danger): “There are new dangers on Gaua now. The people who brought
konsevesen to Gaua did so because of the new dangers. That's why konsevesen is here.”
These are emerging associations—concerns about life and community linked through
discourses of konsevesen, some in novel ways. Once limited to assessmentsuaf the ri
power of ranked men and womelgnja(danger) has entered the field of konsevesen
discourse on Gaua as evidenced in local recitations of environmental laws and
recounted experiences with visiting conservation agBesja as it is articulated in
Gauans’ konsevesen narratives resembles “vulnerability” in Western caimerva
Gauan lives and livelihoodgk denja(see danger) in the risks of neglectful resource
management and other growing environmental concerns. In a manner analogous to
“vulnerability” as deployed in U. S. fisheries managemeanjapresents Gaua with
problems of uniformity which challenge local orderings of people and places.

People throughout Gaua have observed changes to their environment, many of
which they perceive as non-local in origin, the result of processes or agexteiesl
to Gaua’s human communities. | asked Gauans to describe the changes that have

occurred in fisheries, gardens, and the forests from which they obtain firewood and
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occasionally hunt wild boar and birds. The results are listed in Table 6.1. All of the
observed changes in the first column are identified by my interlocutorslalems of
konsevesen; furthermore, they are all categorizetbag as direct threats to
household subsistence. The highest ranking observation, changes in the size and
abundance profiles of marine resources, is attributed predominantly to overharassting
a result of an increasing population. This situation of “denja” is a source of caeler
anxiety to Gauans across age groups and places of origin, and is the primeaayimgoti
factor in the broad support for some form of conservation presence on Gaua. Surveying
the other observed changes we find that my interlocutors view four of the remaining si
as originating beyond the boundaries of their island. These changes arax famili
Western environmental discourse as climate change, and recognized by tivoriteand ot
Gauan communities as problems of konsevesen.

“Climate change” describes a range of transformations in climatolqzati@ns
and their associate effects, such as increases in sea surface temfegatysnd
latitudinal shifts in faunal migrations and ranges of botanical species. Whilg such
patterns are predictable cyclical processes, others have been identfrgdrapogenic
in origin, the result of an increase in carbon dioxide levels in the Earth’s atm®spher
from burning coal, gas, and oil (Flannery 2005; Kolbert 2006; Schneider et al 2009).
Vulnerability has become a standard metric for assessing the potendiadhak
climate change across multiple dimensions of human and ecological wejl-béhile
“social vulnerability” indexes such factors as risks to human health and local
economies, the term “vulnerability” has become so diffuse in scientific discaarn®

become imprecise and impractical (Flissel 2009:2).
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Table 6.1 Observations of locally- (intra-island) and
non-locally- (extra-island) generated environmental ch&fige

Observed change Observed by Observed by | Locally
Tivono Non-Tivono produced
(total n = 88) | (total n = 32) | change®*
Smaller and less abundant 80 25 Y: 88
marine resources N: 13
Pollution and reef damage from 68 28 Y: 4
creek and coastal runoff N: 90
Changing seasonal wind and 63 11 Y: 0
rain patterns affecting gardens N: 72
Reef damage from storms 54 19 Y: 3
N: 68
Shallow-water fish and turtle 39 8 Y: 2
habitats destroyed by “hot sun” N: 39
Household pollution (food 39 20 Y: 56
refuse, coconut shells, batteries) N: 1
Reef damage from boats and 30 2 Y: 27
walking N: 3

In Vanuatu, state-level climate change monitoring has reached the agdy st
of the National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy (NCCAS), designaddoess
current weather and disaster issues” as they increasingly affect nit\/danmlies %

As of my last research visit to Gaua (August-September 2011), the “expedftea
Vanuatu” assembled by the NCCAS had not yet arrived to instruct Gauan regident
how to mitigate their own vulnerabilities from sea level rise and other clichatege-

related effects. As | found early in my fieldwork, however, Gauans hadiglbeome

1% syrvey conducted with 120 residents of East Gaaptember-October 2009.
11 Total “Yes” and “No” responses for tivond and niivtnd. Differences between sum totals in the
second and third columns and totals in the founthran indicate “not sure” responses.
192 Quote by Dr. John Hay, reported in ¥anuatu Daily PostMay 3, 2011.
http://www.dailypost.vu/content/government-prepamational-climate-change-adaptation-strategy

As an “event” of climate change awareness in Vanuae first NCCAS workshop in 2011 was
long preceded by the evacuation of residents ofidég VVanuatu’s northernmost Torres Islands in 2005
ostensibly due to changing climatic conditionshaligh reported assertions that the evacuation was
directly attributable to rising sea levels have gmte uncontested (Peter Boehrhe Independent UK
30 August 2006), narratives sifi kamantapbigwan(rising seas) reached other ni-Vanuatu
communities, including Gaua.
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well aware of changes in their climate. They described them to me agmtcigenja,”
increasingly familiar as problems of konsevesen (see Table 6.1). €lumatge is one
facet of a growing local konsevesen discourse on Gaua which encompassety atari
emerging environmental phenomena and their sociocultural effects.

