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‘Money face’: Haggling 

Chinese and foreigner talk at 
a PNG mining market-place

Shaun Gessler

The technical rules are more or less given by the situation and thus 
are essentially universal, the same in Haiti or Oaxaca as in Nigeria 
or Morocco. ‘A tug of war between seller and buyer,’ bargaining 
as a formal procedure consists in a series of alternating, stepwise 
approaches toward an agreed price from separated initial offers. 
(Geertz, 1979, p. 225) 

Introduction
This chapter examines the ‘tug of war between seller and buyer’ among 
local female fish and vegetable sellers and the predominantly male Chinese 
expatriate refinery workers at the Marmar (Tok Pisin: ‘raintree’) informal 
rural roadside market-place, located underneath a large raintree beside the 
Chinese majority-run Ramu Nickel Cobalt Project refinery in Basamuk, 
on the Rai Coast of Madang Province, Papua New Guinea (PNG).

In other recent research on market-places in Melanesia, Busse and Sharp 
(2019) claim that markets play important social functions. First, markets are 
critical to the livelihoods of rural Papua New Guineans by providing a vital 
source of income, especially for women, and second, markets are key to the 
redistribution of wealth among PNG’s majority rural population. Similarly, 
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the Marmar market-place acts as a significant income redistributor for local 
women who are generally excluded from employment opportunities in 
the highly masculinised refinery workforce. While previous ethnographic 
research conducted specifically at the Marmar market examines the market’s 
impacts on economic inflation among Rai Coast communities (see Leach, 
2011), this chapter examines the market from different perspectives.

My interest in the Marmar market is partly socio-linguistic in that Chinese-
speaking expatriate workers communicate and trade with Tok Pisin‑speaking 
PNG national women, even though these two groups do not share a common 
language. Through ethnographic vignettes and conversational analysis  of 
the linguistic interactions between buyers and sellers, I show evidence 
of the PNG women speaking in a special register of Tok Pisin to trade with 
the Chinese buyers. The women sellers use both a simplified form of Tok 
Pisin and hand gestures, and they mimic words used by the Chinese buyers. 
Linguists define this form of simplification and mimicry as ‘foreigner talk’ 
(Ferguson, 1975; Velupillai, 2015, p. 17), which is technically more than 
jargon but not yet a pidgin. 

Second, the market-place interactions between Chinese men and PNG 
national women demonstrate a degree of cultural friction and gendered 
tension between the two groups. Expatriate Chinese men engage in 
competitive market practices such as haggling and bartering. While these 
competitive marketing practices may be culturally accepted at local markets in 
China (Orr, 2007), the PNG women sellers disdain the practice, which they 
regard as socially unacceptable in the context of informal rural PNG markets 
(Schram, 2016). I argue that this cultural friction ultimately boils down to 
differing attitudes regarding the role of building social relationships in PNG 
market-places compared to local Chinese markets. Whereas rural markets in 
Melanesia are strongly centred around building social relationships (Busse 
& Sharp, 2019), bargaining in local markets in China constitutes what 
Orr (2007, pp. 75–6) describes as a primary genre (Bakhtin, Holquist & 
Emerson, 1986) that has the tightly circumscribed communicative purpose 
of commodity exchange, rather than building social relations. There is a 
clash of values at the Marmar market. While developing social relations 
and mutual obligations is central to the Melanesian market‑place, Chinese 
expatriate workers engage in competitive practices to seek the best price 
for a commodity and not build social relations. In Tok Pisin, this emphasis 
on commodity exchange over building relationships is loosely translated as 
‘money face’ (mani pes). 
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This chapter begins with a review of literature concerning market-places 
and morality in Melanesia. A discussion of the importance of relationship 
building at market-places in Melanesia is then followed by a brief discussion 
of the Chinese presence in PNG, followed by an introduction to the 
details of the Ramu Nickel Cobalt Project. Ethnographic vignettes and 
conversational analysis display the market-place interactions I recorded 
between local women sellers and Chinese expatriate men, which illustrate 
just how the Chinese workers’ practice of haggling and bartering undermines 
the local women sellers’ expectations at the market. This is shown in the 
local women sellers’ learning of the Chinese names for coin denominations 
and items that are sold. The women sellers have learned the Chinese names 
to specify a price from the Chinese buyers and to emphasise their interest in 
money and not bargaining.

I argue that the practice of haggling not only prevents complex trade 
relationships or a moral economy from developing between the Chinese 
expatriates and PNG nationals, but that the local women sellers have come 
to perceive the differences between themselves and the Sainaman (Chinese) 
as incommensurable. By this, I mean that while the Chinese haggle and 
barter at the Marmar market, locals are unable to behave similarly at either 
the market-place or the Chinese-run trade stores in town and must follow 
strict market norms that convey equality and respect. 

