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Chapter 8
Kastom and theocracy: a reflect�on on 
governance from the uttermost part 
of the world

Jaap Timmer

Solomon Islands has the h�ghest Const�tut�on that was ever wr�tten �n 
human h�story wh�ch �s the Holy B�ble and was �nsp�red by God’s Holy 
Sp�r�t. It d�rects man to the way, the truth and the l�fe. It �s the �nherent 
and �mmutable word of God the Alm�ghty Creator. There �s no man made 
const�tut�on or declarat�on wh�ch can or w�ll ever excel �ts l�terary works, 
say�ng, truths, prom�ses and unchangeable prophet�c message wh�ch are 
now be�ng fulf�lled �n these last days (Solomon Star 2005).

As of 1998, �t became apparent to the w�der world that many Solomon 
Islanders were prepared to v�olently oppose the central government—
react�ng to a long legacy of poor management of the country’s resources. 
Hon�ara, Austral�a and the �nternat�onal med�a were alerted to what had gone 
wrong �n Solomon Islands when long-stand�ng tens�ons between people from 
Guadalcanal and Mala�ta sparked a v�olent campa�gn of forc�ble d�splacement 
of Mala�tan ‘settlers’ from rural Guadalcanal and a subsequent backlash from 
Mala�tan m�l�tants based ma�nly �n Hon�ara. Thousands were affected by the 
‘tens�ons’ and by sk�rm�shes between oppos�ng ethn�c m�l�t�as. A coup by 
Mala�tan m�l�tants and renegade pol�ce off�cers �n June 2000 resulted �n the 
forc�ble removal of the �ncumbent Pr�me M�n�ster, Bartholomew Ulufa’alu. 
Progress�ve deter�orat�on �n the econom�c and secur�ty s�tuat�on culm�nated 
eventually �n the �ntervent�on of the Austral�an-led Reg�onal Ass�stance 
M�ss�on to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI) �n m�d 2003.

The cr�s�s d�d not, however, end w�th the arr�val of RAMSI. The m�ss�on 
restored a level of law and order by d�sarm�ng people, sentenc�ng and 
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�mpr�son�ng cr�m�nals, br�ng�ng to just�ce a number of corrupt government 
off�c�als, prov�d�ng some level of secur�ty to the nat�onal a�rport, pol�c�ng 
the streets of Hon�ara and so on. Efforts were also put �nto recru�t�ng 
and tra�n�ng new pol�ce and pr�son off�cers, tra�n�ng publ�c servants and 
reform�ng government departments, but surpr�s�ngly l�ttle was done to 
address long-stand�ng local concerns about the structure of the State. RAMSI 
seemed reluctant to address Solomon Islanders’ long-stand�ng asp�rat�ons 
for greater local autonomy and to tackle the �ntr�cac�es of the devolut�on 
of power from Hon�ara. 

When central�sed government was �ntroduced, colon�al author�t�es 
acknowledged ‘tr�bal l�nks’ by establ�sh�ng four adm�n�strat�ve d�str�cts and, 
after the Local Government Act �n 1964, by allow�ng for the creat�on of 
local counc�ls. As Corr�n Care (2005:163–4) po�nts out, however, the local 
counc�ls were never set up properly. Plans for the devolut�on of power from 
Hon�ara to local ch�efs were not �mplemented and regulat�ons for the elect�on 
of ch�efs and governance of the funct�on�ng of the counc�ls were never drawn 
up. People s�mply cont�nued organ�s�ng the�r commun�t�es and resources �n 
ways they deemed appropr�ate—adapt�ng to the chang�ng c�rcumstances that 
came w�th m�grat�on to the coast, the construct�on of roads, the �ntroduct�on 
of coconut-tree plantat�ons and the develop�ng market for copra. At the same 
t�me, people began to th�nk d�fferently about leadersh�p and gender relat�ons 
as a result of Chr�st�an and state educat�on.

After �ndependence �n 1978, a number of somet�mes-confl�ct�ng statutes 
cover�ng prov�nc�al government were passed (see Corr�n Care 2005:163–4 
for an overv�ew). Wh�le these cons�dered the role of trad�t�onal ch�efs, they 
d�d not address the �nvolvement of non-elected ch�efs and elders. As a result, 
popular asp�rat�ons to �nvolve local leaders or ch�efs �n government dat�ng 
back to the colon�al per�od were never accommodated. 

As became clear dur�ng the v�olent upr�s�ngs dur�ng 1998–2002, 
gr�evances about the d�v�s�on of resources between the government �n 
Hon�ara and the prov�nces const�tuted a cr�t�cal focus of Solomon Islands 
pol�t�cs. Desp�te the arr�val of RAMSI, th�s gr�evance aga�nst nat�onal 
government control rema�ns marked. The Apr�l 2006 r�ots �n Hon�ara 
l�kew�se gave vent to gr�evances aga�nst central government pol�t�c�ans and 
reflected percept�ons that the government had fa�led to respond adequately 
to �ts c�t�zens. In th�s chapter, I d�scuss one such local�sed popular react�on 
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to central government control from the northern part of Mala�ta. The case 
also �nd�cates that a general tendency among fore�gn observers to separate 
custom and Chr�st�an�ty precludes a good understand�ng of Solomon 
Islanders’ percept�on of the State and �ts cr�s�s.

