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PREFACE

HE ethnology of Polynesia is the subject of an extensive

and varied literature. For long past travellers, explorers,
missionaries, government officials and others, and academic
writers at home, have been accumulating ethnological material,
and a large quantity of this is now at our disposal. It is, how-
ever, scattered in many books and articles in journals and
other periodicals, and, though some of these are written in a
more or less scientific method, many are mere collections
of isolated and disconnected data; also the information is
confined in most cases to specific islands or groups. The
material has therefore been greatly in need of collection, arrange-
ment and co-ordination. I must confess that, when Professor
Seligman suggested that I should undertake the task, I hesitated
to do so; and as the work proceeded, and the voluminous
and complicated character of the evidence became more
apparent, my fear that I had undertaken a duty which should
have been discharged by a better qualified investigator became
intensified.

I decided when, in the latter part of the year 1913, I com-
menced the work of collecting the material, not to attempt to
include, in what I then anticipated would be one book, the
whole of Polynesia, and I was supported in this proposal by
the opinions of friends well qualified to advise. I therefore
excluded Hawai‘i to the north and New Zealand to the south,
and confined my attention to the islands nearer the equator,
though I included Easter Island. It is to designate this limited
area that I use the term ‘‘Central Polynesia” in the title of
the book; and when I refer from time to time to ““Polynesia”’
and the “Polynesians,” it must be understood that I do so
only in this restricted sense.

Subsequent developments have impelled me to modify even
this restricted scheme. The amount of available material proved
to be much greater than I had anticipated; and an attempt
to deal with it adequately requires more volumes than I had
expected. I therefore decided to confine myself in this book
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vi PREFACE

to certain portions of the whole subject, leaving other portions
to be dealt with later. I shall refer to this matter again.

The Fijian islands are commonly regarded as forming part
of Melanesia, and so do not, strictly speaking, come within
the scope of my subject. Nevertheless, in view of the extensive
intermixture of Polynesian elements among the people of parts
of Fiji, this group can hardly be disregarded. Some of those
elements may have had their origin in the distant past,when some
of the Polynesian ancestors first reached the Pacific; others are
doubtless of more recent origin, and that of some is compara-
tively modern, dating back only to historic or partly historic
times. Dr B. Glanvill Corney kindly supplied me with useful
information concerning the modern geographical distribution in
the Fijian islands of the Melanesian and Polynesian ethnic
elements; but unfortunately writers on Fiji do not always tell
us in which portions of the group the information supplied by
them was obtained, and even localized material loses some of
its value through the absence of evidence by which we can
connect Polynesian features with possible old associations,
as distinguished from what may have been comparatively
recent developments. In these circumstances I have not
included Fiji as part of Polynesia, in the sense of introducing
the systematically tabulated particulars which I have tried
to include in the accounts of admittedly Polynesian islands.
I have confined myself, as regards Fiji, to the introduction
here and there of certain matters which seem to have been
definitely Polynesian in character, or partly so, and which tend
to illustrate or explain Polynesian systems and customs.

I have included in my material some data collected in islands
outside the geographical limits of Polynesia proper, but in
which more or less definite Polynesian elements have been
found. The Ellice group, for example, was partly, but not
entirely, Polynesian; Tikopian culture was largely so; but in
the other Polynesian settlements, as they are sometimes called,
in the neighbourhood of the Melanesian islands the interaction
of Polynesian and Melanesian cultures was of a character that
renders exact discrimination between the two difficult. This
mixture has perhaps led me sometimes to introduce matters
which should be regarded as Melanesian. I decided not to
include the Gilbert Islands; but it has been suggested to me
recently that I ought to have done so. It is now, however, too
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PREFACE vii

late to correct the error, if such it be, as I should have to set
to work to collect the necessary material, and probably every
section of the book would have to be partly rewritten.

The recording of the numerous traditions and the histories
of the several islands and island groups does not come within
my purpose. I have therefore only introduced such legendary
and historical material as seemed to be useful for the purpose
of explaining, or illustrating, or at least adding interest to, the
matters that form the subject of the book. I would point out,
as regards legends, that the interest of a tradition does not
necessarily depend solely upon its probable truth; true or
untrue, it is of value if it discloses beliefs held by the people,
and we may well think that any customs or practices to which
a legend points were prevalent, or were believed to have been
prevalent in days gone by.

My subject is Polynesia as it was, and not as it is; and I
have tried to avoid the introduction of data that are probably
modern and not truly indigenous—many of them perhaps due
to white men’s influence. I have therefore written throughout
in the past tense, though many of the old systems and customs
described, and even some of the beliefs, have survived to the
present day; indeed some of the material of which I have
availed myself has been of quite recent collection.

