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ABSTRACT
Social and Cultural Change in the Prehistory of the
Ancestral

Polynesian Homeland

Thomas Stuart Dye
Yale University

1987

This thesis addresses the guestion of how Polynesian
culture and society developed in the ancestral Polynesian
homeland islands of Fiji, Tongas, and Samoa. Data with which
to infer cultural change are derived primarily from analyses
of the form and decoration of Lapitoid pottery collected
during survey of islands in the Ha“apai Group of Tonga,
excavation of the Te‘ekalae, Fakatafenga and Tongoleleka
sitesy; examination of museum collections, and from published
sources. Data with which to infer changes in social scale;
integration and complexity are derived primarily from
petrographic analyses designed to locate probable sources
for mineral sands used in the manufacture of Lapitoid and
non-Lapitoid pottery, from firing tests designed to

determine the suitability of Tongan clay soils for potting,




and from traditional history.

Changes in pottery form and decoration a3t Tongoleleka add
detail to the observation that local ceramic sequences
diverged from one another as pottery assemblages throughout
the region became less varied and the pots ﬁroduced became
simpler. This seeming paradox is explained as an effect of
contractions in social scale and integration, caused first
by rapid colonization of the region and later by inland
settlement accompanied by social strife. In the small,
isolated communities of the region vagaries in the
inter-generational transfer of technical information led
first to a loss of complex potting techniques and then to
abandonment of the industry in Tonga and Samoa in the early

centuries A.D.

The contact-era Tongan chiefdom,; with its widespread ties
throughout the islands of the ancestral homeland, is
represented in the archaeological record by late prehistoric
and historic Fijian potsherds. An anaiysis of traditional
historical records shows increased integration of Fiji into
Tongan society was tied to the diffusion into the region of
a new canoe technology and the rise to power of Tonga’s

Kanokupolu chiefs.
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Chapter 1

Problems in the Prehistory of the Ancestral Folynesian

Homeland

Kenneth Emory (1959:34) was the first to propose that the
ancestral homeland of the Polynesian peoples was to be found
within Polynesia itself. He developed this idea in response
to theories of Polyhesian origins proposed by Handy (1930}
and Buck (1938), both of whom followed a long line of
scholars by suggesting that ﬁlready distinct Polynesian
peoples had migrated into the area from some distant
haomeland (Howard 1967). In contrast to Handy, who thought
that the Polynesians had migrated in two waves from
Southeast Asia, and Buck, who reckoned that Eastern
Polynesia was settled in two waves from islands in
Micronesia, Emory, on the basis of archaeological (Emory
1943) and linguistic (Emory 1946) data, suggested that the
Polynesians had become Polynesian in the groups of islands
that today make up Western Polynesia (Fig. 1). '
Archaeological and linguistic data collected since Emory

made his praoposal strongly support the idea that the
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ancestral Polynesian homeland was in the islands of Tonga,
Samoa, and the eastern fringes of the Fijian group (Green
1967ay 1981). The problem of Polynesian origins is thus one
of "differentiation and increasing diversity" (Green
1981:146) within the islands of the ancestral Polynesian

homeland.

o Rotuma eUvea
Savaim Upolu
. Futuna < Manu’a
Tutuila
,Niuafo'ou
Vanua : Niuatoputapu
Levu o
s Taveuni
s o
] Koro
H * Sea
Viti' s .
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) s ’
‘ R - ® arous
&~ o
s .l Ha'apai
: Group
Tongatapu -
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Figure 1. The ancestral Polynesian homeland.
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At the most general level the prehistorian is concerned
with describing the development of a series of contrasts in
cultufe, language, race and society between the Polynesian
peoples and their diverse neighbors to the west, the
Melanesian peoples. In the realm of culture these would
include the absence of pottery manufacture in Polynesia and
its presence in scattered parts of Melanesia, and the
manufacture of quadrangular-sectioned adze blades in
Polynesia in contrast to the oval and lenticular sectioned
adze blades of Melanesiaj in language, the breakup of the
Central Pacific dialects into distinct language subgroups;
in race, large stature, shovel-shaped incisorss and rocker
jaws among the Polynesian peoples and small stature, large
tooth size, and lack of rocker jaws among many Melanesians;
and in society, the large, far-flung chiefdoms of Pblynesia
and the relatively small political units, often headed by

so—-called "Big Men," found throughout much of Melanesia.

Such a list of contrasts, tailored to the limitations of
the data available to the prehistorian, inevitably ignores
significant small-scale variability, especially in a region
as complex and diverse as Melanesia. In the realms of race

and social organization this generalizing tendency is
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frequently interpreted as carrying connotations of relative
"stages of advancement," usually to the Polynesian pgoples’
favor. The use of similar generalizations in comparative
ethnography and prehistoric reconstruction has led to
charges of cultural bias and racism (Hau’ofa 1975, Guiart

1982, Spriggs 1984, Groube 1985).

Generalizations are used here, especially in the realm of
social organization, to highlight major axes of variation in
recurring patterns of interaction within relatively large
groups of people. Following an analysis by Schwartz (1963),
systems of areal integration common in Melanesia and
Polynesia differ primarily in the means by which integration
is achieved and do not appear to reflect different stages of
advancement. Archaeclogical indices capable of measuring
the direction of change along axes of variation in social
organization hold out the promise that systematic analyses
of temporally ordered archaeological assemblages may yield
data from which the nature and rate of social change may be
inferred. A sequence of inferred social change may then be
related to a specific type of social organization by
comparing the archaeological endpoint with a detailed
description of social structure drawn from historical and
ethnographic sources. In this way the need to infer with
archaeological data the synchronic existence of a specific
type of society, such as a chiefdom or a states, an inference
with which prehistorians have had little success (Peebles

and Kus 1977, Renfrew 1977), is eliminated.






