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INTRODUCTION

Trobriand kinship is of continuing interest. This paper
is concerned with a cultural description of the rules of how
persons and groups are defined as kin, from non-kin, in the
Trobriands., Such rules stem from the meanings of three rather
pervasive symbols in Trobriand culture which I have chosen
to study: 'blood', 'spirit’', agd ‘land'.

Publiéhed analyses of Trobriand kinship have in large
measure been models which were based upon whatever ideas the
analyst happened to think "kinship" was all about. For -
Malinowski, for example, "kinship" was the "social recognition
of biological facts" (Schneider 1972: 46). The "basic facts"
of Trboriand kinship--the nuclear family, marriage, sexual
intercourse, incest, and so forth--were experiénced in the
“initial situation" of the family. Certain feelings and .
psycho-biological meanings became attached to the peréons
who are called by kin terms used in the family and extended
into a person's wider social world. T ’

- In Leach's case (1958), Trobriand "kinship" is alil
about social categories of persons and groups who are related
through common residence, economic affiliation, and a kind
of spatial-temporal ecological patterning. Though Leach
states that residental grouping, and the meaning of such
grouping, is just as important a factor as genealogical
affiliation and descent, his primary emphasis is placed on
the genealogical grid (Leach 1958: 143). Trobriand kinship
classification, with an emphasis upon statistically signifi-
cant concrete behaviors , instead of jural rules, is his
preoccupation.

, Lounsbury's model of Trobriand kinship is concerned
with working out the dimensions of the referent "types" of
genealogical kin classifications. For Lounsbury, working
out the rules for determining how persons are placed on the
genealogical grid, is his goal. One of the problems with



Lounsbury's approach is that he assumes that a kin term
has only one meaning, i.,e., that it denotes either a prim-
ary or secondary referent "type”, Of course hounsbury
admits that there may be other referents. But he claims
that these are non-genealogical, and that they thus con-
stitute kinship, or quasi-kinship rules which are still
explained through the use of the grid.

None of these writers, Malinowski, Leach, or Lounsbury,
have been interested inthe symbolic or cultural domain of
kinship. Each has had an gssential concern with the social
and cultural biology of "kinship". The representation of
the meanings of what comprises kin, versus, non=kin rules,
have therefore been defined a priori in these studies of
Trobriand "kinship". This is because each of the analysts
has had a predominant concern with the "bio=genetic premises
of a genealogical grid" (Schneider 1972: 37). Genealogical
concerns are based, ultimately, on the belief that "kinship”
is really about the facts of this singie aspect of the
system, and no others. Thus symbols, which may relate to
definitions of persons and groups as kin, distinguished
from non-kin, are ignored, for the most part. '

The analysis of symbols which follows, 1is primarily
1ntended to reveal how a cultural domain of *kinship" can
be carved out of the vast complexity of material surrounding
Trboriand culture as a whole. The level of analysis which is

of concern in the description is, consequently, that of
cultural rules or norms. Such rules are»derived from, and
represented in, the actual behavior of persons'in interaction.
But, actual behavior, defining the statistical instances of
adherence to norms, is not the concern in this paper. The
fules which stem from the meanings of symbols of various
contexts, and usages, in Trobriand culture, are the focus
of my account.

I claim that the construction of meaningful rules or
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norms out of these pervasive symbols, can be demonstrated

to culturally define certain persons, and groups of ﬁersons
as kin, as distinguished from non-kin in the Trobriands.

A Trobriand kinship construct is thus an adequete summary of
how certain symbols combine from the widest context of
Trobriand culture, to structure interaction, and produce
meaning in terms of the "kinship factor" in relationships

of groups, and persons.
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I, The symbol 'blood'

Blood is an important symbol in Trobriand culture. It
represents  a way in which people relate to each other as per-
sons and as members of social groups. Consanguineally der-
ived relations are spoken of in reference to one's mother (ina).
A mother is said to feed an infant inside her body with blood.
After it is born, she feeds the infant with the milk of her
breasts. "The mother makes the child out of her blood." Thus
jt follows that "brothers and sisters are of the same flesh
because they are of the same mothers" (malinowski 1929:4, 204;
1965: 36). "Same flesh" seems to mean therefore, that a
mother feeding her children through her blood and milk creates
the flesh of her offspring. They share in the same flesh.

The role which a father (tama) plays in the creation of
children is believed to be much different than that of the mother.
In certain contexts--particularly formal occasions when matters
"of land and other property are. being discussed--the procreative
~power of the father is denied (Powell 1956: 277-8). Father is
more properly dfined as "husband of my mother" (Malinowski 1929:
6). The role of the father as genitor is consequently played
down in formal situations, but as we shall see, a father is
necessAry in certain ways in order to legitimize relations

based upon the symbol of blood.

