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METHOD AND HISTORY OF A MULTIDISCIPLINARY FIELD PROJECT 
POPULATION AND RESOURCES OF SOUTH GUADALCANAL, 1971-75 

MURRAY CHAPMAN AND JUDITH BENNETT 

Th P south coast of Guadalcanal, in the Solomon lsland~ . 

consists of a narrow strip isolated from the north coast b y 
a mountain backbone that reaches its crest at Mounts Makar a
koburu and Popomanaseu (2,330 metres) . Exposed to strong 
prevailing winds for nine months out of twel ve , drenched by 
dail y showers, and made impassable after a day's rain by 
swiftly rising river s, this localit y is aptly known as t h e 
We at ~P r roas t ( Fig.I ). To the pe o p l e, th P sea s of t he 
nort h c oast appear 'd e ad' (tasi mate) ; at home on the south 
coast they become 'l ive ' and devilish (tasi mauri). 

This seemingly inhospitable environment accounts for 
one quart er of Guadalcanal's area yet within it live about 
35 percent of the island's total population . District 
administration head counts in 1965 placed th e number usually 
r eside nt at 5,993. Most of the population ar e in coastal 
village s but about a third liv e inland up to twelve kilo 
metr0 s from thP sea, a walk of as much as a d a y and a half. 
De spit e th0 constru ction of some motorized cutters and 
three lo cal airstrip s (Fig.l), the Weather Coast is still 
r e lat i v ely iso lated from the e conomic and political power 
of north Guadalcanal. This, compounded by the indepindent 
spirit of the people, has led to their substantial sympathy 
with Moro of Makaruka, the leader of a social movement which 
aims a t socio-political identity and economic advancement 
for not only the Weather Coast but also the whole island 
(Davenport and Coker 1967). 

In 1968, a national survey of agricultural potential 
concluded that land resources on the Weather Coast were 
'scarce relative to population, particularly compared with 
the areas of moderate and gentle terrain on the northern 
side of the range. Use of land was said to be relatively 
intensive, including the use of very steep unstable hill 
slopes. These are more or less scree slopes with contin
uous d ownwa rd sliding of the gravelly soil material' (Leach 
1969). Population densi ties in 1970 (Fig.2) were higher 
on th e south than on the north coast and greatest in central 
and wes t Talise. Th e administrative officer most familiar 
with land use surveys in the Solomons commented: 'It 
appears lik e ly that t h e re is or will be a land shortage 
in th e area , but at present we have very little data on 
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land and population and so only th e vagues t id e a of the 
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Brief discussion in late 1969 between p e rson ne l in 
the De partment of Agriculture and th e University of Haw ai i 
l e d t o the field survey that became known as the Guadal
canal Wea ther Coast Project. It was conducted unde r t he 
auspices of the East-West Population Institute, Honolu l u, 
between September 1 972 and January 1973 . The project aimed 
to inve s tigate th e population-resource systems of south 
Guadalcanal and to ass e ss the extent to wh ich they were 
susceptible to change. In this paper, one of the staff 
supervisors will detail the project design and a student 
team member will assess its execution. S ince our purpose 
is to deriv e collaborative conclusions, diver gent reactions 
have been deliberately retained . We completely agree, 
however, about the l ssons to be learned from this multi 
disciplinary experience. 

P~oject Desian and Histo..!jf 

As conceived in 1970, the Guadalcanal Weather Coast 
Proj ect attempted to combine the practical concern of the 
Solomons administration about a people and its resources, 
with the academic interests of both the East-Wes t Centre 
and the Universit y of Hawaii. Over and above 9 preliminary 
r eportson the land use and agricultural potential of 
Guadalcanal (Hansell and Wall 1970), basic data recently 
had become available from th e first complete census in 
February 1970 of the country's population (Groenewegen 
1972), fro m geological and soil surve ys , aerial-photography, 
and partial cover age from topographic maps at a scale of 
1 : 50,000 . The difficulty for government was to relate 
such gen e ral or provisional information to a specific 
localit y, such as the Weather Co ast, and to the likelihood 
of population pressure. What was needed wa s regional data 
on d e mogr aphic structure and dominant pattern s of land 
use, which in turn would provide th e context for d e tailed 
villa ge su rvey s of subsistence agriculture, cash c ropping, 
mon e t izat i on, communica tions, edu cation, and the allocation 
and use of time. 

From the standpoint of tra ining graduat e students, 
this situation permitted an in depth exposure to fi e ld 
research while focussing in a rigorous way upon a locally 
d e fined problem - under somewhat arduous conditions . 
Aga i n, the complexity of links between a pe ople a nd their 
environme ntal resources demanded th e perspectives from 
several academi c disciplines, but for fi el d control to be 
achieved o n the spot by close supervision and the 

0

bver
l apping responsibilities of team membership. 

The strategy which evolved was to locate student 
fieldworkers for up to four months at selected locations 
on south Guadalcanal. Most of these team members were to 
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have an interest in population pursued within the context 
of a social scienc e, to follow a similar research programme 
at their particular site, and to collect data according to 
a sequence broadly determin e d dur i ng pre-field training . 
It was possible for other graduate sutdents with different 
backgrounds, as in soils, vegetation, communications, and 
politics, to participate in the project, in which case th ey 
were to concentrate upon a specialist topic for a sizeable 
part of the Weather Coast, such as a language area, if not 
for the whole region . Two faculty members ~ith joint 
appointments in the East-West Center and the Universit y of 
Hawaii were to act as directors and be mainly concerned 
with in-field supervision of student participants, training 
in investigatory techniques, checking the field data for 
comparability and completeness, and with the project's 
overall co-ordination . 

To ensure that academic needs would not override 
practical considerations, both the Solomons administration 
and the East-West Population Institute agreed to a set of 
formal arrangements. All costs were to be borne by the 
institute, on the grounds that the finance involved was 
beyond the country's budget and that sensitive investigations 
would be hampered if local communities were to view team 
members as government agents. Academically , furthermore, 
the project was helping the intensive training of graduat e 
students in field methods and research techniques approp
riate to the study of village populations . Logistic 
support, where necessary, was to be provided by the Solomons 
administration as well as access guaranteed to centralised 
and district-level records, and to manuscript materials 
then housed in Suva, Fiji, at the Archives of the Western 
Pacific High Commission . The Population Institute, for 
its part, assumed responsibility for the professional 
conduct of fieldworkers, restricted to the co-directors 
any public statements to th e news media, and guaranteed 
the confidentiality of materials to which team members 
had been given special access by administrative sou~ces . 

Both parti es to this agreement, well aware that 
co- o p e ration b e twe e n Pacific island governments and 
academic institutions is often more apparent than real, 
insisted that a draft report of survey results be submitted 
in a dvance of academic papers . Three months after this 
draft had been recieved, the Population Institute was 
granted the right to reproduce copies for a wider profess 
ional audience. It was anticipated that chapters prepared 
by student participants would help meet degree requirements . 
In the end, field data on south Guadalcanal was the basis 
for two masters' theses (Bennett 1974, Witt 1974), a 
graduate research paper (Freeman 1973), and a study of 
customary medicine (J. Foye 1976) . All these were sub 
sequ e ntly deposited in the national library of the Solomon 
Islands. 
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Two ann hal f years e l a pse d, from December 196 9 until 
June 1 9 72 , between th e formal approval of a multidisciplin
ar y team project by the Solomons administration and its 
initial approach to th e Universit y of Hawaii and the East 
Wes t Center. In between, the likely scope and content 
of r ese arch inquiries were twice discussed in Honiara with 
government officials: in Novemb e r 1970 and again in May 
1 971 . From these consultations there emerged a field 
programme concerned with five different systems: demograp
hic, agricultural, money, communications, and s ocioeconomic 
activities. 