Markets in Melanesia
According to an official Metallurgical Corporation of China (MCC) 
company press release circulated in a PNG newspaper, the Marmar market 
has been touted as an ‘ideal business spinoff ’ and a ‘wonderful source of 
income’ for rural women (Kila, 2017). My field work, however, found a less 
benign situation at the market-place, one which reveals the challenges that 
local Papua New Guineans face when interacting with Chinese expatriate 
refinery workers. Busse and Sharp (2019) argue that it is the process of 
forming and maintaining relationships that is critical to aspects of market-
place interactions in Melanesia.

In Melanesia, exchange is central to identity and relationship with 
others. People are created and sustained through exchange, and they 
remain entangled within networks of obligation and reciprocity. 
While discussions of markets in the West frequently background the 
role of social relations, Melanesians are certain that relationships are 
central. (Busse & Sharp, 2019, p. 212)
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On any given day, the Marmar market-place comprises between twenty 
and thirty vendors sitting underneath the raintree on patches of bare earth 
near the roadside. However, unlike the many markets situated across PNG 
rural villages, the Marmar market-place is different in that PNG women 
sellers trade with between fifty and one hundred Chinese expatriate workers 
on a daily basis. Roughly half of the women sellers come from Mindere 
village, which is approximately ten minutes walk from the market-place; 
however, some travel from other nearby hamlets and villages further afield 
to sell their vegetables at the market-place (see Leach, 2011). Overall, the 
market is unusual in that it is a place where grassroots Papua New Guineans 
freely interact with Chinese expatriate workers, who usually do not venture 
outside the razor wire–encircled mining fence, to exchange seafood and 
vegetables for money. 

In Melanesian markets, different social interactions can define a transactable 
entity as a gift or a commodity (Busse, 2019). What distinguishes a gift 
from a commodity is not the object per se, but rather how the object is 
given and the intentions of the transactors. For example, Busse (2019) 
documents the practice of ‘giving extra’ at the Goroka market. This practice 
is a product-based price reduction that is fully under the control of the 
women. For example, when a customer buys three onions for one kina 
(K1), the onion seller may give them an extra onion. When asked, the seller 
remarks that they are giving the extra onion to thank the person for buying 
it from them, and to encourage future service. Busse and Sharp (2019) 
further explain that in this practice of ‘giving extra’, objects of the same 
category can be used simultaneously as commodities and gifts. This leads 
Busse (2019) to remark that just because a market-place exchange appears 
on the surface to  be a transaction between commodities, this does not 
necessarily mean that people are engaging in mere commodity exchange; 
beneath the surface there may be greater interpersonal interactions at play. 
During my field work at the market, several women sellers engaged in this 
practice of ‘giving extra’ with me when I bought peanuts or bananas from 
them; however, I did not observe any women sellers ‘giving extra’ to the 
Chinese expatriate workers. Similar to Busse and Sharp’s (2019) analysis, 
I claim that in my case study of the Marmar market-place there are greater 
interpersonal interactions at play than the mere commodity exchange that 
appears at the surface. 
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Map 7.1 The Ramu Nickel Project Basamuk refinery (encircled)
Source: ANU CartoGIS.

The Chinese refinery workers that local PNG women interact with at the 
Marmar market are, in fact, quite different to the Chinese expatriates they 
usually encounter. Since there are no Chinese-run trade stores at the Ramu 
Nickel Project’s refinery or mine site, local women sellers most commonly 
interact with Chinese expatriates at trade stores in Madang town, 
approximately two hours away by dinghy boat. While the Chinese refinery 
employees are fly-in fly-out workers (with whom I found extreme difficulty 
communicating with during my field work), Smith (2013b) estimates that 
the majority of new Chinese investors in the PNG retail sector hail from 
Fuqing, a coastal community in Fujian Province in China. These Fuqing 
merchants have now become ubiquitous across both urban and rural PNG; 
however, there are no Chinese merchants, Fuqing or otherwise, located at 
either the Ramu Nickel mine site or the refinery community at Basamuk 
(see  Map 7.1). This is because the operator, the MCC, regards these 
Fujianese migrants as damaging to the reputation of other long-standing 
Chinese investors in PNG due to their alleged involvement in organised 
crime (Smith, 2013b, p. 339). Long-standing Chinese communities date 
back as far as the colonial era of German New Guinea, and their descendants 
are more commonly found in either Rabaul, West New Britain Province or 



THE CHINESE IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA

160

Kavieng, New Ireland Province of PNG (Cahill, 2012; Wu, 1982). Today, 
Chinese-run trade stores can be found in almost every corner of PNG. 
However, despite these differences between types of Chinese expatriates 
in PNG, the local women sellers at the Marmar market-place refer to all 
these diverse Chinese expatriates under the same Tok Pisin group name: 
Sainaman (lit. Chinaman, or Chinese). 

Following its construction, which commenced in 2005, the Ramu Nickel 
Cobalt Project has remained China’s largest investment in the South Pacific 
region (Smith, 2013a). However, this title has the potential to change hands 
with recent Chinese investment in the Frieda River Copper-Gold Project, 
which is located on the border of PNG’s East and West Sepik provinces 
(Skrzypek, 2020; Smith & Dinnen, 2015). Ramu Nickel remains as an 
important case study that symbolises China’s emerging geopolitical presence 
in the region, which is embodied in the localised day-to-day interactions 
taking place in Madang Province between Chinese expatriate workers and 
local Papua New Guineans.

