Money, Politics, and Persons in Papua New Guinea Stewart, Pamela J;Strathern, Andrew Social Analysis; Jul 1, 1998; 42, 2; Periodicals Archive Online pg. 132

SOCIAL ANALYSIS
Issue 42(2) JULY 1998

Money, Politics, and Persons in Papua New Guinea

Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern

Introduction: A Triad of Forces

Theorizing processes of recent historical change in Papua New Guinea entails
coming to terms with a triad of forces that we can identify as capitalism, democracy,
and the state. These, of course, are broad terms, and we need to translate them into
the specific forms they are taking in Papua New Guinea. Several authors have
attempted this task, at different stages of the country’s own development and of the
devclopment of anthropological theory itself. In terms of capitalism, some theorists
(well exemplified by Amarshi, Good, and Mortimer 1979) have stressed dependency
theory and Papua New Guinea’s position on the periphery of capitalist influence,
along with the development of the peasantry as a social class whose interests are
potentially opposed to those of the urban bourgeoisie. ‘Big pcasants’ or ‘kulaks’ are
seen as the successors in capitalist mode to the ‘big men’ of the past. Papua New
Guinea’s Westminster-style democracy has provided avenues for such emergent
leaders to enter into politics, and the emphasis on wealth and its distribution as a
means of attaining and legitimizing political power has given a particular cast to the
activities of politicians generally, who need wealth both to gain votes and to reward
supporters. Such local imperatives have driven the national political machine to
provide sectoral funds for direct distribution by politicians in their electorates,
bypassing the public service channels. Democracy has thus been diverted into
patronage, and strong policy-based political parties have not emerged. The state
organization which underpins political and economic activities has accordingly failed
to develop into a powerful force, and although the state is actively involved in the
process of nation making (Foster 1995a) with the customary apparatus of the flag,
festivals, rituals, and government speeches, its penetration at local levels has been
patchy. On the other hand, the influences of change in general have been pervasive,
and anthropologists have been well to the fore in documenting these, particularly
with reference to the theme of ‘globalization’ and the difficulties of rural populations
to achieve economic progress (e.g. Gewertz and Errington 1995; Smith 1994),
colonial and post-colonial history (e.g. Brown 1995; Foster 1995b), problems of
social control (e.g. Gordon and Meggitt 1985), and the adoption of forms of
Christianity (e.g. Barker 1990). One theme that has emerged from many of these
studies is that of changing concepts of personhood and gender relations (see also
Errington and Gewertz 1997; Gewertz and Errington 1997; Knauft 1997). The
question here is whether notions of personhood, under the influence of forces of
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change, are shifting from a more relational to a more individualistic form (although
both tendencies may be present in any given ethnographic case) (A.J. Strathern and
P.J. Stewart 1998a). In this paper we are concerned to look at all of these issues of
change from the perspective of long-term ethnographic materials on the Mount
Hagen area of the Western Highlands Province. Our argument is that the combin-
ation of capitalism as cash-cropping plus consumerism, democracy as patronage, and
state influences that are both pervasive and yet weak in the frameworks they provide
for everyday life, has led to a peculiarly critical situation for the Hagen people,
conducing towards a search for security and identity in the spheres of religion and
ritual activity. We attempt therefore to understand some of the main ways in which
extra-local forces have influenced and interwoven themselves into local community
life in Hagen, recognizing that influences are simultaneously external and intemnal,
extra-local and local. We attempt this assessment partly as a way of ordering impre-
ssions from a field visit in August 1997 and partly as a means of making a
reassessment of earlier approaches to trajectories of change in Hagen and elsewhere
in Papua New Guinea, especially the Highlands region.

The predominant paradigm of the Central Highlands societies, regardless of
variations in their systems of kinship and locality, has been that they are based on the
ideology and practice of gift-exchange, out of which ‘big-man’ patterns of leadership
emerged, and that women gained recognition and respect through their work in the
gift-exchange network. In the earliest conceptualizations of change this viewpoint
was applied by Ben Finney and others to argue that big-men and exchange-based
societies were pre-adapted to entrepreneurial business strategies introduced to them
in the late phases of Australian colonial control. Highlanders were seen as secular,
pragmatic go-getters, who would energetically transform themselves into cash-
croppers and merchants and eagerly adopt the modernizing model of society brought
to them by the Department of Agriculture and the World Bank.

This optimistic model of development soon fell foul of several criticisms.
Marxist scholars argued that underdevelopment and dependency were being foisted
on the Highlanders in the longer run, and in line with this notion Diana Howlett, a
geographer, proposed a model of ‘terminal development’, development that could
not raise the people at large beyond a certain economic level, attained through
primary cash-cropping of coffee. Other scholars also pointed out, from at least the
1970s onwards, that the so-called 1970s ‘return of violence’ in the Highlands
following initial pacification in the 1930s and 1940s, threatened to engulf and negate
the effects of modernization and cash-cropping. Marxist analysts were quick to
suggest that this pattern of violence could itself be seen as a response to widening
tensions caused by inequalities of social class and as forms of resistance to state
control arising out of such tensions. Whether land shortage was at the root of
violence became moot, echoing earlier debates about pre-colonial structures and
patterns of warfare. It became evident over time that the expanding conventions
relating to revenge for killings and the imperative to pay compensation in order to
avert revenge constituted an arena in themselves that conduced towards the continual
build-ups in inter-group hostilities (A.J. Strathern and P.J. Stewart 1998b). Add to
this the introduction of guns, the growth of criminal gangs, and the alleged alliances
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between politicians and men of violence, and it becomes clear that there is an
overdetermining set of factors predisposing communities to insecurity and danger.
While everyone continues to grow coffee and to be involved deeply in the cash
economy, they are equally deeply involved in the quest for personal and collective
security. Indeed, this tension between profit seeking and security seeking lies at the
heart of people’s daily struggles to chart a pathway for themselves.