One morning in northeast Gaua, two landowners and their sons led me through a
dense patch of forest to the edge of the shore at an arealtajke@. One of them
pointed to a small stretch of sand and explained that in the dry season, the sea level
never reaches the two- to three-meter-high rocks lining the shore just abovairgTur
back inland, we headed up a gentle slope to the remains of a stone foundation of an old
house about 30 meters from shore. The house marked the predictable sea-level
highpoint for the rainy season (January-March). We then climbed a steeplinad be
the stone edifice until we crossed the main road and continued further inland into one of
the landowner’s coconut plantations. A copra drying house stood about 40 meters from
the road. The landowner thrust his bush knife deep into the soil near the base of the
house and explained that the ground was still soft from the flooding of the plantation
nearly six months earlier. We were standing a considerable distancéh& et of the
once-highest point of coastal flooding, nearly 70 meters inland and 11 meters in
elevation per my GPS unit. My guides anticipated that in a few years, witeahe s
reaching well beyond its rainy season high-water mark and breaching the besiodari
coconut groves and gardens, seasonal expectations of what is possible in household
production will reduce to worried speculation. This is the “denja” that the risengtse
Danara has brought to the consciousness of tivond—an emerging problem of dissolving

spatial boundaries and diminishing possibilities.
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In ideal terms, the tivdn6/non-tivoné distinction is maintained by the control that
tivono exhibit over the productive capacities of land; | described earlier hestéte
of affairs has been eroding for the past four decades. Observations of non-locally
generated environmental changes—of coastal erosion and intensifying stoagedam
reefs and marine habitats—revealed growing sentiments that land andesseili
become progressively less manageable. My interlocutors found these changes, peculi
with some describing them aslerler (insane, stupid) to convey the uneasiness and
frustration that they engender. There were observations that the quaiitgrofaynen
of nature’s predictability upon which the possibility space of subsistewoassructed,
is increasinglymatev—human-like, capricious, and insufficiently other. Cyclone Funa'’s
strange “conduct” in 2008—its pending arrival unannounced by any of the typical
ecological cues—provides tivond with a familiar instance of their changdiatipreto
the environment. As well there were persons who found evidence of a new and
confounding form of “denja” in the bodily registering of locally- versus non-locally
generated change and in the options for resolution available to them. Trespassing,
household pollution, and vandalism of reefs are unambiguously comprehended as forms
of disrespect, experienced as a cold presence originating in the heart and dropping int
the stomach where it expands and causes shame. These situations are resolved by
confronting the transgressor or his family about the disrespectful act oegagrhe
experience of shame by alerting the community to the act (recall thevdvean’s
response to theft in chapters 3 and 4). In such cases, the identity of the transgressor i

either known or is isolated within the boundaries of Gaua’s shores.
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But who is the transgressor in the “act” of rising seas or destructive 8torms
Many of my interlocutors recalled assessing storm damage to fishedegardens, and
noticing the stark absence of feelings in their hearts even as they iériheetdamage
as transgressions against them. There was only a “small feeling in tlaekktdmar
dudumi weskit allon na-tagqnone of my interlocutors likened the experience to a
small seashell attached to the inner wall below his ribs. Furthermordptire/no
practical response as they did to local forms of disrespect, for thesdudenja” was
beyond reach, in the vague realmaoh (deep sea) davla now(overseas, foreign
place) rather than nearbywing Gaua’s living space. Tivono provide for the well-
being of others and reaffirm distinctive kastom identities through the conteardfind
its resources, and by responding forcefully and effectively to persons who would
impede these possibilities in their everyday lives. The new “denja” brougtttamging
weather and sea patterns is, at least for the moment, a confounding force in thes
efforts. This is the problem of inevitability, familiar to tivoné in their closerattions
with household and other kin (see chapter 4). Novel changes threaten to erase
possibility by rendering land both unpredictably productive and uniformly
unmanageable across cultural divisions.