Th e demographi c system was to b e identified through a 
po pulation census and fertility survey. Census enumerators 
were to b e Weather Coast people trained and supervised by 
team members, thus enabling more complex questions than had 
bee n attempted in the 1970 national census. In addition 
to th e usual inquiries about age and number of children 
e ver born, villagers were to be asked about the number of 
languages r e ad and spoken, crops planted for cash, nature 
o f th e ir voca tional training, moves made over short and 
lo n g distances, and whether they were a person of the 
'bu s h' or 'saltwater' . 

Both th e subsistence and cash-crop components of the 
agricultural system wer e to be investigated from the 
pe rspectiv e of the re g ion and of selected communities. 
Fo r the f orme r, a map of land-use and cropping patterns 
was to be prepared , mainly on the basis of a new air-photo 
su rv ey , and then related to results obtain e d in 1968 by 
the land resource team from the British Ministry of Over
seas Development. Community studies, on the other hand, 
were to be made b y fieldworkers observing agricultural 
activities for thre e to four months and then reconstructing 
by systematic interviews the usual pattern of activities 
for other mon th s of the year. Apart from the variety of 
physica l e nvi ronments thus covered, it was hoped that such 
specific inqui r ies would yield information on leadership , 
land availability, workforc e , and marketing. 

By th e e arly seventies, money had only been in regular 
and widespread use on the Weather Coast for about a decade, 
as opportunities for wa g e employment had increased and 
the av ai lab i lity of tran s port improved . Nonetheless, 
monetization was e lem entary and cash incomes distributed 
very unequ ally among households . Re cognising the s ensitivity 
of this top ic , it was planned to r es trict questions on 
the use o f money to th e end of the project and to ask them 
only at sites where the r e lationsh i p between fieldwork and 
village residents suggested they would not offend. 
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It was important to collect data on the kinds, quality, 
and effects of communication links throughout the Weather 
Coast, since isolation and indifferent communications had 
been commonly identified as a major drawback. Apart from 
details of various modes of transport (shipping, l oc a l 
canoes, aircraft, bicycles, on foot) and of receiving 
information (transistor radios, letters, official news
letters, language), team members were to e x amine barriers 
to communication and the part that accessibility played in 
the location of schools, churches, and trade stores . 

Until the turn of this century, subsistence and war
fare were the two activities absorbing the most time and 
interest of Weather Coast communities. Since then, the 
ways and priorities of allocating time had changed greatly 
but the exact details were unknown. To this end, it was 
proposed that fieldworkers maintain work diaries and act
ivity logs for selected villagers so as to catalogue the 
time spent in not only subsistence gardening and cash crop
ing but also food preparation, wage labour, travel, the 
creation and maintenance of capital goods (houses, boats, 
tools), political and social gatherings, and leisure. From 
this it was hoped, somewhat optimistically, to estimate the 
labour potential of the Weather Coast population. 

To implement this rather ambitious format, students 
from a range of disciplinary backgrounds were sought among 
those holding graduate scholarships at the East-West Centre. 
When detailed interviews were completed in May 1972, two 
masters' candidates had been selected from each of economics, 
political science, and public health, and one each from 
agricultural economics and oral history. Willingness to 
participate in the project demanded a three-semester 
c ommitment, which began in summer 1972 with a seminar in 
pre-field training, followed by research on th e Weather 
Coast supervised by the two directors (September-December 
197 2 ) and a post-fi e ld seminar devoted to the processing, 
analy s is , and preliminary drafting of project results 
(January-May 1973). 

De t e rmination of village sites was critical, given 
th e plan of locality-intensive research to augment the 
gen e ral information available to government. Conceptually 
they wer e to encompass a range in population pressure from 
virt u ally none to v e ry considerable, and in practice to 
indicate the variety of lifestyles, society, e conomy, and 
politics found throughout south Guadalcanal. In January 
1972, the co-directors selected six of eight possible 
villages during a twenty-five mile walk that was not aided 
by the intervention of Cyclone Carlotta. 
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At Wanderer Bay, the western end of the region 
(Fig.l), Sughu ('the harbour place') was chosen for its 
relatively high density of population along and near the 
shore line, for its role as an anchorage point and sub
district centre, and for an above average cash incom e 
derived from the sale of copra and root crops (kumara, 
yams). The second site, the inland village of Ghauvalisi 
( 'the place of the special bamboo with the variegated 
leaves'), was located in the Tina River valle y . Settle
ment in this valley, the only part of the We ather Coast 
with relatively gentle topography and riverine soils, 
dates mainly from the Second World War. The Koloula 
Ri v er va lley, in which the Utah Mining Company were then 
prospecting for copper, was an equally obvious choice, 
given that there was a l so some apparent population pressure. 
The community chosen, Aon a ('the far away place'), was one 
of those established in 1965 following massive flooding 
and landslides . Malagheti, centre upon Vatumanivo 
('place of the hornet rock'), was reputedly an area of 
great population density. It was also selected for the 
frequent movement of people between nearby coastal 
villages, its important and traditional role as a source 
of wage labour for north Guadalcana l, and some recent 
attempts at the c ash croppi n g of cacao. 

At th e time of field inspection Makaruka, the 
headquart e rs of the Moro Movement, had between 750 and 
1,000 persons in residence - many more than th e de facto 
population of 434 enumerated in the 1970 census (Groene
wegen 1972:160-1) . The movement's leaders felt this 
marked concentration was leading to shortages of land 
for food gardens and was only partially offse t by co
operative attempts at socio-economic development (product
ion of tobacco, copra, pigs, and a local trade store) . 
The sixth field site, Hatare, was located near Marau 
Sound at the eastern end of the Weather Coast. A community 
of immigrants from nearby Malaita, it exported conside rabl e 
tonnages of copra through an all-weather anchorage and 
had easy access by road or canoe to the nearby facilities 
of the governm e nt station at Manikaraku and the Roman 
Catholic mission of Makina (Fig. 1). While the combined 
population of these six field sites was unknown at the 
time of s e lection, a subsequent ~rint-out form the 1970 
ce nsus tape suggested they accounted for fift e en percent 
o f the We ather Coast total. 

On 26 September 1972, following three weeks of 
orientation, training, and finalisation of field plans 
in Honiara, the team left in two ships for some isolated 
living on the Weather Coast . Both students and directors 
resided i n leaf hous e s in their respective village 
c ommuniti e s, which ran g ed in size f r om 30 persons to 
mor e than 270. During the previous three months, contact 
had been made with local leaders and talks in Pidgin 
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about the p r oject heard on the Solomon Is l and s Broad
casting S e rvice. In addition , a s tat e ment in simpl e 
English had be en t ran slated i n to Birao and Gari, th e tw 0 

major languages of th e Weath e r Coas t, and distribu te d to all 
vi lla ges, scho o ls, missions, and p lant a tion s . 

In-field su p e rv ision of th e we s tern sit es (Sughu, 
Gh auval isi, Aona, Vatumanivo) was achieved from Duidui 
(Fig. 1), of which people one director had extensive 
knowl e d ge , and of th e eastern s ites (Makaruka, Rautahe) 
f rom Haima rao, where proximity t o an airstrip permitted 
e a sy access to Honiara. A radio tran s ceiver was allocated 
each site to f aci litat e regular contact between team members, 
supe rvisor s , and the main town . A f ibreglass canoe, tw en t y 
four fee t long and p owered by an outboard engine, was 
available for e merg e ncie s and to e nabl e quick transport be
tween coastal sites during p e riod s of calmer weather. Each 
team member was suppli ed wi th a medical kit, including a 
booklet updated by the Medical Department on the diagnosis 
and treatme nt in the field of common complaints. 

