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Antagonistic Documentality

Consider a simplified version of one of the key chains of events this book 
will recount:

1.	 In the 1980s, individuals from two linguistic populations—Wampar 
and Watut speakers—and three different villages assemble and travel to 
court intending to gain legal recognition as owners of a disputed area 
of land.

2.	 After several years of litigation, the court awards the requested ownership 
to a ‘clan’, designated by what was, in fact, the name of the village that 
some of the claimants came from—Babuaf—but not to any locally 
recognised landholding group.

3.	 A generation later, as it becomes apparent that an international 
corporation plans to construct a mine on the previously disputed land, 
there is a schism within the historically allied groups. Both rival factions 
legally register landowner associations—the Babwaf Saab Landowners 
Association and the Babwaf Landowners Association—each purporting 
to speak on behalf of the previous case winner.

4.	 A new mine developer, who purchased exploration rights from the 
previous licence owner, and the Mineral Resources Authority, decide 
that one such association—the Babwaf Landowners Association—
constitutes the legitimate representative of the winners of the original 
case and invites its officers to act on behalf of landowner interests in 
various capacities.
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Some social entities in this story include collectively acting sets of individuals, 
customary landholding groups, landowner associations, linguistic 
populations, multiple mine developers, state departments1 and land courts. 
These different entities also took various actions: working together for a 
goal, litigating in court, registering landowner associations, dividing into 
opposing groups, awarding landownership and issuing official invitations.

This narrative, even pared down, prompts various questions: what 
relationships do these social entities have with one another? Particularly, 
what is the relationship between (a) the individuals who initially attended 
court, (b) the landholding groups they represented, (c) the social entity to 
which the court awarded ownership and (d) the landowner associations that 
emerged later? How did different types of entity—customary landowners, 
a landowner association—come to be a kind of thing that could exist in the 
first place? Finally, how did different acts, such as gathering for litigation, 
magistrates awarding ownership, or legal registration of an association 
change, modify, create or dissolve these different entities, all pertinent to 
their ability to receive benefit streams in the future?

Such a tangled history of a prospective mine site—people working together 
under specific names, state institutions (mis)recognising these names as 
‘customary’ groupings, and these quasi-novel groupings, now imbued with 
official sanction, becoming central points of contention—is not unique 
to Wafi-Golpu. To adequately grasp this picture, and hopefully shed light 
on other such processes in Papua New Guinea (PNG), it is necessary to 
come to grips with the nature of the entities under consideration and the 
conflictual processes that connect them. This chapter erects the theoretical 
scaffolding for addressing both concerns in order to construct an account of 
antagonistic documentality.

To this end, the chapter is divided into two parts. The first, more substantive 
section fleshes out two theoretical terms that will help build my account of 
how social construction plays out in the vicinity of Wafi-Golpu: document-
acts and anchors. Wielding these terms, I will construct an account of how 
documents create or instantiate novel bureaucratic kinds, feeding into and 
being shaped by local forms of practice. The second section then situates 
these ontological processes within the competitive landscape that, with 

1	  The state agency responsible for mining at the national level has had different names over the 
period in which the Wafi-Golpu prospect has been licensed.
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every census, corporate consultation and court case, constructs the ‘paper 
world’ (Latour 1984: 76) of archives, magistrate rulings and memorandums 
around Wafi-Golpu.

Legibility, Leviathans and Looping: 
Theoretical Approaches to Social 
Transformation Around Extractive Projects
One of the enduring lessons of mid-century Melanesian anthropology was 
that the categories that characterised social life in the region, like ‘clans’ 
and ‘ethnic groups’, were rarely clearly defined or rigidly bounded; instead, 
their membership and its implications were often ambiguous and fluid 
(Barnes 1962; Langness 1964; de Lepervanche 1967/68; A. Strathern 1968; 
Wagner 1974; Feil 1984b). Rather than clear inclusion conditions, such as 
being able to trace patrilineal descent to an ancestor, with straightforward 
normative implications, like the right to reside on a given tract of land, 
individual affiliation with a group and what membership implied was 
subject to (re)negotiation, contingent on interpersonal politics. Given this 
fluidity, a persistent ‘problem’ for extractive companies and the PNG state 
concerns demarcating who, exactly, are the parties with which to negotiate, 
compensate or distribute benefit streams. As Dan Jorgensen (1997: 599) 
nicely summarises in one of the earlier papers on the topic:

The characteristic landholding situation in PNG is one in which a 
range of overlapping rights may apply to any given stretch of territory, 
and numerous candidates may justifiably argue their claims in any 
given case, a state of affairs complicated by the fact that mining has 
few analogues in traditional practice.

