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Intergenerational Exchange in Diachronic Context
A Melanesian Example

Nancy McDowell

Abstract. - Although anthropologists have long appreciated
the central role of exchange and reciprocity in Melanesian
sociocultural systems, they have not adequately recognized
its significance in ordering society and culture over time. It
is argued here that complex exchanges that continue for at
least four generations among the Mundugumor of the East
Sepik Province of Papua New Guinea provide the structure
and context for the expression of major cultural concerns and
for the regeneration and reconstitution of the system through
time. [Papua New Guinea, East Sepik Province, Mundugumor,
intergenerational exchange]
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Anthropologists have long appreciated the impor
tance of exchange in Melanesia. Certainly, since
Malinowski’s (1922) classic description of the
ceremonial exchange system of the kula in the
Trobriand Islands, there has been little doubt about
the centrality of reciprocity in the region (for
more contemporary treatments, see, for example,
Gewertz 1983, Lederman 1986, Schwimmer 1973,
Sillitoe 1979, Weiner 1976). But not until more re

cently have anthropologists begun significantly to
examine the process of exchange in Melanesia in a
broader diachronic context. I would like to suggest
that in some cases an examination of exchange
over time reveals the structures and processes
through which many social forms are shaped and
cultural concerns expressed and controlled if not
resolved. I mean more here than the old truism

that exchange is important in Melanesia (although
it is); the suggestion is that intergenerational ex
change can be a complex mechanism that both
gives shape and meaning to peoples’ lives over
time and also regenerates - and potentially trans
forms - the sociocultural system and its meanings.
Not only can it provide the structure and context
for the expression and resolution of major cultural
concerns, but it can also act as the mechanism by
which the system is regenerated and continually

reconstituted. The aim of this paper is to describe
this process in one Melanesian society and illus
trate the power that it has to create order and
meaning, its ability to frame as well as generate
culturally significant events.

Weiner (especially 1980) has been a leader in
the call for more dynamic treatments of reciproc
ity. All systems must, somehow, recapture energy
and regenerate themselves in the face of dissipa
tion over time, that is, they must in some ways
resist entropy, 1 and this may be accomplished
through exchange, particularly intergenerational
or diachronic exchange and the way(s) in which
it articulates with synchronic exchange. Weiner
(1976: 212 f.) suggests that because exchange has
two functions, that it both mediates and reinforces
opposition, it is a natural and logical brake on
the process of schizmogenesis. Certainly Bate
son’s (1936) pioneering analysis of what he called
schizmogenesis is at least partly a recognition
and discussion of this aspect of transaction. Of
special relevance is his analysis of the ways in
which schizmogenesis, the splitting and breaking
apart of dyads due to transactions both material
and intangible between them, is halted by built-in,
counterbalancing braking systems. 2 Exchange pro
vides an ideal means of keeping things separate
and sorted out and thereby ordered while at the
same time keeping things together and related to
one another.

Although I did not recognize the full signif
icance of schizmogenesis and did not incorporate

 the concept of entropy, in previous publications
(see McDowell 1977, 1978a, 19787?, 1980, and
especially 1984), I did argue that these themes

1 I thank Deborah Gewertz and Dan Jorgenson for suggesting
the relevance of the concept of entropy.

2 Bateson’s formulations and the development of his ideas
about schizmogenesis, entropy, and order and organization
are fascinating but beyond the scope of this paper (see
Bateson 1936, 1972, and 1979).