In addition to supervising a regional census, all 
pa rt icip ant s co ll ecte d site in fo rmation on fertility be
havio u r, population movement, economi c activities, health, 
education, and communications. More detailed and mor e 
consist ent data on each of the se topics were acquired from 
s everal communities by dividing the team into small working 
g rou ps, better to r ef l ect personal interests and graduate 
specialti es . The working g roup on agricultural and economi c 
activities (Robert Freeman, David McLure, Elizabeth Muhr 
Kaminaka , E ric Witt) took inventories of household pos
sessions, mapped food gardens, and investigated the nature 
and effectiveness of agricultural extension services. 
Mos t difficult of all, daily production and consumption 
fig ur es were col lect ed for several households in and around 
their village sites during different weekly p e riods 
(Witt 1974 ). 

Jan e Tanner Terashima and Thomas Foye were res po n s i b l e 
f or two f e rtility surveys: one of the Birao, the largest 
languag e area of Guadalcanal , a nd the other of Ko 'o, a 
s mall , tightly- e nclosed valley east of Duidui (Fig. 1), 
whose inhabitant s are stau n ch supporters of th e Moro Move
ment. In these surveys, 142 married persons were as ked 
about their children , their attitudes toward having lar ge r 
or smaller families, and their knowledge of customary and 
introduced me ans of spaci n g or limiting children. For the 
Birao survey, Foye collaborated with Martin Avasi, a 
Weather Coast man from Balo, near Makaruka, who had sixteen 
years' experience as a medical assistant in rural health 
clinics. 

Judith Be nnett, who was r espo nsible for demographic 
histor y and s e ttlem e nt chang e , walke d th e entire length of 
south Guadalcanal to ide n tify e lderly pers ons who might 
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re c all previous distributions and socioeconomic c h ara c 
t e ristics of the populati o n. Each of her 1 0 6 i n t e rvi e ws 
wa s tap e r eco rded and techniques o f oral histor y we r e us e d 
t o r e construct shifts in populati o n patt e rn s s i nce 18 70 , 
as we ll as the relocation throughout this century o f com
munities from the ridgelines t o valley floors and coa s tal 
p erjm e ter (Bennett 1974). 

Four wives accompanying th e team also c ontributed 
mat e rially to the collection of fi e ld data . Keri Fr e eman, 
a master's student in education, focused upon th e Tina 
River valley as an example of the village end of the system. 
She interviewed parents, teachers, and pupils in elementary 
schools and tested classroom materials being developed by 
the curriculum unit of what was in 1972 the Department of 
Education (Freeman 1973) . Wanda McLure and Judith Foye, 
respectively physiotherapist and trained nurse, investigated 
the relationship between customary and introduced medical 
s ystems (McLure 1973, J. Foye 1976), while Linley Chapman, 
who had lived on the Weather Coast for thirteen months 
during 1965-67, did extensive questioning on fertility 
b e haviour, child rearing, and nutrition. 

The last team members left south Guadalcanal early 
i n January 1973 . Before d e parting the Solomons, as previously 
ag r e ed, the provisional results o f the regional c ensu s 
t ak e n o n 27 November 1972 were r e l e as e d throu g h th e De part 
me nt of Information and Broadca s tin g (Chapman and Piri e 
197 3 ). Upon return to Hawaii a bri e f, illustrat e d articl~ 
writt e n in s impl e English (Chapman and Pirie 1974 b ) was dis
t ributed t o all headmast e r s of We ath e r Coast scho o l s , 
th r o u gh th e g ood offices of th e Department of Education. 
I n an atte mpt to communicate with local leaders and 
villa g ers who n e ither read nor spoke English, the hope was 
e xpr esse d in a cover letter that each headmaster would 
'put this story in yourclassroom, so that all your pupils 
see it, s in c e th e ir parent s helped us very much and we 
would like them to know that we do not forget them. 
Pe rhaps wh a t our story says could be told in language to 
t h e y ounger pupils, s ome of whom played with our children'. 

Although th e preparation of field results took far 
longer than planned, the draft report, Tasi Mauri {Chapman 
a nd Piri e 1974a), reached the Solomons in December 1974, 
s ligh t ly less than two years aft e r the team's departure. 
Be cau s e this draft was essentially a compilation of field 
and documentary evidence, the project history, the various 
r e search instruments, and the basis of their utilisation 
were deliberately omitted. Similarly, no policy implications 
we r e drawn,but instead we r e presented at a public meeting 
i n Honiara, at a seminar with permanent heads and advisors 
o f all government departments, and by private briefings to 
th e then Chief Minister, Solomon Mamaloni, and several of 
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his mi ni st ri es (Health and Social Welfare, Agriculture and 
Rural Deve l opment, Education and Cultural Affairs) . 

This tactic of on-the-spot briefing was consciously 
adopted so that field r es ult s and their implications c o uld 
be con v eyed frankly to intereste d parties, without t he 
projec t b eco ming involved in local controversies or offend
ing political sensitivities. Thu s , at the seminar organised 
in January 1975 by the Central Planning Office, the youthful 
structure and rapid growth-rate of the Weather Coast populat 
ion was e mphasized, as well as its bearing upon programmes 
of village-oriented deve lopme nt, family planning and health, 
a re gional system of transportation, and forms of education 
more relevant to village hop es and aspirations. 

FERTILITY . SURVEY: "SOCIAL REALITY 
--------~~--~-----

VERSUS PROJECT .IDEALS 

In any field inquiry, th e confrontation with social 
r eali t y means that academic objectives and research ideals 
rarely survive in undiluted form. Previous attempts by 
foreig n investigators to obtain information from Pacifi c 
Is land socie ti es about attitudes tow a rd the spacing and 
limitation of children rang e from the superficial to th e 
n o tably un s ucce s sful . With th ese inauspiciou~ precedents ~n 

mi nd, a n attempt wa s made to ~labora t c th e f erti lity data 
obtai n ed in th e project cens u s (27 No vemb e r lq7 2) by 
co nducting a fo rmal s urv ey in two language areas and to 
complement this by i n-Oepth discussions with several comm
unities in Bota Moli, including Makaruka (Fig. 1). This 
survey and related i nt e rvi e ws about population attitudes 
pe r mit a brief test of how far the project's ideals were 
susta in ed in practic e . 

The fer til i ty st udy aimed t o elicit information on 
contemporary know l edge , attitudes, and practices of selected 
men an d women toward family planning : that is, a KAP survey. 
Unstur ctured interviews, by contrast, were to expand upon 
sensitive issues and to permit reconstruction of pre 
conta c t behavior . Official con cern in the Solomons about 
population attitudes dates from about 1969 and family 
pl ann ing has always been addressed within th e context of 
ma t e rnal health. In February 1970 1 an overseas consultant 
had recommended that 'family planning facilities' be 
provid e d 'in the rural health se rvices~ The Department of 
Medical Service s suggested th a t a regional survey of fert
ili ty be added to th e project proposal, s ince lack of basic 
inf o rma tio n meant that a restricted study, as of the Weather 
Coast , could h e lp clarify the people's r eaction to such 
per sonal inquiri es. 
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The possibility of meeting this requ es t occurred with 
the se l ection of two team members, who were pursuing 
masters degrees in public h e alth and had previous experience 
ii. family planning. During the three months b efore depart
ure to the Solomons these two students , Jane Tanner 
Terashima and Thomas Foye, drafted a questionnaire by 
comparing their experience in Micronesia and Vietnam with 
a model prepared by an expert group of the International 
Uni on for the Scientific Study of Population (Population 
Council 1970: Appendix). Soon after arrival in Honiara, 
their draft was evaluated by medical officials, including 
So lomon Islanders, and this conti nuin g co-operation led 
to arrangements for a pre-test in a vill age near Visale, 
northwest Guadalcanal (Fig. 1). 