There are a few matters concerning which words of caution
are desirable. The evidence to which I refer has been collected
from the works of writers of different periods, some being
quite recent and others written many years ago. During this
stretch of time many changes must have occurred, and
indeed we know that they have done so. Consequently the
stringing together of material relating to any one subject
may easily be misleading and produce an erroneous impression.
I have in some cases tried to discriminate in this matter,
and to avoid confusion in connecting and comparing matters
that have been observed at dates more or less distant from
one another; I fear, however, that I have often failed to do
this, sometimes because I had no means of doing it, and
that some of the apparent differences between the ideas and
customs reported from the several islands may have been
chronological, rather than geographical.

Then, again, it must be remembered that many of the
observers, from whose works my materials have been collected,
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viii PREFACE

have doubtless only recorded matters which they had actually
seen, or of which they had been informed, and which it has
occurred to them to mention. No doubt many specific ideas
and practices, though only recorded as having been found in one
or more of the several islands, have not been confined to them;
they may have prevailed in others also; but in the absence of
evidence of this I have had to confine my references to these
customs to the islands from which they have been actually
reported. Consequently comparisons of apparently differing
customs may in some cases have been based upon inaccurate
or incomplete data.

Another possible source of confusion and inaccuracy is geo-
graphical. The Polynesian islands have been arranged by
travellers and students of geography in certain named groups;
but, though there is in some cases a general probability, based
on the proximity of the islands of these groups, that the ideas
and customs found in one island of a group prevailed to a
greater or less extent in the group generally, we can never be
confident that they did so, especially in the case of the larger or
more scattered groups. The ethnological grouping of the Poly-
nesians may in places have differed substantially from the
geographical grouping now adopted of the islands; in certain
cases we know that this was so, and in particular that some, at
all events, of the ancestors of the inhabitants of some of the
eastern islands and island groups were migrants from more
than one island or group of islands further west. Hence general
comparative statements as to adjacent named groups, in which
eachis treated as a defined group, differing from the others, must
often be inaccurate and misleading. Probably in some cases
the ethnological differentiation between what I may call frontier
islands of adjacent groups was small, and there was no hard
and fast line of ethnological demarcation between the two
groups. Perhaps some of the apparent inconsistencies and
contradictions in the evidence are due to this cause.

A difficulty, somewhat similar to the above, arises from
doubts as to the correct localization of information supplied
by writers. Both Ellis and Moerenhout, for instance, collected
the bulk of their material in Tahiti; and when, in referring to
a custom, they speak of the Society Islands, it is often difficult
to be sure of the extent to which they wish us to understand
that this custom prevailed throughout that group. Similarly,
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PREFACE ix

Gill sometimes talks of the Hervey Islands, leaving us in doubt
as to whether he is supplying information collected only in
Mangaia, which was the island specially studied by him, or
whether we are to regard it as applying to Rarotonga and other
islands also. Other examples of this difficulty might be given;
for instance, the bulk of the information on the Tongan group,
supplied by Mariner, was obtained elsewhere than in Tonga-
tabu; the greater part of that relating to the Marquesas was
collected in Nukuhiva; and Mangareva is our chief source
of information in the Paumotu. For these reasons it has often
been impossible for me to differentiate with any approach to
accuracy, even between main islands of a group, and a regret-
table looseness in writing has resulted.

It is difficult, and indeed impossible, for terminology to be
exact and consistent in a book, the material for which has been
collected from a large number of works, the authors of which
use the same term for what were perhaps different things, and
different terms for what may have been the same thing. It is
impossible, for instance, to be clear in trying to distinguish by
defined terminology between what would, perhaps, properly be
called a village, a sub-district or a district; and sometimes
I have used the term division for a large area, including
several districts; though I can offer no scientific definition,
applicable to all the islands, of this term. I have had, as
regards each island, to use the terminology which seemed
convenient for the purpose of explaining, so far as possible,
the geographical division of that island. The same difficulty
arose as to terms indicating the chiefs of these various
areas, great and small, and I have had to content myself
with meeting it in the same indefinite way. There were in
some places great chiefs whose jurisdictions spread over com-
paratively large areas—whole islands, and even perhaps groups
of islands—though I suspect that some very widespread rules
have been of relatively recent origin; these head chiefs are
frequently spoken of by writers as “kings”’; and, though I
dislike the term, mainly because I cannot define it, I had to
use that or some other term to express the extended controlling
jurisdiction which these people enjoyed; and the substitution
of some more suitable term—such, perhaps, as “paramount
chief”—would not have removed the difficulty of definition.
I have therefore often used the term “‘king,” which has at least
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X PREFACE

the advantage of being short. The words ‘“ family,” ““ clan,” and
“tribe,” also are used by writers, sometimes as though they
were interchangeable terms, and often with but little, if any,
appreciation of any differences in meaning between them, or
between a mere family of parents and children and a larger
consanguine family ; in this again I have been unable in quoting
these writers to adopt a scientific system of terminology; and I
fear a similar lack of exactitude hassometimes,almost necessarily,
extended to my own comments. It must not be assumed that
when I quote these terms, as used by writers, I adopt them as
being correct.