What, then, of the roles of democracy and the state in this capitalist-
contradiction-induced situation? Political elections have become an immensely
important part of life in the Highlands, evidenced by the large numbers of candidates
for office, high levels of material inducements offered to voters, and considerable
outbreaks of post-election violence and recriminations, all patterns seen clearly in the
national elections of June 1997 (see also Saffu 1996). The elections brought great
disillusionment to those who paid large amounts of money, which they could not
realistically afford, in support of candidates who lost. Thus, the patronage sought at
such a high price could not be obtained. Democracy, in effect, has been put to the
service of expensively sponsoring a winner in elections, on the expectation that the
winner will repay his supporters with patronage for jobs, development funds and
infrastructural improvements. The large sums of money placed in the hands of
members of Parliament (MPs) for ‘sectoral development’ amounting to 300,000 kina
(e.g. one kina is approximately equivalent to one Australian dollar [Aug. 1997]) per
annum per MP have directly caused this situation and these funds in turn have been
used to shore up the support of electors for the MP and of the MP for whichever
temporary coalition is in power as government. The individual MP has become a
‘super big-man’, creating a level of politics that has eclipsed and/or swallowed other
modes of local political activity. But since there are always losers, there is a further
built-in tendency for factionalism and hostility. This form of democracy does not,
then, conduce to local stability. Instead, it increases local tensions. The patronage
involved is also intensely /ocal and does not form an easy basis for the development
of nationai-level identities and loyalties.

The relative weakness of the development of senses of nationality goes along
with a predominant set of dispositions towards the state bureaucracy (cf. Otto and
Thomas 1997). In colonial times people looked first to the colonial patrol officers,
and later to their Local Government Councils, to produce benefits for them. The MP
has taken on this mantle, and the more so in the years 1995-7 following the abolition
of the level of provincial government as an intermediary between the people and the
national parliament and bureaucracy. There has been a corresponding over-
estimation of the importance of the MP’s role witnessed in the large amounts of
money spent by and on supporters to secure the election of candidates, and an under-
estimation of the role of the public service or bureaucracy, which is seen as plagued
by inefficiency, unresponsiveness, and ‘jobs for the boys’. The state in this context
is seen as either ineffective or as inimical to local interests, even though in a broader
sense state-based influence is predominant to some degree in people’s lives, through
education, health, banking and other services, some of which they have come to take
for granted. (Other services which the people might rightly expect to be provided
such as road maintenance and security are sorely lacking, as are supplies for health
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centers).

The state in its legislative and judicial capacity has also obviously affected
people strongly. Beginning in the 1970s, there has been a whole series of legislative
measures designed to bring into alignment state interests and the interests and
concerns of individuals and groups at local level. The measures that have most
impacted on local communities have to do with social control and with land issues.
Village Courts were set up to provide communities with their own means of
redressing certain kinds of wrongs involving custom, for example. Legislation to
declare “fight areas™ on an emergency basis and to provide the means of appointment
of ‘trouble committees’ to reach peaceful settlement of fights has strongly influenced
the form of compensation payments for killings between groups. Also, village courts
hear and bring to resolution some of the common disputes such as wife-beating
cases, insults, failure to meet debts, and physical assaults in general. These have
become much more unilateral, stipulated forms of transaction and much less a
mechanism for developing reciprocal exchanges between the groups involved.
Finally here, legislation to promote business groups and land groups has created
entities that are neo-traditional in appearance but in practice function much more as
hybrid accessories to the intcrests of state and capitalist agencies and of powerful
individuals within the neo-traditional structures themselves. Ben Finney's 1960s
coffee entrepreneurs are beginning to reappear as oil and gas barons with the
discovery of such mineral deposits in the Southern Highlands and the payment of
royalties to landowning groups. Groups that were founded in the 1970s in the
Western Highlands Province with a mixed set of declared aims including the
promotion of traditional cultural forms have all tumed essentially into engines for
local business (mostly plantation) development and also into power bases for local
politicians. In the 1997 elections in the Dei Council constituency of Mount Hagen
the winning candidate was rumoured to have manipulated the voters’ rolls so as to
include a very large set of voters in his own area which happens to include the
biggest coffee plantation in the Province and employs an extensive cadre of
labourers. The MP himself, however, declared himself a bom-again Christian and
claimed his support to have been derived from his standing as a churchman of the
Assemblies of God.