Within this context, anthropologists have offered several concrete 
theorisations for understanding what, exactly, is occurring when legal 
requirements drive the reconfiguration of local forms of sociality around 
resource extraction sites. Here, I focus on the most explicit ones, while 
recognising that numerous anthropologists have analysed the social processes 
that constitute land boundary determination and customary incorporation 
(Filer 1997a; Filer 2007; Guddemi 1997; Zimmer‐Tamakoshi 1997).

Thomas Ernst (1999) provided one of the earliest accounts of what he 
called ‘entification’—‘the process of making “entities” or things from 
what have been contingent categories’ (1999:  89). As Ernst recounts, 
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historically Onabasulu lineages were never stable intergenerational groups 
but were rather constantly subject to the threat of fission and segmentation 
as lineages aged (Ernst 1999:  94). Men and women counteracted these 
tendencies through practices like agnatic parallel marriage.2 Consequently, 
lineages were ‘historically contingent and dependent on the activities of 
men and the connecting capabilities of women’ (Ernst 1999:  95). With 
the arrival of petroleum extraction, these processes changed such that ‘the 
primary location of segmentation and fission may be moving from practical 
sociality to discursive practice’ (1999: 94). Specifically, Erst depicts a two-
step process in which men discursively create a substantivised set of ‘clans’ by 
invoking genealogies, histories and myths, which are subsequently entified 
through the incorporation process itself. The result is a legal entity that 
freezes particular social strategic posturing at a specific point in time.

Dan Jorgensen (2007), drawing on the work of James C. Scott (1999), depicts 
the landowner identification process as a form of state-driven ‘legibility’, 
re‑read through the traditionalist, development-oriented ideology of the 
PNG state. In Seeing Like a State, Scott argues that the life of those outside 
the purview of the centralised state is highly diverse and constituted by local, 
often tacit, knowledge. The state, to effectively exercise control, imposes 
a  framework of simplification and standardisation, making life ‘legible’ for 
recording, surveillance, conscription, taxation and governance. After stressing 
the central role of the concept of ‘custom’ in ideologically orienting the PNG 
state, Jorgensen argues that clanship constitutes a ‘legible tradition’ that fulfils 
both the government’s needs to make local land tenure legible while also 
enacting state actors’ own ideas about what constitutes customary tenure. 
Thus, far from impartially searching for pre-existing social forms:

This [landowner identification] is an exercise in the creation of legal 
fictions fulfilling the state’s need to delineate landowners for the 
purpose of concluding mining agreements, and a solution hinges 
upon formulating identities in a way that satisfies the state’s interest 
in legibility by making clans the state can ‘find’. (Jorgensen 2007: 66, 
emphasis in original)

More recently, Emilka Skrzypek (2020) draws on Ian Hacking’s (1995a) 
notion of ‘looping effects’ to depict the dynamic, recursive relations between 
legal entities, state expectations and local social organisation (see also Hirsch 

2	  Agnatic parallel marriage was a practice where two agnatically related men marry two women who 
are also sisters (see Kelly 1974: 65 for a detailed account). As a consequence, the children of the two 
unions were connected with one another both patrilaterally and matrilaterally.
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2001). I will not dwell extensively on looping effects here as I intend to 
build on the concept below. For current purposes, in her ethnography of 
Paiyamo community near the Frieda River Project, Skrzypek describes 
how the colonial and corporate practices surrounding land registration and 
resource extraction led to the creation of a new social kind: the landowning 
clan. Through a combination of colonial categorisation and the pressures 
exerted by corporate interests, local groups that once identified through 
flexible kinship affiliations found themselves reconstituted as distinct 
landholding units, a transformation required to negotiate, claim or 
benefit from project‑related resources and compensations. Nevertheless, 
as Skrzypek (2020: 69) stresses, ‘despite the structural power inequalities 
that prevail, through the medium of social relations, this [creation of kinds 
by external classifiers] takes a different form at Frieda—one in which 
the known [local peoples] is also a knower [the classifier]’. By employing 
Hacking’s framework, Skrzypek suggests that the process of ‘making up 
people’ extends beyond mere categorisation, embedding itself in Paiyamo 
strategic responses and reshaping their social world.