On the day of the pre-test, the selecte d villagers 
were away in th e food gardens and a random assortment of 
i~~ividuals working nearby were in terviewed . Health aides 
from Honiara acted as intermediaries but all questioning 
was in Pidgin. For seasoned fieldworkers, the result was 

sobering . Questions, being often hypothetical, aroused 
bewi lderment ; answers as a re s ult were vague; and ex planat
ions about th e wording of a q11estion became so detailed 
as to determine their event ual answer. 

This experience would hav e be e n daunting had prior 
arrangements not been made for a We ather Coast man to be 
jointly responsible for th e fertility survey . One positive 
r es ult of being stranded by Cyclone Carlotta in January 
1972 was to learn that Martin Ava s i, Senior Medical Assist
ant at Avu Avu rural hos p ital (Fig. 1), had applied for a 
ye ar's leave to spend mor e time with his family. Not only 
was Martin Avasi well liked by t h e people, but also his 
home was l o cated within Birao, th e major language area of 
So uth Guadalcanal. Over se v e ral years, he had received 
many unannounc e d visits from village women to inquire 
about introduced methods of birth control. The Department 
of Medic a l Services warml y endor se d the suggestion that 
Martin Ava si become an integral part of th e fertility 
study and rece ive the same payment as the overseas part
i ci pants. 

Immediat e ly upon arrival on th e Weather Coast, Thomas 
Foye and Jane Tanner Terashima joined Martin Avasi t o 
trans lat e the draft questionnare i nto Virao and Ko'o, the 
two lang u age areas cho s en to be surveyed. Of the two, the 
Ko 'o is more isolated, wjth its population of 400 concent
rate d in inland settlement s (including Aona: Fig. 1) 
around th e Koloula Valley. The Viran is, by contrast, 
perhaps the mo s t heterogeneous area on the Weather Coast, 
ex tendin g from Avu Avu in the west to Kopiu Bay on the 
coast and inland to th e mountain c re s tline, with a sizeabl e 
bus h and s altwater population of about 3,000. 

58 

i 



Interviews were to be conducted by speakers of each 
lan g ua g e and qu es tions asked by those of th e same g e nd e r. 
Tho se hir e d we r e familiar with the ar e a to b e surv e y e d, abl e 
to r e ad and writ e their own languag e , and a cc e ptabl e to th e 
villa ge· comm uniti es bein g studi e d. An i ntensiv e tr a ining 
pr og r am me a nd s ub se qu e nt pre- t es t r e v e al e d se rious pr o b lem ~ 
o f communi cati on. In particular, int e rview e rs misund e rst ood 
man y qu es t io n s; villag e r s we re gen e rally p e rpl e xed by the 
topi c; and many peopl e regarded some subjects as sensitiv e : 
as, f o r example, the traditional methods of abortion and 
preventin g pregnancy (cf. J.Foye 1976). This result produc e d 
great dismay , given the care taken with training and the 
complementary fact that all interviewing was done in local 
languages and by persons well known in the two study areas. 

The riddl e was unlocked by the fortuitous presence at 
at Avu Avu mi s sion of Father William van Duin, a fluent speaker 
of Birao and for twenty years resident at either Makina or 
Avu Avu (Fig. 1). His painstaking scrutiny of the English 
original and its Birao translation revealed the latter to be 
couch e d in f o rmal terms, whereas idiomatic usage was necessary 
i f ever communication wa s to occur between interviewers and 
village respond e nt s. Drawing upon fertility studies conducted 
in Bla c k Africa, Lucas and Ware (1977:233) report parallel 
di f ficulti es with tran s lation and retranslation. In Nigeria, 
fo r e xampl e, a lit e rary tran s lation of questions from Engli s h 
t o Yo rub a r es ult e d in a l owe r r es p o n se r a t e in p o or e r a nd le ss 
lit erate a r eas ( Ca ldw e ll 1974:17). 

With thi s sa lut a r y e x p er i enc e in mind, a s e c o nd peri o d 
of int e n sive t rai n i n g f o c us se d upon th e meaning of que s tions 
and t he r e a so n s f or a s king them . Much time was s pent on those 
for which r ep l ies we r e s tru c tured i n t e rms of a multiple choice, 
wh ic h we r e c a u si ng particular di f fi c ulty for most interviewers 
a s we ll as fo r t he lo c al spea k e r s who assisted in retraining. 
In th e e nd , 1 03 me n and wom e n we r e questione d from the Birao and 
39 f rom Ko ' o . Alth ou gh th e f ormal surv e y was generally succes s
ful, it was f o un d n e c e ssary to probe for detailed responses to 
un s tructur ed q u es tion s and therefore likely that intervlewers, 
in th e ir e nthu si a s m, had s ug g ested th e appropriate answers to 
r e l a tiv es , f ri e nd s , and a c quintances. In this sense, e ven the 
final qu es t ionnair e wa s a pr e -test which, as th e Department of 
Medi c al Se r vices originally envisaged, had helped clarify the 
kind s of ques t ions able to b e aske d of village residents, th e 
quali ty of i nfo rmation that might result, and wheth e r different 
metho ds o f inquir y mi ght hav e be e n mor e appropriate . 

Far mo r e de tail e d and less doubtful information on 
attitude s t o ward populati o n control was acquir e d through discussion s 
with 23 men a nd 22 wom e n r es id e nt in s ix communities centred upon 
Makaruka ( Fig . 1). Al l the se were p e ople with whom two members 
of th e t e am had es t a bl i sh e d go od rapport; discussions commonly 
lasted an hour or mor e and were informal and unstruttured, Initially 
the dominant c on e rn was with general topics, from which emerged 
sp ec i f ic qu es tions and s e nsitive issues: such as the role of 
fo o d s horta ges in pr e- contact fertility. 
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Free-flowing discussions th u s provide d the mos t 
reliable information about traditional methods of and 
attitudes toward the spacing and limiting of children , 
and in particular about the existence of postpartum taboos, 
infanticide, abortion, polygamy, prostitution, and customar y 
medicines for preventing or aiding conception ( T . Fo ye and 
Tanner 1974:10-18). The formal survey, by contrast, yiel d ed 
accurate detils on the number of children ever born , the 
intervals between children, and the knowle d ge and use of 
introduced methods of birth control. 

Although at times the fertility component of the 
Weather Coast study was threatened by embarrassing fai lur e , 
ultimately it demonstrated best of all the project ' s go als 
and underlying philosophy. First suggested by a depa r t me nt 
of the Solomons administration, over four mon t hs th i s topi c 
h ad i n volved a working partnership of team memb ers w i th 
government officers and Guadalcanal poli t ician s , So l o mo n 
Islanders in training, resident expatriate ex p erts a n d 
Weather Coast lead ~ rs, local interviewers an d the vi ll age r s 
themselves. 

STUDENT CRITIQUE 

My mandate to assess the Gua d a l canal Weathe r Coast 
Project from the Viewpoint of a stu d ent me mbe r h as i ncrea s 
ingly drawn me into a dilemma. On the o n e h a n d, i t i s 
possible to examine the rewarding experie nc e of my o wn 
participation, while on the other the p r oject's r elevanc e 
to other students, specifical l y Melane sia n , can be c l os el y 
questioned . 