This example draws attention to a factor that has emerged increasingly in Hagen
in the last decade: the importance of Christianity not just in terms of conversion and
the abandonment of customary forms of religion, but as a pervasive influence in
community life generally, including politics. The supposedly secular Highlanders
have suddenly been recognized as deeply bound into evangelical and other forms of
Christian activities (P.J. Stewart and A.J. Strathern 1997a; P.J. Stewart and A.J.
Strathern 1998). Understanding the meaning of this apparent transformation requires
us to abandon the earlier simplified stereotypes of secularism and to recall strictures
made on these, for example, evidence that big-manship was also linked to ritual ideas
and practices and that the red box money-cult in 1968-71 in Hagen belied
coastal/highlands contrasts then prevalent in the literature (A.J. Strathem 1979-
1980). Hageners have not become religious overnight. They have adapted themes
that were of concern to them in the past and recast these dramatically in Christian
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idioms. At the same time, these idioms and the ideology that informs them
genuinely subvert and replace aspects of their old wealth-oriented ideology in
society, setting up complex contradictions that are now reflected in ‘world’s end’
forms of rhetoric.

Along with this subversion regarding wealth, there are powerful changes also
affecting gender relations. While men are taking on new tasks and finding altered
ways to define their personhood, women who are prominent in the new churches are
also discovering new arenas for their creativity and productivity. Women are also
significant as workers and sellers in the cash economy, both of coffee and of
vegetable crops. They attempt to modify polygynous practices and bring their
husbands into the church and its teachings. Women as mothers who produce
daughters that become brides are gaining increasing recognition in contexts of
bridewealth. The production of the person through kinship is becoming itself comm-
odified along with the recognition of women’s roles in bearing and nurturing
children. We argue that these changes also are indirect reflections of the triad of
forces we identified at the outset.

In what follows we exemplify and follow up these generalizations with more
specific local evidence.

Land and Land Groups: Dilemmas and Ironies at Kuk

The Wahgi Valley, where the bulk of the Kawelka people with whom we have been
working live, is an area of very dense human habitation, in which large sections of
clan land have been alienated since the 1950s for plantation development (coffce,
tea) and considerable portions also have been taken for private leasehold devel-
opment and for resettlement schemes used by immigrants from high-altitude areas
that are periodically subject to famine through drought and frost (as has been the
case during 1997 with the effects of El Nifio). The Kawelka retumed to their present
location, known as Kuk, from the early 1950s following pacification, after being
driven out in fighting with the Mokei people around 1914. In the mid 1960s the
Administration purchased rights over large swampy areas adjoining the resettled
Kawelka lands and turned these into an Agricultural Research Station and a tea
plantation operated by Manton Brothers, an Australian business family. The Stat-
ion’s function was to experiment with types of tea for plantation use. The land
purchased for the Station had been swampy. It was now drained and sectioned
neatly, solid roads were made between the sections allowing vehicle access and
casuarina trees and omamentals planted alongside the roads. Much later, in the
1990s and under the control of the Provincial Government the Station fell into disuse
and subsequently disrepair. Its houses were colonized by local public servants and
others, rents were not collected, it became a target for criminal activity, and a market
with beer drinking and darts playing took over the entrance way into the old station
precincts (A.J. Strathern and P.J. Stewart n.d.).

The Provincial Department of Primary Industry then seems to have effectively
ceased to administer the station, and the Provincial Government itself was abolished
by the National Parliament in 1995, after which no-one appeared to take responsib-
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ility for the area. The neat interconnecting roads became choked with Phragmites
canes, overgrown tea bushes were cut for fencing stakes, clogged ditches overflowed
and caused swampy patches, and logging trucks entered these places to cut and haul
away casuarina trees sold to them by individual Kawelka, in the process churning the
roads further into rutted quagmires. The Kawelka began recolonizing this scene of
decayed colonial enterprise, first by tethering their pigs in its fertile cane-covered
recesses where they could not easily be identified, and later, from 1995 onwards, by
more openly claiming specific portions in which to plant both subsistence crops and
coffee. In effect the whole station has been re-mapped into sections that are
notionally associated with segments of the Kawelka, facilitated by the station’s own
division into original drained blocks.

This informal process of re-appropriation appears to have taken place without
overt conflict to date. It has been prompted, however, by existing and emergent
disputes over land uses in the areas retained by the Kawelka after the original ‘sale’
of the station land. These disputes center on land used for coffee and thus removed
on a long-term basis from the flexibilities of the cultivation cycle. The availability of
ex-station land in this way has undoubtedly eased, although it has not entirely
obviated, these intra-clan disputes, which usually focus also on those who are
perceived as economically more successful than others. Such persons, in turn, have
been prominent in the re-colonization drive, sometimes actually moving their
dwelling houses into the station area, sometimes building outhouses from which they
can guard their growing coffee trees, since theft of coffee beans by nocturnal
‘marauders’ has become a common hazard.

