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CULTURE CONTACT AND THE JOHN FRUM MOVEMENT ON TANNA

NEW HEBRIDES

As he is called in the New Hebrides pijin, "Man Tenna" has
had, wsince the advent of Captain Cook, on.&ugust 6th 177, close to
two hundred years contact with the white man's culture, The detailed
study of this contact, if not a redlly revealing one, is nevertheless
one of the most 1nterest1ng chapters of the history of culture con=- -
tact in Melanesia, ,

‘Tanna is a volecanic: 1sland mountainous at the north and the
south ‘with rich 'and densely 1nhab1ted tablelands in the middle. The
sea approaches are of coral formation on the western coast: of vol-
°  ecanic rock on the sastern coast which boasts a diminutive and tame
' volcano,., Streams are numerous, but in most cases, dry up before get-
ting very far and rarely come down to the sea, o

The population actually of 6.950 -inhabitants, ag far as T
could make out, Has been steadlly grOWlng in numbevs durlng at 1east
the lasttwenty years, . ,

" The first contacts made by the native people were with adven=
turers and fortune-seekers of all kinds, whalers, dealers in aleohol,
fire-arms and ammunition whieh they traded for béche de mer, sandal—
wood, sulphur and coconubt oil. Tradition says it was a time of strife,
of unforgiving wars and of. great loss of ‘1life; violent death was e
normal one for mah, Very little is known of these times as. very
little has ‘been written: about them, .

The 31tuatlon became clearer and somewhat more sbtable in re-
latlon with what had beenheppening until then, when the sandalwood
era: ended and ‘the Presbyterlan form of Christian m1331onsand the
building of. copra as the basas of the new money economy to be were
establlshed. : .

The early hlstory of Lhrlstlanlty on the lsland may . be said -
to give the key for the times ahead. It was a very troubled and ‘
difficult establishment, after the death of John Williams on Eromango’,
8ix Samoan teachers and one’ of their wives, two Huropean Missiona=-
ries, two missionaries wives and one child died before any successful
Ohrlstlan settlement could be spoken of, these being commenced in
1869 at Port Resolution and EWamera They all died from sickness and
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curiously only one man died a martyr to his falth a native of the
island, Numwahyan of Lenakel at a much later date in 1899,

Christianity took thlrty years to gain somethlng of a foot=-
hold on the island, During these thirty years missionaries came in
and out, feeling more or less all the time that their lives were in -

- danger, and being now and then unable to bear the strain, Grown wise
the second generation of missionaries gained some foothold and wor=
ked quietly tutoring their first followers, Men such as Neilson, Watt
and Frank Paton were patient people. Their first baptisms took them
twelve years (1881) to negociate, They tried their way, seeking
friendship as a means of advancing their cause, campaigning against
- the Queensland slave labour traffic, buying small plots of land for
- . the establishment of mission posts, striv1ng to organize peace on
- the island through persuasion., No "Man Tenna"™ will speak against them,
“although they were. intolerant, often hasty in their dealings with
. native custom and the most hateful agpects of its the traditional
‘whore whose job was the young man's-sexual 1nitiat10n and the drin-
king of Xava. The m1831onary was then relatlvely a rich man, his sa-
. lary being a good . one 1£&00 sterling - moreover, he received from
“the friends of the mission in Scotland, Australia and New Zealand = -
valuable goods such as cloth or European clothes which he could give .
away from time to time and thus gein valuable prestige. Which was a
mouch better method of gaining friendship than. the threat of the eter-
‘nal flre freely made use of by his native teachers.

A The next generation of m1381onar1es brought in around. 1900
young, energetic and harsh men, Macm1llan and Dr., Nicholson who set
- themselves to the task of realising a ‘wholly Christian Tanne in a
matter of a few years. This brought a time of erisis between the ,
Christians and the heathen, between the missiomaries and the traders, -
and between the two national powers, France and EBngland, striving .
" to add the New Hebrldes each to its own sphere of 1nfluenee.~

During the preceding years, laymen had come to Tanna more or
© less on the side of the Mission, but on trading business. At one time,’
. - there were up to three of them onﬁhe island Forlong, Carruthers and
- McKenzie traders at all times when they-were not ‘doing some evange= ..