Personal considerations 
--~--~~~----~-

To me, as a student enrolled during 1972-7 4 fo r a 
master's degree in Pacific history at the Universi t y of 
Hawaii, this project was invaluable. Few mas t e r's s tud e nt s 
have the opportunity for training in fiel d r esear c h o utsid e 
their own country. As one who later unde rtook d oc t o ral 
studies and further research within the Solomon s (Benn e t t 
1979), those four months in the field provided a s tr o n g 
dose of reality. This was also true for the other stu d e nt 
members and, indeed, caused one to dismiss the idea o f 
doctoral study. 

Perhaps the best feature of such a pro j ect was i ts 
multi-disciplinary approach. My own discipline is histo r y. 
The aim of the historian is to reconstruct the pas t an d t o 
ex plain the genesis of the pres~nt condition of h um a nit y. 
This is a formidable, if not overwhelming task . The 
segment of humanity which was my concern was the peo pl e of 
the Weather Coast and the basic task to d iscover how a nd 
why villages had been resited since 1900 from the moun tain 
crests to river valleys and the coast. In doing this I 
used the converttional docume ntary approach of the histor i a n, 
but in addition collected oral history from the vil l age r s 
themselves. 
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Here I foun d myself introduced to the histo rical 
calendar, a tool used by the project to estimate age and 
other demographic events among the predominantly non
literate population. This method 'essentially involves 
the linka ge of recollected Eublic events with personal 
activities or events which occur within a known and 
restricted age range (Scott and Sabagh 1970:94). It was 
first employed as a field technique in 1865 by Oldenfield, 
working among the Australian aborigines, a nd it enabled 
me to date unrecorded events in the liv es of people being 
int erviewed (Bennett 1974:xii-xix);(cf. Bennett 1980) . 
Thus began my debt to the demographer, and later to the 
geographers, economists, educationalist, political 
scientists public health specialists, and the environmental 
analysts. 

Back in Hawaii with the help of a patient geographe r 
and a sensitive cartographer, I learn ed that a map can 
facilitate the description and analysis of field data about 
village relocation . In the absence of detailed maps for 
Weather Coast localities, the reconnaissance sheets updated 
in 1971 by the malaria eradication campaign were used as a 
base to plot the past and present locations of village 
communities. Information gleaned from villagers, archival 
documents, field obse r vations, and secondary literature 
added historical depth to th ese contemporary field maps, 
but meant that the location of many former villages was 
approximate rath e r than precise (Fig. 3). Five composite 
maps were constructed in this way for the Weather Coast as 
a whole, on each of which was recorded the general direction 
since 1950-190 0 of village-to-village movement, the estimated 
proportion of people involv e d for each transfer, and the 
likely dat es at which these transfers occur red (Fig. 4). 
By concent ratin g upon spatial representation, the full 
implication of trends in population movement since 1870 
bPcame far clearer than by using conceptual and textual 
analysis alone. What had begun as an exercise in plotting 
field data emerged as an integral part of my analysis of 
population history (Bennett 1974:185-97). 

Consequently at the beginnjng and the end of my 
research, I drew heavily on the expertise of my fellows in 
other disciplines. Working with them in the field also 
yielded an appreciation of techniques basic to their res
pective approaches. Along with this, and the obvious 
logistic and psychological benefits to the team members 
involved, the multidisciplinary approach gave the project 
a broader validity than would have been the case had it 
been staffed by, say, geog raphers alone. It is the except 
ional geographer who is concerned with an historical 
perspective of eighty to a hundred years, and it is an 
exceptional geographer who examines the current process 
of formal education in the classroom of an isolated bush 
village. With a group of individuals from various 
disciplines looking collaboratively at th e problems associat
ed with population and resources, there iti greate r possibility 
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of ex aminin g the situation 'in the round'. Th e re is also 
fa r greate r potential for seeing the community concerned as 
human beings, rather than as things or instrumentalities 
involv ed in an abstraction labell ed 'the demography' or 
'th e economy'. 

Although th e methodology of such an approach has 
many advantages for the overall analysis of population
r esou rce questions and for the particular stude nts inv o lved , 
the institutional framework within which this field study 
was conducted imposed certain undesirable constraints. 
And herein lay the genesis of many of the project's weakness es . 

Student participants had only a limited time of six 
months (June-December 1972) sandwiched between one semester 
and another for pre-field training and actual field res earch. 
Had the University of Hawaii and other tertiary institutions 
more flexibility, then greater time could have been budgeted 
in the Solomon Islands for th e compilation, pre-testing, 
and refinement of such field instruments as the agricultural 
su rv eys and the census. To be asked to comment upon a draft 
census schedule read out for the first time during regular 
radio contact among team members is certainly a novel 
approach but hardly very effective. Bectuse of their lack 
of familiarity with th e local environment, students were not 
always completely clear about the final form of their 
individual research proj ects. The difficulties of recon 
ci lin g th1s fact with the certa i n need for su b sequent rev
)Rion, once c onfronted with th e realities of th e field, 
would hav~ b re n resolv ed more e ffectively had mor e time b ee n 
availabl<-, if not at the village s it e then at l e ast within 
th e MPlan0sian milieu of Ho niara town. 

ln the follow-up at Honolulu th e contingencies of 
other university studies, plus impending graduation, hind
ered th e comple tion of data analysis and field summaries. 
Most student participants had l e ft Hawaii and secured 
employment b e fore the bulk of the report was in even crude 
manuscript. Had it not b een for the sheer stamina of one 
project director, the pati e nt editor ial pen of Linley 
Ch apman, and the continuing and staunch support of the 
Po pulation Institute at the East-West Cen tr e , it is clear 
th a t the draft report (Tasi Mauri) would never have been 
complet ed. 

Thi s raises a rather obvious point: that any field 
project of this magnitude needs committed , compentent 
leader s hip, and directors familiar with the research location 
and people. Commitment is necessary because a director has 
t o b e prepared to s pend many weeks in the pre-field training 
of team members involved. Developing reading courses, 
arrangi ng lecture s by experts in a particular speciality, 
organising language stu dy , negotiating clearances for 
students with their un i v e rsity departments, showing films 
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of t h e field site, and c riti c i s in g individ u al s urvey s and 
t opic outlines are as much th e staple of th e director's 
r espo nsibility pri or to d e partur e as arrangi ng entr y 
p e rmit s , fi e ld equipment, and transportation . Onc e at th e 
survey site, the ca lls for advice and h e lp by st u d e n ts a t 
the master's lev e l mult iply r a th er than dimin i s h . And, 
a s in our case, a director often has to be the per s isten t 
spirit to ensure a project' s successfu l c ompletion: dogge ~ l y 
coll ec tin g the overdue draft chapter, mul ling over problems 
of graphic representation , producing in terim statements 
for the reaction of go vernme nt, l ocal, and academic repre s-
e ntative s The list is endles s. 

Implied in thi s is a high level of competenc y . In a 
multi-dis c iplinary project such as ours, th e direc tor needs 
not o nly to have considerable expertise in his o wn fi e ld 
but also sympathetic understanding of the othe r disciplin e s 
in which student memb e rs have been trained. For those few 
who have all these attributes, th en it should be added that 
he should be a reasonably proficient swimme r, be able t o 
run a motorized canoe without c apsi z ing pass e ngers and crew, 
and be capable of a two-h ou r sprint up a rocky river bed to 
e xplain in pidgin English t o conerned villag~ e leders that 
team members are not about to steal the peop le 's land. And 
abov e all, still maintain hi s equainimity. 