Finally, perhaps the most comprehensive recent attempt to wrestle with the 
nature of mining companies and ethnic groups are Alex Golub’s (2014) 
Leviathans at the Goldmine and Marina Welker’s (2014) Enacting the 
Cooperation. Golub’s uses ‘leviathans’ as an organising concept to denote 
any black-boxed3 entity that seems coherent and unified and which, in 
everyday speech, can be said to act and apply the term to both corporate and 
indigenous actors around the Porgera gold mine. Drawing on Michel Callon 
and Bruno Latour’s (1981) reading of Thomas Hobbes, Golub examines 
how actors attempt to ‘personate’ these leviathans so that an individual 
might ‘act, or represent himself, or an other’ (Hobbes 1996, cited in Golub 
2014: 13). In a similar vein, Welker’s study of the mining giant Newmont 
in Indonesia examines how corporations are ‘enacted’.4 This concept focuses 
on how ‘actors talk organisations into being at every moment as they fashion 
informal solutions into formal goals’ (Welker 2014: 25).

3	 A black-boxed entity, in this case, refers to any sociological entity whose ‘inner workings’ are opaque 
or unanalysed. The term comes from engineering, where a black box refers to a device viewed purely in 
terms of inputs and outputs, without any knowledge or modelling of internal workings.
4	  Welker’s usage of enactment is genealogically distinct but conceptually similar to Karl Weick’s (1979) 
version which also captures how organisations are actively constituted through members’ interactions, 
decisions, and behaviours. 
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I want to draw out Golub and Welker’s accounts because the notion that 
the social world is constructed by repeated ‘performance’ has become so 
prominent in the social sciences and humanities that Francesco Guala (2007) 
includes performativity as one of the components of ‘The Standard Model 
of Social Ontology’. Both Golub and Welker are inspired by Latour, whose 
ideas are most clearly laid out in his book Reassembling the Social (2005). 
In  the chapter suggestively titled ‘No Group, Only Group Formation’, 
under ‘No Work, No Group’, Latour argues:

Social aggregates are not the object of an ostensive definition—
like mugs and cats and chairs that can be pointed at by the index 
finger—but only of a performative definition. They are made by the 
various ways and manners in which they are said to exist. (ibid.: 34, 
emphasis in original)

Latour threads this idiosyncratic invocation of Austin’s (1962) performative 
utterances into his account of how ‘social aggregates’ both come to exist 
and, to many observers, take action:

You have to have spokespersons which ‘speak for’ the group 
existence  …  they are constantly at work, justifying the group’s 
existence, invoking rules and precedents and, as we shall see, 
measuring up one definition against all the others. Groups are not 
silent things, but rather the provisional product of a constant uproar 
made by the millions of contradictory voices about what the group 
is and who pertains to what. (Latour 2005: 31)

In this picture, entities labelled as ‘social’ result from networks of actors 
engaging in ‘performative acts’ that ground the creation, existence and many 
of the actions nominally attributed to that collective. In Latour’s account, 
it is the parts that claim to be members of a given entity (like employees of 
a mining company) or those that nominally address but, actually, continually 
create that entity (like an anthropologist asking, ‘What is the mine developer 
doing now?’) that do the performative work of ‘talking [such] organisations 
into being’ (Welker 2014: 25).