What is interesting here, and highly problematic, is the question of what kind of
tenurial rights will be developed over the station area. Legally, the government (i.e.
the state) has never ceded its rights back to the Kawelka. Equally, to date, it has not
contested the re-colonization. The Kawelka, for their part, have acted in such a way
as to indicate that they had never ceded their underlying rights to the station land in
spite of the 1964 ‘sale’, and that they do not need to approach the government for
permission to make gardens there. On the other hand, the area was previously
swamp, and was drained in order to create the station, so it is reclaimed land.
Moreover, the informal forms of division that have taken place do not have any
support in sanctions between the groups or between individuals. Once a pattern is
set, it will become subject to inheritance and thus will fall under customary modes of
division. For now, all practical arrangements are a matter of improvisation, but since
in every case the subsistence crops are interspersed with coffee seedlings it is
obvious that each gardener intends to secure claims for the future. Planting coffee is
equivalent to ‘enclosing’ a specific area for the foreseeable future and also
‘foreclosing’ it against easy resumption by the government or by any business
concerns, since heavy compensation would be demanded. These newly claimed
areas thus are coming, through the planting of coffee, to resemble forms of freehold
tenure such as Ward and Kingdon have remarked on for parts of Africa, e.g. Malawi
and Kenya (Ward and Kingdon 1995:30ff.). Ward and Kingdon also point out a
danger here for such hybrid forms of practice as they separate themselves from either
a ‘customary’ or a ‘legal-bureaucratic’ form: that courts will not recognize the claims
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since they have no secure basis (ibid.) — including in ‘custom’ itself. At another
level, of course, the Kawelka are reclaiming both custom and history for themselves,
since they are asserting an overall right of ‘domain’ over both their existing and the
re-colonized parts of the Kuk area, appealing here to the validating status of a stone
landmark that stands in their territory (A.J. Strathern and P.J. Stewart n.d.). This
conjunction of ‘domain’ right and individual parceling of land in block-like sections
shows a patchwork combination of ‘pre-modem’ and ‘modern’ elements put together
in a decidedly ‘post-modern’ fashion. The state-formed landscape of the station
influences the imaginative practices of the Kawelka, even as they re-transform that
landscape back into the shape of indigenous fields, enclosing regular areas in ways
they do not follow outside of the station.

We may look at this case history briefly again from the viewpoint of our general
theme. One of the purposes of the colonial Agriculture Department was to introduce
people to the idea of individual cash-cropping in coffee as well as to stimulate the
corporate production of these crops, often by expatriate companies. In other words,
a state organ promoted capitalism and its corollary, peasantry. The same colonial
Administration was pushed by the United Nations into introducing democratic and
independent political institutions. This process itself gave people the idea of taking
back power for themselves. Over time, this has led them to over-ride a colonially-
established rule regarding land use and to take their own land into their hands again.
Their political sense of themselves has led them to transcend the bureaucratic
categories of the state. Representatives of the bureaucracy now have to consider
what to do. , '

Analytically and theoretically, what we have here, as we have seen, is a hybnd
situation. The station land was “bought” from the Kawelka, for tiny sums of money
(rolls of shillings divided among sub-clans). The Kawelka have now reclaimed their
land simply by moving onto it. If national-level interests were to suggest a reim-
posed alienation, they would be faced with demands for a very high price as
unwilling inheritors of a colonial debt-legacy. Capitalism’s role in all this is clear, as
is Democracy’s. It is the ‘state’ and the ‘nation’ that are caught in post-colonial
anomaly here, while local assertiveness has become very strong.

Bridewealth

The connections drawn so far between capitalism, democracy, the state and land can
be further elaborated through an examination of bridewealth fluctuations.
Bridewealth payments are intimately associated with issues of fecundity which
extend beyond the fundamentally important reproductive capacities of a woman,
encompassing her ability to use the land allotted to her by her affines to produce pigs
and vegetables in addition to cash-crops such as coffee. The dynamics of
bridewealth payments are driven by various forces. We were in Hagen in August of
1997 when reports of greatly inflated bridewealth demands were retailed to us as a
major source.of grievance . We were told that 5,000-6,000 kina was a typical current
rate, plus several pigs (each worth approximately 500-1000 kina depending on the
size) and nowadays various other items such as bundles of sugar cane, pandanus
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fruits and bananas. (All of these amounts are greatly reduced if the prospective bride
is marrying for the second time.) These items, including the money, must be
collected by the parents of the prospective groom through requesting payments from
kin and exchange partners who have some ties within the family’s network of
relations. Failure to contribute to the collection alienates one’s relatives and
exchange partners, making it difficult to approach them in future when a reciprocal
contribution is needed either for a brideprice or for a compensation payment for a
killing. With the decline of the moka system of exchange, bridewealth payments
appear to have been placed into a new ideological framework which has been
fashioned by the religious changes and alterations in gendered categories of prestige.

Moka exchange had been an integrating capstone for much of the social structure
in previous years. It allowed the big-man system to exist, accompanied by
polygyny, and it partially defined female personhood through the productive
capacities of women to rear the pigs for moka exchange. With the decline of moka
and of the prevalence of big-men the underpinning of polygyny has been greatly
eroded. The labour of many women for moka exchanges is no longer required and
the economy of keeping the separate households demanded by each wife is ruinous
nowadays.