The relevance of th�s chapter to the broader themes �n th�s volume �s the 
qual�f�cat�on �t prov�des to overly stat�c or romant�c�sed concept�ons of kastom 
and Chr�st�an�ty �n current d�scuss�ons about the challenges of governance 
�n Solomon Islands and appropr�ate solut�ons. Analysts, pol�cymakers, 
government and a�d off�c�als operat�ng �n Solomon Islands need to avo�d 
dep�ct�ons of kastom and Chr�st�an�ty as stable and conservat�ve forces or, 
alternat�vely, as �mportant for nat�on bu�ld�ng. Kastom and Chr�st�an�ty 
are �nherently dynam�c world-v�ews and, moreover, have come under 
cons�derable stress �n recent t�mes.

Alternat�ve const�tut�ons
S�nce �ndependence, federal�sm—or the state government system, as �t �s 
popularly known—has been d�scussed regularly as an ant�dote to perce�ved 
over-central�sat�on. Dur�ng the 1998–99 d�sturbances on Guadalcanal, 
�nd�genous m�l�tants demanded the establ�shment of a federal system, 
react�ng aga�nst the dom�nance of Mala�tans on the�r �sland and w�th�n the 
headquarters of the central government. Pol�t�c�ans from Western Prov�nce 
also strongly supported federal�sm (Kabutaulaka 2006).

A Const�tut�onal Rev�ew Comm�ttee advocated the federal�st opt�on 
�n 1987. As a federal republ�c, Solomon Islands would be a nat�on-state 
�n wh�ch more power would be g�ven to the proposed states than would 
co�nc�de geograph�cally w�th ex�st�ng prov�nces. In th�s formula, part�cular 
�mportance was placed on establ�sh�ng new f�nanc�al arrangements, as 
the prov�nces felt that under the ex�st�ng system control of resources 
rema�ned concentrated among the small pol�t�cal él�te �n Hon�ara. The most 
content�ous aspects of more recent proposals for federal�sm have been the 
allocat�on of revenue-ra�s�ng capac�ty between the states and the federal 
government, the shar�ng of revenue between Hon�ara and the states and 
the f�scal equal�sat�on between the states (Le Roy 2004:20).

What frustrates many people, �n part�cular those l�v�ng �n rural areas, 
�s that wh�le there �s const�tut�onal recogn�t�on of customary land and 
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resource ownersh�p, pract�cal arrangements do not deal adequately w�th 
confl�cts over land and property. There �s also a lack of gu�dance on how 
modern state laws should be appl�ed �n the local realm, where trad�t�onal 
rules are also under debate and rev�s�on. Many d�sputes ar�se from contested 
land r�ghts. A source of endur�ng tens�on between landowners relates to 
plots of land w�th potent�al development value as s�tes for government or 
commerc�al ventures. Th�s tens�on can result �n confl�ct and �s compl�cated 
further when some part�es seek to apply state court rul�ngs wh�le others 
resort to trad�t�onal forms of resolut�on. The two approaches are, however, 
�ncommensurable as man�fested �n the recurr�ng compla�nts heard �n 
Solomon Islands (as �n �ts ne�ghbours) about the �nappropr�ateness of 
modern law �n a Melanes�an context. These arguments are then extended 
to the �ncommensurab�l�ty of the central state and Westm�nster model and 
�nd�genous systems of governance. 

Some observers cons�der that poor governance and corrupt�on �n 
Hon�ara are a legacy of the Br�t�sh colon�al government and fa�led attempts 
at g�v�ng more power to local ch�efs. At the same t�me, there are �mmense 
pract�cal challenges �n determ�n�ng who the ch�efs are and how to organ�se 
commun�t�es w�th respect to modern �ssues relat�ng to land tenure and the 
d�str�but�on of wealth from commerc�al enterpr�ses. Nevertheless, there �s a 
feel�ng that prosper�ty w�ll come only �f the government �n Hon�ara changes 
�ts att�tude, curta�ls corrupt�on and g�ves the prov�nces a fa�r share of the 
wealth �t controls. Consequently, any percept�ons that off�c�als �n Hon�ara 
are engaged �n deal�ngs that are �ncons�stent w�th local norms about just�ce, 
and that are felt to d�sadvantage one’s own reg�on, are l�kely to generate 
cons�derable oppos�t�on �n the reg�on concerned. 

Th�s oppos�t�on �s expressed �n a var�ety of ways. F�rst of all, there are 
the cont�nu�ng demands for more autonomy �n the prov�nces, �n part�cular 
�n Mala�ta. After the recent confl�ct, Mala�ta rejected the plan for a federal 
system of government d�scussed dur�ng the Townsv�lle peace negot�at�ons 
(Corr�n Care 2005:167) and demanded �ts own execut�ve governor and 
leg�slat�ve assembly. Secondly, there have been v�olent attempts to change 
the current system of governance. The 1998–2002 confl�ct, as w�th the 
events �n Apr�l 2006, represented, �n part, �nstances of protest aga�nst 
powerful vested �nterests concentrated �n the nat�onal cap�tal and the 
marg�nal�s�ng effect these had on rural people. 
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Among those w�th vested �nterests �n the �slands’ resources are a number 
of As�an �nvestors and bus�nesspeople. It �s no surpr�se that popular protest 
aga�nst corrupt�on and unequal shar�ng of wealth �s d�rected also at them. 
Moreover, As�an compan�es were bel�eved w�dely to have �ncreased the�r 
explo�tat�on of Solomon Islands’ natural wealth dur�ng and after the recent 
cr�s�s (see Moore, th�s volume). People recogn�se that the pr�nc�pal Solomon 
Islands benef�c�ar�es of th�s form of plunder are the�r own pol�t�c�ans. The 
outrage expressed �n Apr�l 2006 was part of the tens�on �ntr�ns�c �n grow�ng 
econom�c d�spar�t�es and the man�fest fa�lure of governance on the part of 
the Solomon Islands State. 