Ever since the 1960s when minerals exploration commenced in the 
Bundi region of Madang Province, local landowner expectations for a 
mining development have been high (Zimmer-Tamakoshi, 1997, 2001). 
During the 2002 election campaign, PNG’s political ‘father of the nation’ 
Sir Michael Somare promised that, if elected, his National Alliance Party 
would find a developer for the project. After winning the election, then 
Prime Minister Somare invited the Chinese government to appoint its 
state‑owned enterprise, the MCC, as majority (85 per cent) developer of the 
project. A raft of government-to-government agreements were subsequently 
signed between China and PNG (Matbob, 2014, p. 60). 

The Ramu Nickel Cobalt Project comprises three main sites in Madang 
Province: the company headquarters located in Madang town, a mine 
located in Usino-Bundi District, and a refinery located in Rai Coast District. 
At the mine site, a relatively low-grade 0.5 per cent nickel laterite ore is strip 
mined from the Kurumbukari plateau, located at roughly 800 m elevation 
above the Ramu valley. From the Kurumbukari mine site, nickel and cobalt 
ore is pumped as slurry through a 135-kilometre pipeline. Breakages in the 
pipeline have been known to occur, causing slurry to burst along the Ramu 
highway and cause concern for roadside communities (PNG Today, 2016). 
Once the slurry reaches the Basamuk refinery on the Rai Coast, it is processed 
in one of three autoclaves in a procedure called high-pressure acid leaching. 
The refined nickel/cobalt intermediary is then shipped to China for further 
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processing, and the remaining slurry waste is controversially dumped into 
an underwater canyon 150 metres below the ocean’s surface in a process 
called deep sea tailings placement (DSTP). This method of mine waste 
disposal came into question during the construction phase of the project, 
when Rai Coast landowners placed a temporary, but ultimately unsuccessful, 
court injunction on construction of the DSTP facility (Coumans, 2018). 
The project has faced regular criticism, with worker riots in 2014, mining 
accidents in 2015 and accidental ocean spillages (Fox, 2019). 

Sunrise at Marmar
It is sunrise as I walk along the dusty limestone road from Mindere village 
to the main gate entrance of the Ramu NiCo Basamuk refinery workers’ 
accommodation site. The warm orange tropical sun quickly rises above 
the canopy, bringing first light to the Rai Coast. There are no government 
services, churches or trade stores located near the accommodation site, and 
only employees are allowed to enter the razor wire–encircled perimeter. 
Inside the fence are services available only to employees, including a mess 
hall, basketball courts and accommodation blocks. While the mess offers 
both Western and Chinese-style cuisine to cater to the tastes of both 
expatriate and local employees, the Chinese workers are also known to cook 
their own food individually in their accommodation blocks. For this reason, 
and to break the monotony of consuming the same meals at the company 
mess each day, the Chinese workers frequent the Marmar market-place in 
search of fresh vegetables and seafood to supplement their diet. 

The Marmar market-place is located under a large raintree, about 500 
metres from the accommodation site’s main entry gate. There are no tables 
or chairs, so women sellers sit on the ground by their goods, which they 
arrange neatly. Each morning, Marmar is abuzz with activity as Chinese 
expatriate workers walk outside the main gate to buy fish and vegetables 
from local female women sellers. Unlike other rural markets on the Rai 
Coast, Marmar caters primarily for the majority-Chinese expatriate refinery 
workers. Each morning I would wake up before dawn to see the market at 
its busiest, usually during the refinery’s shift rotation time between 6 a.m. 
and 8 a.m. Outside of these hours, Marmar transforms into a small and 
quiet ‘buai’ (betelnut) market catering almost exclusively to Papua New 
Guinean national refinery employees. 
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Above the hive of activity is the wafting scent of Chinese Hong He brand 
cigarettes . Men in orange and blue hi-vis uniforms stand over the women 
sellers, inspecting the fish that were caught the evening before by their 
relatives. Chinese men are holding up smartphones and taking pictures of 
large fruits and fishes, laughing and cajoling each other to buy items as 
they amble under the raintree. The women sellers sit, quietly and patiently, 
waiting for the workers to buy their items. Suddenly a crowd of orange-clad 
workers swarm around a new woman, who has arrived to sell a bag of fresh 
fish. Chinese men wave money in her face while picking up and inspecting 
the fish. Some tap her on the shoulder shouting ‘poloman, poloman’ (‘friend, 
friend’) to attract the woman’s attention. The men grab the fish out of the 
woman’s woven bilum bag, hand her money, place the fish into their ‘RAMU 
NICO’ branded plastic bags they have obtained from the mess hall, then 
wander back to their razor wire–encircled accommodation block. Some 
men try to barter with the women sellers using food from the mess hall, 
offering sausages, bread rolls and packets of washing powder in return for 
vegetables. Other workers attempt to barter for food with soap and instant 
noodles. One local woman openly mocks the Chinese pronunciation of a 
PNG brand of soap, ‘Was Was’: ‘no wasi wasi, nogat!’ (‘no soap, no!’), the 
woman exclaims using foreigner talk, ‘Mi laikim mani lo skul fees’ (‘I want 
money for my child’s school fees’). 