The instability of productivity has wide-ranging effects in the ways tid@der
their ethical worlds. Consider the inability to prodaoearen a near-future of
possibility for self and others through productive work. In September 2009 | met with
two households in a northeast village to discuss their reasons for allowing their low-
lying taro gardens to go fallow and clearing new land to relocate them agvalki

distance of 45-minutes into the forest. They conceded that this move, which was
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originally the idea of one of the household heads, seemed strange to others in the
village: “Why would they do that? They have to carry baskets of taro through the

bush!” Household members replied to the often derisive comments of their neighbors by
reminding them about flooded village plains and uprooted banana trees and taro gardens
during the last few rainy seasons. They described their decision as aincipat

immediate needs of their households and others during the increasingly powerful and
unpredictable storms of the cyclone season.

This anticipation articulates the problem of possibility: that the future must be
secured through the predictable production of well-being through subsistence. The
opportunity for subsistence into the immediate future is at the core of concerns about
climate change and its “denja.” These are grave concerns for tivona@amgyehend
their vulnerability to a changing environment in terms suggestive of MaBlarehot's
(1995) notion of “un-power,” a condition which, like death, “wrests from the present”
and “rules out every conclusion and all ends, it does not free nor does it shelter” (48).
This view of vulnerability, as a “denja” which places ultimate limits on-weihg and
futurity, is quite unlike the shared ontological condition which guides encounters and
relations of care through common experience. A key difference between the two
conceptions of vulnerability is in their comparative temporalities. The ettmate
toward the vulnerable other in encounters of care relies on the notion that the potential
giver has experienced and overcome a problem and has gained the wisdom, and has the
productive capacity and sense of obligation, to come to the aid of someone in the
present. The vulnerability brought about by climate change and other problems of

konsevesen posits a condition of contemporaneity: it deprives the tivono ethical agent of
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the temporal advantage of having already overcome danger or deprivation. &inipow
this ethical sense is shared—the anticipations of production are uniformedyaited—

and as such it becomes an unavoidable ontological condition with disintegrating effec
on the moral force of cosmological distinctions.

It remains to be seen whether the commonality which transforms strangers int
kin can withstand the violence of possibility’s erasure—that is, the loss of the
productive capacity necessary to every act of looking-after and darinigjis equally
unclear whether alternative forms of freedom and cosmological ordenicghe
possibilities they occasion, will emerge from the problem of rising seasljrfigp
coastal plains, and storm-shattered reefs, and from the new ethical questions the
present in the lives of tivond. | have described contemporary human-environment
interactions on Gaua as questions or problems of erasure. Land alienation and the
commons-based logic of many conservation efforts evidence erasuresiaif apd
cosmological boundaries. Vulnerability as a novel form of un-power has begun to blur
the ontological and temporal distinctions vital to an ethical life for tivono. letisea
path forward for agreement between konsevesen and Gauan ethics, it must bridge
temporal disparities and offer tivond conceptions of obligation and identity which they
may experience as sufficiently “true” to place. | conclude the chajite some
thoughts about that possible path.

Possible conclusions: Strange paths of posterity and hope

Throughout this dissertation | have focused on the ways in which Gauan tivono

produce possibility—that is, how they take as their ethical work the creativengladpi

the future for themselves and others. “The future” in these various scehasibbeen
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amaren the near-future or the coming-into-present. Qat’s return to Gaua with the “best
of everything” he stole in the island’s mythic near-past is always jusinwiach,
hence the care with which tivoné maintain the paths, waters, and boundaries of the
caldera. As for interactions among people, the imaginative adtsnofveninspire
relations of care in the very next moment, as the proper responses of kastom persons t
the perceived vulnerability of others. People enact these relationshhiaig
procedural expectations of kin term exchange, where acts of generosigspadt are
highly sensitive to delayed expression and reciprocation. The ethical act andutmge
relation of care are accomplished in the coming-into-present: they jdéripoint in
time (the temporal node, per chapter 1) from which new kinds of social-ethicg-bein
new possibilities for relating to others—transpire and often endure. Articulaions
subsistence were, and to some extent still are, similar acts of wakitgr—
productions of well-being and futurity which link collective memories to present
exigencies. Within the everyday practices which fall into the categamsnafen
namely, providing for others and affirming authentic local identities, konsewasen
Gaua is increasingly present as a reminder of fragile cultural boundéetess a
distinctive Gauan category encompassing many of the assumptions ofiWester
conservation, konsevesen indexes a future that exceeds the boanuz@fiand poses
guestions of possibility that transcend present problems of cultural and ethical
convergence.