In expla�n�ng these tens�ons and the result�ng protests and outbreaks 
of v�olence, there �s a common tendency among many outs�de observers 
to separate matters of church and rel�g�on from �ssues concern�ng state, 
soc�ety and governance. In pract�ce, the mean�ng ascr�bed to kastom (custom) 
by Solomon Islanders and outs�ders �s often very d�fferent. To �llustrate 
the d�fferences, I w�ll descr�be a rel�g�ous movement �n North Mala�ta 
that appears to offer a rad�cal alternat�ve to preva�l�ng d�scourses about 
state-centred not�ons of governance. Although th�s �s only one reg�onal 
perspect�ve out of many, �t seeks to expla�n the part�cular concerns of many 
North Mala�tans and the emot�onal d�mens�ons of the�r exper�ence of the 
modern state, Chr�st�an�ty and kastom. 

Most explanat�ons of the ‘ethn�c’ confl�ct that broke out �n 1998–99 
offered by North Mala�tans �nclude references to the negat�ve �nfluence of 
�ntroduced Western ways of government (�n part�cular, the jur�d�cal system 
that clashes w�th customary ways), grow�ng levels of �nd�v�dual�sm, unbr�dled 
cr�m�nal behav�our among él�tes and the progress�ve descent �nto a Babylon�an 
apostasy, often taken as one of the many s�gns presag�ng the end of t�me. It 
�s out of th�s broader exper�ence of cr�s�s and uncerta�nty that people often 
search for alternat�ve ways of govern�ng themselves and, �n do�ng so, reflect 
on the power and usefulness of kastom. Some can even beg�n to rev�tal�se 
trad�t�ons of relat�ve freedom allegedly enjoyed �n the past or prom�sed �n 
Chr�st�an lore �n terms of redempt�on (see, for example, Lattas 1998).

In contrast w�th these �nd�genous explanat�ons, those of outs�ders stand 
rather sharply. Many of the external analyses of the Solomon Islands cr�s�s 
have been offered by pol�t�cal sc�ent�sts and h�stor�ans and generally draw on 
access�ble secondary sources, such as newspapers and Internet chat rooms. 
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They seem to agree that �mproved governance �n Solomon Islands requ�res 
fuller part�c�pat�on of rural groups or commun�t�es, communal leaders, c�v�l 
soc�ety, women, churches and customary ways of do�ng th�ngs (Amnesty 
Internat�onal 2004; Corr�n Care 2005; Douglas 2003, 2005; We�r 2000). 

In general, an �deal�sat�on of kastom �n these outs�de v�ews f�gures as a 
remedy for al�enat�ng state structures. Fraenkel (2004:187) notes that for 
many fore�gn observers kastom �s �dent�f�ed as an authent�c and thus des�rable 
foundat�on. As such, kastom �s also juxtaposed w�th the role of Chr�st�an�ty 
�n processes of reconc�l�at�on and for rect�fy�ng the �mmoral behav�our 
of pol�t�c�ans. Wh�le Chr�st�an char�ty �s seen as �nform�ng successful 
reconc�l�at�on after v�olent confl�ct, the restorat�on of kastom (devo�d of 
Chr�st�an �nfluences) �s v�ewed as a soc�ally appropr�ate way of restor�ng 
old balances. In contrast, many Solomon Islanders, �n part�cular those of 
evangel�cal denom�nat�on, see Chr�st�an�ty and kastom as be�ng �nextr�cably 
l�nked (see, for example, Burt 1994; Wh�te 1991; Scott 2005).1 

When look�ng at popular concerns and pol�t�cs at the commun�ty level 
�n Solomon Islands, kastom and Chr�st�an�ty are not merely layers of �dent�ty 
capable of un�t�ng people, mak�ng them peaceful or otherw�se serv�ng as a 
foundat�on on wh�ch nat�onal�sm can be bu�lt. Rather, they are resources 
that are employed dynam�cally and creat�vely �n people’s everyday pol�t�cs, 
whether to support peace or to exacerbate ex�st�ng fault l�nes between ethn�c 
and rel�g�ous groups, and between nat�onal él�tes and rural commun�t�es. 

Kastom out of balance
In the wake of the ethn�c tens�ons �n Solomon Islands, two books appeared 
that attempted to expla�n the confl�ct and �ts dynam�cs (Fraenkel 2004; 
Moore 2004). One of these authors, Cl�ve Moore (2005), returned recently 
to the ma�n arguments �n h�s book Happy Isles in Crisis (2004) and, as well as 
prov�d�ng an update, presented a cr�t�que of the Austral�an-led RAMSI. 

Wh�le balanced at the level of pol�t�cal analys�s, Moore prov�des a less 
sat�sfactory account of kastom. For example, when address�ng the v�olence of 
the tens�ons, he suggested that there was d�sturbance to Solomon Islanders’ 
‘cosmolog�cal balance’ (Moore 2005:62). Th�s cosmolog�cal balance 
compr�ses the complex symbol�c l�nks that people recogn�se ‘between human 
relat�onsh�ps, lands, gardens, mus�c, dance, everyday thoughts, speech, the�r 
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ancestors and now Chr�st�an�ty’ (Moore 2005:62). The conf�gurat�on of 
act�v�t�es and express�ons �s labelled generally as kastom.

