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I. INTRODUCTION 

The P r o b l e m 

The inhabitants of the many sma l l atolls and is lands of the Western 

Pacif ic r a r e ly constitute wholly independent economic, soc ia l and polit ical 

socie t ies despite their compara t ive isolat ion f rom one another over many 

miles of ocean. Island populations in anthropological r e s e a r c h a r e often 

s tudied, however , from the viewpoint that the society is synonymous with 

the is land, but few islands of the wor ld - -even abor ig inal ly- -have been com­

pletely i so la ted . This t he s i s , which is an analysis of s t r u c t u r e and not of 

content , is p r imar i ly concerned with the people of L a m o t r e k Atoll in the 

Western Caroline Islands of Mic rones ia . In this c a s e , though, the society 

in quest ion is not l imited to this i s land alone, but that population which in­

t e r ac t s in t e r m s of a single pa t tern and, thus , embraces s eve ra l other 

islands of the a rea as well . If the study of the social organizat ion of this 

a r e a were not defined in this b roader sense and groups of islands were 

not t r ea t ed as part icipating in cohesive social s y s t e m s , then in t e r - i s land 

communicat ion and exchange--al though often repor ted for the a rea - -would 

r e m a i n unexplained, A fundamental p r e m i s e of this study is that m t e r -

ls land modes of interact ion are of the same social s t r u c t u r e as that which 

organizes act ivi t ies of the res idents of a single is land within an interact ing 

g roup . Uberoi (1962) has demons t ra ted the value of this approach in his 

recen t r e - ana ly s i s of the political aspects of the kula (Malmowski 1961) 

and Davenport (1964) has noted the p re sence of s imi lar s y s t e m s e l s e ­

where in Melanesia . 
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The following fac tors will emerge in the c o u r s e of this ana lys i s : 

(1) There a r e fea tures of the natural environmental setting of the 

Western Carolines which encourage the development of a sys t em of m t e r -

lsland social t i e s . Among such environmental c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s a r e , (a) the 

r e s t r i c t ed land a r ea s of Western Caroline i s l ands , (b) the l imited range of 

ag r i cu l tu ra l staples ava i lab le , (c) the hazards and uncer ta in t ies of mar ine 

exploitation and, most impor tant , (d) the des t ruc t ive effects of t rop ica l 

s t o r m s . 

Human survival on the cora l islands of the Western Carol ines is 

p reca r ious owing to the low elevation of the land a r e a above sea level and 

the frequent ravages of t rop ica l s to rms When na tura l d i s a s t e r diminishes 

the food supply and th rea tens the survival of a population, the people often 

take refuge upon or seek a s s i s t a nc e from neighboring islands and atolls 

with which they maintain t ies of rec iproc i ty . Lamot rek , like most other 

sma l l islands of the a r e a , is reasonably fer t i le under normal conditions 

and its r e sources have often supported a fairly dense population and a 

relat ively complex local kinship, political and religious sy s t em. But 

des t ruct ion of r e sou rce s has been sufficiently frequent for surviva l to 

have required that L a m o t r e k and other islands be linked by sy s t ems of 

mutual economic aid which, in turn , have involved kinship and other t i e s . 

The establishment Of in te r - i s l and bonds allows a wider dis tr ibut ion of 

economic goods, hence, a g r e a t e r r e s o u r c e base than that avai lable to 

any single is land. In this way, any shortage, whether due to the individual 

cha rac t e r i s t i c s of a pa r t i cu l a r island or to the effects of a natural disas­

t e r can be offset by dependence upon mater ia l s obtained from another 
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island within the network. If such exchange is to occur smoothly a 

s t ructured means of dealing with the situation is n e c e s s a r y . The super ­

ior position of Yap among the Western Carol ine Islands (which is descr ibed 

more fully below) is not the resu l t of m e r e conquest--al though this i s land 

may have used such force at t imes in the p a s t - - but r a the r of the g r e a t e r 

abundance and rel iabi l i ty of its r e sources which have given it a p rominence 

in a rec iproca l s y s t e m . 

