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Possessive Aspect of Kastom :
With Reference to the Example of Tongoa, Vanuatu
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Over the last two decades, kastom and other indigenous concepts related to
tradition in Melanesia have attracted interests of researchers, particularly anthropolo-
gists. Much of the articles published by anthropologists in 1980s tended to treat
kastom as “invented tradition” with implications of falsity, mystification and inauth-
enticity. This invention-of-tradition argument on kastom provoked heated responses
from natives who saw the argument as a colonial attempt to distort their past and to
take away their power of self-definition. After receiving these sever criticisms from
natives, anthropologists started to discuss how to talk about kastom. Some suggested
the use of particular explanation to avoid implications of inauthenticity, and others
proposed to aware of political context surrounding anthropologists. It appears,
however, that anthropologists are required, at least, to understand the relationship
between natives and kasfom in order to respond their criticisms properly. At this
point, the article examines past anthropological studies on kasfom, and points out that
they tended to treat kastom as a symbol. They also tended to explain social conflicts
among natives concerning kastom as struggles over the authenticity of the interpreta-
tion of kastom. This understanding of kastom, however, does not suffice to explain the
example of the controversy on kastom which took place in the island of Tongoa,
central Vanuatu. Through the controversy, Tongoans were trying to find out the
proper owner of the authentic kastom of their society. Based on further examination
of the example from Tongoa, the article finally suggests that it is needed for anthropol-

ogists to pay close attention to possessive aspect of kaston:.
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