These theories all draw from a common theoretical well. By extending 
Austin’s (1962)—or more commonly nodding to Judith Butler’s 
(1990)—notion of performativity, this position argues that most or all 
social properties, such as being of a specific gender or nationality, and social 
entities, such as corporations and ethnic groups, are the product of constant 
‘performance’. The notion of performance here refers to a set of behaviours 
and presentations that, for observers, index the actions or existence of 
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some other entity or property. For example, when a company boss pursues 
a corporate takeover, this seems to index ‘such-and-such a company is 
pursuing a corporate takeover’. More famously, Butler (1990) argued that 
when an individual exhibits a set of behaviours and bodily enactments 
corresponding with a particular gender, this, for observers, seems to be 
produced by some generative, interior gender. The radical edge to this form 
of argument is the claim that the so-indexed property or entity is, in some 
sense, falsely identified as having an existence or essence independent of 
that performance. Upon close analysis, it is revealed that the performance, 
in fact, constitutes the so-identified entity, creating the verisimilitude 
of  stability. In Latour, Golub and Welker’s account, mining corporations 
and ethnolinguistic groups are all examples of entities whose existence is 
grounded in constant performance.

Social Construction in the Shadow of 
Extractive Industries
As these accounts suggest, the broad contours of social transformation 
around resource extraction are well charted and well known. It is also well 
established that the nature of this social transformation is a key factor in 
subsequent social outcomes associated with extractive industries. However, 
significant questions remain. One core issue concerns the relationship 
between (1) co-created legal entities, like incorporated land groups, 
(2) entities, such as ‘clans’, that they purport to represent/create/transform, 
and (3) the constitutive members of both, which may or may not overlap.

Another critical question concerns the exact ontological pathway between 
the concrete ‘performances’ that constitute or minimally act on behalf 
of social entities, and why those performances have the ontological force 
that they appear to possess. Are the existence of, and properties about, 
corporations and legal entities grounded by performance in the same way 
as gender or other identities, as Welker, Golub and Latour seem to suggest? 
Further, if we follow Golub’s assertion that ‘the ability to personate leviathans 
(as Hobbes would put it) or perform leviathanness (if you prefer a Butlerian 
formulation) is determined by the extent to which an individual’s actions can 
be made to correspond to an invisible and legitimating order’ (2014:19, my 
emphasis), then what exactly constitutes this order, and how does it create 
the possibilities of such performances?



INK AND LAND

32

These questions speak to the heart of recent work in the philosophical field 
of social ontology5 and the study of social construction. The late twentieth 
century popularised the claim that a range of phenomena, such as race, gender 
and institutions, are ‘socially constructed’ in some fashion (Hacking 1999). 
In recent years, theorists have developed a precise conceptual vocabulary to 
distinguish between different forms of construction and to articulate the 
mechanisms and dependencies underpinning different elements of social 
reality (Guala 2007; Haslanger 2012; Epstein 2015; Khalidi 2015; Ásta 
2018; Burman 2023). 

In the following sections, I will draw on some of these concepts to develop 
a qualitative account of how document-acts and anchors shape the social 
order around extractive projects. This approach will allow me to address the 
questions raised above with a fresh lens, arguing that these legal constructs 
embed within social life in ways that partially depend on, but in important 
ways transcend, everyday performance. To build this account, we will first 
step back from the specifics of PNG and resource extraction to examine a 
broader ontology of bureaucracy and documentation, before returning to 
the cut and thrust of the antagonistic documentality at hand.

Putting Performance in Its Place: 
Document-Acts
In his treatise Documentality, Maurizio Ferraris (2013) argues that, while 
one can imagine human social life without many features, it is impossible 
to imagine one without either memory or objects that capture the traces 
of past actions. Practice must be ‘inscribed’ upon either human memory or 
artefacts in order to have intertemporal efficacy, lest those actions be 
evanescent. Building on a similar insight, Barry Smith points out that a small 
set of conventions can plausibly be maintained within a small community 
by means of face-to-face interactions through reputation, memories, 
expectations and intentions (2012:  2–3). However, face-to-face relations 
are insufficient for the conventions around corporations, universities, 
governments or standing armies. Every member of these organisations, let 
alone the general population interacting with them, could not plausibly 
remember nor re-enact the conventional relations, powers and obligations 
of the numerous, nested positions within these entities. The shortfalls of 