(2) One of the main charac te r i s t i c s of the soc ia l organization of 

these islands is flexibility in adapting to changing conditions by recogniz­

ing legit imate a l te rna t ives of action. This fact is direct ly related to the 

need of Western Carol ine social organization to be adapted to an environ­

ment which might unexpectedly and rapidly change. When, la ter in the 

text , the problems of depopulation, land tenure and inher i tance , m t e r -

lsland exchange of economic goods and pe r sonne l , and the integrat ion of 

foreign influences a r e d iscussed, a l ternat ives choices sanctioned by the 

t radi t ional socia l organizat ion should be evident. The par t icular course 

of action followed depends on the existing complex of c i r cums tances . F o r 

example, the fact that normally "Course A" would prevai l eighty percent 

of the t ime does not mean that "Course B " , chosen the other twenty pe r ­

cent of the t ime- -when al tered conditions e x i s t - - i s any less t radit ional 

or leg i t imate . A s t ruc tu ra l analysis can only be considered complete 

when it encompasses all legi t imate cultural a l te rna t ives related to the 

complex of c i r c u m s t a n c e s in which they occur . 

(3) Contact with World Powers has not yet led to any fundamental 

s t ruc tu ra l changes in Western Caroline atoll soc ie ty . If one were to 
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as sume that the tradit ional cul ture under considerat ion were that of a 

single is land 's people, then cer ta in fea tures of contemporary soc ia l organ­

ization on Lamot rek , for example, might be explained as changes brought 

about by contact wi th foreign powers . Thus , they would be classif ied as 

symptomatic of a break-down in t radi t ional cu l tura l organization. However, 

when the islands of the Western Carol ines a r e viewed as components of a 

l a r g e r social s y s t e m , where socio-economic decisions a re often made on 

an in te r - i s l and level , many of the t rends in recent cultural change are no 

more than adjustments to and integration of new environmental conditions 

> 
through means contained within the t rad i t iona l s t r u c t u r e . 

Fore ign adminis t ra t ive influence h a s , for all pract ical pu rposes , 

replaced Yapese suzera in ty over the outer i s l ands . Contact between the 

outer islands and the administering government has never been frequent . 

The r e sources available in the outer is lands for exploitation were not of 

such value or quantity as to warrant forced cul tura l changes by an ad­

minis t ra t ion . Thus , there has been no al terat ion in the i s l a n d e r s ' basic 

re l iance on a subs is tence economy. The appearance of foreign admin is ­

t r a t o r s can be viewed as merely another environmental change - - a sub­

stitution of Japanese or Americans for Yapese . Even the depopulation 

which occur red , d i rect ly and indirect ly , because of this contact was not 

an event completely alien to the Western Caro l in ians . Conditions which 

often led to food and r e source shor tages a l so reduced or l imited the 

population numbers of an island. Hence, pos t -contac t depopulation did __ . 

not resul t in a break-down of t radi t ional soc ia l organization; the means 

for the order ly integrat ion of such change were contained in the existing 
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social s y s t e m . - -* 

In s u m m a r y , this analysis will show that the socie t ies of Lamot rek , 

E la to , and Satawal a re components in a single social sys tem. Many of 
* 

the features of the local social organization of each can only be adequately 

explained with reference to this l a rge r supra - i s land s t r uc tu r e and, fur­

t h e r m o r e , the p rocesses involved in cul tura l change, whether s t imulated 

internal ly o r external ly , can only be understood as taking p lace in the 

context of an in ter - i s land organizat ion. 

The Western Carol ine Islands 

F o r the purposes of this thesis I shal l hereaf ter r e fe r to all i s ­

lands from Yap to Namonuito as the Western Caroline I s lands . 

Aboriginally, a network of outlying low cora l is lands and atolls 

was pres ided over by Gagil Dis t r ic t on the volcanic is land of Yap. The 

islands of Ulithi, Fa i s , Sorol , Woleai, Eaur ip ik , Ifaluk, F a r a u l e p , 

E la to , Lamot rek , Satawal, Puluwat, Pulusuk, Pulap , and Namonuito 

(Map 1) were linked to Yap by a sys tem of poli t ical , economic, and 

rel igious t i e s . 

W. A. Lessa (1950) from information gathered on Uli thi , r e ­

cons t ruc ted the sys tem in some detail as it existed into the recent pas t . 