These are the e veryday occupational r e qui rements of a 
dir ec tor. They can only r eal ly be envisaged if one is 
famili a r with th e r esea rch locale and its people. We we re 
fortunate that one of the co-dir ec tor s had &pent eighteen 
months on the Weather Coast du rin g the mid-sixties when 
ga th ering data for his doctorate (Chapman 1 9 70). The n e t 
work of con tact s es tabli s h e d both at that time and throu gh 
subs e quent visits made it relative l y easy to introduce eight 
graduate student s a nd t hr ee spouses into this isolated area 
without causi n g und ue conc e rn. A know l edge o f the locality 
n ot only h e lps to prepare the people for the titudents, but 
a l so th e st udents for the people. Few master's c andidates 
from a Weste rn university have li ved in a foreign country 
for an exte nd e d tim e without the cocoon of air-conditioned 
ho t el s , fami liar food, and th e support of family or a 
substantial expat r iate community. Of those, O l~ ly the odd 
one or two would have spent any time in Me lan e r ia. 

Perhaps we were an unusual g roup - but then the East
West Center is an unusual place. Excludin g the co -dir ec t ors, 
t here we r e three Americans with grass roots experien c e in 
Samoa , Vietnam and Micro n esia, on e Papua New Gu!nean, two 
Ame r icans who had travelled e xt e nsively, one Au s tra lian who 
had lived five years in Papua New Guinea, a nd f o ur Americans 
without a n y signif i cant over s eas experience. De spi t e this 
back g round and all our training, there wer e quite discernible 
cases of c ultur e shock. Many just sat around the village 
si t es fo r the first few weeks coming to t erms wi th th e n ew 
e nvironment; one of us, with the n egative push of facing 
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village life alone for the first time in years and th ~ 
positive pull of national politics in Papua New Guinea, 
attended a seminar on Bougainville and nev er returned. 
A few did not reduce their individual researc h topics to 
meaningful form until the last month of four, being still 
fixated conceptually by the rather grandiose scale of 
laboratory-like research conveyed in university class rooms 
instead of what actually exists in a south Guadalcanal 
village. 

Culture shock is a very real problem in cross 
cu ltural research and multidisciplinary projects . It can 
be minimized by careful preparation and wise administration 
in th e field. But the only cure is time which, as mentioned 
earlie r, was a very scarce commodity in the face of demands 
by university timetables ,funding agencies, and the actualities 
of a rugged environment. 

As previously mentioned, the Guadalcanal Weather 
Coast Project was born of local and, to some degree, national 
needs in the Solomons . In itself, this was a refreshing 
change. Too often in the past academics, particularly 
social scien tists, have looked upon the scattered Pacific 
realm as a gian t laboratory with the people as mere subjects. 
At best, a somewhat b e wildered village supplied the raw 
mate rial s for a doctorate or for perhaps a learned tome on 
garden magic; at worst, whole communities have been violently 
disturbed and e v en suffered physically, as in former West 
New Guinea during the making of the film 'Dead Birds' which 
involved the collaboration of an anthropologist. 

It is perhaps unn ecessa ry to state in the early 
e ighties that island governmen ts and communities are 
increasingly critical of such waste, arrogance, and 
e xploitation. In Fiji, Papua New Guinea, and the Solomons, 
researchers must comply with quite stringent conditions. 
In today's Melanesia , the relevance of social research 
must b e geared to local and/or national interests. In the 
So lomons, for example, an adhoc committee exis ts t o review 
a ny requests for a r esea rch permit. 'It would b e a g reat 
help', wrote one se nior official, ' if people applying could 
be a little more precise in what they really want to do, and 
pe rha ps g iv e a littl e mor e idea of how the y see such a 
p r ojec t h e lping the Solomons, or being relevant in some way 
to the aspirations of a developing country with very little 
money, members of which se e vast sums being spen t on some 
resea rch projects which to them are totally irrelevant . 
Academic exercises are in themselves not acceptable '. But 
in 1970 when this project was first mooted it was, to th e 
best of my knowledge, unique in both philos ophy and 
methodology. It developed out of the needs of the Solomon 
Islands' gove rnment and some of its agricultural officers 
posed the questions that underpinned the field e nquiries. 
St ud e nt s in Hawaii who were interested became team members 
and partly adapted their individual research plans to fit 
the project ' s overall structure. Let us be realistic: 
topi cs for a master's degree are incredibly malleable, 
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particularly if there is the opportunity to combine 
academic training with work that is of practical utility 
to someone, 

Integral to the philo s ophy and methodology o f this 
team research was the involvement of local p e op l e, 
the Solomon Islanders themselves . While we received ~n
failing and generous help from Weather Coast villagers and 
other Solomon Islanders - not just as informants but as 
colleagues and critics - we failed with those who one day 
will be in the position of initiating and leading sinilar 
research: the country's university students. Being a 
graduate student at the time, this deficiency bothered ae 
and continues to do so. It has led me perforce fro• the 
somewhat narrow consid1eration of project methodology t:o 
the perilous area of ideology. Earlier it was mentioned 
how the structuring of studies within the University of 
Hawaii limited the project's flexibility and, as a result . 
the final research product. It seems that much the saae 
problem exists for the universities of Melanesia. 

One of the project's aims was to involve Solo•OD 
Islanders engaged in degree work at the University of t:be 
South Pacific and the University of Papua New Guinea at: 
Waigani . Although such students would only be available 
from four to six weeks after final examinations, it vas 
felt they would gain some experience of research methods. 
be exposed to village communities different from t:heir own. 
and earn money during their vacation period. In 1971-72. 
the co-directors attempted to see how many Solomon Islanders 
might be interested in active participation. Unfortunat:ely 
the University of Papua New Guinea was in recess at the 
time of a preliminary visit and so little was achieved. 
The Solomons government warmly endoresed the suggestion 
that undergraduate students at the University of the 
South Pacific be released and given some course credit 
for supervised fieldwork. No students in residence at 
Suva followed up this idea, although some initially eipressed 
interest at an informal meeting with one project direc~or 
in December 1971. 

The basic reason for this reaction was that the 
c on c ept of a working partnership between expatriate and 
island students was in large measure ahead of its time . 
At the University of Papua Bew Guinea, it was only in 1972 
that groups of social science students were involved in 
cour s es which included fieldwork in non-urban location&. 
The initial difficulties encountered with more mature 
students in these groups caused their organizer. John 
Powell (1974:222), to conclude that the university had 
'done much by default to encourage the creation of an 
elite which threatens to become dangerously isolated fro• 
the mass of the people'. Powell was acutely aware of the 
perils of elitism, the initial growth of which was inevi~able 

67 

..____I -------- - - -

., 
h 

' .. 



l n a C 0 1 () n j .'l} S i f° U at l On > 3 S W a f, t Ji l' id I ' n t j r l C ll f" i () ll <' f 
S 0 m (c' Q r l h (' r j T S t l l n d (> T g ra d U a t (' S W j l Ji t 11\' l l" ('(Ill 11 t r \" I S 

c o 1 o n i z <' r ~ . l n s u b s <' q 11 <' n t y <' a r s , I h e lH' r f c' r m a n c c o I 

yo un g und<•r g raduRt C's in th(> f1Pl cl did n o t s upp 0r t 1' ow<· 1 l' s 
original asse ssment of student attitud<> s (Wilson 107 ) 1 . 
Th e r e i s s till a lon g wa y to g o b e fore a coh e rent p o l i c y 
of tertiary education evolves whose philosophy derives from 
th e needs of the Papua New Guinean community. But now, 
at ieast, university ad ministrat o rs heed the c all for 
more grass-roots exp e ri e nce a nd university-vill a ge dialogue 
by both local educat o r s and the student body itself. 