Some women sellers are more direct with their disdain for the Chinese 
workers. A local woman selling fish attempts to attract the attention of the 
Chinese workers. They walk past, ignoring her, and she mutters ‘Eh bargain 
lain, idiot!’ loud enough for myself and the other female sellers to hear her 
and respond with a chuckle. I am unclear whether the women talk like this 
normally, or if my presence has provoked them to become more openly 
insulting than usual. Here, the woman uses the term ‘bargain lain’ (a person 
who haggles) in a derogatory sense to refer to the Chinese expatriate 
workers who practice haggling. 

‘Sainaman! No cheapey-cheapey!’ exclaims another woman, again imitating 
the Chinese workers’ words and pronunciation in an example of foreigner 
talk. Another woman shouts out with more foreigner talk: ‘Yu cheapa-
cheapa man kam yu noken toktok!’ (‘You cheap man come, you cannot 
speak!), and the local women sellers erupt in laughter. The woman seems to 
be either insulting the Chinese worker for his lack of Tok Pisin proficiency, 
or instructing the worker not to haggle, or perhaps a combination of the two.
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After the workers have returned to their shifts, and the market becomes 
quiet again, a woman explains to me how some Chinese attempt to barter 
with the women sellers, and how things were different when a previous 
Australian minerals exploration company, Highlands Pacific Limited, was 
developer during the project’s pre-construction phase: 

Em ol waitman ikam, ol boat ship i kam na ol waitman ikam, em ol 
mama sa holim mani. Ol sa kam baim lo mipla. baim stret na mipla sa 
holim mani. Ol go aut tasol na Saina kam na nogat. Exchange, kaikai 
na soap tasol … Em sa hard tru lo go lo haus sik, kampani ino halivim 
mipela. wokabaout tasol. Em hard tru lo wokabaout … Mipla Mindere 
nogat wanpla kampani helpim mipela. 

(When the white-men came on boats, us women had money in our 
pockets. The white-men would buy things from us, and we would 
have money. They’ve left now, and the Chinese are here and we don’t 
have money. The Chinese just barter with food and soap … It’s hard 
to go to the aid post, the company doesn’t help us. It’s hard to walk 
there. Us people from Mindere don’t have a company to help us).

There is a sense of nostalgia in the woman’s description of the time when 
Highlands Pacific Limited, the Australian minerals exploration company, 
was the developer during the pre-construction phase. The woman equates 
the presence of white men to a surplus of money in the local community, in 
contrast to the present when the Chinese are less willing to part with their 
money among the local women sellers. 

Other women sellers explain to me the Chinese tendency to bargain or 
barter for fruits: 

Yu lukim Sainaman baim samting. Mipela pickim pineapple ikam 
putim tri Kina, em ol tok tu Kina … em traim baim wantaim kaikai 
or kaikai lo mess or Omo.

(Look at this Chinese buying something. We pick pineapples and 
sell  them for three kina, but he wants them for only two kina … 
They try to buy things with food, or food from the mess hall, 
or washing powder).

Ol exchange tasol. Ol mama ol needim mani. long skul fees long ol 
pikinini. klos blong ol Saina. Saina ol kam na ol bagarapim tingting 
long ol mama. Ol laikim exchange wantaim soap, or kaikai, o disla 
kain … Samting wanem ol putim lo fridge na kol istap ya na givim na 
giamanim mama.
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(They just exchange. Us women need money for our children’s 
school fees, or clothes from the Chinese stores. The Chinese have 
come and ruined the mindset of us women. They like to barter with 
soap or food, or these kind of things … They try to give us cold 
things that have been in the fridge, and cheat us women).

Here, the woman uses a powerful phrase to indicate how the practices of 
bartering and haggling have changed the mindsets of the local women sellers 
(‘bagarapim tingting long ol mama’) and equates the practice of bartering to 
a form of cheating the women sellers out of earning money. The woman 
clearly states that she needs money for her children’s school fees, or to buy 
clothes from the Chinese-run stores in town. By referring to the Chinese 
stores in town (‘klos blong ol Saina’), the woman is making an indirect link 
between the Chinese retail workers in town and the Chinese expatriate 
workers that she engages with at the refinery. She is also making a point 
about the different rules applying in those stores while also highlighting 
a commonality between Chinese trade stores and the women sellers’ 
understanding of appropriate behaviours in both the Marmar market and 
Chinese-run trade stores. 

Transcripts of market-place interactions
During my field work at the Marmar market-place, I documented some 
of the interactions that took place between the Chinese expatriates and 
local women sellers. The following section outlines some transcripts of 
anonymised dialogue that illustrate more examples of foreigner talk between 
the two groups.

Transcript number 1:
‘Pis nogudi’
Sainaman ‘Hamas?’

