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Conclusion:
A witness to change

In his two years in Papua, Gunnar Landtman managed to record a large 
collection of valuable legends and stories, many of which are still told today. 
He travelled widely throughout the Torres Strait, southwest coast of Papua and 
the Fly estuary and even managed a short trip to the Gulf District. He made a 
comprehensive collection of Kiwai material culture now housed in the Museum 
of Cultures in Helsinki and a second, duplicate set for the Cambridge Museum. 
He also collected some of the earliest examples of Gogodala material culture 
available for research. He was remarkably productive. Landtman returned 
with his draft manuscript largely written and although the English language 
version was not published until 1927, Landtman published his large volume 
of Kiwai legends and stories in 1917 only four years after he returned home. 
In 1913, following Haddon’s example he published, Nya Guinea färden [New 
Guinea expedition], a detailed travelogue of his work and life among the Kiwai 
(Landtman 1913b). Over the next 20 years he wrote a substantial corpus of work 
on the Kiwai in English, Swedish and Finnish. 

Landtman’s career after Papua
Landtman returned to the University of Helsinki where he served as Docent 
in sociology from 1910 to 1927. This would have been an interesting time in 
Finnish academic circles: in 1917 Salkari Pälsi produced the first silent movie of 
the everyday life of the Tjukts hunters and fishers who lived on the Tjukotka 
[Cukockij] Peninsula in northeast Russia (Crawford 1993: 12). Before the 
disruptive effect of the post-Independence civil war, and for a brief period, 
ethnology flourished in Finland.

Landtman was granted a post as a Personal Extra Professor of Sociology that he 
retained from 1927 to his death in 1940. This position, within Finnish academic 
institutions, was one rotated within the faculty. It was granted to a person 
who was recommended a professorial chair but who does not hold the head of 
department status. Landtman was also a keen nationalist. He had been a member 
of Nylands Nation, a Swedish students’ association for southern Finland, and sat 
briefly in the national Diet as representative for the Swedish party in 1922–23. 
Landtman remained an active member of social movements between the two 
world wars and supported humanist programs and opposed capital punishment. 
His work extended beyond the confines of his Papuan ethnology for he also 
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collected folklore and ethnography of the Swedish-speaking Finns (the 
finlandssvenskar) for the Svenska litteraturesällskapat i Finland, the Swedish 
Literature Society. 

Although Landtman made a name outside the study of Finnish-Swedish folk 
tradition, he was especially interested in the people, landscape and villages of 
the province of Nyland (Uusimaa), one of the southern provinces of Finland. 
In the beginning of the 20th Century he contributed to the Brage Society’s 
collection of folklore and was generally interested in the folklore of the Swedish-
speaking Finns. As a supporting member of the Svenska litteratursällskapet 
he became one of the editors for its publication Finlands svenska folkdiktning 
(Finnish–Swedish folklore). The section entitled Folktro och trolldom (Folk belief 
and magic), planned by him, was published in two volumes in 1919 and 1925. 
He found ethnography of the rural people interesting and collected pictures and 
artefacts during his summer holidays for a small local museum. Even though 
ethno-sociology was his main intellectual focus it had a strong philosophical 
foundation that took the form of philosophical criticism and ethic utilitarianism. 
The questions of rights and justice had a particular dominance. These thoughts 
are expressed at their clearest in his work Det rättas värde (Wikman 1940. 
Translated from the Swedish by Pirjo Varjola).

Value and significance of the Kiwai collections
Landtman’s pioneering research with the Kiwai has provided the foundation 
for much recent ethnographical and geographical research along the Daru 
coast. Roy Wagner (1978 and 1995), Billai Laba (1995) and Mark Busse (2005) 
have undertaken research on hero cults, Tom Eley (1988) focused on the 
marine geography of the Kiwai dugong and turtle hunters, Don Schug (1995) 
also followed this complex web of maritime resource exploitation and Kiwai 
participation in the early pearling and bêche-de-mer industries. 