~ lising work of their own, Traders they were, on their own account, e
" and maybe because of that they failed to get any hold on the people'*
~thete is nothing to tell us ‘that the commercial deals they made were
not similar to those of their non-Presbyterlan colleagues, On the
other side, the missionaries, thinking in terms of a money economy
- for their converts, strongly encouraged the planting of coconuts on

.. a large scale. One can say that both on the production and on the

- commercial side, the mission was a pewerful elemsnt in the establish-'
ment of tThe cepra economy on Tanna. \ ‘ .

It 1s difficult tc hnow 1f the plan of haV1ng m1331onary




traders was recognised as a failure. In any case, the evangeélical

trader disappeared from the plcture at the time of Maecmillant's and
Nicholson'!s taking over 6 the mission work. In a way, their acti-~
vity started by a strugsle with the ordinary traders for influence

- over the native society.

It must be remembered that the first locally wrltten document

“of international value referring to Tanna is dated 1875, it being

a letter signed by the European residents, mostly Brltishers asking
for French protection, This letter is a s1gn of the times. Up to

‘now the European trader on Tanna plays any card which comes in help-

© ful. British traders will represent French firms and British firms
~will have locally French agents, any one nationality, that of the
‘man, or that of the incorporated society will be made use of as the
‘necessity requires. The only difference. to-day is that there remains
‘next to no quarrel between: the traders and: the m1s31on, whlch has 1ong
”forgotten 1tserstwhlle commercial temptatlon.

In readlng the publlshed m1361onary llterabure and ‘the unpu-"

;fbllshsd official correspondence between the missionaries and the

. 'British side of the New Hebrides admlnlstratlon, and remembering
'regsons which were often given by the missionaries to explain the
- glowness .of their work, one gets the impression that two external .

factors were at least partly responsible for the mission policy in ’

_‘the first years of our century. Presbyterlan churches at home were
~dired of this hard island, .of the so many years of missionary labour '

" with so very few results to show; as a consequence of this feeling,
© . Tunds were. comlng in lesser. amounts' results had now to be-shown to

| keep up the giving ferwour of the m1331on's friends and the Tanna
" mission had, as a body, the first feellng that 1n same ways at least

\ifjflt should try to become self—supportlng.

- The prudent anﬂ seemlngly wigse attltude of the older m1531ona«

. ries was discarded and the christian conquest of the island was orge-

v . pized politically., It must be said that the young native Chrisfian

‘communities, with their tendency to be more intolerant than their

- masters, were quite ready for-the new policy and put into 1t much

- of the aggre331veness it came to bear. h

These Chrltlan groups were made of coastal communltles which

- had the only workable anchorages of the island: Port Resolutlon, ‘White
* sands, Wa93131 Ienakel, Kwamera . They wele the first to have come
in contact w1th the whlte man and now the principal ones to suffer

from the acts of the recruiters, plying their trade at the time for

the benefit of ‘the- neW'settlers on Efate or Espiritu Santo, or the

‘young mining concerns in New Caledonis . Dissatisfied with the traders
~whom they already accused .of cheatlng them, resentful of the women -
'recr01t1ng activities indulged in mostly by the masters of French:

A‘“shlps they were ready t0 lean. on the mission, as much to resist Eu-

ropean intruders as to push into polltlcal and rellglous subm1s31on

' ] thelr stlll heathen nelghbours Nbreovef tnere wes a general feellng




that it was time some law and order was established on Tanna to pub
a stop to the persistent killings of native wars and guarantee the
lives and belongings of the Buropean residents. There was at that time
no Government to take on the job; the two Resident Commissioners in
Vila were still haggling over minor disputes and the Condominium
administration had not yet been formslly organised. So the missiona-
ries took upon themselves the establishment of law and order; it can
be said that they gave the thinking and the guidance, but left their
most trusted followers, Brown at Port Resolution, Kourare at White-
.sands and Loohmae, at Lenakel, more or less at liberty to act accor-
- ding to thelr own. views 1n the practical carrying out. ‘