(How much?)
PNG ‘Teti kina’

(Thirty kina)
Sainaman ‘Seti kina? Pis nogudi’

(Thirty kina? This fish is bad)
PNG ‘Ino nogudi, olo man sa hatwok’

(It’s not bad, those men worked hard)



165

7. ‘MONEY FACE’

In this dialogue, the Sainaman’s focus is on the quality and price of the 
fish. Declaring that the fish is not good (‘pis nogudi’) is a common strategy 
employed when bargaining in Chinese markets that Orr (2007, p. 85) 
describes as ‘product talk’. When the Sainaman questions the price of 
the fish (‘seti kina?’), this is another example of a common bargaining 
strategy in Chinese markets called ‘price talk’ (Orr, 2007, p. 77), which 
can involve asking about price, naming the price, complaining about the 
price, justifying the price and so on. In contrast to the Sainaman’s price talk 
and product talk, the PNG seller emphasises the degree of labour (‘hatwok’) 
required to catch the fish and bring it to market. This aligns with Busse’s 
(2019) argument that price is reflective of the degree of labour required to 
produce the good, not the market-driven supply or demand forces. There 
is a social disconnect between what the price reflects to the producer and 
what it reflects to the buyer. For the Chinese buyer, price is indicative of the 
quality of the item, or perhaps also the buyer’s skill in bargaining down the 
price. However, for the PNG female producer–seller, price is indicative of 
the hard work taken by the seller’s kin to catch the fish. There is a broader 
kinship community of production at work here, where fish are often caught 
by partners, brothers, in-laws and other members of the household unit the 
day before and then brought to market by the women sellers. Here, price 
is directly related to the degree of labour required to produce the item, 
which is a personal reflection of the seller and her relationship network that 
assisted her in bringing the fish to market. For the local vendor, an attempt 
to bargain down the price of the fish is, in a sense, demeaning the woman 
and her network’s collective labour, which has already exerted effort to catch 
the fish and bring it to the market-place. 

Transcript number 2:
‘We can’t bargain at your stores’
Sainaman ‘Dis seven kina’

(This is seven kina)
PNG ‘Seven kina nogat, ten kina wan-wan’

(Not seven kina, ten kina each)
Sainaman …

(Silent, holds seven kina in front of the woman)
PNG ‘Putim narapla tri kina antap. Mani istap lo bilum’

(Add another three kina. The money is in your bag)
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Sainaman …
(Silent, continues to hold seven kina in front of the 
woman)

PNG ‘Ol bigpla bigpla man. Bai ol ino nap mekim sem lo yu.
Mipela laik go kisim samting lo stoa lo yupla, mipela bai 
noinap mekim displa kain’
(You are big men. We cannot behave the same as you.
When we want to buy something at your trade stores we 
can’t behave like this)

In this example, the Sainaman attempts to bargain down the price of goods; 
however, the PNG vendor notes that they are unable to behave similarly 
at the Chinese-run trade stores in Madang town. Again, the woman is 
defining rules by drawing attention to the approved morality of trade store 
transactions that should also apply to the market. For the PNG sellers, 
their inability to bargain at Chinese-run trade stores (or at any other stores 
in Madang town for that matter) draws attention to the unequal power 
relations inherent in this exchange. PNG sellers are aware that they are 
engaging in an unequal exchange with the Chinese.

Transcript number 3:
‘Okela’
PNG ‘Twenti kina okela’

(Twenty kina okela)
Sainaman ‘Ten kina okela’
PNG Faiv, faiv, faiv, faiv’ (points to each individual crab)

(Five, five, five, five)
Sainaman ‘No! Ten kina okela’ (Holds a ten kina note out in front 

of the woman)
(No! Ten kina okela)

PNG ‘OK fiftin kina okela’
(Ok, fifteen kina okela)

Sainaman ‘No! No no’
(No! No no)
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PNG ‘Twenty kina okela’
(Twenty kina okela)

Sainaman ‘Okela!’
(Okela!)

PNG ‘Twenty kina okela’
(Twenty kina okela)

Sainaman ‘Poloman, okela!’
(Friend, okela)

PNG ‘Faiv kina more. Twenti kina’
(Five kina more. Twenty kina)

Sainaman …
(Silent, holds out a K10 note and K2 note)

PNG ‘No! Tri kina moa’
(No! Three kina more)

Sainaman ‘Okela!’
(Okela!)

PNG ‘Tri kina moa’
(Three kina more)

Sainaman ‘Okela! Noguda’ (Points to the bag of seafood)
(Okela! No good)

PNG ‘Guda! Tri kina moa’
(Good! Three kina more)

Sainaman …
(Picks up bag, hands K12 to the woman)

PNG ‘OK, go pinis’
(OK, now leave) (accepts final offer of twelve kina)

In this example, both the Sainaman and the PNG woman imitate each 
other using the word ‘okela’. It is possible that the Chinese may have 
misheard the PNG pronunciation of the Tok Pisin word ‘olgeta’ (all, every, 
all together), which they pronounce as ‘okela’. For the Papua New Guineans, 
they then imitate this new term, ‘okela’, to facilitate communication as an 
example of foreigner talk. It is also possible that the term ‘okela’ stems from 
the Singapore English phrase ‘ok la’, where la is an intensifier. Some Chinese 
workers may have learned this Singapore English phrase while transiting 
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from China to PNG via Singapore; however, it is more likely to be a Chinese 
mispronunciation of the Tok Pisin term ‘olgeta’, which is then imitated by 
PNG sellers in an example of foreigner talk. 