The d�sturbance of kastom �s what Moore sees as the root cause of the 
outbreak of v�olence dur�ng the cr�s�s. He goes on to observe that these old 
balances are hard to accompl�sh because ‘[m]alevolent sp�r�ts c�rculate �n 
the w�nds, and constantly try to get �n…RAMSI chased out the malevolent 
sp�r�ts, but th�s was hardly a cosmolog�cal solut�on. What �s needed �s a 
large-scale programme of restorat�ve just�ce or transformat�ve just�ce’ 
(Moore 2005:62). Th�s program �s what Moore sees as customary, �nvolv�ng 
a complex knowledge of k�nsh�p and status and no f�nal f�xed adjud�cat�on. 
Only through th�s kastom program w�ll the old balances be restored. The k�nd 
of kastom referred to �mpl�c�tly here compr�ses k�nsh�p and soc�al status and 
thus �s not the kastom that �s deemed �mportant when people amalgamate 
or juxtapose kastom and Chr�st�an�ty. Consequently, Moore observes that 
‘[t]oday’s peace and reconc�l�at�on �nvolved customary ways �n comb�nat�on 
w�th Chr�st�an fa�th and Western-educated leadersh�p, but the old balances 
st�ll need to be ach�eved’ (Moore 2005:65). 

Moore (2005) quotes S�ncla�r D�nnen’s �ntroduct�on �n the latter’s 
A Kind of Mending (2003), a volume on restorat�ve just�ce pract�ces �n 
Melanes�a, to substant�ate h�s cla�m that kastom �s an �mportant foundat�on 
for a prosperous future for Solomon Islanders. D�nnen (2003:11–18), 
however, acknowledges that kastom �s var�able and dynam�c, that when 
power changes so m�ght kastom and that adaptat�on of local courts and 
restorat�ve just�ce systems to kastom can �tself become a source of �njust�ce. 
Th�s approach to kastom �s �n l�ne w�th the v�ew of most anthropolog�sts 
and �s also reflected n�cely �n the other book on the Solomon Islands cr�s�s, 
Fraenkel’s Manipulation of Custom (2004).

Fraenkel’s account of the role of kastom �n the ethn�c confl�ct �n Solomon 
Islands bu�lds fru�tfully on the extens�ve l�terature on the �nvent�on of 
trad�t�on �n the Pac�f�c (see Otto and Pedersen 2005 for an overv�ew). The 
author’s methodology underl�nes expl�c�tly the h�stor�cal and cultural fact 
that ‘�ntroduced �nst�tut�ons have been thoroughly �nd�gen�sed’ (Fraenkel 
2004:43, 185). Fraenkel (2004) notes that the juxtapos�t�on between 
externally dr�ven and �nd�genous �nfluences cont�nues to be prom�nent �n 
the way Solomon Islanders understand the tens�on w�th�n the�r commun�ty, 
reg�on and nat�on. 



 Kastom and theocracy 201

The mean�ngs of kastom that come to the fore �n current d�scuss�ons 
�nclude: kastom as ‘authent�c and rooted’ (and thus good); ‘destruct�ve’ kastom, 
�n the case of the permeat�on of the ‘customary’ wantok system (networks 
based on common l�ngu�st�c or k�nsh�p bonds) �nto the bureaucracy; and 
kastom as ‘powerful’, ev�denc�ng that a local group relates to the roots of 
power and knowledge. In th�s last mean�ng, kastom relates to the part�cular 
kastom of one group and �s seen as belong�ng authent�cally to that group. 
For that group, kastom underp�ns �ts r�ghts, �ts access to resources and �ts 
�dent�ty �n the local and w�der world. Th�s mean�ng of kastom �s prom�nent 
�n the rel�g�ous movement d�scussed �n th�s chapter.

Fraenkel focuses on kastom �n relat�on to the compensat�on payments that 
played such a deb�l�tat�ng role �n the Solomon Islands dur�ng the tens�ons of 
1998–2003. He g�ves less prom�nence to the mob�l�s�ng force of kastom as a 
bas�s for the assert�on of �nd�genous r�ghts and access to natural resources. 
Nevertheless, Fraenkel (2004:77) does acknowledge the grow�ng sense of 
Mala�tan d�fference and the urban anom�e that �s expressed �ncreas�ngly �n 
rev�ved foundat�on myths, �nclud�ng the �dea of the ‘lost tr�be of Israel’. 
These rev�ved or, �n some cases, �nvented foundat�on stor�es are themselves 
kastom and are part of long-stand�ng local knowledge trad�t�ons, one of 
wh�ch I w�ll deta�l below.

Deep-sea canoe
In th�s sect�on, I d�scuss a rel�g�ous movement among To’aba�ta speakers of 
North Mala�ta for wh�ch Chr�st�an lore prov�des the narrat�ve and moral 
terms of reference. The connect�on that people see between Chr�st�an 
lore and kastom feeds a bel�ef that serves to oppose ma�nstream churches 
and the government. Th�s part�cular movement or�g�nated �n the South 
Sea Evangel�cal Church (SSEC), establ�shed �n 1966 out of the South Sea 
Evangel�cal M�ss�on. The m�ss�on was brought back by Solomon Islanders 
from the�r ‘blackb�rd�ng’ exper�ence �n Bundaberg �n Queensland, where 
they had worked on sugar plantat�ons s�nce the beg�nn�ng of the prev�ous 
century (Gr�ff�ths 1977; H�ll�ard 1960).

In early 1984, a group of elders of the SSEC was meet�ng to cons�der 
start�ng a new congregat�on �n one of the suburbs of Hon�ara. Dur�ng prayer 
t�me, one of the elders, M�chael Mael�au, began to rece�ve a v�s�on from 
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God. Th�s typ�cal end-t�me prophet�c v�s�on told the story of a mass�ve wave 
that began �n the Solomon Islands, travelled around the globe and ended up 
�n Jerusalem (Hess 2003b:68–9; Mael�au 1998). 