5	  Distinct from anthropology’s own ‘ontological turn’.
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human memory create fundamental ‘epistemological and deontic problems’ 
(Smith’s emphasis) towards creating long-lasting, multi-layered forms of 
association (ibid.: 3; Goody 1986 makes a similar argument, discussed at 
more length below). To create these kinds of nested complexes, humans 
require a means of storing information and inculcating convention 
beyond the limitations of the human brain and body. Inspired by the 
work of Hernando de Soto (2000), Smith calls the means of this extension 
‘documents’ in the broadest sense. A wide range of entities that ‘structure 
our contemporary social reality’, whether investment vehicles, landowner 
associations or international mining companies, ‘are entities which exist in 
virtue of the fact that there are (paper or digital) documents which support 
their existence’ (ibid.: 1, emphasis in original). In this picture, documents 
encompass various forms of paper, like military plans or orchestral scores, as 
well as multimedia, such as maps, paintings, diagrams or carvings (see also 
Ferraris 2013).

To capture the ontology of documents, Smith introduces the notion of 
document-acts, invoking Austin’s (1962) seminal notion of speech-acts. 
Smith (2012) understands document-acts as any creation, modification, 
duplication or destruction of such documents. Like speech-acts, document-
acts can represent or depict the world and, to this extent, can fulfil the 
‘representational’ function stressed in classical accounts of documents 
(Briet 2006:  10). However, Austin influentially showed how speech did 
not merely represent but also acted on the world, creating and changing 
states of affairs—the seminal example being that if the right person, at the 
right time, declares two people married, this speech-act grounds those two 
people being married. By applying this insight to documents, document-
acts conceptually dovetail with recent work that stresses how documents are 
not merely semiotic representations of something else, but further have the 
capacity ‘to make things come into being’ (Frohmann 2008: 1573; Harper 
1998). For the case at hand, documents can ground the creation of social 
entities, such as registering a company with the Investment Promotion 
Authority. Document-acts may also outline the conventional procedure of 
other acts in a higher specified fashion—for example, the Mining Act 1992 
lays out the procedure required for acquiring a lease for mining (Chapter 7).

Document-acts are, undoubtedly, concrete performances. However, they 
have several differentiating qualities when compared to more ephemeral 
speech-acts or bodily actions. By virtue of their materiality, documents 
can endure, be copied, modified, stored, incorporated into diagrams 
or aggregated together (Smith 1997). They can even commit individuals or 
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collectives to future acts, such as the disposal of property when a person dies. 
These can create highly complex, nested relations of ‘document-complexes’ 
(Smith 2012: 3). In Chapter 6, I will recount how, when colonial patrol 
officers censused areas around Wafi-Golpu, the census unit informed how 
parties registered at court, whose ruling then awarded customary ownership 
to one of the parties, which was then relevant to the mining exploration 
lease owned to a joint venture between two multinational corporations that, 
at  time of writing, were respectively registered in the USA and in South 
Africa. In this regard, documents can have impressive deontic powers: 
networks of interacting rules in horizontally and vertically intermeshed 
document aggregates, each pertaining to one another, anchoring the 
conventional procedures required for other acts.

Some of Smith’s ideas, such as the ontological efficacy of documents per se, 
sit easily within recent trends in the anthropology of documents and actor–
network theory (Hull 2012b). Latour and Callon, for example, argue for the 
central role of more ‘durable’ materials in the stabilisation of macro‑actors:

in order to stabilize society everyone  …  need to bring into play 
associations that last longer than the interactions that formed 
them  …  For instance, instead of acting straight upon the bodies 
of colleagues, parents and friends  …  one might turn to more 
solid and less variable materials in order to act in a more durable 
way … (Callon and Latour 1981: 283–4, emphasis in original)

Other elements, like the permanence of written texts compared to speech, 
echo longer-standing (and now thoroughly unfashionable) debates about 
literacy and social transformation, particularly Jack Goody’s work on the 
capacity of written text to objectify speech and, in doing so, create a form of 
knowledge that can be more robustly transmitted, accumulated, shared and 
critiqued across time and space (1977, 1986, 1987, 2000; Goody and Watt 
1963; also Ong 1982).

