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The Trobrianders Of Papua New
Guinea

Discovering the Trobrianders of Papua New Guinea:
A Culture Unlike Any Other

In the azure waters of the Solomon Sea, off the eastern coast of Papua New Guinea, lies
a small archipelago that has captivated anthropologists, travellers, and curious minds
for over a century. These islands, known collectively as the Trobriand Islands, are home
to  one  of  the  most  studied  and  culturally  distinct  peoples  in  the  Pacific:  The
Trobrianders  of  Papua  New  Guinea.  Their  unique  social  structures,  intricate
exchange systems, and deeply spiritual worldview offer a fascinating window into a way
of life that has persisted for millennia, even as the modern world presses in on all sides.
To understand the Trobrianders is to understand a society built on generosity, status,
and a profound connection to land, sea, and the spirits of their ancestors.



Who Are The Trobrianders? An Introduction to the
People and Their Islands

The Trobrianders are an indigenous Melanesian people who inhabit the Kiriwina Island
group, the largest of which is Kiriwina Island. Today, roughly 60,000 to 80,000 people
live  across  the  main  island  and  its  smaller  satellite  islands.  They  speak  a  Kilivila
language, part of the Austronesian language family, and their society is matrilineal in its
organisation  and  patrilocal  in  its  residence  patterns.  This  means  that  lineage,
inheritance,  and  social  identity  are  passed through the  mother's  line,  yet  married
couples typically live near the husband's family. This dual dynamic creates a rich and
complex  social  fabric  that  sets  them  apart  even  within  Papua  New  Guinea's
extraordinary cultural diversity. The Trobrianders are most famous for their agricultural
prowess, especially their yam gardens, their elaborate systems of inter-island trade
known as the Kula ring, and their frank and unique attitudes toward sexuality, magic,
and death.

The Geographical and Historical Context

The Trobriand Islands were first encountered by European explorers in the 18th century,
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but it was the arrival of Bronisław Malinowski during World War I that truly put them on
the map. Malinowski, a Polish anthropologist, lived among the Trobrianders for several
years  and  produced  seminal  works  like  Argonauts  of  the  Western  Pacific.  His  detailed
accounts of their everyday life, their gardening rituals, and their Kula trading voyages
established the foundation for modern ethnographic fieldwork. Because of their relative
isolation until the 20th century, the Trobrianders maintained many of their traditional
practices well into the modern era. Today, while influences from colonial administration,
Christian missions, and global tourism have made inroads, the core of Trobriand culture
remains remarkably resilient and vibrant.

The Social Structure: Matrilineal Kinship and the
Power of the Dala

One  of  the  most  defining  features  of  Trobriand  society  is  its  matrilineal  clan  system.
Society  is  divided  into  four  principal  totemic  clans,  each  associated  with  a  specific
animal or natural element. These clans are exogamous, meaning individuals must marry
outside their own clan. This system creates a wide network of alliances, obligations, and
mutual support that binds the entire society together. The most important concept in
Trobriand social organisation is the dala, which refers to the matrilineage or sub-clan.



Land, garden plots, magical knowledge, and even personal status are inherited through
the  dala.  A  man's  most  significant  social  and  economic  ties  are  not  with  his  wife  and
children, but with his sisters and his sisters' children. This is where the nephew inherits
from the maternal uncle, not from the biological father. This can seem counterintuitive
from a  Western  perspective,  but  it  creates  a  remarkably  stable  system of  shared
responsibility and resource distribution.

Chiefs, Rank, and Social Hierarchy

While Trobriand society is built on egalitarian principles of sharing and reciprocity, it is
not strictly equal. There is a clear hierarchy, with chiefs (known as guyau) holding
significant  influence,  especially  on  the  main  island of  Kiriwina.  Chiefs  are  typically  the
highest-ranking males from the most prominent matrilineages. Their authority is not
based on force or coercion but on their ability to accumulate, control, and redistribute
wealth—particularly yams and valuable shell ornaments. A chief's status is displayed
through his storehouses, his participation in the Kula ring, and the number of followers
he can command. He serves as a political leader, a ritual specialist, and a key figure in
maintaining  the  moral  and  social  order.  Below  the  chiefs  are  commoners,  and
historically, there were also categories of captive or lower-status individuals, though
these distinctions have softened in recent generations.
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The Heart of the Economy: Yam Gardens and the
Politics of Food

If you want to understand the Trobrianders, look no further than their yam gardens. Yam
cultivation is not merely a subsistence activity; it is the centre of social life, the primary
measure of wealth, and a deeply spiritual practice. Men spend a tremendous amount of
time  and  effort  tending  to  their  yam  gardens,  which  are  often  masterpieces  of
horticultural engineering. The yams themselves are treated with reverence. The largest
and most perfectly shaped yams are stored in highly decorated yam houses, where they
serve as a public display of the gardener's skill, industry, and social standing. A man's
status is directly proportional to the size of his yam harvest. It is not about how much he
eats, but how much he can give away. This is the essence of the Trobriand economy:
production  is  driven  by  the  need  to  fulfil  social  obligations,  especially  to  one's  sisters
and in-laws.

Marriage and the Yam Exchange

The link between yams and social structure becomes incredibly clear during marriage.
When a man marries, he enters into a lifelong obligation to provide an annual gift of



yams to his wife's family, particularly to her brother. This is known as urigubu. The
amount and quality of the urigubu payment reflect the husband's status and his respect
for his in-laws. In return, the wife's family provides other forms of wealth. This annual
cycle  of  yam giving  reinforces  the  bonds  between two matrilineages,  ensures  the
redistribution of food, and creates a powerful system of social cohesion. A man cannot
simply decide to stop growing yams; his reputation, his marriage, and his standing in
the community depend on it. This system ensures that no one goes hungry and that
everyone is embedded in a network of mutual support.