It has been necessary for me to refer from time to time to
family relationships, such as father, mother, son, daughter,
brother and sister ; and, in doing so, I have not as a rule stated
whether I used these terms in the sense in which we understand
them, or in the wider and different sense involved by a classi-
ficatory system of relationship. As it is generally recognized
that this system prevailed widely in one form or another in
Polynesia, this gross lack of exactitude is to be deplored; but
it has been unavoidable, for most of the writers from whose
works my materials have been collected do not deal with the
question, and I could only quote their terminology as I found
it. Some of the writers knew nothing of the classificatory
system, and have no doubt been misled in their inter-
pretation of what was told them by the natives. Others, and
especially those who remained for lengthened periods in one
place, and learnt the language of that place, and became intimate
with the people, could hardly fail to be aware of the system, if
it prevailed there, although in their time it had not become
the subject of detailed scientific investigation. It is incon-
ceivable that such a one should fail to note at least that the
words used to denote father, brother, etc., included other
relations ; and yet as a rule they tell us nothing about it. I think
we may believe that these authors, whatever they knew or did not
know, have generally intended us, unless they tell us otherwise,
to understand the terms used by them in the ordinary sense
involved by our own system; in which case the difficulty is
reduced to that of error on their part. The doubt as to this subject
must, however, be borne constantly in mind in all places where
these relationship terms are used ; and it must, I fear, be assumed
that their use is often wrong. Any attempt by me to investigate

<<
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PREFACE xi

and compare the classificatory systems of the different islands
would obviously, in the circumstances, have been futile.

I have, as regards a few words, adopted throughout the book
uniform methods of spelling, though these differed, in accord-
ance with rules of dialectic interchanges of consonants and
other local variations, in the several islands and island groups.
For example, I have generally used the term marae for what is
often translated into ‘“‘temple,” instead of altering it in places
to malae; and I have always called the god Tangaroa by that
name, though for some islands it should be spelt Tangaloa,
Taaroa, etc. These are merely two illustrations of a method that
I have adopted with reference to a few other words and names
which appear frequently. I have done this because an attempt
to discriminate and vary the spelling for each island or group
would tend to be confusing, without offering any adequate
compensating advantage. Moreover, some writers have at times
adopted for certain islands modes of spelling that are wrong
for those islands, having probably retained methods which they
had learnt elsewhere. I have, in consequence of advice given to
me, adopted for all islands the nasalized ng instead of the simple
g; but very likely the latter has sometimes been introduced
inadvertently, especially in quoting other writers who use it.

Then, again, there are, independently of dialectic variations,
great differences in the spellings adopted by the numerous
writers, and appearing in maps (including among the latter
those of modern cartographers), for the names of islands,
districts, mountains, villages, etc., and for those of gods, mythical
and traditional personages, and even people of historical times,
and indeed for the Polynesian words for all things. Under these
circumstances it is difficult to preserve in a work of this character
a correct, or even a uniform, Polynesian orthography, and this
difficulty is specially great as regards the innumerable names,
many of them of great length, of places, persons and gods
throughout Polynesia. I fear that discrepancies will be found,
and that some of these have been purely slips of my own.

There is an obvious lack of proportion in the book, some
subjects of importance having been treated somewhat scantily,
whilst other less important matters are discussed to a dispropor-
tionate extent. This has been inevitable, at all events as regards
the former defect, which has arisen simply from lack of the
requisite material.
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xii PREFACE

It may be thought that I have lengthened some of my
chapters needlessly by quoting separately a number of writers
who refer to a specific matter, instead of quoting only one of
them and giving foot-note references to the others; but I have
had definite reasons for doing this. Although I have often
made suggestions and offered probable or possible explana-
tions of the meaning of the evidence, and sometimes have
even indulged in hypotheses, my main object has been the
collection of the facts. It often happens that different writers
say practically the same thing, but do not state it in exactly
the same way, and in these cases it is desirable that readers
should have all the evidence before them, and so be able to
form their own conclusions as to the deductions to be drawn
from it. In some cases, which I regard as important, I have
quoted a number of writers separately in order that the full
cumulative value of their evidence may be secured.

I regret greatly that I have not given more maps. It had
been my intention to have these of as many as possible of
the different islands and groups; but the excessive cost of
printing and publication at the present time has compelled me
reluctantly to confine myself to such as seemed absolutely
necessary for an understanding of the matter contained in the
text. The general reference map of the islands has been pre-
pared by Messrs Edward Stanford & Co., being a partial
reproduction of their well known map of the Pacific Islands.
The names of the persons of whose maps some of my other
maps are reproductions, and who have kindly allowed me to
use them, and the sources from which one or two maps have
been prepared by me are stated in the chapters on “Political
Areas and Systems” relating to the particular islands.