Earlier in this chapter | presented a brief list of concerns or assumptincis
my tivono interlocutors increasingly associate with konsevesen. Among tliiefa,is

which they recognize as the temporality of “the children of [our] childreexplained
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in chapters 4 and 5 that Nume speakers reckon the future on two distinct registers. One
is amaren the other isyis, the indeterminate future which tivéno glimpse at the outer
margins of moral imagination and obligation. When a tivondé woman descrawggto
me and told me that | was a member of hers even before we had met, she explained my
previous location within her moral communityass andayis—as spatially and
temporally distant. This stretching of obligation beyond the horizons of the contingent
present is uncomplicated because it is a matter for one’s own quiet contemptathe
broader world of people, not a practical problem in need of articulation and action. The
“moral-imaginative ‘frontier’”” which | introduced in Figure 4.1 (configuoat number
six) describes this strangest of strange relations in tivono ethical thoughanZano’s
notion offrontier, the imagined world that “resists articulation” (2004:18), well
describes my curious presence as a member of the woman’s navgi—a poésence
impersonal type eliciting the most general obligation. Konsevesen andotsadess
notion of “fiuja” bring the moral-imaginative frontier out of the benign safety of
contemplation and into the concrete, insisting that inhabitants of the indeterminate
future represent real concerns embedded in practices of the present. Adigusdtion
of possibility that konsevesen poses to tivono: What is the extent of one’s moral
obligation to persons inhabiting indeterminate futures? Furthermore, whheare t
implications of such obligation on the viability of tivon6 and kastom identities?

The genealogy of “fiuja” as a concern within Gauan konsevesen is traceable to
posterity which | identify as one of the normative assumptions of Western
conservation. Posterity is the problem of “diachronic obligation” or “trans-teahpor

concern” (Grey 1996:162), where present actions are imbued with future-oriented
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judgments given expectations that such actions will affect the lives of futis@ngeln

more temporally distant understandings of posterity, future persons arebfpossi

persons: they are of a different ontological character than recipienteoflcarare

currently living in that the kinds of persons they will become are shaped by awftions

the present in unknowable ways. In other words, the worlds they inhabit cannot be fully
known to us in the present, yet we are ethically bound to the conditions of those worlds
by virtue of our world-making capacities here and now.

From a particular Western perspective, the obligation to reflect on ppsteri
interactions with the environment seem unmistakable to at least some people. The
obligation becomes more evident when cast as a legal argument. WilliamlGaéy (
illustrates this point:

If | were to secretly bury some toxic waste on a site subsequently

developed, later occupants of the site might have a legitimate and

actionable grievance against me. | could not defend myself by claiming

that the plaintiff was not born when | buried the waste. [...] We can

wrong a person by bringing it about that that person is adversely affected

by our actions even if the aggrieved did not exist at the time of our

actions. [Grey 1996:171]

So it is with the legal and ethical claims of conservation’s assumption tefipasT o
similar ends, Jérdbme Bindé’s (2000) “ethics of the future” opens the “horizon of
meaning” of present actions and takes seriously the inherent uncertainty «fdalge-
human projects. The 1992 Rio Summit affirmed the “principle of precaution,” the
careful anticipation of the most wide-ranging set of possible outcomess#rraction,
or what Bindé identifies as the establishing of “a new temporality oftdisas

(2000:60). Notions of diachronic obligation and new temporalities of disaster reveal

vulnerability as a guiding feature of conservation’s posterity.
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While there are familiar notions of “denja” and “fiuja” in Gauan konsevesen
located within the temporality @maren posterity as it is imagined in Western
conservation fits awkwardly. Donald Tuzin observed that the problem of posterity’s
long temporal reach is the most significant limiting factor to conservatmagss in
Melanesia (pers. comm., March 22, 2006). For Gauan tivondg, the transiaigis 6bm
informal contemplation to immediate concern provides evidence of Tuzin’'s asserti
To understand why this is the case we may consider the structure of reciprocity
tivono relations of care. | have described the objective, procedural expectations of a
return of respect in incipient relations of care: one who gives to others and $estow
them the status of kin expects to be addressed by the appropriate corresponding kin
terms. The return of respect is equally anticipated in mometdsagwuf where
tivono persons and their families sacrifice material production and labor in the&pir
kere gor or looking-after. Conservation’s posterity transcends the boundaries of the
coming-into-present in which exchanges such as these take place. Its edalbstacle
lies in the fact that it is a temporality wholly different in kind from the sbcial
productive realm ocdmaren