The Kula Ring: A System of Shell Exchange and
Prestige

Perhaps the most famous aspect of Trobriand culture is the Kula ring, a complex inter-
island trading system that involves the ceremonial  exchange of  two types of  shell
valuables: red shell necklaces (veigun or soulava) that circulate clockwise, and white
shell armbands (mwali) that circulate counter-clockwise. The Kula is not a barter system
for everyday goods; it is a system of prestige, alliance, and social bonding. Men travel
vast distances across the open ocean in large, hand-carved canoes to visit their Kula
partners on other islands. They exchange these shell valuables, which are often named,
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famous, and imbued with a history of their own. To own a particularly famous armband
or necklace is a source of immense prestige. The Kula exchange is governed by strict
rules of etiquette and reciprocity. A man gives a valuable to his partner, and at some
point in the future, he will receive an equivalent or better item in return. This creates a
powerful  bond of  trust  and friendship  that  can last  a  lifetime.  Alongside  the  Kula
exchange,  barter  of  everyday  goods  like  fish,  yams,  pottery,  and  stone  tools  takes
place, making the Kula ring a vital economic and social artery for the entire region.
Malinowski famously documented this system, showing how it integrated a wide region
into a single sphere of communication and alliance.

Beliefs, Magic, and the Spirit World

The world  of  the  Trobrianders  is  saturated with  magic  and spiritual  meaning.  The
physical and the supernatural are not separated. Almost every important activity, from
gardening and fishing to  building a  canoe and even falling in  love,  is  accompanied by
specific spells, rituals, and magical practices. There is mwasila, the magic of the Kula,
which makes a man persuasive and lucky in his exchanges. There is megwa, the magic
of  gardening,  believed  to  ensure  a  bountiful  yam  harvest.  Magic  is  not  seen  as
superstition; it is a practical technology for influencing the world. Knowledge of powerful



magic  is  a  highly  valued  form  of  property,  passed  down  within  a  matrilineage.
Specialists, known as towosi (garden magicians) or barau (experts in various forms of
magic), hold considerable influence because they control the spells and rituals deemed
essential for success and well-being.

Mortuary Rites and the Afterlife

Death is not seen as the end in Trobriand culture. The spirit of the deceased, known as
baloma, travels to the island of Tuma, a spiritual realm located beyond the western
horizon. The baloma live a life much like the living, but they also have the power to
return  and  influence  the  world  of  the  living,  particularly  by  granting  fertility  and  good
harvests. Mourning rituals are elaborate and deeply public. The body is prepared and
displayed, and the community engages in wailing, feasting, and the distribution of food.
A major part of the mourning process involves the destruction of personal property,
especially yams and other valuables, as a way of showing respect and severing ties with
the deceased. These mortuary distributions are crucial events for reaffirming social ties
and  for  settling  the  inheritance  of  land,  magic,  and  rank.  The  entire  community
participates,  and the cycle  of  ceremonies  can extend over  months or  even years,
culminating in a final feast that sends the baloma on its way to Tuma.
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Sexuality, Love, and Courtship

Western  anthropologists  were  particularly  struck  by  the  Trobrianders'  open  and
permissive  attitudes  toward  sexuality,  especially  among  the  young.  Unlike  the
repressive norms of  early  20th-century  Europe,  Trobriand society  views adolescent
sexuality  as  a  natural  and  enjoyable  part  of  life.  Unmarried  young  people  have
considerable freedom to engage in sexual relationships, and there is little of the secrecy
or  shame  that  surrounds  the  topic  in  many  other  cultures.  There  are  even  specific
houses, known as bukumatula, where unmarried young men and women can spend
the night together. Marriage itself is not a dramatic event but a gradual process of
cohabitation and the beginning of the urigubu yam payments. However, this openness
does not mean that love and romance are trivial. Intense emotional attachments are
common, and love magic is widely practised to attract a partner or to rekindle a fading
affection.  The  Trobriander's  perspective  on  human  relationships  offers  a  powerful
counterpoint to more restrictive traditions, highlighting how profoundly culture shapes
something as basic as human intimacy.



Art, Dance, and the Spirit of Celebration

The Trobrianders are a deeply artistic people. While they are not known for elaborate
sculpture  or  painting  in  the  manner  of  some  other  Pacific  cultures,  their  aesthetic
expression  is  woven into  everyday objects.  Canoe prow boards,  called  lagim,  are
intricately  carved  with  spirals  and  geometric  patterns  that  are  both  beautiful  and
magically potent, intended to make the canoe swift and the journey prosperous. Body
decoration is also vital. During festivals, dances, and Kula expeditions, men and women
paint their faces and bodies with elaborate designs using natural pigments like ochre,
lime, and charcoal. They adorn themselves with shell ornaments, feathers, and flowers.
Music and dance are central to community life, with large-scale celebrations like the
milamala harvest festival bringing the entire community together for feasting, dancing,
and the renewal of social bonds. These events are not just entertainment; they are
powerful expressions of identity, status, and the collective joy of being a community.

The Trobrianders in the 21st Century: Change and
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Resilience

No culture remains static, and the Trobrianders of Papua New Guinea have experienced
significant change over the last century. The arrival of Christian missionaries led to the
suppression of some traditional practices, though many forms of magic and traditional
belief  persist,  often blended with Christianity.  The introduction of  a cash economy,
modern education, and political integration into Papua New Guinea have created new
opportunities and challenges. Young people are increasingly exposed to global culture
through mobile phones, the internet, and migration to urban centres like Port Moresby.
This has led to concerns about the erosion of traditional knowledge, especially regarding
language, gardening techniques, and the nuances of the Kula ring. Yet, the Trobri