In a different vein Lawrence Hammar (1999) investigated the often dangerous 
and socially stigmatising world of the local Daru sex industry and Bruce Knauft 
(1993 and 1999) explored homosexuality among southwest coastal cultures. 
There is little evidence to support the idea that homosexuality is more prevalent 
in Kiwai culture than any other in the region. However, Daru remains a dangerous 
place for the uninitiated. Knauft’s (1993) often quoted study argued against 
conceptualising south coast New Guinea cultures as bounded units existing 
in the timeless ethnographic present has been subjected to some considerable 
critical attention by Busse (2005: 448). Busse’s complaint was that Knauft then 
proceeded to do just that: define regional cultures in terms of physical geography, 
linguistic classifications and practical realities of ethnography (Busse 2005: 449). 
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My own research with the Kiwai (Lawrence 1994) and the subsequent social 
mapping studies conducted as part of submissions to the legal claim for 
compensation from the Ok Tedi mine (Lawrence 1995 and see also 2004) were 
largely informed by the material Gunnar Landtman left to us. Other significant 
research in the region has also been supported by Landtman’s research. McNiven 
and Quinnell (2004) have produced a comprehensive study of the archaeology 
and material culture of the Torres Strait that includes particular reference to 
trade links with the top Western islands (Vanderwal 2004: 257–70), the origin of 
large stone axes from Kiwai Island (McNiven, von Gnielinski and Quinnell 2004: 
271–90) and the origin of stone headed clubs from the Torassi/Bensbach River 
area in the Trans-Fly (Hitchcock 2004: 305–15). Garrick Hitchcock has also 
undertaken important research into the political ecology of the Wartha people 
living along the Torassi/Bensbach River borderlands of Papua (Hitchcock 2004)

The value of Landtman’s work transcends the bounds of interdisciplinary and 
philosophical discourses. It is true that Landtman and his mentors, Haddon 
and Westermarck, remained entrenched within evolutionary theory and the 
comparative method of research when others, like Malinowski and Radcliffe-
Brown moved on to functionalism (Suolinna 2000: 317–18). Malinowski 
(1929: 109–12) damned Landtman’s book with faint praise. He most certainly 
considered the ‘descriptive’ text lacked a dynamic and critical analysis. Certainly 
Landtman’s book lacks the style of Malinowski’s work but it is based on sound 
scientific principles where objective description is combined with deductive 
reasoning: a hallmark of early ethnology that grew out of the natural sciences 
(see Kuper 1988). The delay between the conclusion of Landtman’s fieldwork in 
1912 and the publication of his monograph in English in 1927 most certainly 
acted to Landtman’s disadvantage. Now, however, the value of Landtman’s books 
and papers is just that very descriptive content that Malinowski criticised.

Landtman’s journey to Papua was in many ways extraordinary. Culturally and 
socially the Papuans were far removed from his comfortable life in Finland. Life 
in coastal villages would have been hot, uncomfortable and stressful: even his 
accommodation at the various mission stations and plantations in the regions 
would have been trying. Travel in the Fly estuary remains exhausting and 
at times physically dangerous. At times, life in the villages would have been 
confronting. Life in Kiwai villages can be hard, there is little gender equality. 
With the impact of alcohol and drugs the threat of violence is always apparent. 
Landtman’s letters to family and friends rarely document daily problems and 
they are deliberately cheerful and optimistic. 