The inflation in bridewealth may be correlated with a drive to keep marriages
monogynous through a sheer lack of funds available to pay for a second wife and
maintain the expenses of the two households required, but other factors are also
involved. For example, the mother of the bride is given a much greater amount in
the bridewealth payment than in the past. This may reflect a greater emphasis on the
nurturing work of the mother in raising the daughter and a heightened awareness of
the kina value of the mother’s work. A parallel situation exists in the Duna area of
the Southem Highlands Province of Papua New Guinea where the payment to the
bride’s mother has increased greatly in recent years since 1991.

Several male informants from Hagen provided another explanation. They
explained that the increases were driven by prestige competition between grooms
who wanted to be able to boast about the amount that their family was able to raise
and pay out to the bride’s family, thereby demonstrating the abilities of the groom’s
family to convince kin and exchange partners to contribute large amounts to the
payment and at the same time making a statement about the relative worth of the
bride obtained. This kind of competition carries different ‘financial’ implications
from those of the moka exchange which was a highly regulated system of reciprocity
that in principle guaranteed returns to people with an increment beyond their last
‘investment’. The decline of the moka appears to have led to a shift into brideprice
as an arena of competition for prestige, but individual brideprice payments do not
lead to delayed returns ‘with interest’ as happened in the moka. It is true that the
circulation of high payments does help each group to arrange marriages and that the
recipients of each payment are expected to raise a proportional fraction of it to give
back as a return prestation. Nevertheless the complicated dynamics and conting-
encies of historical conjunctures can mean that a given group or area is hard pressed
to meet its obligations or achieve its ambitions. Long-term inflationary trends in
brideprice as well as other modalities of transactions could also lead to a situation in
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which the rates demanded and expected could not be sustained by the overall
circulation of money through production and wage income, thus causing a reversion
to lower rates. The upward trends have been in place ever since the 1960s at least.
In the 1960s and 1970s colonial patrol officers complained that high brideprices
were a burden that took money away from other uses. In the Dei Council area the
Local Government Council repeatedly made rules limiting the size of bnideprice
payments, although these rules met with only limited success.

Several factors have combined to make the situation of the Kawelka difficult in
the late 1990s. They are short of land, and as we have seen have embarked on an
uncertain project of recolonizing ex-government land in a bid to increase their coffee
production. They had in September 1995 raised a large compensation payment of
26,000 kina and 130 pigs to the Mokei people for the murder of a young man in a
bar-room brawl. They had more recently spent large amounts of money and
numbers of pigs in supporting the unsuccessful election campaign of William Pik for
the national Parliament. Finally, their existing coffee crop was late because of the
drought conditions and they were running short of subsistence foods as well, so that
they needed money to buy food in tradestores. Under these circumstances it was
remarkable that a number of Kawelka families nevertheless instituted high pressure
campaigns to raise large brideprices, and in fact instigated a competition for
contributions in their fairly involute and overlapping networks of support. The effort
produced a wave of grumbling and recrimination, especially among younger men,
indicating that these also perhaps feel less bound in with projects of family and clan
prestige than in the past (something other leaders themselves remark on ): a sign of
changing notions of personhood.

This complex of historically induced factors shows the same bunching together
of long and short term political and economic factors that we have found in relation
to land. Cash-cropping produces its own pressures on people and raises the
monetary element in prestations, but since these depend ultimately on production
instabilities of demand and ambition arise. The result is a fluctuating process of
negotiated rates for killings, brideprices and political support that can cause severe
difficulties for a given group. The whole process continues in the ‘customary’ realm
outside of the purview of the state, yet it is deeply influenced by the state’s own
actions over time (i.e. the introduction of cash cropping in colonial times and the
post-colonial development of patronage-driven politics). In addition, we specula-
tively suggest, the hurried effort to arrange brideprices in 1997 may be a part of the
wider struggle to control the behaviour of younger people and to set the social
structure “in order’ prior to the expected ‘end times’ (although this was not proffered
to us as an explanation by any of the people themselves).

Another factor that may be driving brideprice payments upward is appreciation
of the new roles that women have created for themselves through their enrollment in
the local churches. Women are extremely active in holding fellowship meetings and
prayer services in attempts to protect the land and its inhabitants from the Satanic
forces that they believe are so powerful in bringing ‘negative’ influences into their
community. These church activities may have altered the relative prestige that
women hold within the society, thereby partially explaining the increased kina
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amount paid in bridewealth.

