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The University of the South Pacific, Fji

The wantok system in the Solomon Islands, and the Melancsian coun-
tries more broadly, strongly links to the practices of group identity and
belonging, reciprocity, and caring for one’s relatives. It is a term used
to express patterns of relationships that link people in families, tribes,
islands, provinces, nationality and even more superficially at greater
Melanesian sub-regional aggregates, Various aspects of the wantok sys-
tem are called different names by distinct language groups in Papua New
Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu. Nevertheless, the word wantok
originates from the English words ‘one talk’, which literally means in
Melanesian pidgin (Tok Pisin, Pijir and Bislama), speakers of the same
language.

Wantok is an identity perception at the macro level and a social cap-
ital concept at the micro and family levels, especially in rural communi-
ties. It signifies a setting demanding cooperation, caring and reciprocal
support, and a shared attachment o locality. It consists of a web of rela-
tionships, norms and codes of behaviour (kastom) that maintains group
security and stability and distinguishes one group from another (Nanau
2011). Renzio (1999: 19) defined the wantok system as

the set of relationships (or a set of abligations) between individuals
characterised by some or all of the following: (a) common language
(wantok = one talk), (b) common kinship group, {c) common geo-
graphical area of origin, (d) commeon social associations or reli-
gious groups, and (e) common belief in the principle of mutual
reciprocity.

Wantok and kastom are atiributes of Melanesian societies that both unire
groups of people with a sense of identity and rhetorical common object-
ives but also distinguish them from others.

To appreciate the practice of wantokism, it is necessary to com-
prehend how local communities organise themselves and how kastom
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(physical work) is a way of caring and uniting, especially through festiv-
ities such as ‘feasts, gift exchanges, dances, and ... ceremonies celebrated
to mark stages in the growth of individuals, their births, deaths and mar-
riages’ (Belshaw 1947: 5).

Apart from these kastomns developing goodwill and cooperation,
there are also instances where divisions and competitions occur that
drive wantok groups apart. In both intra- and inter-wantok relation-
ships, respect expressed through reciprocal gestures of goodwill and
honest dealings by leaders is an acceptable norm. Each wantok group is
happy when it is respected and its territories not infiltrated by external
forces and groups. Accordingly, successive governments of the Solomon
Islands since independence in 1978 were conscious of this and often
made decisions claiming to be in the interest of national unity and sta-
bility by appearing to address national needs but de facto on provincial
and wantok lines (Nanau 2016). LiPuma and Meltzoff (1990) claim that
‘[t]he various Sclomon Islands were joined not because they bore any
inherent relationship or because their peoples desired to be united, but
for reasons foreign and external’ (LiPuma and Meltzoff 1990: 83). More
directly, Kabutaulaka (1998: 33) explained that the post-colonial nation-
state of the Solomon Islands exercises authority over boundaries carved
during the colonial era.

The further one uses wantok away from the local towards the
national, the greater the system changes from being a subsistence and
livelihood buffer, to one of exploitation and corruption. This explains the
identity and allegiance predicament demonstrated by the Royal Solomon
Islands Police Force (RSIP} during the 1998--2Q02 ethnic crises. Police
officers who were supposed to be impartial took sides instead of protect-
ing all citizens. Arms that were supposed to be used for the protection
of citizens were used against them. A good number of Guadalcanal and
Malaita Police officers ignored their national duties and affiliated them-
selves with militant fighters from their wantok groups (SIG 2001). This
was due to the strength of wantok affiliations over national consider-
ations. The existence of very strong internal bonds among and between
wantok groups nationally affects efforts towards a united and stable
Solomon Islands.

The above discussions on wantok and kastom also convey an
unequal system that supports the interests of certain individuals. This
is more pronounced in relation to the formal state. In the modern gov-
ernment setting, the wantok systein is often associated with nepotism
and the use of one's personal connections to secure public service jobs
at the expense of equal opportunity and meritocracy. Cockayne (2004)
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explained that wantoks could use their positions of influence to pro-
tect their own, as when police officers block or frustrate investigations
involving close relatives (Cockayne 2004: 20}. Appeals to kastom could
be the scapegoat for letting a wantok member off the hook. Others argue
that because it promotes the traditionally noble act of reciprocity, pol-
itics is currently being administered poorly because of tribal, ethnic
and clan loyalties (Rynkiewich 2000). Those who progress through the
government hierarchies thanks to the wantok system have usurped the
space for meritocracy.

In urban areas, at the personal and household level, a commit-
ment to the wantok attributes of caring, sharing and looking out for
others’ needs is increasingly difficult because city life engages with the
cash economy on a daily basis. The Solomon Times Online newsletter
(2008} highlighted the negative effects of unemployed families relying
on other wantoks in Honiara for their children’s school fees, food and
other needs. A ‘frustrated’ person who experienced the demands of such

Figure 3.8.1 Wantok groups contributing and reciprocating the
earlier assistance and generosity of other wantok groups in local
Guadalcanal community, Selomon Islands, Taken in Tathimboko,
District of Guadalcanal.

Source: Author. © William Nanau.
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a network while trying to make ends meet for his family made the fol-
lowing statements on the negative impact of wantoks in Honiara; ‘[ think
the system is making us very poor, and we will continue to be poor if we
encourage it’ (Solomon Times Online 2008).

The concepts of wantok and kastern are important for under-
standing informal networks in the Sclomon Islands and Melanesia
more broadly. The history of the Solomon Islands’ integration into
the global economy directly links to continuities and changes to the
wantok system and networks at the local level. The wantok groups’
attachments to each other, and within themselves, changes from that
of a reciprocal redistributive buffer to that of exploitation and polit-
ical expediency the further one moves away from the village. Despite
the changes brought about by colonisation and now globalisation,
wantok identities and kastom are maintained and continue to be the
norms of operation at the village level. Cultural wantok concepts
and attributes such as kastom influence other aspects of develop-
ment, particularly those related to opportunities, security, stability
and access to government resources. It is the ‘invisible hand’ in live-
lihoods, governance and development in the Solomon Islands and
Melanesia more generally. :
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