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Recent Trends in Polynesian 
Social Anthropology 

by ALAN HOWARD 

RESUME 

Dans les etudes d'anthropologic sociale de la Polynesie, on 
voit se dessiner, depuis quelques annees, une nouvelle tendance. 
Alors que l'accent avait toujours ete place sur les interpreta
tions historiques de la culture polynesienne, on s'interesse 
maintenant a l'analyse des modeles de comportements, surtout 
en ce qui a trait aux processus de decision. L'auteur discute 
ensuite de l'influence de cette tendance sur les etudes synchro-
niques et diachroniques. 

Ever since the Polynesian islands were discovered by 
Europeans they have been a source of keen scholarly interest. 
Until quite recently, however, the focus of concern has been almost 
entirely the prehistory of the area. The key questions were: 
" W h e r e did the Polynesians come from?" " H o w did they get to 
the islands?" "How long ago?" "By what routes?" Most of the 
previous generation of anthropologists engaged in the area, like 
their non-professional predecessors, collected data that would 
throw light on these questions. The ethnographies, most of which 
were done in the period between the two world wars, were essen
tially catalogues of material culture, legends and social customs, 
all of which were treated as "culture traits". T h e object was to 
compare and contrast the culture traits of different islands in order 
to determine historical relationships. Information was elicited 
mainly from elderly informants who knew most about original 
customs, and the influences of Wes te rn society were either 
ignored or passed over lightly. Even after historicalism gave 
way to functionalism in the profession as a whole, Polynesianists 
remained historically oriented. For those interested in social an
thropology Polynesia appeared to have been too spoiled by agents 
of Wes te rn society to be of much interest. Except for Raymond 
Firth's monumental study of Tikopia, there was little theoretical 
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interest shown in the comparative sociology of the region. Since 
W o r l d W a r II the picture has changed considerably. Interest in 
historical problems has not flagged (Highland 1967), but a suf
ficient number of social anthropologists have recently entered the 
area to lay the foundations for a genuine comparative sociology. 

There is no single emphasis underlying recent social anthro
pological research in Polynesia. Orientations have ranged from 
a concern for specific problems to broad-scale ethnographic re
search. Students have likewise brought a diversity of theoretical 
and methodological approaches into the field. Nevertheless, some 
definite trends are in evidence. Possibly the most noticeable trend 
is for recent students to focus upon social dynamics, rather than 
upon ideology. T h e latter can be more readily catalogued and 
hence treated as a culture trait, which is why it had a good deal 
of appeal to the historicalists. Although it is also possible to 
abstract general principles from social behavior, and to catalogue 
the generalizations, modern field workers in Polynesia are be
coming increasingly intrigued with the dynamics of what Firth 
(1951) has termed "social organization" and have become some
what less concerned with what he called "social structure". This 
trend is clearly related to the whole problem of descent in Poly
nesia. Unlike most African societies, Polynesian social systems 
are characterized by ambiguous descent structures which have been 
variously conceptualized as "ambilineal," "bilateral", and "non-
unilinear." The issue was brought to the forefront of social an
thropological theory in papers published in the American Anthro
pologist by W a r d Goodenough (1955) and William Davenport 
(1959) . Both of these articles represented attempts to clarify the 
concept of descent, and to apply it as a principle to the formation 
of kinship groups in Oceanic societies, among others. They stirred 
considerable debate, and in some instances the discussion degene
rated into a sterile nominalism, but for the field workers who 
followed in its wake, the problem served to highlight the inade
quacy of existing models for characterizing Polynesian societies. 
The issue reached a head in a sequence of publications by Murdock 
(1960) , Goodenough (1961), Sahlins (1963) , and Howard (1963) . 
The critical question is whether social systems of the Polynesian 
type are best considered as statistical models based upon actual 
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choices, mechanical models based upon ideology, or some other al
ternative. Murdock, perhaps the chief proponent of the statistical 
approach to social structure, asserted (1960:9) that such an ap
proach has "the enormous advantage of making possible the utiliza
tion of psychological principles and of scientific knowledge con
cerning the dynamics of cultural change in the interpretation of 
social systems". Sahlins accused Murdock of looking at social 
structure from "the inside out," and asserted that a more fruitful 
approach would be to examine it from "the outside in" (i.e., the 
relationship between units in a political system). From this point 
of view, according to Sahlins (1963:45) , "political groupings of 
descent order seem to form a continuum: dogma ranges between an 
extreme emphasis upon patriliny to a mere emphasis upon common 
descent (nonunilinear) groups." It was Goodenough, however, 
who laid the theoretical foundations for the most recent research. 
In responding to Murdock's 1960 article he (1961:1343) asserted: 

It is in high time ... that we develop a typology that is completely free 
of statistical and functional considerations, using only structural and 
formal ones, based on the criteria and principles by which people make 
membership decisions (as distinct from the kinds of alignments which 
tend to result from the making of these decisions under a particular 
set of stable conditions). 

Howard (1963), in analysing land tenure in Rotuma, criticizes 
the idea that societies can be adequately treated as uni-structural 
models. Following Goodenough he (1963:409) rejects the 
question " W h a t are the principles of social structure?" as inappro
priate and asks instead " W h a t are the principles that structure 
behavior under given circumstances?" Howard (1963:410) sug
gests that: 

Instead of conceiving of a society as having a social structure, ... we 
conceive of social behavior as being structured by participation in given 
activities within which behavioral choices ... are regular and predictable. 
Our "systems" would then best be regarded as activity systems, the 
relevant units being the principles ... that are predicative of choice 
among behavioral alternatives. 

In analyzing Rotuman land tenure in this manner he focuses 
upon the dynamics of usufruct, succession, transactions, and dis
putes, and documents the extent to which the principles involved 
are reflected in the ideological model held by the Rotumans. Other 
recent work on land tenure in Polynesian societies has followed 