Religious Change

Dramatic alterations in life patterns and expectations have arisen in Papua New
Guinea since the 1930s. A means of coping with such changes that has reached
frenetic proportions in Hagen is the belief that world’s end is close at hand (P.J.
Stewart and A.J. Strathern 1998; A.J. Strathem and P.J. Stewart 1997a). This
requires the day-to-day vigilance of those who consider themselves to be listed in
God’s Book and thus bound for salvation before the destruction of the earth. Each
night when we were in the field in August of 1997 we could hear the fellow-
ship/prayer services being conducted in an effort to drive away ‘evil’ from the
community. On the last night in our field house this escalated to a new level when
the house was circled by those praying and speaking in tongues. We were told that
these efforts were meant to protect us and our house from thieves and rascals (gang
members) who seek money and are jealous of what other people possess. This
rhetoric of jealousy is one that came into the area as the nearby town of Mt. Hagen
became more and more stocked with various goods that were not available in the
past and which one could easily obtain if one only had money. The actual term used
for jealousy here is jelas, a Tok Pisin term that functions differently from the original
Melpa term wolik, which was applied specifically to competition between individual
persons for scarce resources. With jelas the sense is rather that of generalized envy
and anomie in relation to consumer goods available on the impersonal market.
Money is in short supply because, as we have seen, great quantities go out in
brideprice payments, compensation payments and toward political bribing in
attempts to get local politicians elected. Money is seen to be — if not the root of all
evil — the force that stimulates greed and desire in people driving them into ‘wrong’
actions. One of our main female informants, Mande, told us that a power exists in
the ground itself called Ground Place Power (GPP) [M6i Kona Paua in Melpa)]. This
power is charged by the plethora of material goods available which are difficult if not
impossible for most Papua New Guineans to obtain. GPP is stated by some
Hageners to be one of the main signs or markers of the return of Jesus that they say
will occur first prior to the end times. Prior to the retumn of Jesus the Antichrist is
thought to be making an appearance on earth at which time he will mark all of his
followers with a code number functioning much like a grocery store bar code. This
number is often said to be 666 and the possession of it will allow its holders to
purchase goods in stores. Joel Robbins has described the same idea among the
Urapmin of Saudaun Province, PNG (Robbins 1997). Those who are Christians and
refuse to take this number will be unable to purchase items since their money will be
useless. This fear of finding oneself in a situation where money in hand is insuffic-
ient accompanied by the perception that those who do have sufficient money have
obtained it by polluting, Satanically influenced means (theft, prostitution, and
killing) finds its culmination in the end times scenario (A.J. Strathem and P.J.
Stewart n.d.).

GPP one might equate with a plague that is seen to be spread widely replacing
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what we have termed ‘ground fertility power’ (GFP). GFP was generated through
the creative interactions of people with the soil such as through gardening, rearing
pigs, and conducting fertility rituals (A.J. Strathern and P.J. Stewart 1997b; A.J.
Strathern and P.J. Stewart 1998c; P.J. Stewart n.d.) . GFP was a resource that was
renewable through ritual practices such as the Amb Kor (Female Spinit) cult ritual in
which men and women worked together to ensure that the power derived from the
Amb Kor would penetrate the soil and bring health and fertility. The Amb Kor ritual
is no longer observed. Unlike the red box money cult (A.J. Strathern 1979-1980),
which was said to have been brought by Satan and came to nothing, we were told
that the power brought by the Amb Kor was very real and not that of Satan. Her
power is seen to be simply no longer a viable option to be tapped into now that God
has been introduced to the Hageners along with the notion that the world as they
know it is ending or, as the Duna say, ‘the ground is finishing’.

These notions of the world ending and the ground finishing have taken on a more
immediate sense of reality with the devastating effects of the recent drought and
famine in the Highlands. This loss of fertility is correlated with an increase in witch-
craft accusations. These witches (kum koimb) operate in a terrifying way. They eat
the inner parts of a person, and kill them or instead they tumn their victims into
cannibals who then also seek out humans to eat. The core idea in these notions of
witchcraft among the Hageners as well as among the Duna people is that of greed or
the desire or capacity for consumption. As the millennium approaches and the
‘faithful’ are watching for signs of the world’s end in the year 2,000-2,001, the
increase in kum activity is taken to be a positive indicator of the end. This cannibal
witchcraft activity might well be perceived as signaling the end since it is the
antithesis of various aspects of fertility rituals which aim to create life (P.J. Stewart
and A.J. Strathern 1997b).

The notion that greed and excessive consumption are inappropriate forms of
behavior for humans has a long tradition in Hagen and Duna society but is now
further fueled by notions of GPP in which material goods are causing increased
greediness and a desire to consume which in some instances can only be satisfied by
the acquisition of money through criminal activities (P.J. Stewart and A.J. Strathern
n.d.).

Witches are also often seen as operating in groups much like gangs do and their
leader is said to be a Queen of the witches who lives in the neighboring ethnic area
of Simbu, in the province east of the Western Highlands on the Highlands Highway.
A not very deeply veiled animosity toward the Simbu is thus expressed in this image.
In fact with the collapsing of various boundaries and spaces between different ethnic
groups in Papua New Guinea due to the greater ease with which people can move
about, new arenas of multi ethnic conflicts continue to arise.

A Runaway World?: Multi-Ethnicity, the Collapse of Order,
and ‘Ground Place Power”’

The local spaces and places inhabited by the Kawelka have for long been invaded by
the ‘outside’ in ways that immediately became intimate, local, and ‘inside’ in terms
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of the people’s experience. Early patrol officers forced people to dig large holes that
became temporary prison pens for persons arrested; they required rest-houses to be
built; they instituted road-building, schools, and aid posts, causing entirely new
centers of activity to emerge that brought people together in new ways. Markets
sprang up around such facilities and later at Local Government Council headquarters.
People went away on labour migration to the north and south coasts and to other
parts of the Highlands. They brought back wages in shells and sometimes were
accompanied by spouses from places to west and east such as Enga and Eastern
Highlands. Clearly the processes of multi-ethnicity began long ago, from the 1940s
onwards.