» . This was the time of the so~called Tanna law, The Christian
wchlefs presided over native courts Whlch enforced an unwritten and

strict moral code: no wars, no fighting to settle quarrels, no thie-

. ving, no adultery, no drinking of Kavaj the use of the cuséomary

-~ prostitute and the practising of death—magic were banned. Most of

) . these measures had popular appeal and were agreed to more or less
‘. generally, But the wcolusdawing of the prostltute and of Kava drinking

inflamed the heathens, who resisted, at times violently, the enforcing
?'of ‘the court's declslons on these polnts. o

The Gourts had pollce for arrestlng the culprlts In the mat—
ter of a few years their action, in the relation with the frequent
visits of men-of-war, praciically put a stop to warring as a way of
getting justice, The ioubtlawing of the prostltute, if unpopular, was
“rather easy to enforce in the coastal districts. But as regards Kava,
+the situation was different and the forbidding of the carrying of
Kave roots on the roads oubraged the pagan group. Another aspeet of
the question was the punishment 1nflictéd, fines which were used for
church purposes, compulsory work on the cuttlng of horse~tracks ‘
across the island; the generous amount of flogglng done by the over- -
enthusiastic pollce was made use of by the Christian ehlefs to force
any kKind of culprits 1nto conversien.‘vul S

Once the effect. of the satlsfactory stop to the 1nternecine

“wars had somewhat worn out, the aspect of the native courts used as
. a political weapon, where bhrlstlan judges sat over the cases of hea—
~then culprits whose condemnation they had decided in advance, this
~unfavourable side of the picture came out strongly in the mlnds of
" the people. They came to be so aroused about the. issue, getting
"traders to write letters for them to the Government in Vila, that
. finally it ended with the sending of a formal deputation to the two
‘Resident Comm1551oners who then jointly d601ded the app01ntment of .
‘@ Condominium district agent on Tanne (1912).

: The first agent a Mr, Wllkes a. man with legal tralnlng, got
*very guickly in trouble with the m1351onar1es, ‘because of their ex-
" traneous activities nullifying any :of his attempted actions to deal
\with the heathen on the basis of the tradltlonal custom. The haggling




between the missionaries and the traders was replaced by strained
relations between Wilkes .and Macmillan or Nicholson. In 1915, Wilkes
got an Officer's Commission in the Army and a new Agent was sent
Mr, Nicol who was to rule the island until his death in 1o44, thls
time in close co~operat10n with the Presbyterian mission,

It is ev1dently impossible in the little time at our disposal

. to go through all the incidents, some at high level, between Paris

and London, which filled up the years of the "Tanna Law" and the fimt
years of the direct Condominium administration. One 1mportant deve~-
. lopment has nevertheless to be mentioned; in 1914, the campaign of
the Presbyterian mission to prersuade the natives to let their land
- be surveyed and put in the trust of the Mission., There had been talk
~-of partition of the New*Hebrldes. Netive land going over to the Miss.

' sion would be a valuable asset in partition discussions; in any case,
74t would help prevent any land grabbing on the part of traders or

.. settlers to come, The land which was taken in trumb, not so important

" ag it could have been, so great was the! spbositlon dn the native sidk,.

is to-day let at a nominal rate (4 shillings per year) to the pre- .

"~ vious native owners; the lease stlpulates that under no clrcumstances
could heathen practlces be held on trust land.

