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Complexities and diversity in
archaeologies of Island Melanesia

James Flexner and Mathieu Leclerc

It has been over 20 years since Spriggs’ (1997) synthesis 7he Island Melanesians was published.
In the ensuing two decades, a massive and accelerating amount of archaeological fieldwork,
analysis, and publication has taken place in the region (see Kirch 2017:55-183 for a recently
updated synthesis). There have since been a number of synthetic works highlighting the
archaeology of specific archipelagos in Island Melanesia, including Vanuatu (Bedford 2006;
Bedford and Spriggs 2014), the Solomon Islands (Walter and Sheppard 2017) and Fiji (Burley
2013; Clark and Anderson 2009). There have also been periodic volumes covering the archaeology
of the Lapita Cultural Complex, which is a phenomenon primarily located in Island Melanesia,
though also in the neighbouring Polynesian archipelagos of Tonga and to a lesser extent Samoa
(e.g. Bedford et al. 2007; Sand and Bedford 2010; Sand et al. 2015). As more sites are discovered,
the notion of what Lapita is, where it is located and how to interpret possibly related findings
remains a matter of vibrant debate.

This book is not intended as a new synthesis of Melanesian archaeology in the true sense.
Rather, the book features a series of case studies highlighting the great diversity of contemporary
approaches to archaeologies of Island Melanesia from a thematic perspective. The field is
transforming rapidly in response to a variety of forces both inside and outside the discipline of
archaeology. One of the more significant developments in 21st-century Melanesian archaeology
is the emergence of a sense of ‘salvage’ archaeology, in which large-scale fieldwork is carried out
to document sites ahead of economic development projects (Richards et al. 2016; Sand et al. this
volume). We imagine this kind of research will become increasingly prominent in coming years.

In introducing this collection of essays, we focus on two significant themes that are immediately
apparent to anyone who has worked in Melanesia: the great diversity of environmental and
cultural processes that have shaped, and continue to shape, human life in the region; and the
complexity of Melanesian societies, which is itself a highly diverse phenomenon.

At the outset, we should offer a caveat similar to the one that Kirch (2017:4) gives in a much
broader-ranging synthesis of Pacific archacology. When we refer to Island Melanesia, we are
referring to a geographic region comprising the islands in the contemporary nation-states of Papua
New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji and the French colony of New Caledonia. This
grouping makes sense because of the history of research in the Pacific, but it certainly does not
reflect the complex culture histories of Melanesian people. The boundary with neighbouring
Polynesia is problematic considering the long history of interaction and connections between
the regions. Dumont d’Urville’s tripartite division of the Pacific into Polynesia, Melanesia and
Micronesia has remained influential in the ways that scholars understand the Pacific (Clark 2003)
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2 Archaeologies of Island Melanesia

and how the inhabitants construct their identities.! Dumont d’ Urville created divisions that are
still used heuristically, but it is well understood that the boundaries are in some ways inappropriate,
particularly for the racialised division of Melanesia.

Thus, while Melanesia can be used to distinguish an area of sea and islands, it does not bear any
relationship to the histories of the people who live in those islands. This is in contrast to Polynesia,
which has been argued to represent a ‘phyletic unit’ composed of cultures with a traceable shared
ancestry (Kirch and Green 2001). Roger Green (1991) long ago noted that Melanesia might be
better conceived of in terms of Near Oceania, those islands that were colonised initially during the
Pleistocene, and Remote Oceania, those islands first settled by Lapita-age populations beginning
around 3000 years ago. Further, Dumont d’Urville’s boundaries have always been permeable,
and perhaps the clearest evidence for this is the presence of Polynesian Outliers, islands with
Polynesian languages and cultural traits that are located within the geographic boundaries
of Melanesia and Micronesia (Feinberg and Scaglion 2012).

Diversity in Island Melanesia

Melanesia is arguably the most linguistically diverse region of the world. From the Papuan
languages of the New Guinea highlands and interiors of some high islands in the Solomon
Islands (Reesink et al. 2009), to the immense number of Austronesian languages present in the
small population of Vanuatu (Crowley 2000; Francois 2012), the level of diversity in the region is
simply astonishing. This linguistic diversity is a reflection of the complex history of settlement in
the region reaching back to the Pleistocene, though there is not necessarily a simple relationship
between languages and populations (Posth et al. 2018).

