. T N R E TR
. '(-‘..x”u' !,ﬂ‘(.’ l’!"l'

opart of tho " Aoy 0 Coll s’ onn lisrit'

Tl U da oot Sora, Vonneliy, 0Gner@ilse end 1

A o c PART i

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL ASPECTS OF S&’STEMS OF LAND .

TENUNE
IN VANUATU

by
Joel Bannemaison

.

. ]

To describo the soclal and cultyral aspects of land téh_'ur‘e
~In Vanuatu Is to undetiake o vast stucdy which includesqli Me-
lunaslan society and Ha history. It Is my inlention to speak only of
the custom aspecls of land problems and to describo bilefly, what
Fhave understood of the sysiem, ST
o ! veot LS

It is of such fundamented Importonce In Melaneslan culture, for

t man to have daep roots in his land thal even he colonisgtion. of
Melanesla and recent history have not been able to c.hariga;thls
attitude. What Is called custom was obvlously changed In Important
ways, but even before first contacts with Euro_pe_ur‘q__s,,Melqnesmn
custom was evolving..Gustom Js not a.legal system Sgt once, and
for all, but a spirit and a_system of values which are .differently
expressed in different Isiands at different times.
ship between a man and his land In Vanuatu Is the most funda-
mental and most permanent attitude of Melanesian culture. In Me-

lanesla a man has deep roots In the land ; land and custom in -

Vanuatu are one and the same ; they are ¢ single fact,
Unity of the system of land tenure and local variaiions.

. Land, In « custom », is not simply the slite of produce, it is. the
malnstay of a cultural vislon of the world. Land Is the heart of the
pperg,t}o .of customary systems ; it represents life, -both materially
and :spiritually, for men in Vanuatu ; that Is why Melaneslan men

and, villages are so exlremely sensitive, about their land and:why -

thayare so deeply rooted In the soil.
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There s flrst a mystical relationship between men and thelr
land unu wucondarily an economic reiationship. A man is tied to his
lerrilory and It is this link which glves him Identity. The clan Is its
land. The lund Is Identifled with the ancestors who are burled In It

Every man, just as he belongs (o a clan, belongs to a particular
place and then belongs to a territory ; If he does. not so belong,
he hus no roots ; that s, he has no status and no power; in the
most .extreme case he is denled sociul exlstonce. In fact, It is
from’ the link between a man and o certaln place that he derlves
his soclal status, his powers (whether soclal or magic), his identity,
his name and the land rights to which he may asplre.

In Melanesian custom, every clun's land is centred around. a
sironghold, which Is often sacred, a 'nukamal or « tobou ples».
The clan’s land, Its ancestors and Its men are a single Indissoluble
reallty. Thls Is what Is meant when It Is sald that Meclanesion land
I3 Inallenable. :

1" A'man derlves his soclal status, his strength and moral powers
from his'relationship with his native land ; which means that those
who live on thelr own clan's land are absolute masters of It
and everything on [t: people, buildings and plantations. Anyone,
who lives on the land of a clan with whom he does not share ances-
tors, Is simply the soclul dependant of the « really man ples », 1o
mdy work on the land and even have some rights over It, but he
:mu_sl't do so0 on hehalf of a mun ples who has delegated his rights.

o " “The amount of land held by one clan may differ markedly from
another's, as may the area held by one Individual compared with
another In the same clan. In the past, these Inequalities were not
significant, since the use of the land was virtuaily free to anyone
‘within the territory. Agricultural production was based on gardens
which were moved each year whlie old gardens reverted to bush.
One slmply had to ask traditional owners for permission to use
their land ; morally they could not refuse. Custom recommends
that you work land belonging to other people, allowing yet others
to work on yours, so that social ties uniting clan meémbers are

reinforced and ties to relations In nelghbouring clans are streng-
thened.

The tle which binds a man to the solil Is essentially mystical
and cultural, Its economic volue was simply a by-product. Wealth
was the number of pigs owned by the blg man, or was the number
of men who owed him alleglance, not the land he owned. In Tanna
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it Is sald that o blg man does not need much land, since others
worlc for him, Ho Is powerful because he Is the master of o sacred

place or g prostiglous nakamal, It follows, therefors, that In cus-

tom, land disputes were almost unknown ; wars of territorial con-

quest were rare. It never occured 1o anyone to dispute the ow-
nership of land, nor to quarrel over whera e boundaries were,

particularly since they were usually Indlcated by o creek or by
dense forest, Thore have been changes since,

The arrival of Europemns‘dlsrupted the old structure enstiring
the distribulion of men and clans’ territories, Many clans died out
4s a result of epldomics, many clans of mountain people came
down to live near (ho shore, Misslons persuaded Christigns to live
N groups near the shore. Tho fund tenure syslem was abruplly
overlurnod, soms areas were-overpopulated, particularly near an-

choragas and on tho sca shores ; other areas, partlcularly In.the
interior, were dopapulatad. .