: Ehis dlrect 1nterest in 1and metters was another facet of the
~activities of the mission, Internecine wars had left a legacy of land
quarrels, Macmillan decided that the situation should be cleared and
- definitely so; his stated pollcy, for which he got official approval,
was recognltion of -land occupation, that is land conquest in some
cases, as it stood at the time of the Mission's coming, This was in

','Acontradictlon with native custom which does notrecognise military

‘conquest but only very temporary occupation; land must be hended back

. .bo its traditiomal owners, against formal preseantation of gifts for

?‘hav1ng looked after it, as a result of negotietions which can last .
. over years, BEach of the land troubles settled in his way at the time
by Maemillan, and later confirmed by decisions of thé Distriet Agent,

""are still to-day a thorn in everybody's side and partidularly the

~administrationts and the Missionts., As a matter of fact, at Lenakel
~and Whitesands, the first Christians were in each case conquerors
and thus got OfflClal backing for the land-grabbing of their own in
" which they felt they could now 1ndulge Wlth the uneonsclous com~
pllclty of the M1331on. ’ ' ‘ oo

All this actlve prosecutlon of Man Tanm@s Christlanisatlon

-~ lasted until 1920,’when the  Missionaries could sit down and conso=
lidate their conquest, Except for a few difficulties about divoreces
granted by the District Agent Mr, Nicol's administration gave full

- satisfaetion to the Missionaries who'#id not have more to attend to
the preservation of law and order. Adultery was severely punishedj
the last prostitute was married, and although' it had theoretical

, legal recognition, polygamy was banned from the island., The Mission's
«;‘~land pollcy was sustained and Nicel went on With their pollcy of




regrouping people in large villages. Mr, Nicol's time lasted for the
best of a quarter of a century, ending with his violent death on the
island in 1944, Inasmach as the administrative reports. he sent were
few, the greater part of his time seemed to have been a happy one as
we say in FPrench "happy people do not have any hlstory" Nevertheless,
it ended in a klnd of flasco, W1th the outburst in 1940 of the John
Frunm movement \

The 1940-53 so-oalled John Frum happenlngs seemed to have come
“as a shock, and until now, no one has related them to any previous

- events. As faohsgo, there evidently had been 31gns of the change to
come, ,

It seems that at the height of the Mission's influence, around
1920, the. proportion of Presbyterian converted natives to the hea-

"'.then was of nearly four to one, about 4.000 against 1.500, The Pagan

remmants were scattered in small groups in the north and along the
central ridge of the island, Organised opposition to the Church Had
practically disappeared. Nevertheless, from Nicol's first years and
-over ndarly two decades, until the mass desertion of May 1941, one
- could notice signs of growing disaffection towards the M1331on. The
individual disgruntled people took the habit of going bhack to Kava
- drinking which was no more out-lawed. Entire local groups quietly
_-got out and stayed out of the Mission. The presence, after 1930 of

 a French District Agent, jointly responsible with Nicol, gave the

~ native people the assurance that there was little risk left in lea~
‘wv1ng the Ohurch.‘Important Christlan villages broke up for good.

" In 1952 the. settllng on Tanna of the Seventh Day.Adventlst

x,;'M1ssion, brought the matter to a Ffirst climax, whole communities

~.leaving the Presbyterian for the other Mission; in many cages, they .

Y were old opponents of the Presbyterians, who had only been convertedr

_of late when they thought no other way open to them, In the words
“of Nicol, "all the trouble-makers went Seventh Day'Adventist“ ~that

k f7-~1s all those who had & grudge and saw a hope in following thls dy-
’~Q‘namlc rioh and apparently powerful M1331onary body., o

. At the same tlme, in 1935 the Marist Fathers too,‘establlshed
a ﬁ1331on Post on Tamna, but with little success,. .