In social-ethical terms, engaging the vague futur@;f as a space of
actualized relations announces the possibility of what Stuart Kirsch (2006) in another
setting refers to as “unrequited reciprocity,” a disruption of the expeciedfl
exchange where the failure to return “dehumanizes” participants by negatingttred m
recognition that exchange engenders (80). Additionally, as many tivond landowners
explained to me regarding their deliberations on long-term marine closwedbreat of

“negative potentiality” (Munn 1986:223), of denying “the claim of the excluded other”
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who is one’s contemporaneous neighbor and a potential recipient of care, undermines
the logic of adopting conservation’s posterity as the socially viable future of
konsevesen. Even in the context of navgi, where one contemplates a possible world of
relations, the spatially and temporally distant “child” or “brother” idefdkls the

ethical pull of reciprocal respect. Restated, the problem for tivond is that nalike
conservation obliges relations of care with possible persons who are, by pgssterit

logic, already real.

If there is an answer to the knotty ethical question of what tivond owe to
posterity (and equally, what posterity owes the present), it lies with their profound
concern for possibility, though of a different sort. The Nume tgumsignifies
possibility within the temporal bounds afnaren this is the active production of viable
futures which | have addressed in a variety of cultural and ethical seltroggliout
the dissertation. A less common meaningvahis revealed within the frame afjis:
here, in the indeterminate futukeunfor tivoné means “hope’hpp). Hope has
received scholarly attention in recent years as a methodological angtt@hce
approach to analyzing conditions of despair, from terminal illness (Matt2@dl0) to
the eradication of an entire cultural complex (Lear 2006). Zigon (2009a) argues that
contrary to the affirmations of influential writers on the topic (Crapan203;

Miyazaki 2004), hope is neither an active/passive dichotomy nor “a future-oriented
stance toward either an ideal goal or the good” (2009a:254). Of the hope imagined by
his Muscovite interlocutors, Zigon concludes that “to live in a social life demands not

only a background attitude of persevering hope through the everyday routines of that
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life, but also the active hope to keep going through the bad times, or the breakdowns,
that are inevitable in all social and personal life” (2009a:268).

“Hope-as-perseverance” provides valuable insight into how Muscovites cope
with the daily rigors of being. Yet the problem with attempting to situate Zsgon’
conception of hope within the Gauan context is a familiar one: his notion of “active
hope” succumbs to the same problem of phasic social experience that the always-
vulnerable moral personhood of tivono rejects as contrary to the expectations of kastom
(see chapter 3). What is identified as “hope” in the Muscovite context—the eyeryda
contemplative desire that things will turn out alright—occupies what Gauan tivono
perceive agmaren For them, this is the temporal space for the self-expectation of
productive work, of routinely providing for others and building relations of care.
Possibility is a production: it is always a matter for the actresgnt and the coming-
into-present, and it provides the impetus for believing that even the most despairing of
life’'s scenarios is not inevitable. By contrast, hope is excluded from the adtive:fit
is the moral imagination’s exercise in conceivability rather than paggifdihis is the
passive/active distinction @fun Yet conceivability is not without ethical force; hence
the attention tivono give to the moral-imaginative ‘frontier” as an answer énpait
questions of relating to others.

Tivono perceive the frontier and its alterity. Otherness drives much of what they
work to achieve for themselves, from expanding networks beyond current social and
geographical boundaries to engaging novel ways of securing a living and evemn havin
fun through technology and travel. The possibilities of bending the temporal categories

of environmental conservation to accommodate the ethical requirements acrgipr



262

and respect turn on how “the otherness at the core of a relation consists s|yeaifecal
mismatch between differetémporallevels of people’s relations” (Stasch 2009:17).
Given how tivénd make commonality out of otherness in their relations of care, and
observing their capacities for creating new possibility spaces withotiidauman
environment, closing the ethical gap of temporal mismatch is at leagtizalle for

them; it is a hope that becomes a possibility on at least one forking path of. Mgitbr

the inexorable forward push of conservation’s big talk, hope may soon be a matter of

active, productive possibility where old frontiers become new everyday osncer



Conclusion

The focal question of this dissertation has been how people in a small
subsistence society in insular Melanesia comprehend their interactibrthevitatural
environment as matters of ethics. Otherness and possibility emergedlasade
concerns guiding the everyday actions of “tivénd,” or indigenous “people of the place”
in East Gaua, Vanuatu, in their social-ethical space. | began in chapter 2 with ah ide
Gaua’s landscape as a symbolic configuration of the world, both as it ought to be,
embodied in the mythic timelessness of the lake, and as it is, the place of cogtingenc
and change represented in the populated areas adjacent to the sea. For tivbng, the
boundary between what is and what ought to be is dissolved through acts which bring
often novel possibility to the lives of oneself and others and affirm a distincstenka
identity. This production of possibility occurs in two critical forms of everyglagtice:
creating and affirming relations with others and interactions with theahatur
environment.

