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marriage gifts among Trobrianders are important in order to create a solid founda-
tion for the joining of two families. Complying with the exchange on time and in 
full signals each family’s fulfillment of their commitment to one another. Partaking 
of the gifts begins a social and economic bond between them, in this case, eating 
the first gift of cooked yams. Table 7.1 lists the very specific gifts given by family 
members prior to, upon, and after marriage as described by Bronislaw Malinowski 
in (the unfortunately titled) The Sexual Life of Savages (1929).

Another way in which compensation may be given to the bride’s family for the 
loss of their daughter is to offer bride service to her family. Rather than a gift of 
goods or money, the groom spends a period of time working for her family. Ideally, 
this is an adaptive practice supporting the bride’s family. However, in certain circum-
stances, it may also be used for the personal gain of the bride’s parents. Sometimes 
very young girls are married to older men in exchange for financial support with 
no clear benefit to the young bride.

TABLE 7.1

Trobriand Islanders’ Exchange of marriage gifts

marriage gift (in the order 
that it must be given) Consisting of …

(1) Katuvila Cooked yams, brought in baskets by the girl’s parents to the boy’s family.

(2) Pepe’i Several baskets of uncooked yams, one given by each of the girl’s relatives 
to the boy’s parents.

(3) Kaykaboma Cooked vegetables, each member of the girl’s family bringing one platter 
to the boy’s house.

(4) Mapula Kaykaboma Repayment of gift (3), given in exactly the same form and material by the 
boy’s relatives to the girl’s family.

(5) Takwalela pepe’i Valuables given by the boy’s father in repayment of gift (2) to the girl’s 
father.

(6) Vilakuria A large quantity of yam-food offered at the first harvest after the marriage 
to the boy by the girl’s family.

(7) Saykwala Gift of fish brought by the boy to his wife’s father in repayment.

(8) Takwalela vilakuria A gift of valuables handed by the boy’s father to the girl’s father in 
payment of (6).

Source: Malinowski 1929

UTP Gonzalez_5776 Interior-F.indd   153 2019-05-08   12:37 PM

© University of Toronto Press 2019