His a r t i c l e , which is p r imar i ly concerned with Uli thian-Yapese r e l a ­

t ionsh ips , deals with the polit ical center of the network. L e s s a ' s analysis 

should be consulted for many detai ls ; for I shall only res ta te he re those 

aspects of the sys tem which directly r e l a t e to the islands at the ea s t e rn 

per iphery of Yapese cont ro l . 
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Subservience to Yap was evidenced in the following way. All of the 

outer i s lands , at specified i n t e rva l s , were obliged to send objects of 

tribute (phigil tamol) to the chief of Gagil Dis t r ic t on Yap. In addition, 

outer island represen ta t ives presented religious gifts (mepel) to the head 

religious functionary of Gagil , and sawei gift exchange occurred between 

the peoples of the outer is lands and specific Yapese " o v e r l o r d s . " 

Originating on individual outer i s l ands , the aforementioned m a t e r ­

ial flowed in a specified way from islands of low status through those of 

equal or higher standing until it reached the Yapese of Gatchepar Vi l lage, 

Gagil Dis t r i c t . A r ep resen ta t ive of each island or atoll would usually 

accompany the t r ibute of his i s land. At each in te rmedia te is land, the 

chief with the h ighes t r ank is in charge of the whole expedition. Fo r 

this r eason the chief of Mogmog, Ulithi, who r ep re sen t ed the highest 

ranking outer i s land, made the tr ibute presenta t ion to the Yapese chief 

when the canoe fleet landed. This super ior s ta tus of Mogmog among the 

outer isLands also meant that any political or rel igious direct ives Yap 

wished to send to any outer is land were always re layed through this 

Ulithian chief. 

Puluwat , Pa lusuk , Pulap , and Namonuito, all islands at the 

ea s t e rn per iphery of Yapese cont ro l , ceased to par t ic ipa te in t r ibute 

payments somet ime during G e r m a n adminis t ra t ion of the Carolines 

(1899-1914). L e s s a (1950) s ta tes that among the remaining outer i s lands , 

though, the sys tem began to atrophy only during Japanese (1914-1945) 

and Amer i can (1945 to p resen t ) pei«.ods oi admin is t ra t ion . He cites four 

r easons for the declining influence of Yap over her fo rmer "empi re . " 
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(1) A Japanese prohibition on distant in te r - i s l and canoe t r ave l d isrupted 

communicat ion. (2) The advent of Chr is t iani ty removed t radi t ional Yapese 

sanctions . (3) Introduction of genera l education by foreign adminis t ra t ions 

re -o r ien ted i s l a n d e r s ' thinking. (4) Depopulation on Yap resul ted in a 

sca rc i ty of individuals able to fulfill the rec ip roca l obligations of sawei 

(Lessa 1950:50). 

One might assume that with this decline of influence and power at 

the poli t ical c en t e r , the total sys tem of in te r - i s land ties would d is in te­

g r a t e . Such an assumption would only be justified if the network were con­

s ide red wholly of a h ie ra rch ica l poli t ical and religious na tu re , held to­

gether by the leadership of Yap. The evidence to be presented in this 

thesis should demons t ra te that the bas is of the sys tem was not Yapese dom­

ination. Thus , even though Yapese control has largely d i sappea red , the 

basic ties between outer islands p e r s i s t . 

Any at tempt to de te rmine how Yap came to extend its pol i t ical 

domination over the outer is Lands would not be profitable so long after 

the origin of the sys tem and, especial ly now, after its decl ine . On the 

other hand, because basic in te r - i s land t ies p e r s i s t , at l eas t among 

outer i s l anders , it is reasonable to a s sume that the conditions which 

have promoted the i r pe r s i s t ence from the s t a r t may not have changed. 

An at tempt will be made to delineate the basis of these in te r - i s l and t ies 

and the i r re la t ionship both to Western Carolinian social organizat ion 

as a whole and to the environment in which they function. 
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R e s e a r c h Procedures 

The islands here chosen for intensive analysis have been purpose­

ly se lec ted from among those at the per iphery of former Yapese in­

f luence. A view from this outlying region may more readily expose c e r ­

tain basic s t ruc tura l features which might otherwise be obscured by super­

ficial elements in islands c lose r to the center of polit ical influence. 

Lamot rek was chosen as the main island for field work not only 

because of its distance from Yap and Ulithi, but also because it is the 

pol i t ical ly superior island of the per iphera l group which now includes 

Elato and Satawal and which once included those islands fur ther e a s t . 