In chapter 3 | explored how tivono “relations of care,” which are grounded in
the reciprocal exchange of generosity and respect, begin with an encoumtirewit
vulnerable other. Bridging the gap of “is” and “ought” is the singular work ofribiel
imagination, odomwen Tivond transform “strangerssélavar) into “kin” (rasogqg by
carefully balancing the situational vulnerability of others, which they uradetsts a
common human experience, and the radical otherness of other persons’ thoughts and
feelings. In chapter 4 | explained how kinship guides moral-imaginativeretrnsion
of the commonality and otherness characteristic of every person in oneldiacia

These qualities are refracted into the notionaifgi the “moral community” of
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others whom one understands oneself as obligated to look after through acts of
generosity and care. One’s navgi includetial relations of care as well @gssible
relations not yet actualized through socially productive work.

The productive capacity required to transform navgi relations from posstbility
actuality is revealed through subsistence practices—through fishing, gey,dema
producing copra and other saleable commodities. In chapter 5 | described the
production of possibility through subsistence as the securinglbbeing—meeting
material and other needs essential to a satisfactory lifefaéumity—cultivating an
attitude in oneself and others that desires and goals are achievable. Whikescdsis
facilitates relations of care through the production of well-being and fytitns itself
the outcome of an encounter with otherness, a possibility space emergent in encounters
between the creative and changeable human charactateyand the natural
environment’s steady predictability, oiran taynen

In recent years, tivono and other Gauan communities have witnessed a series of
changes to their familiar perceptions of the natural environment and theiirplack
discourse okonsevesehas emerged as a local response to externally introduced
conservation projects and other incipient developments such as ecotourism and climate
change. In chapter 6 | examined how certain elements of “konsevesen” havesprompt
the erasure of ethically salient forms of otherness. The cosmologicahordéri
tivond/non-tivénd which inspires a distinctive and ethically significant autochthonous
identity is increasingly contested by the undifferentiating categoriesutrierability”
and “stakeholder” assumed by conservation agents and adapted and modified in Gauan

“konsevesen.Posterity conservation’s trans-temporal concern for and obligation to
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future persons, provides the limiting case for Gauan ethics. The success of
environmental conservation projects on Gaua hinges in part on the extent to which
tivbnd can imaginatively grasp obligations to temporally distant persons st
kastom.

| have presented tivono kastom as an impetus to ethical production, by which |
have meant the creation of relations of care and the securing of well-beinguaitg fut
for self and others. This is a view of kastom as a category of practice but also as
Weltanshauunga perception of the world and one’s place in it which for tivono imparts
a sense of uniqueness as a persdahisplace (cf. Bolton 2003:25; Rousseau 2008:26).
Although my interlocutors often invoked a fixed and enduring sense of kastom as “in
the bones,” they also revealed its capacity for encompassing a broad rastnsibly
novel practices and events. Amidst the calm and clamor of change, kastom bends to
encompass many novel modes of practice toward resolving the distance besieen i
and “ought.”

Yet kastom is not infinitely malleable, a point observable in its confrontations
with rapidly encroaching “world systems” (Hviding 1993). As various elements of
“konsevesen” impinge on the forms of otherness with which tivono position themselves
in social-ethical space, the question of kastom is not merely what it camaarte&xrms
of providing a sense of autochthonous identity in evolving practices. The unanswered
guestion in the ethnographic present is whether being “true kasstn@’k@stom will
continue to matter into the indeterminate future imagined by konsevesen. This
speculation in no way precludes the existence of multiple forms of “true kastoieti w

reveal themselves in interpersonal disagreements regarding questions cdlattoans
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beyond the boundaries of Gaua are worth having and which cultural-historical moments
are worthy of perpetuating. Where many tivond and other indigenous Gauans come
together on matters generally regarded as kastom, however, is in its m&ing

possibility. As they articulate essential problems of possibility in tivoed di$pecially

within a changing environment, questions of kastom’s enduring value and temporal

reach will continue to engage and provoke Gaua'’s people of the place.
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Appendices
APPENDIX A: GLOSSARY
tomorrow; the near, determinate future
the distant, indeterminate future

the soul, the entity which inhabits the living person and travels to the
afterlife following corporeal death

spirits of place which inhabit persons, animals, and trees

fusion of imagination, memory, and reflection in moral experience
to imagine; to reflect on and regard as important

future

practices, material culture, and worldviews identified as autochthonous
and as attributes of an indigenous identity

to look after, to take responsibility for (n. and v.)

