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ABSTRACT

This article examines the transformation of marriage-related exchanges and the agency of women
among the Langalanga people in the Solomon Islands. The Langalanga perspective is distinctive
because they have been the main producers of shell money in the region, and the persistence of
bridewealth is important for their economic and cultural lives. Looking into the three essential compo-
nents: kwatena (bridewealth), duuna (micro exchange network among new affinal kins), and launia
(bridal dress), I discuss the roles women play in the process of marriage-related exchanges, with par-
ticular attention to the affective dimension. In recent years, it has become more popular to dress the
bride in the expensive launia, and some Langalanga brides, who live in urban areas, have begun to
take possession of the valuables, which contributes to their growing economic independence and
autonomy. I argue that while marriage-related exchanges sometimes constrain the autonomy of
women in Melanesia, the Langalanga case provides an alternative view.
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INTRODUCTION

As the number of inter-ethnic marriages increases, many people in the Solomon Islands
choose to have their marriage prestation in Honiara, the fast-growing capital of the nation. It
is a convenient place to gather relatives from different islands; some have semi-migrated to
the urban area for years, and most people have relatives in town that could accommodate
them during the social event. A good example is the wedding of Lioka,1 whose family I
became acquainted with when doing fieldwork in the Langalanga Lagoon of Malaita Island.
Lioka befriended a boy from northern Malaita in high school, and they decided to get mar-
ried a few years later. Although they were both from Malaita Island, their parents decided to
hold the event in Honiara since the groom’s family had been living there for many years,
and Lioka’s family had some close kin in town.

The marriage prestation took place at the house of Lioka’s uncle in the settlement of
White River in suburban Honiara. While around sixty to seventy guests gathered in the
courtyard to see the delivery of bridewealth, Lioka was busy dressing up in the house, sur-
rounded by her sisters, cousins, and aunts. Her parents had prepared a full set of launia, the
traditional bridal dress composed by shell beads. In addition to vest, skirts, armbands, and
legbands, her father designed a ‘crown’ that interwove shell beads with the fifty-dollar bank-
notes. There was an atmosphere of excitement and happiness; women in the room were
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