Nevertheless, these processes have accelerated and magnified in recent years.
There is also a greater level of awareness that it is precisely these widened contexts
of interaction and their unpredictable and uncontrollable consequences that are
producing ramified problems for the maintenance of locally coherent forms of
activity. In the past, Hageners have maintained an embracing attitude towards the
outside world, seen as a source of “good things”, shells and later money, as well as
government services, and a plethora of Christian missions and churches. Much of
this had to do with the channeling of ambitions and productive action into moka and
fertility cults, the enhancement of prestige and of the earth’s fertility on which all
prestige depends. This channeling effect, however, has now ceased. There is no
unifying ideology. People are much less inclined to decorate and dance, especially
since the church condemns such displays of self expression as ungodly. This means
that inter-group ties based on moka alliance have foundered, and have been replaced
by violence on the one hand and political patronage on the other, as noted earlier,
reverting in some sense to a pre-moka time when warfare brought prestige but was
also a source of danger and insecurity in people’s lives. The net result is a
perception of the collapse or potential collapse of the order of categories in the
world.

Images of mixing and confusion that go with perceptions of hybridization are
indications of such a sense of transgression and collapse. The image projected in
one interview by Mande of male angels (one might say fallen angels) that came from
Heaven and lay with human women who believed them to be ‘real men’ (a theme
derived from folktales) precisely reveals the underlying concerns here. Attempts are
made both to profit from and to straighten out the confusion of categories in an effort
to grasp an understanding of what is ‘concealed’ versus what is ‘revealed’ about a
person. We witnessed and took part in an occasion within which one of our friends
and sponsors, R., organized a novel kind of affiliation payment for a grandson of his
(the product of a relationship between his son H. and 2 woman whose mother was
from Simbu and father was from Kerema), contracted in Port Moresby, the capital
city far from Hagen where H. works at the Public Service Training Institute as a
manager of physical plant. In addition to this relationship in which no brideprice
was paid nor any civil or church marriage conducted H. also had a sexual
relationship with a woman from Mendi in the Southem Highlands Province with
whom he worked and who was also attempting to establish more permanent ties with
R.’s locality thereby strengthening her ties to H. and his family. The Mendi ‘wife’,
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who also had not received a brideprice payment or been united to H. in a civil or
church ceremony, was jealous of the Simbu/Kerema ‘wife’ and was reported to
have told some of her younger male relatives referred to as ‘rascals’ to enter H.’s
apartment in Port Moresby and ‘damage’ it. She reportedly requested this when she
learned that the Simbu/Kerema ‘wife’ was traveling to Hagen. In the midst of these
confusions, R. pursued his own project of affiliating the boy to his group, the
Kawelka, since he is short of patrilineal male descendants. He attempted to convert
the multiplicity of the situation back into a unity by means of a wealth transaction.
The speeches were made partly in Tok Pisin, the Simbu women represented
themselves at the event without male kin, pork was given to them even though they
belonged to the Seventh Day Adventist church (which condemns the eating of pork)
and the main cooking of freezer meat was done in the style of Simbu and also
Tambul south of Hagen because some of those helping on the occasion were
immigrants from the Tambul area who live with the Kawelka. Multiplicity thus
asserted itself at the heart of an attempt to obviate it.

The Kawelka themselves are an island in an area that otherwise belongs to a
different council area and electoral constituency. They are immigrants, albeit back to
their ancestral area. They themselves have taken in further immigrants. Their life
consists equally of the mixing of categories and the attempt to unmix these and re-
establish boundaries. Putting the name as a ‘contract’ in the ‘government book’ as
Kawelka is an act of unmixing that shows the attempt to deal with the hybridization
of experience we have identified here. It mirrors the idea of having one’s name
changed as a result of baptism to a Biblical name and this new name being written
into the ‘Book of Life’ controlled by God at the entrance into Heaven (P.J. Stewart
and A.J. Strathern 1998).

Into this arena of ambivalence the concept of Ground Place Power, articulated by
Mande, enters poignantly. Everything has its good and bad side. The earth, seen
before as good and fertile, now becomes in a new image the site of alien power. This
is because of a semantic shift in which ‘earthly’ is opposed to ‘heavenly’. Similarly
indigenous magic is described as méi kongon, “earth work”. The term mdi here
connotes both an indigenous, pagan sphere of action and an arena implicitly
considered to be inferior. Both senses of the term are new, and emerged in the 1970s
when Christian rhetoric began to penetrate more deeply into people’s lives. The
bifurcation of epistemology that goes with such notions is an attempt to reorder the
world and find a consistent ideology in it. But this reordering is also threatened by
the prospect of world’s end, when “the earth and the sky together will end”.
Meanwhile, multi-ethnicity is one aspect of the fact that a world, indeed several
worlds, have already ended and a series of confusing worlds are in process of coming
into being.