) In 1939, Nicol gives the follow1ng numbers for the island as

‘a whole; Presbyterians: 3.38l; S.D.A.: 656; Catholics: 9%2; Heathen:

- 16594 ,At this time, the unrest between the two Missions, Presbyterlans
" and -Sevehth Day‘Adventlsts, had cooled down, At the beginning of o
- 1940, Nicol complains of too much Kava drinking even inside Christian
‘groups Uphappy war events had resulted in a slump in the price of

copra-and production was very low, At the end of the year, the Dis-

. triet Agent got annoyed with persistent . rumours of the existence of

a supernatural being, John Frum by name, who, it seems had made wild

.promises about a golden age to come soon, the preamble of which was

. the abandonment of Christianity. The drinking of Kave. and the shed-

ding of Buropean produced customs, particularly of money, which was ;1

to be spent to the last farthlng, if not thrown in the sea., It seems




that all this talk had been g01ng on, spreading slowly for at least
three years., Nicol's interest in it, once both missionaries and tra-
ders had bhecome alarmed, and the subsequent repression brought the
affair to a climax, On the 1lth May 1941, Nicol being on Aneytwum,
and it being said that his launch had capsized, nobody was present
&t the normal Sunday office in the Ienakel Presbyterlan Mission
Church. The Missionary, then on léave, later found on his return,
his flock reduced to seven men, Teachers, elders and ordinary church

- -members had all "gone John Frum", and started drinking Kava on the

old rltual grounds They will never come back.,.

On the Whitesands side of the Island, there remained a small

L: group of faithful: ninety-one communicants instead of 900 in Mr,.

. Macmillan's time, The big Christian villages disappeared from the
- wap, having dlSlntegrated into small groups, each of which had gone .
‘ to live on 1ts tradltional land,

As regards the admlnlstratlve 31de, only one assessor - an
- assesgor would be the equivalent of the paramount chief elsewhere -

' Koukare of Whitesands remained behind the District Agent, whose care-

ful organisation of the Island had too disappeared overnlght It
seemed to every white man there that man Tanna had united in an anti-
white front. This fear and Nicol's own annoyance at the whole affair,
made for the drastic repression, Buunch after bunch of previously
honoured leaders were sent into exile and to jail on Efate, some of
whom were not to come back until seven years later, It must be sald
<there was no 1ntimation of r331stance to the arrests. :

, Nieol thought he would kill the story in exnosing, tied to

Qa coconut tree the man given to him as the one posing as John Frum,
Unfortunately, the real culprit had not been caught such and everyone
knew ManeheWi had been handed to the Dlstrict Agent to put a stop to

hlS enqulry.

( The repre531on brought only a- temporary lull. The coming of

" the American troops to the New Hebrides was hailed as John Frum's
‘doing and raised great hopes. Happily, at that stage, the greater
part of the male adult population volunteered to go to Vila and work
for their American friends, which kept them out of mischief, Some
digillusion about the Amerlcan troops helping, the matter seemihgly
'had eooled down some of the exiles were even repatriated. .

In Octobér 1943, Nicol comlng back from 1eage was faced w1th

' & new outburst, In the north of the island, until then apparently
gulet, a new leader was having an aerodrome built, in the name of
John Frum, to enable the new God's planes to land w1th their cargoes
of soldiers. This new version of the movement was organized on very .
modern lines; compulsory labor and armed guards. Nelawiyang, the

, leader, haV1ng comg::- down to Lenakel to see Nicol, and being held
“in jail, an armed expedition came to his rescue, and for half a day -
.the Dlstrlct Agent had good reason to be 1i6ve hlS life was in danger.
The sending of mllltary relnforcements from'vlla was necessary +to. .




repress the rising. The punlshments however were the less harsh than
in the prev1ous 1nstance, .

Nothing happened. next until 1947 when a few beople reided an
European store at Whitesands to destroy coloured price labels; a
vision had told ons of them John Frum did not want any colour except
black and white, The very severe. repression was this time the res-

- pongibility of the new French District Agent

At this stage, a neW'ldea began” to bear on the mlnds, parallel
~ to the myth of John Frum, the organization of co-operatives, the
existence of which, if realized, would help the natives out of the -

- hands of the loeal traders. A first try, which very soon fell flat,
wes:Organized on a large scale with the co-operatlon of an European
~who, after a feW'weeks, let down the Fhow to set himself up as an
;1ndependant trader. . : , ‘

L After the death of Nleol in 124 hlS 301nt French and Bri~
o tlsh successors reorganized the adminletratlon of the Island with