Fifteen months, from March , 1962 to June, 1963, were spent 

on Lamot rek , including s ide - t r ips of th ree weeks to Ela to , two and a 

half weeks to Satawal, and one week to Ol imarao . Comparat ive data 

were a lso gathered on Lamot rek from Elatoan and Satawalese v i s i t o r s . 

P r i o r to arriving on Lamot rek a month had been spent consult­

ing on Yap Trus t Te r r i t o ry Adminis t ra t ion files on the outer islands . 

Severa l Yapese in Gatchepar and Wanyan Villages of Gagil Dis t r ic t we re 

also interviewed at that t ime . 

On ar r iva l at Lamot rek , in March, 1962, I f i r s t conferred with 

the th ree dis tr ict chiefs of the is land. At that t ime I could nei ther 

speak nor understand the local language so the meeting was c a r r i e d out 

with the aid of an i n t e rp re t e r - a s s i s t an t I had hired on Ulithi. I had 

been told by administrat ion officials on Yap that it was highly doubtful 

that anyone on Lamotrek knew enough English to fill this posit ion. It 

was decided at this meeting that I should take up res idence in the island 
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dispensary (Map 9). a two room thatched building used for medicinal 

s t o r age and by the adminis t ra t ion doctors on the i r per iodic visits to 

the island. 

The initial t h r ee months of field work were devoted to gathering 

and recording basic data upon which la ter intensive work would depend. 

Lamot rek Island was mapped, using plane table and a l idade , and all 

s t ruc tu res as well as the a r e a of t a r o cultivation w e r e plotted. I took a 

census of the is land on the bas i s of which I inse r t ed the boundaries of 

all res idence , or homestead , p lots . The boundaries of other land hold­

ings on the island were discovered and noted as t ime permit ted through­

out the res t of my s tay . It was during these initial months of res idence 

on the island that an intensive effort was made to gain a basic knowledge 

of the Lamotrekan language. 

Records were begun on diet, hours spent in m a r i n e and agr icul ­

tura l tasks , t r ave l , and community labor Although these schedules of 

information were not rel igiously kept for my ent i re stay on the island, 

mainly because of the p r e s s u r e of other work, the r e c o r d s for each 

do span four or more months t i m e , so that the f igures can be projected 

with some accuracy into year ly ave rages . Rainfall s t a t i s t i c s were kept 

for the ent i re 15 months of my residency using a ra in -gauge lent to me 

by the U.S. Weather Bureau representa t ive on Yap. 

My own par t ic ipat ion in local events i nc reased as t ime went on 

and as my linguistic ability improved, In addition to accompanying 

the men on a fishing expedition once a week, I made s e v e r a l longer 

canoe voyages to the uninhabited islands in Elato and Ol imarao atol ls , 
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e i ther on copra -making or turtle-hunting expedit ions. Voyages were 

a lso made to Ela to and Satawal for the specific purpose of ca r ry ing out 

my own work. 

Direct questioning of informants , with and without the aid of 

an i n t e r p r e t e r , p rov ided the detailed information on economic , pol i t ical , 

and religious organiza t ion . Informants were rewarded with gifts , and, 

at one t ime or another during my stay, eve ry individual on the island r e ­

ceived a gift. My i n t e r p r e t e r - a s s i s t a n t was the only individual to whom I 

paid a wage, and he was not a local r e s iden t . 

I soon found that the use of an i n t e r p r e t e r from an island other 

than the one I was working on had dist inct d i sadvantages . F i r s t , the 

dialectal difference between Uhthian and Lamot rekese was great enough 

to make it difficult and confusing to at tempt to l ea rn Lamot rekese with 

the aid of a Ulithian speake r It was much e a s i e r , and more a c c u r a t e , 

to work directly with Lamot rekans , no m a t t e r how limited the i r know­

ledge of English, than to learn proper L a m o t r e k e s e after it had been 

f i l tered through a Ulithian. Second, and m o r e impor tant , I found that 

because Of the t rad i t ional status dist inctions between islands of the 

Western Caro l ines , Lamotrekans were often reluctant to speak, frankly 

or at length, about pol i t ical o r religious concerns in the p resence of a 

Ulithian. When informants were questioned about such m a t t e r s , and 

my ass i s tan t was p r e s e n t , they would e i ther at tempt to l ea rn his feel­