Set within thi s c ontext, th e un c er t ain response in 
1971 of Solomon Island student s in Suva was not surprising; 
they were in no position to leave the university for field
work in their own country. As a prerequisite to under
graduate course work, the first intakes of students from the 
Solomons had to compl e te two preliminary years to reach 
matriculation standard. These were very full years, with 
n o allowanc e being mad e by either pr e liminary year teachers 
or the home government to finance the students for extra 
travel and field exp e r Le n ce . Initially, many of the first 
graduat e s had littl e idea of university life and were 
un ce rtain in their cho ic e of courses and ultimate careers. 
All we r e on Public Se rvic e scholarships and were governed 
mainly by expatriate public servants in Honiara rather 
than by the administra t ion of the University of the South 
Pacifi c . While educat ~ on offic e rs in the Solomons could 
approv e the project of ~ e r of supervised trainin g and field 
work, c e rtainly the bud ge t of the colonial treasury made 
no all o wan ce for su c h )uxuri es . 

In addition to tr e virtual impossibility of extricat
in g stud e nt s from such a tight sy stem, there was the problem 
o f ov e r comin g th e s t u d e nt s ' aw e of the project. One former 
l ec tur e r at th e Univ e r s ity of th e South Pacifi c explained 
t h i s 1 a c k o f en th us i a s rr• by s a y i n g : '' I s 1 and e r s r e a 1 1 y d on ' t 
want t o s tud y or d o r ese ar c h . Aft e r all, they have no 
ac ad e mi c t r aditi on' . Th ese wo rd s mu s t seem v e r y o dd t o 
a n y on P f am i liar with c urr e n t d e v e lopment s and s o c ial 
sci(>nCC' res e arc h in Me l a n esi a . But in 19 7 1 - 7 2 s uch an 
at tit ude' wa s onl y one mani fes t at ion of the massiv e in 
f e ri o r i t y th at i slande r s , p a rti c ul a rl y Melanes i an s , had 
bee n made t o fee l and t o s uff e r over th e years by their 
colo n ize r s. I t i s di ffic ult fo r young people t o have self
con fi dence i f fo r ge n e ra tion s t h ei r culture and society 
h ave bee n i gn o r e d, vi ewed a s ir re l e vant, and e v en d e nigrated. 
In th e wo rd s of Fr a n c i s Bugotu (1 9 6 9 : 55 4), a most eloquent 
Solomen Is l ander : ' We had n o means of recordin g , b ut doe s 
t hi s mean we ha d n o history of our own? P e rhaps e v e n 
bef or e Me ndan a ? No one as k e d u s '. 

Th ere i s y e t ano t her conside r a tion that p ar t ly e xplains 
the h es it a t ion of Sol omon I sland s tudents to b e involved 
in l oca l s t u d ie s . 
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This e manates not so much fr om the co lonial he rita ge but 
from the nature of th e ir tr ad itional cu ltures . Although 
na tional leaders and loc a l newspap e rs und erplay th e fact, 
most societies in Melanesi a are small, fragmented, and 
o rganised around land-holding c lans. On a day-to-day basis, 
this scale of soc ial organisation is s till t he most 
s igni f icant to village people. Despite th e fact that the 
colonial experience h as c reated something of a national 
ethos, communities are frequently distrustful of their 
neighbours. Thus, in many ca ses, it is as difficult for 
a Solomon Island student from Malaita to co nduct social 
r ese arch on Vella Lavella a s it is fer an Ame rican graduate 
from Nashville, Tenness ee t o work o n the Guadalcana l 
We ath e r Coast. Int e r- g roup suspicion is still s trong and 
in a s trange villag e th e young So lomon I s lander, whether 
undergraduat e or graduate, may find a wall of opposition 
to making legitimate enquiries. 

There is littl e doubt that Solomon Islanders, as 
other Melanesians, must be involv e d in social research in 
their home country. Such r e quirement are desirable in 
th e later years of the b achelor's degree, as well as at the 
master's level, because young individuals have been progres
sively alienated from th e village even before they reach 
un iver s ity or vocational colleges . Until 1 973 , little 
a ttempt had be e n made at the high-school level to educate 
Solomon Islanders in their now cultur e. Three o f the five 
seco ndar y schools ar e located in or near Honiara. As late 
as 1976, the one on Malaita had no s tudents e nrolled from 
sur r oundi ng district s and, b e cau se of a lon g-s tanding land 
di sp ut e , it was viewed b y most loc a l people as an e nclave 
quite sepe rate from th e ir communit y. Here, as at the other 
sec ondar y school s , most st udent s are boa rd ers, which they 
con tinu e to b e when attending ter t iary institutions. As 
gra du at0s they r e turn, often from overseas, after three, 
f o ur, or more yea r s away from th eir village homes , and 
most l y to an urban centre a nd a gove rnme nt position. Given 
th e cur r en t emphasis throu g hout the Solomons on localisation, 
the major i t y of graduates have been locked into an ~ ducat
ional system that suddenly e xp e cts th e m to advise and act 
on polici e s affectin g th e ir people, th e vast majo rity of 
whom liv e in villag es and haml ets so very r e moved from their 
own re cent experi e n ce. 

Developme nts at th e national centre of the University 
of th e Sou th Pacific, in Hon ia ra, hav e initiated a much 
ne e ded exchange between the university and the Solomon 
Island s community. Experiments began in 1 97 4 at teaching 
univers ity-l eve l courses by usin g library fac ilities at 
the Centre, a link by s at e llite with Suva, and visiting or 
correspondent lecture rs and tutors. Some of the c lass 
assignments fro m one of these cour ses, on l and tenure, h ave 
recently be e n published ( Larmour 1 979) . 
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Such an experiment marks an important step toward incorp
orating credit for local fieldwork as part of a univer s it y 
degree. 

This possibility was greatly advanced in 1978, with 
the e stablishment of a Land Research Project within the 
Lands Division of the Ministry of Agriculture and Lands. 
Financed by the Australian Development Assistance Bureau, 
this project aimed to 'review government polici es towards 
the registration and recording of customary land rights 
and boundaries' (Larmour 1979:x). Field investigations 
wer e concentrated in the university v acation and undertaken 
by eighteen Solomon Islanders studying in th e social 
sciences and law at the universities of the South Pacific 
and Papua New Guinea. Topics pursued were drawn from 
reports and research designs discussed at a previous con
ference on customary land tenure in Melanesia. Students 
were trained in field techniques before departing for th e ir 
sites, discussions were held in Honiara midway through 
their inquiries, and report writ i ng wss supervi se d by land s 
o ffi ce r s. Con se qu e ntly, in th e space of about twelve we e k s, 
undergraduate s tud e nt s had expe ri e nc ed fie ld r esea r c h, data 
analysis, r epo rt pr e paration, and poli <.:y revi e w (lleath 1 979: 
1- 3). 0 Ps pit e a numbPr of hi s torical ina cc ura cies in th 0 
publi s h e d r e port, th e success of thi s co ll abora tiv e e nt e r -
p r i s 1• i n th e i n v o 1 v e m e n t o f S o 1 om o n T s l and e r s i s h ea r t e n in g . 
whc>n compare d with th e failur e of th e Gua dalc a n a l Weath Pr 
Coast Proj ec t to achi eve parall e l obic> c tives . 