Though a father supposedly, in the Trobriand view, plays
no role as genitor in conception, the father does infiuence
the development and growth of a foetus. A father is said to
remove the physiological obstacle preventing the supernatural
impregnation of a woman by a spirit (baloma). The father does
this by opening and loosening the mother's vagina during inter-
course, The idea seems to be that regular intercourse with a
woman allows the supernatural impregnation to occur., Myth seems
to symbolize this idea. ‘

In the most important Trobriand myth, a woman, called
Mitigis or Bolutukwa, mopher of the legendary hero Tudava,



lives quite alone in a grotto on the seashore. One
day she falls asleep in her rocky dwelling, reclining
under a dripping stalactite. The drops of water pierce
her vagina, and thus deprive her of virginity. Hence
her second name, Bolutukwa: bo, female, prefix litukwa,
dripping water. (Malinowski 1929: 182).

This myth seems to emphasize several ideas which are related
to the beliefs surrourding intercourse and conception. One is‘
that repeated actions, like dripping water, and intercourse,
serve to allow for impregnation. The second idea is that men
are not necessary for conceptién;. a "natural" process-~like
dripping water--serves quite as well to "open the way" for the
‘spirit.

The father also contributes to conception because repeated
jntercourse acts to stop-up the flow of menstrual blood, push-
ing it into the head of a woman. The stopping-action is performed
by the repeated insertion and "pounding action" of the penis of
a man in his wife. This action is compared by the Trobrianders
to the pounding of betel nut with a mortar, producing a red de-
corative juice (Austin 1934: 102). Blood is stopped-up in the
woman's head, whereupon a reincarnated spirit is placed in her
head. Then an "effusion of biood" occurs, flowing in the head
and down into the abdomen (Malinowski 1929: 174). It is the
movement of blood which carries the spirit on its tide into the
‘womb that represents impregnation. Blood therefore nourishes
the child and builds its body, which is the reason why the stop-
page of the mentrual flow tells a mother that she is pregnantz
the foetus is "consuming” this blood, so to speak (Malinowski
1929: 174-5, Austin 1934: 109). | ' |

"Pregnancy is first diagnosed by the swelling of the breasts
and the darkening of the nipples" (Malinowski 1929: 211). About
mid-pregnancy, the abdomen becomes enlarged and a sexual taboo is
imposed upon the woman and her husband. The taboo is ' rigor-
ously observed since it is believed that the "penis would kill
the child" (1929: 212,.228). A woman moves to the house of her
parents or mother's brother, and her husband attends to her while



-3-

~ she is waiting to have the child. Trobrianders say that one

of the reasons that a husband stays near hiskwife at this time
is to keep her mind off of sexual relations with all men., We
may specualte consequently, that one reason that an unwed mother
is considered unfortunate is that she does not have a husband

to keep her mind off of sexual thoughts. Some other man, per-
haps her father or brother, must of necessity fill'in, which
creates difficulties, as we shall later see.

The birth of a child occurs after a woman has been living
with her husband for some months, and a spirit enters her head.
The child spirit (waywaya) is a reincarnated member of the same
groups of blood kin as that of the mother.l The spirit who
helps the child along however, is a spirit of either the mother
or father of the pregnant woman. It is first seen in a dream
of the expectant mother (Malinowski 1929: 211). '

It is important to understand the role which spirits play
in the birth of children. In making the transition from being
spirits, to being child spirits, a rejuvenation process occurs.
Spirits,-2ll of whom live on the island of Tuma in its underground
world, decide to join the.world of the living once again. Thus
it is believed that when spirits decide to return to the infant
stéte. they must first bathe in sea water, and following this,
they enter the sea and drift as spirit children to the shores of
the Trobriands. These spirit children are often times spoken of
as floating on logs, seaweed, and other debris on the ocean
surface. Here is Malinowski's account of such beliefs:

Tomwaya Lakwabulo (an informant) says: 'At night I hear
them wailing. Malinowski asks, 'What is it?*' °'Oh children,
the tide brings them in, they come.' Once here, "A spirit
sees it (the child spirit) is good looking. She takes it.
She is the spirit of the mother or father of the pregnant
woman (nasusuma). Then she puts it on the head or in the
hair of the pregnant woman, who suffers headache, vomits,
and has an ache in the belly. Then the child comes down
into the belly, and she is really pregnant. (Malinowski
1929: 172-3).

Since there are two spirits involved in the supernatural im-
pregnation, it is reasonable to ask which is the "real cause" of
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of childbirth, the spirit child or the spirit? According

to Malinowski, a child born by a woman is aid to be "given

by the spirit (baloma). The spirit child is thought to have
some will of its own in the process, but it does not seem pos-
sible, in my view, to say anything more about this on the

basis of the available literature (Malinowski 1929: 174). It

is possible to add a footnote however. It is clear that the
spirit has a definite and active role in impregnating a woman,
The spirit child is either not as autonomous or is more passive.
‘A related belief confirms this idea. Spirit children can be
"captured" sometimes. Wooden pales, which are filled with sea
water, are sometimes placed overnight in the hut of a woman who
wishes to conceive. The child spirit, if .it happened to have
been drifting on the water at the time, is thus "caught". But
such water, it is important to note, is certain not to contain
a .child spirit unless it is fetched by either the woman's
brother or mother's brother (Malinowski 1929: 176). Such an
active intervention in the supernatural realm of a woman's
conception, is directly opposed to any intervention or partici-
pation - in her actual sexual affairs or marriage by either
her brother or other maternal kin.