Foreigner talk
When a speaker is confronted with someone who is not fluent in their own 
language, Velupillai (2015) claims that the speaker will intuitively alter 
their speech. Sometimes likened to baby talk, foreigner talk occurs when 
a speaker simplifies their own language when speaking with someone with 
little proficiency in that language. Linguists theorise that foreigner talk may 
have a possible role in the emergence of pidgin languages, as outlined in 
the ‘foreigner talk theory’ (Velupillai, 2015, p. 141). This theory suggests 
that it is the conscious simplification by speakers when interacting with 
speakers of other languages that forms the basis for the structure of the new 
pidgin language.

The examples of foreigner talk that have emerged at Marmar market 
demonstrate not only the capacity for linguistic creativity but also an attempt 
by both local women sellers and Chinese expatriates to come together and 
interact through trade. 

Table 7.1 PNG imitation of Chinese coin denominations

Coin denomination PNG seller says Chinese say Chinese character

10 toea ‘ee-mo’ Yī máo 一毛
‘ten cents’

20 toea ‘lay-mo’ Liǎng máo 两毛
‘twenty cents’

50 toea ‘oo-mo’ Wǔmáo 五毛
‘fifty cents’

Source: Table compiled by author. Images copyright V. Gladysh, accessed via: 
en.numista.com/catalogue.

http://en.numista.com/catalogue
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Attempting to communicate more effectively with Chinese expatriates, 
some of the local women sellers have learned the terminology for Chinese 
coin denominations, as shown in Table 7.1 above. This seems to be 
an attempt by women to negotiate price more effectively and perhaps 
empower themselves against bargaining. I observed some women sellers 
communicating nonverbally with hand gestures while indicating one, two 
or five fingers, to indicate the price associated with their goods. In addition 
to this, some women sellers have also learned the Chinese names for some 
items that they sell to the Chinese workers. One word I often heard among 
women sellers at the market was ‘tagozi’, which is an imperfect imitation of 
the Chinese word for gas lighter: dăhuŏjī (打火机). 

Second, the local women sellers’ attitudes towards Chinese market behaviour, 
primarily haggling and bartering, shapes the women’s perceptions about the 
contested morality and moral economy of Chinese, or Sainaman in Tok 
Pisin. Many of the conversations are attempts by the women to describe and 
define the situation and interactions in the market and its rules of (moral) 
behaviour; as a result, they produce and reproduce stereotypes of the Chinese 
as a reified group. Further, this research contributes to a growing body of 
literature concerning markets and morality in PNG (Busse & Sharp, 2019). 
While Busse and Sharp’s research contributes to our understanding of social 
relations, personhood and gender in PNG market-places, my chapter adds 
both a linguistic and cross-cultural dimension to this body of knowledge.

A fragmented moral economy?
Stemming from the work of Thompson (1971) and Scott (1976), Carrier 
(2018, p. 30) defines the term moral economy as the mutual obligations 
that arise when people transact with each other over time. Moral economic 
activity occurs in relationships and helps to reproduce those relationships 
in which the transactors have become obligated to each other because of 
their past transactions. In their analysis of market-places and morality in 
PNG, Busse and Sharp (2019, p. 184) discuss moral economy in terms 
of relationships at Melanesian markets:

Relationships develop and obligations emerge from a history of 
interactions, each transaction builds on those before it and provides 
the base for future transactions, and from this emerges appropriate 
ways to act and transact. The way people exchange, and their 
relationships and obligations with one another, are also mutually 
reinforcing and constituting.
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In their description of rural Melanesian market-places such as Marmar, Busse 
and Sharp (2019) argue that relationship building plays a fundamental role 
in the moral economy between buyer and seller. However, in contrast to this 
Melanesian perspective, Orr claims that at Chinese markets the relationships 
between buyers and sellers are radically different. Orr (2007, p. 93) argues 
that Chinese buyers and sellers regard each other as outgroup persons 
(Hofstede, 1980) with whom the normative relationship is dissociative or 
even competitive (Triandis & Vassilou, 1972). Herein lies the fundamental 
difference and clash in the approaches towards relationship building at the 
Marmar market-place. While building relationships of mutual obligation 
is fundamental to the way Melanesians behave in rural market-places, Orr 
(2007) claims that buyers and sellers in local Chinese markets regard each 
other as competitors, who are not members of the same group. Both the 
local PNG women sellers and the expatriate Chinese men are behaving in 
ways that they each regard as culturally appropriate for each of their own 
local market scenarios; however, there is a fundamental clash of values when 
it comes to the role of relationship building at the markets. This is the 
source of the cultural friction that occurs at the Marmar market-place. 