However, his writings show an empathy with the Kiwai and, perhaps despite 
himself, he warmed to the people and they warmed to him. The Kiwai would 
have found this strange foreigner complex and demanding although his regular 
habits and rituals would have been found amusing. Landtman sub-titled his 
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1927 monograph on the Kiwai with the cryptic phrase: ‘A Nature-born instance 
of Rousseau’s ideal community’. A clue to the origin of this phase lies in an earlier 
publication that presented a detailed study of social inequality and the rise of 
social class through investigation of social relations, ranking, status and wealth 
among many societies drawn from a theoretical examination of sources available 
at the turn of the 20th Century. Here Landtman (1909: 1) wrote ‘Anthropology 
shows us that the savage is not even that child of an Elysian liberty which 
writers of Rousseau’s school conceived him to be. Absolutely free in the sense 
of being independent of masters, he is bound hand and foot by custom’. In this 
paper Landtman paid homage to Westermarck’s teachings but also wrote ‘Yet 
we should be judging the lower races wrongly if we should deny them every 
approach to the Utopian social state of philosophy. … Apart from all Utopian 
affinities in general we cannot help noticing that among the most primitive 
peoples there is found an equality of rank which is generally considered to be 
the attribute of a perfect social state’ (Landtman 1909: 2). 

Landtman’s search for the perfect social state commenced long before he even 
reached Papua. Certainly, the idea that the Kiwai societies are constituted of 
free and equal individuals who banded together to form a civil society through 
a social contract and, by submission to the authority of the general will of the 
people remain untouched and uncontaminated, seems to be more a statement 
of late-19th Century romanticism than one grounded in empirical facts. Early 
sociologists, and Landtman can be included, set out to show that ‘native’ or 
‘primitive’ cultures, with a supposed lack of sophisticated technology and less 
integrated economies like those of Europe, were prime examples of the ideal 
human societies. However, even Rousseau’s notion that people are good because 
they are self-sufficient and by being self-contained are not subject to the vices 
of a wider political society is not applicable to the Kiwai. 

Coastal and island Kiwai have a long and complex history of customary 
exchange and cultural interaction with their neighbours over a vast area of sea 
in a socially and politically volatile world. They are an outgoing and worldly 
people. Landtman’s principal monograph on the Kiwai (1927b) certainly presents 
the people in an untouched and unchanging cultural environment. This was a 
common methodology used at that time. Now, the idea of ‘salvage’ anthropology 
is unacceptable. The Kiwai, like other people in Papua New Guinea, live in a 
society where the internal social and cultural values are being shaped, often 
violently upset, by outside influences. It is important to show that even when 
Landtman was undertaking fieldwork among the Kiwai they were actively 
interacting with missions, traders and government officers. As Hitchcock (2004: 
24) explains it is important to review Landtman’s work in the light of a new 
paradigm, critical anthropology: 
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Critical anthropology is a broad and increasingly important movement 
in the discipline, directing our attention to the wider socioeconomic 
formations in which small, local-level community groups operate. These 
wider sets of social and economic relations include interactions with 
the capitalist world system, in the past a largely neglected study area 
as a result of the tendency to present social formations and cultures as 
ahistorical, static and disconnected entities. 

In his principal monograph, his ethnographic catalogue and his wonderful 
collection of myths and stories Landtman carefully removed himself from the 
picture. This is unfortunate for he was a keen witness to social and cultural 
change among the Kiwai. Fortunately the real Gunnar Landtman is always 
present in his travel memoirs and it is here that some clue to his use of the term 
Fairyland (1913b: 155 and 1932b) or Paradise (1913b: 166). It is apparent that 
there were times, when comfortable and established among local people who 
understood his reason for being there, or when out hunting with the men, that 
Landtman did find the experience of life in Papua almost close to ideal. These 
times were brief.

Perhaps Landtman’s contribution to Melanesian ethnology is that he shows us 
in words, photographs, folklore, songs and artefacts that Papuan communities 
are not elaborate, abstract ideological constructions but societies of ordinary 
people deriving a hard living from a particular area of land and sea in their 
own way and, in doing so, are attempting to live together, as best as they can, 
according to local laws and customs. The Kiwai would be the first to admit that 
they are not an ideal society and that they do not live in an ideal world.

But, like Landtman, I find something strong and often noble in the Kiwai soul. 
Seventy years later I too worked in these villages and grew to love and respect 
the ‘dear and difficult’ Kiwai.

David Lawrence