Environmentally, Melanesia is also highly diverse. Island size varies from New Guinea, the world’s
second-largest island with an interior massif featuring many peaks that reach over 4000 m in
height, to tiny atolls a few kilometres in surface area and no more than a few metres high at their
highest point. Often the biogeographic variability of Melanesian islands is represented within
small groups of neighbours. For example, the south of Vanuatu features two older, dormant
volcanic high islands, Erromango and Aneityum; a still-active volcanic island, Tanna; a nearby
coral atoll, Aniwa; and a makatea-type island of raised limestone, Futuna (Flexner et al. 2018).
Islands also vary in terms of the sizes and productivity of fringing coral reefs and mangrove
swamps, both of which were an essential resource for islanders, particularly as a source of fish and
shellfish (see Oertle and Szabd this volume). On larger islands, it might be several days’ walk from
the interior to the sea. Islanders often adapted to this kind of ecological variability by developing
complex exchange networks to redistribute surpluses and deficits not only of food but also other
essentials such as oven stones, raw materials, finished tools and valuables (see Bayliss-Smith et al.
this volume).

Cultural diversity, of course, goes hand in hand with this linguistic and biogeographical
diversity. Histories of Melanesian islands are both variable, and often follow radically different
trajectories from many Old World—focused archaeological models. For example, Papua New
Guinea’s highlands produced one of the earliest inventions of agriculture in the world (Golson
et al. 2017). The concept of the ‘Neolithic revolution” expected to accompany such an invention
does not apply readily to this case, however (Denham this volume). Melanesian ritual practices
took on a variety of forms, some involving monumental stone constructions, some not (Bedford
this volume). Melanesians had a remarkable diversity of ways of treating the dead and mediating

1 There are numerous examples of grassroots events associated with Melanesian culture, such as the Melanesian Arts and Cultural
Festival, the Melanesian Regional Championships (Athletics), Wansol Melanesian Music Festival, etc.
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relationships with ancestors (Valentin et al. 2011; Valentin and Sand this volume). Social
organisation was likewise remarkably diverse, and it is here that we turn to the concept of
complexity for understanding Melanesia.

Melanesian complexities

In what has now become a classic work in cultural anthropology, Sahlins (1963) defined a concept
of ‘big man’ societies that he saw as typical of Melanesian social complexity, in contrast to the
hereditary titles passed down through Polynesian chiefdoms. This work has been challenged on
various fronts, including suggestions that the big man phenomenon was associated specifically
with Papuan, as opposed to Austronesian-speaking groups (Scaglion 1996). More critically, the
big man societies recorded ethnohistorically were often a reflection of the dramatic demographic
and cultural shifts resulting from European colonialism (Sand et al. 2003; Spriggs 2008).

Much of the scholarship on social complexity in Oceania focuses on chiefs and chiefdoms
(e.g. Earle and Spriggs 2015; Kirch 1984). Most contemporary Melanesian languages use
some version of jif (chief) to describe individuals who hold positions of power and authority.
However, the kinds of power, and how it is asserted, contested and defended, are highly variable.
The evolution of chiefly systems in the Solomon Islands, for example, involved complex processes
of niche construction and entanglement as people adapted to relationships of both exchange and
warfare (Sheppard this volume; Thomas this volume).

Complex exchange systems evolved hand in hand with the chiefly systems, as Melanesian chiefs
often relied on generosity to solidify their authority through gifts and feasting. Prestigious objects
for use in exchange systems were produced through technologically sophisticated and meaning-
laden processes (Gaffney this volume). Remains of feasts are found in a variety of scales and
materials, from faunal remains to microscopic residues found on the inside of pots (Leclerc et al.
this volume). In the period of European contacts, these systems further evolved to include settlers
such as missionaries (Flexner 2016; Flexner et al. this volume).

The structure of this book

The themes of diversity and complexity permeate the chapters in this volume in a number of ways.
The book is separated into three main thematic sections (‘Landscapes and complexities’; ‘Exchange
and contacts’; ‘Practices’), sandwiched between smaller contextual sections. The volume opens
with a historical overview covering the history of archaeological research in Island Melanesia.
The chapters in ‘Landscapes and complexities’ examine the ways that different processes shaped
social complexity and landscape transformation. ‘Exchange and contacts’ focuses on systems of
exchange and cross-cultural interactions. ‘Practices’ includes in-depth examinations of different
forms of practice that were essential to Melanesian ways of life. Finally, we leave the last word
to our colleague Edson Willie of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, who offers the perspective of an
indigenous Melanesian archacologist.
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