to recognize; to imaginatively implicate oneself in the situations of

the class of human-environmental interactions (e.g., state-enacted
environmental laws, NGO resource management projects, and climate
change) which feature qualities and assumptions derived in part from
Western environmental conservation

a welcoming attitude (welcoming all persons at all times)

taro garden

yam garden; general term for garden

Gaua’s caldera, including the lake, volcano, waterfall, and surrounding
forest

chief
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death; to die; eye (root form)

way or manner, characteristic of humanness; defined by the quality
of unpredictability

first-person singular possessive pronoun indicating something cultivated
and cared for

first-person singular possessive pronoun indicating general ownership

moral community, from the perspective of Ego; the totality of persons in
a place of residence

defined by the quality of predictability

the sea; seawater

founder hero of the Banks Islands and creator of Lake Letes on Gaua
the indeterminate past; the past preceding the day before yesterday

general term for kin relation; matrilineal line (M, MM, MMM, Z, ZS,
ZD, etc.)

a large kastom fishing net consisting of a long length of vine with
coconut leaves attached and hanging perpendicularly into the water to
attract and trap fish

distant

founder figure of Gaua, whose grandchildren formed Lake Letes and the
River Solomul

stranger; visitor

devil or other malicious spirit; evil or malicious (adj.); a now-moribund
secret society where a man of high rank imparted secret kastom
knowledge; a human corpse following burial

land; the terrestrial living space of humans

all people who inhabit East Gaua; “this side of the island”

all people who inhabit West Gaua; “the other side of the island”
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tavusmel a high-ranking man, a kastom adept

tivOno of the place (adj.); in this dissertation: indigenous, Nume-speaking
persons of north and northeast Gaua

tomtom to care for; to love (n. and v.)
tundun person, human (non-gender-specific)
vere island; the domesticated living spaces of humans

vey, veve mother (see Appendix C); moiety
viniy fellow tribe members; fellow household members

vono the encompassing (terrestrial and marine) living space of humans; a tree
(navenyMacaranga tanariuscommonly used for construction timber

warar the elemental force of evil manifested in malicious acts of humans and
spirits

wun possibility (in the determinate future); hope (in the indeterminate future)

wutve general term for pig (alsgo)

wuvu sysw;  a malevolent spirit that fills the human body and manifests in anti-social
behavior and sickness

wuvu(veboy) the “good” spirit bequeathed to very young children by tribal elders or
mothers’ brothers

wuvu vetes awuvu(vebay) corrupted by the malicious influenceswaivu sgsu; or
other forms ofvarar

wuwur a practitioner of poison magic; an act of poison magic
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APPENDIX B: TRIBES OF GAUA

Tribal identity has diminished in the indigenous communities throughout Gaua,

but knowledge of tribes has not disappeared entirely. | present a list of Ganess tr

collected from interviews with indigenous elders. The two moieteg) are marked

in bold. There is little consensus as to which of the two moieties each tribe belongs.

Note that Rivers (2005) recortatan andTakwong(or Ta-qo;) as the moieties of

Mota.
Tribe
Matan

Velow

Balam
Gavurur
Liwopalak
Lulun
Luwe/Ulmat
Makepam
Mwel

Mweo

Naris

Qetram

Qoy

Location of origin Connotation of name

Lake Letes area its eye, eye of the island;
the original tribe of Gaua

Onel Bay, West Gaua founder emerged from lightning or
from light of burning wood

? founder emerged from pig jaw

? very large rope

West Gauan bush village emerged from nambaldBygdig)
Dolap, West Gaua emerged from black stone nearshore
Dorig and inland southeast branching of spring water

Ontar, West Gaua emerged from small offshore island
Vatles namele (cycad)

Maewo (island SE of Gaua) founded by a child who floated
to Gaua from Maewo

Naris, NE Gaua founder emerged from scratched stone

bluff overlooking Onel Bay emerged from place where yam
is worshipped

northeast Gaua founder emerged from navel tree; night



Rovat
Taburup
Watag
Wumbu

Wutve/Qo

Lervi
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near Dorig (southeast) woman of stone
near island interior ?
? born under the navele (bush nut tree)