ings on the topic then voice agreement o r , if this were not poss ib le , 

give a nejitral answer which-would nei ther offend a Ulithian nor oppose 

t radi t ional Ulithian at t i tudes on the topic. 
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F o r these reaons , midway through my field work, I sent this 

ass i s tan t b a c k to his home is Land. After his depar ture I found that not 

only did my linguistic ability acce l e r a t e , but a lso that I was able to 

ga ther data on poli t ical and religious affairs which had been unobtainable 

before . I was able to compare Lamot rekan attitudes toward Ulithians 

which had been expressed when a Ulithian was p re sen t on the is land with 

attitudes expres sed after this individual had left the is land. This proved 

to be an ideal occas ion for comparing observat ions of polit ical and 

religious beliefs as professed to a higher s ta tus authority (the Ulithian) 

with those actually p rac t iced . The exper ience confirmed some hypotheses 

and suggested others relevant to Western Carolinian in te r - i s land t i e s . 

* k 
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II. THE SETTING 

L a m o t r e k Atoll lies at 7° 30' N. , 146° 20' E . Elato is fourteen 

naut ical miles to the west and SatawaL is approximately forty nautical 

miles east of Lamot rek . Linguistic and cultural evidence indicates that 

the settl ing of these islands occur red from the region of Truk, but a date 

for this se t t lement has yet to be de te rmined . 

The f i r s t recorded European sighting of these islands was made 

by the English captain, James Wilson in October of 1797 (Wilson 1799* 

293). There is evidence, however, that the is landers had e a r l i e r contact 

with Europeans , e i ther at Lamot rek itself, or possibly on Guam where 

they often made canoe voyages for the purpose of t rade ( L e s s a 1962b:331). 

Augustin Kralmer (1937:9) mentions severa l vesse ls which visited 

the island subsequent to 1797 but it was not until 1880, when the is lands 

were nominally under Spanish cont ro l , that an English t r a d e r named 

Lewis set t led on the island and the people of Lamot rek came into p ro ­

longed contact with W e s t e r n e r s . Even after Spain sold her Micronesian 

possess ions to Germany in 1899 Kralmer s ta tes that contact was infrequent 

up to the t ime of his a r r iva l in 1909. K r a m e r was the f i r s t ethnologist 

to visi t Lamot rek . He and his wife w e r e on the island from November 

2 1 , to December 10, 1909. The resu l t s of their work were published 

in 1937 in a volume of the Ergebnisse der SUdsee Expedition 1908-1910, 

edited by G. Thi lenius . 

In 1914 Germany lost control of the Carolines to Japan as a r e ­

sult of World War I. Subsequently, s e v e r a l Japanese es tabl ished res idence 
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on L a m o t r e k and Satawal, United States adminis t ra t ion of the Ca ro l ines , 

as a pa r t of the United Nations T rus t T e r r i t o r y of the Pacific I s lands , 

began in 1945 and continues to the p re sen t . Initial adminis t ra t ion was by 

the Navy (Richard 1957) but was la ter t r ans f e r r ed to the Depar tment of 

the I n t e r i o r . Since 1945 no Amer i can or non-Carol inian had remained 

on L a m o t r e k for longer than two or three weeks until this w r i t e r a r r ived 

the re in 1962. One other anthropologis t - -Shigeru Kanesh i ro , an employee 

of the T rus t T e r r i t o r y Gove rnment - - spen t ten days on the is land in 1950. 

At the t ime of my study an adminis t ra t ion copra - t rad ing ship visi ted the 

is land once every three or four months . The effects of these contacts 

and of the foreign adminis t ra t ion of the a r ea will be d i scussed in Chapter 

VII. 

One p remise of this analysis is that the natura l environment of 

the Western Carol ines is not only l imited in its range of subs i s tence 

r e s o u r c e s , but also is subject to rapid or unpredictable change which 

can th rea ten the productivity of individual is lands or island g roups . 

This chap te r will descr ibe that environment in detai l . 

The Islands 

Is land types , 

The re are three physiographic ally distinct island types in the 

Wes te rn Caro l ines . They can be classif ied as volcanic-cont inenta l , 

co ra l a tol l , and ra ised c o r a l . The f irst is often r e f e r r ed to as a 

"high" is land and the la t ter two collectively called "low" i s l ands . 

Of those islands which once were included in the Yapese polit ical 
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