The v�s�on beg�ns w�th a valley that f�lls w�th crystal-clear (unpolluted) water, 
wh�ch develops �nto a flood and later becomes a cloud. The cloud travels to 
Austral�a and returns to Solomon Islands from where �t goes to all the nat�ons 
�n the South Pac�f�c. As the cloud reaches Papua New Gu�nea, �t changes �nto a 
three-pronged powerful current that heads eastward towards the west coast of 
the Un�ted States. As �t arr�ves �n the Un�ted States, the central current cont�nues 
towards the east coast then turns 180 degrees and develops �nto a m�ghty wave 
that eventually stretches from the North Pole to the South Pole. 

The wave then rolls back and travels westward. The wave �s so great 
that �t submerges all the nat�ons �n �ts path and �s so h�gh that �t floods 
even Mount Everest. It covers everyth�ng �n �ts path as �t moves over the 
Pac�f�c and As�a unt�l a c�rcle encompass�ng the globe �s complete. W�th the 
complet�on of the c�rcle, the wave zooms �n on Jerusalem and shoots up 
�nto the heavens l�ke a m�ghty p�llar. As �t reaches h�gh �n the sky, �t opens 
l�ke a great mushroom that gradually spreads unt�l �t envelops the Earth. 
At th�s po�nt, a vo�ce comes from the cloud say�ng, ‘And the Glory of the 
Lord shall cover the Earth as the waters cover the sea.’ 

A collect�on of stor�es about the spread of the gospel by South Pac�f�c 
�sland m�ss�onary Alan T�ppett (1994:9) expla�ns that the term ‘deep-sea 
canoe’ relates to a F�j�an and Tongan symbol for canoes that pl�ed from 
�sland to �sland w�th trade goods, warr�ors and tr�bute. W�th the advent of 
Chr�st�an�ty �n the reg�on, the use of deep-sea canoes ‘stead�ly sh�fted from 
the bus�ness of war and cann�bal�sm to the transport of m�ss�onar�es from 
one �sland to another’ (T�ppett 1994). 

Peter Ambuofa, a local m�ss�onary, returned to North Mala�ta �n 1894 
to spread the gospel after two years’ tra�n�ng �n Bundaberg, Queensland 
(H�ll�ard 1960:45). The return of Ambuofa was seen by many as a great 
moment �n Mala�tan h�story, embody�ng s�multaneous �mages of the past and 
the future. Off�c�al church h�story v�ews h�s return as s�gn�fy�ng an �mportant 
turn�ng po�nt �n the convers�on of Mala�tans from heathens to Chr�st�ans. 
From that po�nt onwards, the people of Mala�ta were expected to follow 
the l�ne of becom�ng good Chr�st�ans and modern Pac�f�c �slanders. Most 
followers of the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement, however, see the return of 
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Ambuofa as an act of God to rem�nd the people of Mala�ta of the�r un�que 
role as �nhab�tants of ‘the uttermost parts of the world’.

In the Sermon on the Mount (descr�bed �n Matthew 5:7 and Luke 
6:17–49; and see Acts 1:8), Jesus referred to the uttermost parts of the 
world as the geograph�cal ends to wh�ch God’s word should be spread. For 
most Chr�st�ans �n North Mala�ta, th�s �s the most s�gn�f�cant aspect of the 
sermon apart from �ts l�st�ng of codes of conduct or moral rules for soc�al 
l�v�ng. In the evangel�cal group of North Mala�ta who w�sh to prepare the 
world for the return of Jesus, the sermon �s cons�dered to replace the rules 
outl�ned �n the thora (law). Only str�ct adherence to these rules w�ll enable 
the restorat�on of Jerusalem and the eventual return of the Sav�our.  

The soc�al and econom�c marg�nal�sat�on of Solomon Islands—�ts 
(almost) ‘uttermost d�stance’ from Jerusalem—and the fact that people 
observe that the world around them �s fall�ng �nto apostasy, conf�rms the�r 
theory that Jesus had Solomon Islands �n m�nd when He used the phrase 
‘the uttermost parts’ �n H�s Sermon on the Mount. Ambuofa �s thus the key 
f�gure �n the transformat�on of Mala�ta �n the off�c�al and ma�nstream church 
narrat�ve and �n the w�despread North Mala�tan story about h�stor�cal l�nks 
between Mala�ta and Israel. In both stor�es, the Mala�tan m�ss�onary br�ngs 
about change, but �n the latter the change �s not from heathen to good 
Chr�st�ans but �nvolves the restorat�on of a temporar�ly d�scont�nued l�nk 
w�th the genes�s of the world. Below I w�ll expla�n the related Mala�tan �deas 
about the prom�sed land, the scatter�ng of the people of the covenant and 
the�r present pos�t�on �n the Solomon Islands and �n the world at large. 

Th�s part�cular �nterpretat�on of the Old Testament and the l�ght �t 
purports to shed on the or�g�ns of certa�n groups on the �sland of Mala�ta 
does not suggest that they are members of a lost tr�be. Instead, they cla�m to 
be those people referred to �n Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount, who were the 
last and most d�stant group to rece�ve the word of God. At the same t�me, 
however, people trace the�r ancestry back to f�gures �n the Old Testament.

As �nd�cated above, M�chael Mael�au �s a major f�gure beh�nd the 
d�ssem�nat�on of and support for these bel�efs. Wh�le many see h�m as a 
prophet, he also der�ves h�s status from h�s role �n �nternat�onal evangel�cal 
networks. Reg�onally, he leads the Evangel�cal Fellowsh�p of the South Pac�f�c. 
He �s also a member of the board of reference of the Internat�onal Prayer 
Counc�l, wh�ch bel�eves �t �s compelled by God to seek Chr�st’s glory world-
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w�de for the bless�ng, heal�ng and transformat�on of all nat�ons (IPC n.d.). He 
�s also aff�l�ated w�th Tom Hess’s Prayer Assembly movement (Hess 2003a). 