. most of the assessors being ex-John Frum secondary leaders. The con-
secration thus given to the. persondl ambitions of a few influential
men, probably helped to consolidate the 1lull which went on unbil ,
1952, On the other srde, this was too,a time of consolidation for -
“the” John Frum new paganism, The new heathen groups, settled down in. ,
their diminutive ‘villages, Kava drinking became more orderly, being
‘restricted to adults. Dancing was no more an everyday haphazard al=-

. Tair, but organized either on a big gcale in the frame of the. cere~
-~ monial eomplex of the: nekow1ar, or only for such ‘events as were con-
. s8idered as tradltionally warrantlng it: name-giving eeremonies, cir-

‘1fﬁ‘cumelsion, marriage,.end of the mournlng perlod, first fruits cere-~
\ - mony. The garden magle was . relntroduced ‘on a big scale. But compared

,a‘wutb.the pre-war. perlod there was 1ittle talk of the actlon of o

~[‘death-maglc.;,:e

- In the Whitesands area Where & full return to prev1eus pagan
| ‘eondltlons wag 'difficult, owWing’ to the lack of knowledge in a number
ol 1nstanees, the people trled out -a loose: affiliation with the Catho-
- lic Mission, coupled with dances and kava drinking. Moreover it was
hoped that the larist Father ceuld eventually be used te placate the
‘French Dwstrict Agent./‘ : o ‘ :

o In July 1952 a series of gudgments spelt terms of up to three.
years -jail bo 'a number of natives for having endangered public . order.
These decisions had followed a 301nt visit of the two Resident Com- -

.. missioners, who were under the impression that events which might
‘have been grave had only just been- prevented The happenlngs were

clreumscrlbed to the Lenakel area, o , ‘

ICRRPOTI A sick Woman, Nowanae by name, had the V131on of her husband*s
’udead 1ather, come to. take her away to. Ipay, the subterranean land of
the dead. Helped by her husband and her father who spat on her the
xneeessary chiewed. magle leaves, she came back to life A few days




later came a new vision this time of an unknown being called Sam
Niké&ru, After her recovery, she did not see him any more, but only
heard his voice, She thus got to have the reputation of a clair-
voyant, a clever as they say Pidjin: her reputation was enhanced once
she had revealed an adultery affair of which no one knew, Her success
seems to have started a craze. Nowanae's husband, too, started to

- have visions of this same Sam Nikéru. Another woman had visions of

- her dead son. This was normal enough in the natlve society, but it
had been unheard of for a long time,

: At the end of Eebruary 1952, at a name--g:w1nb dance at Loone-‘
lapén, the village of one of the principal assessors of the lsland

. Nagat, a number of people revealed having had similar visions; one
of them being about a person called Jack Navy whose name was, if I -

o am note mlstaken, taken from a cigarette advertisement. The gist of

S.oall this was that warships had come from the land of the dead and

. were, for the present, staying at the bottom of the sea. They would.
" soon come to the surface, They were evidently the warships of John -

Frum and the long-awaited day of his glory seemed near. Scouts were

".-sent'to the top of a hill and they reportéd back having seen lights

on the sea. The next day everybody, men from eight different tribal
_groups, went down closer to the sea and awaited the coming of: the .
warshlps. They hid@ in the bush by day and reassembled at night. No-
body was to go to buy in the stores except on permission of the el-
ders. It had been said, by an old man, noklam, who had an old repu- -
tation of clairvoyance, enhanced by the Tact he was from the south
of the Isdand, that the visions were true, that out of the warships
would come a man ~with long hair following the custom of* Tanna, and
the body entlrely covered with leaves of nesey, odoriferocus plant

the leaves of which are normally worn in armlets on ceremonial occa=-
sions. In February the young men and even children wore such’ armlets
every day and this aroused comment which went to the French and Bri-
tish District Agents, The collective expectation: lasted for nearly

a month and a half; then the meeting broke -down, nothing having come
and the general. fear of administrative action helping the leaders, at
first obliged to follow their. peeple, to disband them now, At the
beginning of June everybody had gone back and the situation was calm,
It is then only that factual denunc1atlons enabled the ulstrlct Agents
to strike, - ‘ ‘ -