Th e tran s itional pha se from politi ca l d epe ndence to 
indep e nd e nce is always difficult an d d e mands much of 
individuals, particularly tho se in positions of l e ader s hip. 
The strain o n s uch persons would be considerably l es sen e d 
b y a co n scious policy of including field trainin g and 
res e ar c h a mon gs t villa ge and t own communities a s p ar t of 
a ny te rtiar y course . For eco n omy of personnel and fi nanc e , 
a pe rman e nt li a i s on off i ce could b e estab lish ed wjthin th e 
region, wh ose fu ncti o n would b e to c0<>r dinat e compatibl e 
t r a inin g a nd r esea rch activi ti es among the univ e r si tie s and 
co l! egcs of l'e:ar.esia , gover nment departrr. e nr s in th£. island 
territ o ri es , and borderland univ e rsiti es sponsoring island 
research, a s well as with inte ~reg ional institution s lik e 
the South Pacific Commi ss ion and local agencies of the 
Unit ed Na ti ons. The research d esig n could follow that of 
the Guada lcanal Weather Coast Project, since a multidiscip
linary approach is a realistic way to study most social 
phenomena . The time is much ov e rdue for a more sy stematic 
approach toward the education of So lomon Islanders, as of 
other Melanesians, in terms of their own society and its 
cha n gi n g needs . 

Cu rrently , there i s momentum for such approaches and 
philosophies. Great hope lies, for instance, in the appoint
me nt of compet e nt nationals to the administrativ e s taff of 
the universities of Melanesia. But perhaps th e strongest 
imp etus fo r change derives from loud complaints n ow heard 
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frOT:l vi ll .<igP p<'oplt> th at th e present 11niv1· rsi t y pro<l11ct i s 
not hr- 1 p i n ?. th <' m , and i n th C' i n c r c> a R i n)?. nu m h 1• r o [ 1..· r i t i c n l 
r. r:id11at1•s who pPrcC'iV (' thC' inapprop ri at~·n1·ss of much l'•l th,• 
r· d u c a t j o n a 1 s y s t e m i n w h j c h th c y h av (' b c e n i n c u l c a t 1..' d . 

DIAGNOSIS ------
Five o r ten years ago, th e r e was littl e discussion in 

the Melanesian lit erature about models of coll abo rative 
fie ld enquiry, the working r e l at ionship b e twe e n university 
researchers and their host communities, and th e r es ponsibility 
of foreign inve s tigator s to supply fi e ld re su lts to local 
depositories, museums, and librari es . The rare indigenous 
voic e , lik e Francis Bugotu's, was viewed as eloquent except
ion rather than harbing e r of th e future. Today, the literat
ure o f Melanesia has been transformed. Apart from expa t
riate statments of criteria to be followed in island research 
( Le a 1975), a range of indige nous reactions has been reported : 
of c ommunit i es to anthropologist fieldwork e rs (Frazer 1975), 
of undergraduate students to th e ir participation in field 
training (Powell and Wilson 1974), and of village info rmants 
t o a nin e t ee nth -ce ntury account of th ei r history ( Kuschel and 
Mo nb e r g 1977) . 

To partic ipat e in a mult idisc iplinary proj ec t lik e 
th a t of so uth Gua dal c anal i s , at one and th e s am e time, 
exhi larati ng and deepl y frustratin g. Confronted by its 
pr e liminary r es ults, di sc iplinary purists in home institutions 
qu ickly declare that they are 'not demography', 'not history', 
'not geog raphy' Somewhat coincidentally a funding agency, 
h av ing once provided the financ e for a fi e ld project in the 
finance for a fie ld project in th e Pacific, decides that too 
few human beings inhabit th ese many islands to warrant further 
budgetary c ommitment to population r ese arch. From the side
l ines, so me expat riat e specialist s in one re gional university 
display hostil ity toward what they see as th e latest example 
of a cademic imperialism; about the same time, at a public 
mee ting in th C' mai n town of Honia r a, th e you n g indigenous 
el jt C' ask pointe d questions abo ut th e project's worth to 
vi ll ag1· P''opl<', whil e at th<' sa me tim e df'clining l o n'turn to 
thE>i.r pnr<·nt s ' homE>s for Chri s tma s or loc a l c<-'rf'monies. 
At the r<'s C' a r ch s it es o n south Guadalcanal th e villag e rs arr 
impres~ed, if somewhat overawed by so much att en tion, yet 
puzzl ed as to how their answer s to so many questions can ever 
be transmitted to their politica l, religious, and comm ercial 
leaders. 

Upon retur n t o Hawaii from th e field, student partic
ipant s are face d with compet i n g pressures of data ana l ysis 
and report preparation, degree r equirements, the sis drafting, 
even finding a job. Equally, t h eir s up e rvisors are ove r
whelmed with t each ing, student a dvising , comm it t ee work , 
budg et preparation - in fact , any l eg itimat e a cademic task 
tha t pr e vents sing lP -m inded focus upon th e trunkfuls of 
fi eld information t hat surrounds team membe r s an d fo r whose 
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commitments of the faint-hearted slowly e vaporate. In 
Decemb~r 1974, two years after departure from south Guadal
c anal, the draft report appears: 552 pages of text and five 
and a quarter pounds in weight, because it is crucial that 
the Solomons government receive those field result s while 
still in the process of draftin g the 1975-79 National 
Development Plan (Central Planning Office 197 5). Set 
against this practical imp e rative, the need for a more 
elegant and abbreviated text to s atisfy academic col legues 
is unimportant. 

At the end of this complicated sequence comes the 
relief of official acknowledgment of what the project's 
results mean for social planning in the Solomons. 'The 
participation and interest of the rural people themselves 
in their own development can only be attracted and retained 
by a flexible and down-to-earth approach. The over-riding 
impression from (the population - resources survey of south 
Guada lcanal) and the discussion which had taken place, 
was the need for government plans and activities to be (1) 
decentralised, to come under local influence; (2) coherent 
between areas and sectors, so that one set of activities 
did not undermine another; (3) consistent from year to year, 
so as not to confuse and dismay rural people, who bore the 
risks of innovation in a way which government servants did 
not . It would be important to write plans and conduct 
activities with these requirements in mind' (Central Planning 
Office File 774/3/9, 13 January 1975:4). 

One facile reaction to this project history would 
be to avoid investigations outside one's home country as a 
means to achieve across-cultural understanding about pop
ulation. Loui se Morauta (1979) has recently examined 
theme s in the writing of indigenous anthropologists in 
Papua New Guinea, whos e o bservations as insid e r s h a ve beP.n 
added to those previou s ly and dominantl y ma d e hy o ut s iders 
(for P ign soci al scientists). As Morauta (1979:562) demon 
s trnt e s, each of th ese perspectiv e s in social inquiry can 
l e ad to worthwhile contributions but g reatest understanding 
deriv e s from their combination and from 'th e possibility 
o f i n tellectual discourse between foreigners and nationals'. 
Merton (1972 :36) similarly argu e s, in an illuminating essay, 
that both outsiders and insiders have 'distinctive and 
interactive roles in the process of truth seeking' - and 
it is from such a philosophy that enduring advances will 
occur in the field study of population . 

In the case of the Guadalcanal Weather Coast 
Project, the fertility survey indicates that meaningful 
cooperation can occur between island administrations, 
foreign social scientists, and trained indigenous workers. 
To greater or lesser degree, most of the other project 

/ ') 



c omp o n 1 • n L i; e m p ha s i s e that copiou s in v e s t m <' n t s o f t i m f' , 
mon e y , <' n c· r g y , and in s t it u ti on a 1 good w i 11 w i 11 not n e c es s -
a rily pr o duce satisfactory result s for either th e 
insider o r the outsider. 
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