Apart from h�s role �n rel�g�ous c�rcles, Mael�au has also been act�ve �n 
nat�onal pol�t�cs. In the m�d 1990s, he was M�n�ster of Home Affa�rs and �n 
that capac�ty was respons�ble for approv�ng a l�cence for the Hon�ara Cas�no 
(Alas�a 1997:12), an act that appears to be �ncons�stent w�th h�s bel�ef �n a God-
fear�ng commun�ty l�v�ng accord�ng to God’s commandments (see below). In 
2006, he stood as an �ndependent cand�date for the elect�ons for the nat�onal 
parl�ament. H�s program of reform prom�sed a God-fear�ng and non-corrupt 
government, but h�s electoral campa�gn was ult�mately unsuccessful.

In the rel�g�ous sphere, he appears to have met w�th more success. In the 
past two decades, Mael�au’s v�s�on and movement has attracted a grow�ng 
number of adherents, �n part�cular from the SSEC churches �n North Mala�ta 
and Hon�ara. On the bas�s of �nterv�ews I have conducted w�th adherents and 
excommun�cates of the Hol�ness Church, people’s understand�ng of the deep-
sea canoe theology appears to be not�ceably cons�stent. Th�s theology �s based 
largely on the dramat�c events and laws deta�led �n the Old Testament. 

The reason why some Mala�tans adhere to old Jew�sh rules �s that they 
cons�der themselves to be a covenant people w�th an ancestry go�ng back to 
the b�bl�cal k�ngs. Proof of th�s l�nk w�th God’s chosen people and an earl�er 
movement of people from the Med�terranean to the Pac�f�c stems from the 
bel�ef that the Ark of the Covenant l�es bur�ed �n the mounta�ns of Mala�ta. 
When tell�ng th�s story, people talk �n s�m�l�tudes. Thus, or�g�nal Mala�tan 
kastom (trad�t�on) �s v�ewed as the same as old Jew�sh forms of worsh�p and 
spec�f�c proscr�pt�ons regulat�ng soc�al l�fe.

In th�s sense, the core narrat�ve of the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement �s s�m�lar 
to that of the Remnant Church as descr�bed by Burt (1983). V�s�onar�es among 
the Kwara’ae-speak�ng people who l�ve near Auk�, south of the To’aba�ta, 
founded the Remnant Church �n the 1950s. The church was small and never 
attracted many more than 100 men and the�r fam�l�es. To the present day, there 
are st�ll only a handful of members. Adherents of the Remnant Church trace 
the�r ancestry to certa�n Old Testament m�grat�ons of the tr�bes of Israel and 
they rema�n comm�tted to observ�ng old Jew�sh rel�g�ous laws. 

Observers have �dent�f�ed parallels between kastom—understood as old 
pract�ces of sacr�f�ce to ancestors, �deas about trad�t�onal r�tual pollut�on 
and laws for uphold�ng good commun�ty l�v�ng—and Chr�st�an ways. For 
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example, Burt (1983:338) expla�ns that ‘theolog�cal parallels between 
the two rel�g�ons have enabled Chr�st�an Kwara’ae to susta�n some of the 
underly�ng prem�ses of the pagan rel�g�on, wh�ch are reflected �n the �deology 
of the Remnant Church’. 

The Deep-Sea Canoe Movement and the Remnant Church pos�t�on the�r 
theolog�es �n the zone of fr�ct�on between local �deas about kastom and the 
ma�nstream Chr�st�an teach�ng of the SSEC, the Roman Cathol�c Church, 
the Angl�can Church and government. The local theology, or kastom, cannot 
be labelled s�mply as ‘pre-Chr�st�an bel�efs and pract�ces’ or ‘trad�t�onal 
cosmology’, as the people’s �nterpretat�on of kastom �s framed cont�ngently 
�n relat�on to Chr�st�an teach�ngs and reflect�ons on recent developments 
�n the reg�on. 

In h�s analys�s of the Remnant Church, Burt (1983:336) def�nes kastom 
as ‘a set of values wh�ch Kwara’ae, l�ke other Mala�tans, regard as central 
to the�r trad�t�onal way of l�fe, a percept�on reflect�ng the changes wrought 
or threatened by colon�al dom�nat�on’. When the seeds for the Remnant 
Church were sown or�g�nally by Zebulon S�s�m�a after an exper�ence of 
possess�on by the Holy Sp�r�t �n 1955 �n a broader context of mount�ng 
ant�-colon�al sent�ment, much of the mean�ng of kastom had been recast �n 
terms of a loss of sovere�gnty due to government control. 

As S�s�m�a expla�ned �n a letter to Burt �n 1981, h�s stud�es of the B�ble 
showed h�m ‘that the world had been ruled success�vely by the k�ngdoms 
of the Assyr�ans, Babylon�ans, Medo-Pers�ans, Greece, the Romans and 
ten others to the present day, under three types of government; Monarchy, 
Ol�garchy and Democracy. S�s�m�a saw that an alternat�ve to these “tyrant” 
reg�mes of man was “Theocracy”, the government of God g�ven to Israel 
�n the Old Testament’ (Burt 1983:339). The Deep-Sea Canoe Movement 
follows th�s l�ne of th�nk�ng wh�le also express�ng a deep-seated long�ng for 
autonomy and self-determ�nat�on. 