S In the Dlstrlets more to the south Wlld storles on the same
thems had circulated, too, and the. respon31ble ones for the rumours
‘were severely punished. On the Whitesands side, the elders of the
Sulphur Bay people, only just back home after seven yearsth exale

wers sent back to Bfate, for not having abandoned, if not their con-’
vietions, at least Tfor having expressed them agaln in. the terms of
the now long-cherlshed myth of John Frum. B

1 The problem, whlch to-day faees the obsevver and ‘the - admlnls-




10

tration, is best given by the double aspect of the affair: thirteen
years at least of existence and twelve years of more or less intense
and apparently useless administrative repression.

‘ The situation in which the people were placed and the way in
which they reacted towards it, can evidently give us the reasons which
- conditioned the existence of the movement itself.

. A hundred years of progressive Christianisation and forty
~years of direct administrative control had broughtio the people very
"1ittle they considered of value to them, very little to help them

in the daily problems of their material life., On one side: suppres-
~sion of dances end feasts, suppression of the tradition of prostitu-
tion, of polygamy, of kava drlnking, partially-successful attempts

of suppressing any form of magic, On the positive side: establishment
of peace; action against the abuses of recruiters and traders; both
elements being of a temporary value t6 the mind of the people and of

. very slight importance to the actual generation: the teaching of 1i~

teracy in the vernacular, and up to a certain extent some teaching
- of English. The building of huts with elevated plaited bamboo or cane
work, instead of having the roofs slidlng down to the ground.

On the. debit side: no provision of water in a land where it is

a rare thing, despite the Mission's teaching of the rules of hysziens.
which, of course, involved the use of large quantities of water; there
was the money arvailable and willing labour to build tanks but nobody
‘aver cared to give the necessa gftechnlcal and organizing help. No
valuable teaching of éenglish or“the arts and craftsﬁ the people
would have liked their children to learn: it is only now that the.
Presbytarian native teachers are tought the art of making very s1mple
furniture. With the exception of copra, no new crop introduetion; the
- people had been taught to satisfy their money wants through copra= -

making but were left without any other answer than passivness, non-
‘ productlon, when there was a slump in the - prlces.

, The tentative polltlcal organizatlon put up by the m1331on,
with its character of autonomy towards the rest of the European or-

ganization in the Islands, was replaced by district administration.

of a rather heavy kind: two. Luropean Dlstrlct.&gents for less than .
seven thousand natlve people, : :

It must be sald that .if both the Presbyterlan Mission and the‘
Condominium Government seemingly erred in the organization of this .
islands admlnlstratlon, they had good justification for that; the
- fraditional political struecture is so scattered and “atomlstle“ that .
something had to be done about it. When the Missionaries tried to find
- who were the Tanna equivalents of the Dolyne51an chiefs they had
experlence of they were confronted Wlth a 51tuat10n where one man
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in ten was claiming chiefly rank(l). Bven if they had recognised the
implications of such a state of things, they were bound to make a
choice, for the sake of the practlcalness of their work. It is a case
of a few ambitioms individuals recognising the possibilities of the
new christian set up, and of the Missionaries leaning,too heavily on
their fizat converts, and being incapable of remsining neutral in
the former's very secular quarrels,

Then came the administration andbnatlve polltlcal structure
it superimposed upon the tradltional one, not without 8uccess.

