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ABSTRACT. This paper investigates the history of social interaction within communities in the Vanuatu
Archipelago and between Vanuatu and other regions in the Western Pacific as reflected by variations in lithic
raw material sources and technology of stone artefacts. Past research determined an apparent contradiction
between long-distance transportation of obsidian, indicating high value, and the under-utilisation of the
raw material at the place of discard, indicating low value. The paper concludes that because previous
hypotheses depend too much on the notion of the scarcity of resources in their evaluation of the concept
of value, they are insufficient to explain the pattern of spatial and temporal distribution of lithic artefacts.
Rather than focusing on the intrinsic value of obsidian raw material for individuals or communities, it is
more useful to view it as a marker of group identity in a complex system connecting discrete populations
in mitigating risk in unpredictable new environments. These new environments included pre-established
populations, which might be hostile to new arrivals. The necessity for this complex system quickly

disappeared once the colonisers arrived in regions uninhabited by prior populations.

Introduction

Obsidian has been a focus of archaeological research
in the Pacific for its unique geochemical attributes that
allow identification of distance and directionality in raw
material transport, which enables interpretations about
its importance as an item embodying cultural meaning
(Sheppard, 1993; Torrence, 2005). During the period when
Lapita pottery was made some 3000 years ago, obsidian
travelled long distances from source locations in West New
Britain, Papua New Guinea, as far East as Fiji and West to
Sabah in Malaysia (Sheppard, 2011). This long-distance
transportation of obsidian over several thousand kilometres
has raised questions why people selected obsidian from
particular sources, and how this transport might have been
organised.

The appearance of Lapita pottery in Remote Oceania (the
islands to the south and east of the main Solomon Islands
chain) has been associated with a migration of groups out of
the Bismarck Archipelago Papua New Guinea region (Kirch,

1997; Spriggs, 1997). These groups have been described
as potentially small and highly mobile initially leaving
only a small footprint of human occupation; primarily, but
not exclusively, on small off-shore islands (Bedford and
Sprigg, 2008). The small size and low number of initial
groups have been hypothesised to be prime cause explaining
subtle difference in the archaeological record of Lapita sites
(Bedford, 2019), and this differentiation has been associated
with the emergence of ‘localised ethnic identities’ (Green
and Kirch, 1997: 30). The detailed process of this population
movement is unclear (Sheppard, 2011), as are likely
reasons for it. Different explanations have been proposed,
summarised as push and pull factors (Lilley, 2000), such as
demographic pressures (Bellwood, 2011), environmental
disasters (Grattan and Torrence, 2007), and the search for
pristine environments with abundant food resources (Lilley,
2019). Each of these reasons might have played a part at
some stage in the process, but the archacological record is
unlikely to preserve clear evidence for them (Kirch, 1997:
253; see also Anthony, 1990).
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