Theocracy or the �nvers�on of the nat�on
Many people on Mala�ta are deeply concerned about the Holy Land and 
th�s �s reflected �n the�r chang�ng �nterpretat�on and percept�on of the 
Scr�pture and the�r pos�t�on �n the reg�on and larger world. The trad�t�on 
of �nternal�s�ng b�bl�cal vocabulary—‘uttermost part’, ‘prom�sed land’, 
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‘chosen people’ and ‘Jerusalem’—and apply�ng �t to v�s�ons of Mala�ta, 
To’aba�ta and Kwara’ae, evoke a powerful sense of amb�valence towards 
the modern state and �ts formal system of governance. Popular rel�g�ous 
culture, �n other words, �s cruc�al to the construct�on of an oppos�t�onal 
pol�t�cal d�scourse �n th�s part of the Pac�f�c. 

Many Mala�tans cla�m that the Ark of the Covenant and the Temple of 
the Lord or Lost Temple of Jerusalem are bur�ed at var�ous locat�ons �n the 
mounta�ns of Mala�ta. Accord�ng to the Old Testament, the ark was placed �n 
the holy of hol�es—the �nnermost room of the tabernacle. Those Mala�tans 
who map features of the Holy Land onto the�r own terr�tory say that the 
shr�nes for ancestor worsh�p on the mounta�n tops �n the �nter�or of Mala�ta 
conta�n three sect�ons.2 They call the most sacred and powerful sect�on the 
holy of hol�es and they see the shr�nes as tabernacles. The �nnermost place 
was where r�tual leaders offered p�gs to the ancestors and where the rema�ns 
of deceased leaders were bur�ed. 

Some cla�m that at these worsh�p shr�nes, or�g�nal Jew�sh worsh�p to 
God was pract�sed. Due to �nfluences from outs�de, and, �n part�cular, the 
�ntroduct�on of cann�bal�sm, these holy pract�ces gradually d�sappeared. 
Th�s happened between four and f�ve generat�ons after the f�rst arr�val of 
m�grants from the Holy Land. As a result, people lost the�r memory of how 
to perform the appropr�ate r�tuals and, because of th�s, a generat�onal confl�ct 
erupted. The generat�on that was supposed to follow �n the footsteps of the 
r�tual leaders was so d�verted by the conduct of ra�ds aga�nst others and 
sever�ng the heads of enem�es that they lost �nterest �n the older pract�ces 
that had or�g�nated �n Israel. They sh�fted the�r bel�ef �n the powers of God 
to the powers of great r�tual and war leaders. As a result, they began to make 
offer�ngs to them and bur�ed the bod�es of the�r heroes �n the �nnermost 
part of the shr�ne. Pract�ces such as the offer�ng of human flesh to ancestors 
aroused f�erce react�ons among elders and d�v�ded prev�ously more or less 
un�ted groups. 

In l�ght of th�s w�despread deter�orat�on �n morals �n present t�mes, many 
people are reflect�ng deeply on what const�tutes a God-fear�ng commun�ty. 
Accord�ng to Deep-Sea Canoe theology, becom�ng holy �s central to the 
restorat�on of the world to a prev�ous d�v�ne order as narrated �n the Old 
Testament. Ma�nstream churches and worldly governments are �ncapable of 
ach�ev�ng th�s level of hol�ness. As a result, the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement 
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seeks to overthrow the government and replace �t w�th a theocracy that �s 
executed by God-fear�ng leaders. 

Moreover, the movement cr�t�c�ses ma�nstream churches, �n part�cular  
the Roman Cathol�c and Angl�can churches, for collaborat�ng w�th the 
corrupt él�tes, m�m�ck�ng Europeans and fa�l�ng to acknowledge the 
sp�r�tually founded sovere�gnty of Mala�tans.3 So �nstead of br�ng�ng people 
together and un�t�ng them to bu�ld a better future, the Deep-Sea Canoe 
Movement act�vely foments rel�g�ous fault l�nes �n soc�ety. In part�cular, 
tens�on between Jehovah’s W�tnesses and the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement �s 
mount�ng. The Watchtower people (Jehovah’s W�tnesses) denounce strongly 
pagan pract�ces and the �dea of a return to old r�tuals �s abhorrent to them, 
whether Jew�sh or otherw�se. Another matter of concern to them �s that 
the followers of the Deep-Sea Canoe Movement d�sassoc�ate themselves 
completely from soc�al contact w�th ‘non-bel�evers’ or people who are 
cons�dered not holy. 

Central to my argument �n th�s chapter �s the content�on that the Deep-Sea 
Canoe Movement’s narrat�ve of nat�on emphas�ses the l�m�ts of the modern 
state. Its explanat�on of Mala�tan people’s or�g�n and the roots of the�r kastom 
and �dent�ty can be seen, at one level, as an �nvers�on of the off�c�al Solomon 
Islands narrat�ve of nat�on. In seek�ng hol�ness and cla�m�ng that �t w�ll play 
a central role �n the reconstruct�on of the nat�on of Israel, the Deep-Sea 
Canoe Movement employs a powerful metaphor. In a s�tuat�on �n wh�ch most 
Solomon Islands pol�t�cal leaders descr�be the�r nat�onal character �n terms 
of a Chr�st�an nat�on, the cr�t�que offered by the movement of ma�nstream 
Chr�st�an�ty and referred to regularly �n nat�onal�st rhetor�c also turns the 
off�c�al vers�on of Solomon Islands nat�onhood ups�de down and presents 
theocracy as the preferable alternat�ve (cf. Coll�ns 2004).4

Conclus�on
In l�ght of the themes of the current volume, one can conclude that the 
Deep-Sea Canoe Movement among To’aba�ta speakers on Mala�ta spr�ngs 
from people’s deep-seated frustrat�ons w�th decades of unfulf�lled prom�ses 
of development and the cont�nu�ng deferral of the crystall�sat�on of these 
prom�ses (cf. Bennett 2002). Most Mala�tans rema�n exceed�ngly scept�cal 
about what a Westm�nster system of central�sed government can offer them. 
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As the movement shows, some among them have begun to act�vely redef�ne 
the�r sovere�gnty and �nd�v�dual asp�rat�ons �n terms that depart markedly 
from the off�c�al language of post-confl�ct recovery and nat�onal progress.