This inchoate process of gestation brings sharply into focus the general problem
of boundaries, both conceptual and social, in contemporary social life. Indigenous
social practices in Hagen, as in many other parts of New Guinea, are marked by a
degree of flexibility that tends to work against the rigid application of rules, for
example rules concerning group affiliation or marital eligibility. The flexible exten-
sion or modification of rules has been one of the mechanisms whereby Hageners
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have in fact accommodated change into their lives and have tried to incorporate the
outside world into their own, as when they easily introduced money into their moka
exchanges and rapidly adopted various forms of Christianity. In this regard they
conformed to the picture of a people who were unconcerned with boundaries and
more interested in extending their networks of relationship and influence. Yet this
picture is also inadequate. In more recent times (the 1990s as opposed to the 1970s
and 1980s) they have become sharply aware that they cannot contain the outside by
simply taking it into their own institutions, and they cannot extend their networks
without placing themselves greatly in dependency on forces well beyond their
control. It is in this more recent and somber context that they have developed their
own dichotomous ‘ethnodependency’ theory (see Figure 1) in which they contrast a
world of gifts with a world of commodities; rather than blurring the boundaries
between these categories as they have done in the past they have now reached a point
of structural nostalgia in which they develop their own reification of past and present
as a tool for reforming history. As a part of this drive much of their struggle
nowadays has to do with reasserting the local against the global, even if this is done
in the borrowed garb of the global itself. The whole process and its intractable
dilemmas are poignantly exemplified by the encircling of our field house.

PRODUCTION CONSUMPTION
GPP Technology,Computers, 1. ‘Fancy’ Clothing —becoming
Buildings, [Whites, Japanese] like white women.
2. ‘Purchases’ without money,
through the Antichrist.

3. Sexual transgressions.
4.Cannibalistic witchcraft

[COMMODITY SYSTEM] 5. Theft generally [Local people]
6. Jealousy over consumption of
goods.
GFP Gardening, ritual 1. Proper behaviour of women.

2. Exchanges to obtain goods.
3. Marital alliances.

4. Generosity in giving.
[GIFT SYSTEM] 5. Regulated exchange.

6. Reciprocal satisfaction.

Figure 1: Ethnodependency Model

The young apprentice pastor who led the procession called out in English “Let
Justice be done in the world! I rebuke you, Satan, and all your works! Praise be to
the Lord Jesus! May he protect this area and all who live in it!” Using phrases that
resonated with the rhetoric of Christian revivalist preachers from many times and
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places he sought to hold at bay the Outside and all its evil, summed up as Satan, and
to make a boundary around the area of his immediate family and friends against the
patent facts of its permeability and vulnerability. While the idiom and the concerns
are new and urgent the interplay between making boundaries and crossing boundaries
is one that has a long history in Kawelka life, with its alternate moments of flux and
stability. Christian rhetoric provides a novel tool for dealing with this dialectic on a
scale far beyond that of the pre-colonial past while recapitulating the theme of
importing power from the outside in order to deal with problems that arise from
inside, as when spirit cults were brought in to cope with epidemics of sickness and
infertility. The new rhetoric itself will be stretched to the full by the ironically
named ‘Christ Child’, the El-Nifio induced subsistence crisis in the Highlands and
the new dependence on both the external state and on internal powers of adjustment
and innovation that it exacts.

Conclusions

Our basic argument has been that to understand processes of change and expressions
of experience in Hagen in 1997, we need to break free from the remnants of the
‘Highlanders as secular pragmatists’ picture that informed some of the earlier
litcrature. The ethnography of ‘relational persons’ that succeeded the ‘secular,
individualist’ cthnography of the 1960s itself, however, needs to be supplemented in
two ways. First, Christianity has joined persons together into a new nexus of relat-
ionality. There is therefore a new religious dimension of life and a new propensity to
seek Christian-based ritual solutions to the dilemmas of exchange versus con-
sumption in social practice. Second, there is the fact of a drive towards individual
consumption itself, which has to be counterbalanced in ritual terms by actions such
as fasting. This drive is also not entirely new, since it had its place and its negative
image before in the notion of kum greed. Fasting is an attempt to make the body free
from its own permeability through consumption, a way of coping with the permeable
body that kum can enter.

The whole elaborate apparatus of symbolism that has built up around world’s end
can thus be seen as (1) an attempt to solve the problems of category collapse and (2)
an attempt to resolve the old tension between exchange and consumption, the
difficulty here lying in the collapse of the old moka exchange economy itself. The
ropes of moka no longer lie tangled on people’s skins, and the rope itself is
unraveled. Yet the concerns and images of the exchange economy still haunt
Hageners, and they seek to recreate a world of exchange in commodified versions of
bridewealth and compensation which cannot quite serve this purpose. In classic vein
they seek to overcome these contradictions by ritual practices such as fasting. There
is also the “double take” that makes for a continuing puzzlement in their lives.
Ritual and religion are the ‘answer’ to the question of how to live in a commodified
world; yet they also contain a message of the end of that world and its transcendence.
In terms of their own symbols and paradigms, this in turn would mean a reversion to
a world of morality and exchange yet that is not how they portray Heaven. Indeed,
Heaven itself remains an enigma, perhaps simply because if it is neither a world of
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exchange nor a world of commodity, it is in principle unthinkable.
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