Now methods of production were introduced ; people startad
planting coconut palims and cocoa trees and the old relutionship of
man Lo the soil was disrupted; land hunger, which did not exist
in tradiliona| Soclely, was felt. In this new world the relationship

belween mun ang the soil became progressively more econaonilce,

And 30 there were many lund dispules which could not he easily
seltled according o custom. ' B P

traditional soclety there was o very clear distjnctfc_in;bé‘“tf-ﬂ

In !
ween-the clan’s, that is the community’s, ownership- of land ‘which
had religious significance, and: the ownership: of the plahts on the

- Permanent and so increasing the
be inherited. It was also a way of
quiring unused land.

family’s proper-y, which could

Traditional langd tenure systems In Vanuatu vary from the

- North to the South of the Group. The main principles on which
- the systems are founded are outlined in what follows. '

— 19 —

—

praventing Europeans from ac- -



L_cmd Ténure In the Northern Islands,

=~ North of a line drawn from South Epl to Efale ‘and In the geo-

graphical area in which the hlorarchical grade system operates,
lund tenure differs according to whether It is matrilineal or patri-
lincal, but the undorlying principles are the same.

[n the North, every man belongs to a clun and to o lerritory,
which Is sometimes identified with a totem {a plant or an anlmal)
and Is almost always centred around stronghiolda In the territory.
In traditional times, land could bo used freely within the territory
under the supervislon of the alders of the clan. Apart, therefore,
from a few places appropriated by family segments, most land
was held in common ownership and there was no permanent dis-
tributlon to Individuals. In each generatlon, according to Its needs,
there was a redistribution of lond, Custom recognised the boun-
darles between cluns as set once and for all ; « God creatod them »,
but custom does not recognise as final those boundaries which
separate one man's land from another's as It is divided i, lifetime.
Such' boundaries must be negotiated, and are changed In every

generation and, at least loday, are the cause of most land dis-
butes.

-Typlcally ni-Vanuatu structure, called a « company » In bis-
lama, Is derlved from this communal soll on which worlc 18 Indivi-
dual. Land Is worked by an assoclation, somatimes all working to-
gather, sometimes taking turns. In thogo groups, thore may be land
dlsputes but they seldom ariso belwoen Indlviduala belonging to
the satnc clan, since thoy all work as members of the « company »,
Real quarrels are over group boundaries or over the ownership of
land belonging to clans now extinct, between neighbour and rival
clans. Other disputes arise when foreigners live on land which
they.own by marriage or remote relationship rather than directly
from ancestors. Their rights, according to a strict Interpretation of
‘custom, .are only secondary and derived ; disputes occur if they
1try to make these rights primary and absolute.

Luﬁd ténure In the Central and Southern Islands.

South of the line drawn from South Ep! to Efats, the system of
land tenure is less flexible, because It Is related to titles. These
titles, related to the system of chlefs, to a particular plecs of ifand |

+and to a nakamal, are transmitted from one generation to another
in family fines and they determine the patrimonial land in each line.
There are territorlul clans ; saveral clans may form a polltical



group or tribe. Each clan owns a certain number of Indlvidual tltlea
The titles are in a hisrarchy and confer different soclal status :'the. .

chief, magiclan, « clever », the canoe chief, the talking chi sf chlef S
of peace and chlef of war and so on. T

In Tongoa the highest titles are conferred on « Nuwomlum»
or chiefs, who recelve regular tribute, In plgs or food,-called « ha-
saotonga ». Lower titles are held by « nares », men of lesser soclal
imporlance who pay ¢ nasgotonga » 1o the former. Each of these.
titles Is paired to lang, usuclly not a single piece, but a number of
peces of land In different plcu,es in the clun’s territory. . While a
man has no title, or custom name, he owns no land and has no
social existence. Thoe custom:name is then conferred on him, and
with il rights to land. These pleces of land are usually not big,

thay are uaboul the average slze of one or two gardens, that is two
or throe thousand square metrsgs.