. The fault of the chosen solutlon was that theoretlcally, all
had to go through the hands of the District Agent, and that the
-powers of his local native representatlves had never been fixed;

- they were, in fact, only meant to be his assessors at “the native tri-

“vubunal This organlzatlon left the people no other hope of attaining

‘:‘autonomy in their local affairs, then without or against the condo- .
minium sbtructure. One could even say that any amount of local autoe
‘nomy had to be acquired against the Mission whose hierarchical struc-

" %ure: pastors, teachers, elders, nominated and directéd by the Mis-

- sionary, was very closely patterned on the local cChristian society,
as organized inside the€ villages, modelled by the MlSSlon's and the
Admlnlstratlon s influence, ‘

Thus any new step, in the absence of any hope .of betterlng ,
" their material life, had to be directed towards recovering political
autonomy at the lowest level. This was almost obtained through the :
abandonment of the Mission and the breaking up of the Christian Vll-‘
lages. The years passed have helped to reorganize, in a traditionsl
way, what had seemed to be at a time an almost anarchous state of

o affalrs.

To-éay the Condominlum,Government is more or 1ess oon81dered '
as a nulsance although as an eX1st1ng fact which must for the pre-
sent be taken into account Natlve 1eaders are 1nfluent1al and

(l) These S0 called “chlefs" are of two klnds"f

- yeremeré (yelmalﬁ) ‘who boast the prerogatlve of C&TPYlng,‘
helped by their people, very high plumed head dresses
"called kwWeriya. They are the more numerous and yleld very.
Clittle apparent political power, T

- yani i niko (yani i néngo = master of the canoe) whose priv1lege
is of speaklng on the matter of peace of war. ‘Negociations.
pertaining to this vital problem must go through them, and
some of these offlce holders appear to be 1nfluent1al over

- wide areas, . ‘ ‘ )




bopular only in as much as they play along with the District Agents,
~to the best of the interests of their people, that is #heyx strive to
reduce in the greatest possible measure the practlcal role of the
European Administrators.

We have just spoken of a reorganization of the native society.
Afber Moy 1941 this was done with a very traditional bias: the Pres-
byterian Christian Soclety with its hierarchy of dignitaries under
the control of the missionaries was replaced by the normsl ilelanesian
gerontocracy with an insistence on the traditional sets of feasts,
dances and pig-killings, where the important people come to the fore,
but with very little predomlnance anywhere of an individual man.

The desertion of the mission came as the crux of a long deve- -
loping crisis, for which the John Frum myth gave what was considered
an answer, Its irrational aspects hides certain faets about it from
us. We know "John Frum". or "John Brown“ the one who will ®broom" the
white man out of the Islands, is said to be the reincarnation of the
former god, Karapenmum, whose name was 1nvoked in the last century
by the enemies of Chrwstlanlsatlon.

‘This gives us the link: the message of John Frum.prOV1ded for
decisions, for acts which were already in the minds of people and
. for which some had already shown the way. The myth here gave an op~
" portunity for the crystallization of long kepb-down feelings, and as
- far as can be seen, helped towards a positive, if very partlal solu-
tion. Moreover who could say that John Frum did not exist when the
whole Island had followed his word? Under his new form, the god had
provided for the first organic structure of the movement, by the
appointment of se-called "ropes™, messengers who carrled hlS words -
and thus were his local representatlves. In the same Way, be they .
at Sulphur Bay with the sons of John Frum or at Ikolau-in the north
‘with the building of an aerodrome, the later versions of the myth
fitted in with the loecal conditions, or followed the necessities of
a moving picture, offering in each case, if not a way out of the

~ problem, at least a frame work in which "the 1ife of the movement

could be further organized;on a military like basis for instance, or
kept alive through the act1V1t1es of a team of youngsters when the
older people were all in eX1le. o ‘

: In the llttle space at my dlsposal it is not pOSSlble to
~discuss the general problem of cargo cults at large. I would like
only to stress omé final point, This is the value of the myth for s
-Melanesian society in tran81tlon,not only as a way out of the problems
- felt, but in the first instance as a means of apprehending the con=-
tact 31tuatlon, when the white ran responsible has revealed his in~
capacity to offer s rational solution whieh would have seemed of
value to the people. In this case at least it is as if "Man Tanna"
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had only accepted Christianity and European supremacy as a temporary
state of things, as a solution to the mecessities of change which
could any day be reviewed and rejected.

Institut Francais d'Oceésanie
Janvier 1954
J. Guiart