While it would be tempting to issue a blanket statement that ‘all Melanesians 
do not practice haggling at market-places’, evidence suggests otherwise. 
Unlike Sharp’s (2019) research into the moral economy of PNG highlanders 
who haggle for betelnut with coastal producers, in my case study there are 
quite limited moral obligations between Chinese expatriate workers who 
haggle and barter with local women sellers. In this fragmented moral 
economy, Chinese expatriate workers subvert PNG market-place norms 
by haggling and bartering, even though this practice is deemed culturally 
acceptable at local markets in China. 

There are several factors inhibiting the development of mutual obligations 
between buyers and sellers that would constitute a moral economy. First, 
the extremely limited common language between buyers and sellers inhibits 
any highly developed trade relationships from forming between the Chinese 
expatriates and local women sellers. This lack of common language, and 
the use of foreigner talk, may contribute to the sense of frustration and 
antagonism that local women sellers feel towards the Chinese refinery 
workers. The extremely limited lingua franca contributes to the women 
perceiving the Chinese, or Sainaman, as anonymous—as far as the women 
see, they wear the same orange and blue hi-vis uniform and speak the same 
unintelligible language. Due to the limited communication between the two 
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groups, and the fact that the Chinese tend to congregate among themselves 
at the market, there are limited opportunities for ongoing ties to develop 
between buyer and seller. 

Another factor limiting the development of mutual obligations between 
buyers and sellers is the intermittency of women sellers at the Marmar 
market. Most women sellers only visit the market-place a couple of times 
a week—when they have a surplus of vegetables in their gardens. The rest 
of the week, they work in their gardens or attend to household duties. This 
means that there is less opportunity for returning or daily buyers and sellers 
to develop a sense of mutual obligation. These limited mutual obligations 
between buyers and sellers enable the Chinese to subvert local PNG market 
customs and conventions and instead impose their own conventions at the 
market. Likewise, PNG women sellers are attempting to subvert Chinese 
market conventions by expressing their dislike of bargaining. 

These factors contribute to the sense of anonymity at the rural Marmar 
market-place, which I argue makes it easier for the Chinese to engage in 
competitive market practices such as haggling and bartering, to the dislike 
of local women sellers. As mentioned earlier, Orr (2007, p. 93) argues that 
at Chinese markets, buyers and sellers regard each other as outgroup persons 
with whom the normative relationship is dissociative or even competitive. 
If there was more of a common language and returning business among 
the customers, there would be more opportunities for rapport to develop 
between the buyers and sellers. In this regard, the market-place is somewhat 
anonymised, and in the absence of any mutually agreed obligations, both 
Chinese expatriates and local PNG women sellers behave as they would 
normally in either Chinese or Melanesian market-places. 

Gendered interactions
The majority of market-place interactions took place between local women 
sellers and Chinese expatriate men; however, there were some rare exceptions 
to this generalisation. Occasionally, one of the very few Chinese female 
expatriate employees would visit the Marmar market early in the morning. 
These women behaved much less aggressively towards the local women 
sellers, and often kneeled down to engage with the local women sellers 
at eye level, rather than standing above them. I did not observe Chinese 
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expatriate women haggling or bartering with the local women sellers. This 
would suggest that Chinese conventions around market haggling at Marmar 
market-place seem to be gendered. 

On a similar note, I did not notice Papua New Guinean men selling fish 
or vegetables. The men would refer to the market-place as a ‘mama market’ 
(lit. mothers’ market). Occasionally, husbands or other members of kin 
would attend the market to observe the Chinese expatriates, standing a few 
feet back from the women sellers as if to adjudicate the interactions with 
Chinese. I did not witness the men intervening in market transactions, or 
any physical altercations around the market. Many of the men who observed 
were company employees, simply killing time between their shift breaks. 
The market seemed for many to be a source of entertainment. Overall, the 
limited interactions between genders in this environment contributes to a 
limited moral economy developing between the local women sellers and 
male Chinese expatriates.

One possible explanation for the reluctance of the Chinese expatriate men 
to part with their money was the difficulty in obtaining cash on the Rai 
Coast of Madang Province. Since there are no automatic teller machines 
(ATMs) located anywhere near the Ramu NiCo Basamuk refinery, Chinese 
expatriates would have to take all their cash with them from Madang 
town before travelling for two hours on the company ferry to the refinery. 
This lack of ‘cashflow’ was a common complaint expressed to me by both 
landowners and PNG employees in middle management. One Papua New 
Guinean middle manager described to me how he had tried for years to 
encourage the company to install an ATM nearby the refinery but had 
no success. 