This book is confined, after a preliminary chapter on origin
and migrations, to the subject of social and political systems.
I hope to be able in the near future to produce a second instal-
ment, which will probably deal with a number of myths of
creation and concerning other subjects, the religions of the
people, including their beliefs as to the soul and the after-life of
the dead and their great army of gods and spirits, and beliefs
and ideas relating to certain sacred places and objects, and
other matters. We shall then have a fairly comprehensive basic
material, in the light of which I hope, at a still later date, to
be able to consider the religious and other rites and ceremonies
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PREFACE Xiii

of the people, and their customs and practices. I also look
forward to the further possibility of considering afterwards the
subject of inter-island movements, for which purpose I should
introduce a number of traditions, and more or less historical
material and views of writers, relating to original migrations
into some of the islands—in some cases movements from island
to island—excluded for the present, as they throw no light on
social and political organization; from a comparison of these,
and of the differing religious, social, political and other cultural
features of the people of the several islands, we might acquire
some insight into past inter-island migrations. I fear I can
hardly hope to be able, as I intended originally, to turn, after
completing my investigation of Central Polynesia, to that of the
Polynesians of Hawai‘i and New Zealand.

The Bibliography includes all books from which I have
collected material dealing with any part of the whole subject;
and it is possible that they have not all been referred to in
this book. My search for material in the Journal of the Royal
Anthropological Institute, Man, the Fournal of the Polynesian
Society,and English books, has been continued up to the middle
of 1923. I have examined foreign and Colonial books, and all
other journals and periodicals, only up to the time of the
commencement of the war; as, owing to the large quantity of
matter which I had collected already, the amount of work to be
done with it, and my advanced age, I thought it wiser to push
on with this, rather than occupy time in collecting further
information, which can be done hereafter by someone else.

The limitation of the matters considered in this book to one
branch only of the entire subject has made it necessary for me to
refer sometimes to other matters with which I do not deal now,
and to my views as to the effect of the evidence concerning
those other matters, although that evidence itself is not quoted.
This is an undesirable method; but I do not see how, under
the circumstances, it can be avoided. It may be also that some
of the references in passages, written before my change of plan
had been made, to later chapters, though now inaccurate, have
escaped my notice, and not been corrected.

In the chapter on “Origin and Migrations,” adopting the
late Mr S. Percy Smith’s terminology, I have used the word
‘““Rarotongans” to designate a group of people whose move-
ments have been disclosed by the Rarotongan “logs”’ and other
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legends, and their descendants, or a section of them, and who, as
I contend, were the people who were specially the worshippers
of the god Tangaroa. Originally I had continued to use this
term *‘ Rarotongans” throughout the book; but, in view of the
possible misleading character of the term, and acting on advice,
I altered it to ““ Tangaroans” in all chapters other than that on
“Origin and Migrations.” It is possible, however, that there
are, here and there, places in which I have omitted to make
the alteration.

I have not hesitated to ask friends for advice on points
concerning which they could help me, and there are several of
these to whom I am indebted for kind occasional assistance of
this character. I wish, however, to express my specially grateful
thanks to Professor C. G. Seligman, and the late Dr W. H. R.
Rivers, whose never failing interest in my efforts was a constant
source of encouragement and inspiration, and whose kind help
and advice have always been at my disposal, and have been
invaluable.

I am also much indebted to Mr Sidney H. Ray for help
given from. time to time in translating Polynesian words and
passages; to Mrs Scoresby Routledge for information about
Easter Island; to Sir Everard im Thurn for the very long
continued loan of his Samoan and Tongan dictionaries; and to
the Council of the London Missionary Society for having allowed
my Secretary, Miss Campbell, to visit their rooms from time to
time, and study and take notes from books in their possession—
including that rare volume, Davies’s Dictionary—and for the
help which was given to her in doing so.

Finally, I desire to record the debt of gratitude which I owe
to Miss Muriel Campbell, who has helped me in the collection
and arrangement and tabulation of the materials, and in many
other ways. Miss Campbell threw herself whole-heartedly into
the work; and her enthusiasm, along with her unfailing industry,
her great ability, her excellent memery, and the faculty of
insight which she possesses, have been of the utmost value to
me ever since I commenced my investigations.

ROBERT W. WILLIAMSON

THE COPSE, BROOK
WITLEY, SURREY
May 1924
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burgh: London: 1892.

D’Ewes, J. China, Australia, and the Pacific Islands, in the
years 1855—-56. London: 1857

Dillon, Chevalier Capt. P. Narrative and successful result of
a voyage in the South Seas...to ascertain the actual fate
of La Pérouse’s expedition, etc. 2 vols. London: 1829
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