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Introduction

Vanuatu, a breathtaking island nation in the heart of the South Pacific, is a land where
the past and present meet in vibrant, dynamic ways. Home to over eighty islands and
hundreds of distinct communities, Vanuatu is world-renowned for a cultural richness
that belies its small population. From its rugged volcanic landscapes to lush tropical
forests and sparkling coastlines, each island nurtures unique traditions, languages,
and ways of life, collectively weaving the stunning tapestry known as the culture of
Vanuatu.

This book, The Culture of Vanuatu: An Introduction for Beginners, is designed as a
comprehensive yet accessible guide for those seeking to understand the fascinating
cultural landscape of this Pacific nation. It invites readers to explore the complex
interplay of ancient customs and beliefs—known locally as kastom—with the realities
of a rapidly changing world. Navigating through the various domains of Vanuatu’s
culture, from governance and social order to art, music, and spirituality, the book aims
to offer insights into the daily lives, values, and aspirations of the ni-Vanuatu, the
people of Vanuatu.

At the heart of Vanuatu’s way of life lies the principle of community: extended families
work, share, and celebrate together under the guidance and authority of traditional
chiefs. It is here that kastom finds its deepest expression—in the rules governing land,
ceremonies, dispute resolution, and social hierarchy. Among the most remarkable
features of Vanuatu's society are its grade-taking ceremonies, communal feasts, and
the subtle art of consensus that binds villages and islands together despite
extraordinary linguistic and cultural diversity.

This diversity is not limited to social structures; Vanuatu is recognized as one of the
most linguistically complex nations on earth, with over 138 indigenous languages
spoken. Language is just one dimension of creative expression, joined by
masterpieces of carving, weaving, sand drawing, and dance. These artistic traditions
not only beautify the environment but also serve as vehicles for transmitting history,
spirituality, and values from one generation to the next.

Vanuatu’s traditions coexist with powerful external influences: the impact of
colonialism, the waves of Christian missionary activity, and, more recently, the forces
of modernization and globalization. Amid these changes, the people of Vanuatu have
shown remarkable resilience. They adapt while fiercely protecting the customs and
knowledge that define their identity, even as climate change and shifting social values
challenge the very foundations of their way of life.
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By embarking on this journey through the culture of Vanuatu, readers will discover a
nation where ancestral wisdom pulses through contemporary life, where the
boundaries of the visible and invisible are bridged by dance, ritual, and shared story,
and where the guardianship of land, language, and spirit remains a collective
commitment. This book is both an invitation and a tribute—to the unique beauty,
endurance, and creativity of Vanuatu’s people, and to the enduring value of learning
from cultures that have thrived in harmony with nature for countless generations.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Peoples of Vanuatu

Vanuatu is an island nation situated in the South Pacific Ocean, roughly 1,750
kilometers (1,090 miles) east of northern Australia, 540 kilometers (340 miles)
northeast of New Caledonia, and west of Fiji. This archipelago forms an irregular Y-
shape, extending approximately 650 kilometers (400 miles) from its northernmost
point, the Torres Islands, to its southernmost island, Anatom (or Aneityum). It
comprises about 83 relatively small islands, of which 65 are inhabited. The total land
area of Vanuatu is approximately 12,274 square kilometers (4,739 sq mi).

The islands of Vanuatu are predominantly mountainous and of volcanic origin, with
narrow coastal plains. This geological heritage is evident in its diverse topography,
which ranges from rugged peaks and high plateaus to rolling hills. Volcanic activity is
common, with several active volcanoes scattered throughout the islands, including the
well-known Mount Yasur on Tanna Island and Mount Tabwemasana, the highest point
in Vanuatu, located on Espiritu Santo at 1,879 meters (6,165 ft). The country is also
susceptible to earthquakes and tsunamis. The coastline is mostly rocky and features
fringing reefs.

Vanuatu experiences a tropical climate, generally hot and humid year-round, but
moderated by southeast trade winds between May and October. The northern islands
tend to be hotter and wetter, with consistent rainfall throughout the year, while the
central and southern islands have a more noticeable distinction between a hot, rainy
season (December to March) and a cooler, drier season (May to October). Average
midday temperatures in the capital, Port Vila, range from 25°C (77°F) in winter to
31°C (88°F) in summer. Rainfall is abundant, averaging around 2,400 millimeters (94
inches) annually in Port Vila, with some northern islands receiving up to 4,000
millimeters (160 inches). However, this tropical paradise is also the most cyclone-
prone nation in the South Pacific, with tropical cyclones posing a threat from
November to April.

The people of Vanuatu, known as ni-Vanuatu, are primarily of Melanesian descent,
making up the vast majority of the population (approximately 98.5%). This indigenous
population is a diverse ethnolinguistic group with a shared history. While Melanesians
are dominant, some outlying islands have Polynesian populations. In addition to the ni-
Vanuatu, there are small communities of other ethnic groups, including Europeans
(mainly British and French, a legacy of the colonial past), Micronesians, Chinese, and
Vietnamese. The total population of Vanuatu was estimated to be around 339,488
people as of January 1, 2025.

The majority of Vanuatu's population, approximately three-quarters, resides in rural
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areas, maintaining a strong connection to traditional village life. However, urban
centers such as the capital, Port Vila on Efate, and Luganville on Espiritu Santo, have
seen significant growth since independence as people are drawn to greater
opportunities. Port Vila is the largest city, and Luganville is the second largest. Over
half of the nation's populace is concentrated on the three largest islands: Espiritu
Santo, Malakula, and Efate.
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