Non, eastern shore of Letes founder emerged from bamboo

Rogosus Island, East Gaua pig gave birth to girl who became
tribal founder

NE Gaua, near Lembot founder emerged from scratched dirt
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APPENDIX C: EAST GAUAN KIN TERMINOLOGY
Gauan kinship follows a Crow-type matrilineal system of descent and tribal
inheritance. Mother’s brother (MB) and sister’s son (ZS) exhibit crossrgtonal
equivalence (e.qg., ZS will address MBS as “son”; Keesing 1975:112). The term
denoting FZ ¥eVv_la) references the matrilineal line of descent from FZ “to infinity”
(Schusky 1965:32). All entries are first-person singular possessivenadere

1. tumbuk vaguruAll consanguineal males and females of the third ascending
and descending generations.

2. tumbuk mwerattawa tumbukAll consanguineal and affinal males/females of
the second ascending and descending generation.

3.mam mamaF, FB, FZS
4.vey veve M, MZ, FBW
5.tuak velap (m.s.) eB, (f.s.) eS
6. tuak weskit(m.s.) yB, (f.s.) yS

7.tisik: (m.s.) B, (f.s.) S, (m.s.) FBS, (f.s.) FBD, (m.s.) MZS, (f.s.) MZD, (m.s.) SWF,
(m.s.) DHF, (f.s.) SWM, (f.s.) DHM

8.tatak (m.s.) S, (f.s.) B, (m.s.) FBD, (f.s.) FBS, (m.s.) MZD, (f.s.) MZS, (m.s.) SWM,
(m.s.) DHM, (f.s.) SWF, (f.s.) DHF

9.nutuk S, D, BS, BD, ZS, ZD, HBS, HBD
10.wenatunor nutuk MBS, MBD

11.maruk MB, ZS, ZD

12.vevla: FZ, FZD, FZDD, etc.

13.walus FZH

14.galgat (m.s.) SW, (m.s.) WM, (w.s.) SW, (w.s.) HM

15.qalig: (m.s.) DH, (m.s.) WF (w.s.) DH, (w.s.) HF
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16.wulus WB
17.tawari: HZ

18.namas HB, BW, MBW
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Fishery Boundary Points’- | Restrictions™> | a A BA
Metewe Nel Dervewut none HP CSl
Salgi - Sime Dervewut - Bilap permanent HTV CFS
Maraqgraq Bilap - Maraqgraq temporary HP CES
Lewes Maraqgraq - Tamaraga limited HPTV CES
Wonlav Tamaraga - Ronorig temporary, HF CFl
Ronorig Bequtun - beromos limited PT FSI
Nerew Topman - Togeresar temporary PVT |
Benaren Togeresar - Dudu temporary, HTV CF
Dudu Dudu - Bororig temporary PT CF$
Bororig Bororig - Letaworus temporary HP FS|
Nesalap Neserser - Wermerin limited HPTT FSI
Legaban Nisiar - Sereto limited HPT CFJ
Banamalap Levara-Wer Salagor limited HPT CF
Aver Ririg - Ser Togola limited HPT CFS
Qanlap Ser Togola - Bowoto temporary HV CF
Nogon Nogon passage south none HPTV  CESI
Mekamel Mekamel passage south none HPTV  CFSI
Kaska Lemanman - Wingoro none HP F$
Siriti Oktri Qin - Bluhol temporary HV CFS
Laslas Mbarevit Point - Bojej n/a H FI
Mbarevit Temet Aworor - n/a HT FI
Numwor
Lembal Metesa - Viviy n/a T CFI
Waetsanbij two points permanent HT]| CF5I
Rot — Ulan Rot — Gerela - Ulan permanent T CRSI
Lewul Vatvat| Doramalag 1ogontip limited HT CF
Vuvun two points limited HP CF
Onel Bay Tev Mantap - Vatrow permanent HPTV CFkl

193 Boundary points are reckoned clockwise aroundsaed’s coast.

194 Recorded January-May 2008. Permanent: landowrsesétarestrictiontabu) with no announced end
date. Temporary: landowner has set restrictionaammbunced end date. Limited: landowner has set
restriction allowing limited access.
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Key

a A: Environmental change reported by fishery users as locally generated
H: Overharvested fisheries

P: Pollution (household refuse, batteries, coconut shells)

T: Trespassing

V: Vandalism (breaking reef by walking or boat)

3 A: Environmental change reported by fishery users as non-locally generated
C: Changing seasonal wind and rain patterns

F: Flooding of coastal plains

S: Warmer sea surface temperatures

I: Increase in storm intensity (stronger winds and higher rainfall)
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