Most Solomon Islanders are fam�l�ar w�th the modern rhetor�c of 
progress. Th�s rhetor�c der�ves, �n turn, from two ma�n sources: the colon�al 
and post-colon�al government, and the churches. The government teaches 
about hard work, commun�ty development, good leadersh�p and eff�c�ent 
�nfrastructure. Church teach�ngs den�grate aspects of people’s kastom such 
as ancestor worsh�p, w�tchcraft, sorcery, pr�m�t�ve att�re and so on, wh�ch 
are deemed to be heathen, shameful and belong�ng to the past, that �s, to 
trad�t�on or kastom. These two d�mens�ons of modern reflect�on on the past 
come together �n a var�ety of ways �n ponder�ngs on good governance.

At the same t�me, most Mala�tans rema�n or�ented strongly towards 
modern government. Desp�te the�r susta�ned cr�t�c�sm of present-day 
and colon�al governments, the major�ty of rural people on Mala�ta seek 
connect�on w�th developments �n Auk�, Hon�ara and other parts of the world. 
As elsewhere �n Solomon Islands, Mala�tans have expressed strong demands 
for good health care, proper educat�on and �nfrastructure that w�ll fac�l�tate 
econom�c and labour �nvestment. The�r asp�rat�ons for tang�ble progress are 
real and, as such, deserve recogn�t�on.

They share the concerns of many Solomon Islanders about a broad range 
of perce�ved threats to the�r �nd�v�dual l�ves, the�r commun�t�es and the�r 
country’s future. These �nclude grow�ng �nd�v�dual�sm, decl�n�ng moral�ty, 
theft, corrupt�on and ‘money pol�t�cs’. External observers have �dent�f�ed most 
of these as ev�dence of a weak or fa�l�ng state. There �s cons�derable cons�stency 
�n people’s �dent�f�cat�on of these threats, although there rema�n s�gn�f�cant 
d�fferences �n percept�ons about how they should or can be overcome. 

Generally speak�ng, people �n Mala�ta see threats to the�r well-be�ng 
�ssu�ng from the predom�nance of Western ways of do�ng th�ngs and the 
related decl�ne of customary ways (as def�ned nostalg�cally �n response to 
the perce�ved threat), wh�le many also see that as God’s plan for humank�nd. 
The latter �nterpretat�on �s most prevalent among evangel�cal Chr�st�ans and 
�s fed cont�nuously by those who see s�gns of the end-t�me, thereby l�nk�ng 
the Revelat�on to St John to events around them. 

The Deep-Sea Canoe Movement reflects a w�despread concern among 
North Mala�tans w�th topology and the related moral foundat�ons of soc�ety. 
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It �s through connect�ons w�th markers �n the�r �mmed�ate landscape—the 
terr�tory that belongs to one’s k�n group—that rural people art�culate 
the�r pos�t�on �n the world and the pr�de and fame of the�r part�cular 
group. As the s�gn�f�cance of the landscape changes, w�th land becom�ng 
an �ncreas�ngly commod�t�sed econom�c asset, the mapp�ng of k�n-group 
h�stor�es and the�r r�ghts to land and wealth conta�ned �n or on the ground 
becomes ever more cr�t�cal and people also accept new customary rules to 
regulate land r�ghts. 

The mean�ng of kastom �n North Mala�ta �s shaped �n relat�on to the ever-
grow�ng d�v�de between the él�tes �n Hon�ara and Auk� (�nclud�ng ‘the As�ans’). 
The case d�scussed �n th�s chapter underscores the po�nt that understand�ng 
the people of North Mala�ta enta�ls not only document�ng and analys�ng 
the�r past (or kastom) and the�r Chr�st�an bel�efs, �t �nvolves acknowledg�ng 
that these people respond �n very part�cular ways to colon�al�sm, the post-
colon�al state and long-delayed prom�ses of development.
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Notes
1 For a general d�scuss�on on the use of Chr�st�an�ty �n people’s empower�ng of the past 

�n Melanes�a, see Strathern and Stewart 2004:Ch.8.
2 See Burt and Kwa’�oloa (2001:29) for a drawn plan of such a shr�ne at S�ale, on Kwara’ae 

land.
3 S�m�larly, Sabbath-keep�ng Angl�cans oppose the ma�nstream Angl�can Church �n 

the Kwara’ae reg�on. Accord�ng to the Angl�can B�shop of Mala�ta, Terry Brown, the 
Sabbath-keep�ng Angl�cans form a d�rect l�ne w�th the Remnant Church. Recently, the 
group burned the altar �n the h�stor�cal Angl�can church �n F�u (Brown 2004:8–15). 

4 Most recently, the Ch�ef Just�ce of Solomon Islands, Albert R. Palmer, reflected on 
fa�led leadersh�p �n h�s country and noted that ‘God has g�ven th�s nat�on another chance 
to do �t r�ght’ (Palmer 2005:4).
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