Thus far I have concentrated on the role of a woman in the
formation of a child, and the contribution of the spirits in the
impregnation. The role which the father plays in the development
and maturation of the child must now be examined, to see in what
terms the father is defined.

Though a father plays no formal role in creating the flesh
and blood of the child, he does play a formal role in:"moulding"
the physique‘of the child. People say that the children of a
man's wife should physically resemble him.(Malinowski 1929: 204).
On the other hand it is considered to be unpardonable bad manners
to tell a man he resembles his mother, sisters or brothers, and
generally, any maternal kin. The principle explanation given in
Trobriand formal dogma is- that as a father lies with one's mother
and the couple sit together, the child is “"moulded" in the image
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of the father. Again, it is believed that the child's body

is "warmed by the father's body" (Austin 1934: 112). A father's
repeated actions of copulating with the child's mother, and loving
and caring for the child, are said to also "coagulate the face

of the child" (Malinowski 1929: 204). The physical resemblence
which develops between. the child and its father is not transi-
tory but permanent, just as the flesh and blood which the child

is ‘formed -of remains a pérmanent part of the child.

Thus, after a man's death, his kinsmen and friends will
come from time to time to visit his children in order to
"see his face in theirs". They will give them presents
sit looking at them and wailing. (Malinowski 1929: 2075

Physical resemblence thus seems to be based upon the regular
cohabitation of a man and a woman, in addition to the couple
spending a great deal of time together. But physical resemblence
derives from the fact that because a man holds an exclusive sex-
ual relationship with a woman, he also holds definite obligations
of loving and caring for her children. Such acts seem to physic=-
ally mold the appearance of a child.

Though mothér's blood is believed to unite siblings, and
physical appearance derives from the mother's husband, it is
insulting to link these two ideas together in reference to some-
one. - For-example, it is insulting to say of a man that he res=
sembles his mother, brothers or sisters, or generally anyone
related by blood to him through his mother, as previously stated.
This is called “"To-defile-by-comparing-a-kinsmen-to-his-face" .
(taputaki migila) (Malinowski 1929:205). It is considered both
bad language and insulting to say, for example, "thy face thy
sister's". Such an insult would have necessitated either a
fight'betweeh the two men so involved, or suicide on the part of
the insulted man (a woman would never be thus wronged) (Malinow-
ski 1929: 486-7).

It is clear that Trobrianders place a great deal of importance
in keeping strictly seperated the ideas of shared flesh and blood,
which are gained from one's mother, and physical resemblence, which
is gained from one's father. In order to understand how these



jdeas are used to differentiate kin from non kin on the basis
of the symbol 'blood', it will be necessary to turn to the
cohabitation of men and women in marriage. This will enable us
to further define the roles of mother, father, son, and daughter,
and the relationships between the persons occupying such roles.
A "legitimate union" of a man and a woman-as husband and
wife creates a cohabitation group in the Trobriands. "Legitimate
union" means, in Trobriand culture, that two sweethearts or
lovers (lubaygu) "sleep together" (imisiva)with each other emduringly
and forever. Sleeping together is much different than having
"mere intercourse" (kayta), or adulterous relations (Malinowski
1929: 68, 501), Malinowski's discussion of morality makes this
clear:’ S
o The use of this verb ("to sleep together") also emphase-
sizes the lawfulness of the relation, for it is used in
talking of sexual intercourse between husband and wife
- or of such relations as the speaker wishes to discuss
- seriously and respectfully. An approximate equivalent in
English would be "cohabit". (1929: 68) ‘

" Legitimate cohabitation based upon the symbol of sleeping
together or having regular sexual relations, thus binds.people
together in a cohabitation group, which in anthropological.terms
may be glossed a conjugal-natal family. The sexual relations
between a husband and wife are rather formally structuredmin.
Trobriand culture, in a sense. Before marriage, the sexual
pleasure which a man receives from his lovers is on each occasion
repaid with some small "gift". When the couple decide to marry,
they receive the consent of each of their families, whereupon
they cohabit for a night in the house of the man's father. After-
this act, the terms husband (mwala) and wife (kwava)are use by
the cohabiting partners as reciprocal terms of address. Marriage
changes their sexual relationship in that the sexual pleasures
which a man receives are no longer repaid in small "gifts" but
rather in terms of certain services which the husband performs for

his wife and her children (latu).
What are the functions of marriage and cohabitation in deéfin-