This unequal balance of power between Chinese expatriates and local women 
sellers complements Sharp’s (2019) observation of a power imbalance 
between haggling highland betelnut buyers and lowlands betelnut sellers 
in PNG. Just like the women sellers at Marmar market, lowland betelnut 
producers and sellers have negative opinions of the practice of haggling. 
However, there is an added gendered dimension associated with the power 
imbalance of haggling and bartering at the Marmar market. The local 
women seller’s antagonism towards the Chinese expatriate men is illustrated 
in their derogatory and at times mocking language towards Sainaman. 
On top of this, the competitive market practices further reinforce the power 
imbalances between local women sellers and Chinese expatriate men. 
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Racial stereotypes at the market
Rather than being a place where a simple commodity exchange takes 
place, I  argue that the Marmar market is a place where local women 
sellers shape their derogatory stereotypes of Sainaman. This chapter takes 
a similar approach to Busse and Sharp (2019, p. 127), who imagine 
market-places in PNG not just as gatherings at particular places focused 
on trade, but as significant social meeting places where people of different 
cultural backgrounds interact and form new social connections, and also as 
‘at times a source of anxiety, as people with different moral understandings 
interact’. The conflict over haggling and bartering at Marmar market-
place demonstrates different understandings of exchange and the role of 
relationship building at market-places between the Chinese expatriate 
workers and local women sellers.

Through these market-place interactions with Chinese expatriates, local 
women sellers construct stereotypes and perceptions around what it means 
to be Chinese or a Sainaman. The way Sainaman go about their haggling 
and bartering demonstrates contested moralities of exchange between 
the Chinese expatriates and local women sellers. These value judgements 
pertain to the way that Chinese expatriates interact with the local women 
sellers through negotiating down the price of their goods or attempting 
to barter with food. Local women-sellers are frustrated with a perceived 
inequality whereby Chinese can negotiate down the price of vegetables at 
the market, but the women sellers are not permitted to haggle or barter at 
the Chinese-run supermarkets or trade stores in Madang town. A common 
sentiment that local women sellers expressed to me was that ‘they bargain 
with us, yet we can’t bargain at their stores’. Busse and Sharp (2019, p. 145) 
observed similar negative sentiments at the Kokopo market-place towards 
Asian customers attempting to negotiate down the price of food: 

In 2017 an Asian woman’s attempt to negotiate down the price of 
some food in the Kokopo market-place was mocked by one vendor, 
with much laughter from surrounding vendors; ‘you try and reduce 
our prices, but we can’t reduce the prices at your [Asian-owned] 
stores’. The Asian women reportedly did not own a store, but the 
vendor’s comments reflect different cultural expectations about 
different ways to transact in different places. (Busse & Sharp, 2019, 
p. 145)
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While the Asian woman at Kokopo is assumedly quite different from the 
Chinese expatriate refinery workers in Basamuk, both the Kokopo and 
Basamuk local vendors express similar sentiments towards Asians practicing 
haggling. Both local vendors perceive of their relationship with Sainaman 
as incommensurable—their standards of behaviour in the market-place are 
not equal. Other common sentiments expressed to me about the Chinese 
workers were that ‘ol Sainaman sa mani pes’ (the Chinese are money face), 
‘ol Sainaman sa bargain lain’ (Chinese are bargainers), ‘ol het pen lain’ (they’re 
obstinate) and ‘ol kain olsem brick wall’ (they’re stubborn). These sentiments 
display the Chinese workers’ refusal to follow PNG market-place norms and 
instead practice their own market-place conventions. 

Conclusion
This chapter has outlined how rural women sellers on the Rai Coast of 
PNG perceive of Chinese expatriate workers at the Ramu Nickel Project, 
through their market-place interactions and primarily through exchange 
haggling and sometimes bartering. In this sense, it tells only one side of 
the story, predominantly from the perspective of the local PNG women 
sellers, and more research is needed into the Chinese expatriate perspective 
of the Marmar market-place. By building on Busse and Sharp’s (2019) 
research on markets and morality in PNG, I discuss the challenges of 
cross‑cultural communication and price negotiation at an informal rural 
PNG market‑place. 

On a socio-linguistic level, I have also outlined examples of foreigner talk 
at the market-place, and other examples of communication challenges 
between local women sellers and Chinese expatriate men. Over time, 
there is the potential for either a Tok Pisin-Chinese pidgin to emerge 
between PNG nationals and Chinese expatriates at either the Ramu 
Nickel Project’s Kurumbukari mine site, the Basamuk refinery, at the local 
markets surrounding these communities, or at other locations in PNG such 
as trade stores or construction sites where Chinese expatriates regularly 
interact with PNG nationals. A Tok Pisin-Chinese pidgin could take the 
form of either a trade pidgin or a mine pidgin. The development of pidgin 
languages is common among multi-lingual workforces at mine sites, with 
linguists documenting examples in Africa such as Shaba Swahili spoken in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, or Fanakalo spoken in South Africa 
(Velupillai, 2015, pp. 24–9). In sum, rural ‘grassroots’ Papua New Guineans 
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are more likely to create often derogatory racial stereotypes about all Chinese 
in PNG, labelling them as Sainaman and asserting that ‘they bargain with us, 
but we can’t bargain at their stores’. Under this fragmented moral economy 
between local female fish and vegetable sellers and the predominantly male 
Chinese expatriate refinery workers, the Marmar market-place will continue 
to be a site for cross-cultural misunderstandings and tensions.
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