The clan hus In Its power a number of Utles (usually about ten
or fiftecen), which symbolisc euch person's social slatus. The tradi-
Lional system of land tenure divides land Into plots, each of which
belongs to one of the clun’s titles. The land Is more subdivided and
ils ownership much more Individual than in the North There dre
analogies with Polynesian socinl slruciures.

The number of titles Is sel for all Ume; and eoch plot abways
corresponds to a litle, If every one of the clun’s tlitles hus been
given, then children born afterwards |ust have names, which do not
confer social status nor ownership of land. They may work on
the clan’s land, but only with the legitimate titieholder’'s permission,
and on his behalf; they are then socially dependant on « nawo-

talam » and « nares », whose titlas derlve from the strictest custom
laws.

This traditional system of land tenure Is expresssd In its most
coherent form In Tongoa and slsewhere in the Shepherd Islands but -
it also exlsts in Efate and in the Southern Isiands (Tanna, Erro-
mago, Aneltyum, Anlwa, Futuna) although in the latter the title Is
conferred not on @ man but on an extended family. In Tanna it'Is
not unusual to find several men, who are brothers or cousins, all
dependants of the same title ; but this sltuation is rare on Tongoa.

Although the system in the Central and Southern islands is
more rigid, the way it is applied makes it flexlble. It results in much
greater inequalities than In the North. Chiefs are able to appropria-
le much less land than their subjects. The higher the.titls, the less
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.Iund qt,l_ache'd to It. Moreover last century’s demographic crisls had
;ulng‘\;(er'j,effems"; some clans now hold titles (and therefore land)
which used to belotig to extinct clans, and so now control vast

aregs ; other clans have had no titles nor land to distribute for a
long time. ,

" 'The'land disputes which arise from this situallon are acute ;
and they are often between indlviduals. Thare are frequent quarrels
about the glving of titles, especlally If the tities were held by clans
now extinct, and as result, the same nume Is often glven to sove-
ral people. In practlce, this moans giving tho same rights to land 1o
different people, who are 8sometimes members of rlval clans, I
then becomes very difficult to solve thae problem and reach a-
greement. Sometimes chiefs refuse to confer titles; or at least
try to limit the number conferred ; which means that use of the land
is monopollstic. The proper operation of custom, that Is the re-
distribution of land In each generdation, is prevented. In fuct, thae
land sltuation differs enormously from viliage to village and from
one cullural area to another.

Conclusion.

Although the customs of the past have evolved rapidly, the
deep roots which Melanesian clans have In their lund has re-
mained a fact at the very heart of social orguanisation- in Vonuatu
today. Today land Is the most sensitive issue in the villugo and
the main preoccupation ; about it alllunces are made and broken,

Today, as in the past, the traditional system of lund tenure is
a subtle mixture of Individualism and community spirlt. Some v]i-
lages are developing an Individual system of ownership, land
{particularly if it is planted) Is subdivided. Other villages refuse to
subdivide ; the land In the clan’s territory is freely used by g

Melanestan cuétoms governing land tenure may be described
as having great strictness In principle and great flexibllity In
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custom. Money alone cannot buy land. The buver must be ia
some way related to the clan who originally held that land. The
best way to become related s to marry Into It. According to cls-
tom strictly Interpreted, only lhe clan's blood- glvés tha right " {o
own land In [ts territory. There are today many matrimonial arran-
gements, the purpose of which is land acquisitlion,

There Is only one rule ; It s that Melaneslan clans are deeply
rooted In the land. But this singla rule Is used In many. different -
ways, In practice it Is very flexible. The use of land ls negotlated
and redistributed In every generation according to famllles’ neads.
At the sume time, the Inallenability If the clan's. territéry Iz re-
spected. The most difficult problems appear in amaller, densely
Populated Islands, where coconut plantations cover all the land and
there Is land hunger ; this is the situation In Paama ahd Tongoa.
Land is distributed to restricled famllies, and the clan's territory is

Scallered. These facts lead to disputes which sometimes end
in violence. - . 1

The Identity between the clan and .its territory 'lS'ﬁrObdb!y
the central fact of Melanesian culture. This tie to the land is!gé-
curity In o changing world ; It is cultural identity and the basis of
new weallh. The old order of how men lived on the: land was dis-
rupted by the events of the |gst century, particularly by new plart
lations und the new system of produclion based on ‘peronnijal-
agricullure, New solutions must be found, soluliong. which réconciis

the traditional values of Melanesian culture with-soclal justica
and the adaptation to g new era. :
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