Goody’s work has been both foundational and controversial in studies of 
literacy and social organisation. Given the central role of the perduring nature 
of documents in my account, it is necessary to address this controversy, even 
if only briefly. Critics have accused Goody of technological determinism and 
ethnocentrism, often reducing his arguments to a caricature of the earlier, 
more problematic ‘Great Divide’ theories (Fuller 1984; Street 1984, 1993; 
Halverson 1992; Parry 1984; Bloch 1989; Collins and Blot 2003). Goody 
himself explicitly and repeatedly rejected claims of unilinear determinism, 
emphasising instead the properties of written texts as one factor among 
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many shaping societal organisation (1986: xv). Likewise, neither Goody nor 
I dispute the (re)interpretability of written texts or the potential stability 
of oral traditions. Nevertheless, in their very material nature, written texts 
have a greater capacity for perdurance, such that ‘to ignore the different 
implications of changes in modes of communication for text and utterance, 
which are also modes of storage, is to put one’s head too deep in the relativist 
sand’ (Goody 2000: 11).

To this end, more recent work has attempted to move beyond Brian Street’s 
(1984) dichotomy between accounts that stress the ‘contextual’ factors of 
documents and those that stress the ‘autonomous’, universal power of the 
written word (Brandt and Clinton 2002: 338; Maddox 2007). The claim 
that the consequences of written technologies are independent of social 
context is clearly false. But, especially with an eye to recent work on the 
materiality of documents, it is also absurd to deny that literacy and written 
technologies have certain affordances compared to speech, affordances 
that lead to cross-cultural regularities in their ontological consequences. 
As Latour and Callon themselves write:

what makes the sovereign formidable and the contract solemn are 
the palace from which he speaks, the well-equipped armies that 
surround him, the scribes and the recording equipment that serves 
him … by associating materials of different durability, a set of practices is 
placed in a hierarchy in such a way that some become stable and need no 
longer be considered. (Callon and Latour 1981: 284, emphasis added)

The challenge is to understand how such durable affordances manifest 
socio-political particularities. To this end, by building on Smith’s notion of 
document-acts, I want to highlight how documents—in their capacity to 
be durable ontological anchors—codify the highly situated socio-political 
contexts that led to their creation. Or, approached from the other direction, 
how the socio-political context of resource extraction—namely, the custom-
focused ideology of the PNG state, antagonistic litigation and the generally 
overstressed nature of the PNG legal system—gains particular social efficacy 
due to the material affordances of documentation.

Anchors and Bureaucratic Kinds
Before integrating Smith’s picture of document-acts into such considerations, 
it is necessary to gain more analytic traction on what, exactly, document-acts 
are doing. Brian Epstein stresses that social ontology can be usefully divided 
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into two distinct inquiries between the ‘building blocks’ or ‘constituents’ 
of social facts, and the facts that ‘set up’ or ‘construct’ social categories, 
kinds and properties (Epstein 2014: 2–3, 2015: 74, 86–7). This division 
draws attention to two sets of analytic questions that are often elided. 
For  example, one might ask: what conditions must be fulfilled so that a 
group or person is considered a customary landowner of the Wafi-Golpu 
prospect land? This question is distinct from: how did those conditions 
become the conditions for being a customary landowner, as opposed to 
some other set of conditions?

Epstein offers the concept of ‘anchors’ to answer the second set of questions.6 
Here, anchors refer to features of the world, whether practices, individual 
beliefs or laws, that uphold the existence of a given social kind such as 
‘incorporated land groups’ or ‘patriclans’.7 The concept is theoretically 
agnostic about what anchors might be in any given case. Rather, it provides 
a precise term for making or contesting claims about what anchors might 
be. For example, different theories often put forward different claims about 
glueing the social world together. Some theorists have stressed the role of 
practice, of continuous doing—both routine and exceptional, automatic 
and deliberative—in constituting and generating many of the regularities 
of face-to-face social life (in the manner of Bourdieu 1977; Ortner 1984). 
By contrast, other more ‘mentalistic’ accounts see the social world as some 
kind of projection upon the world, whether ideologically or through some 
form of collective acceptance (Searle 1995, 2010). Latour (2005) seems 
to provide a mono-processual account in which all social kinds (indeed, 
the very idea of something being ‘social’) are anchored or instantiated by 
everyday performance.

6	  Epstein’s claim that anchors are metaphysically distinct from so-called ‘grounds’ has proved 
controversial (Sugden 2016; Hawley 2019; Mikkola 2019; Schaffer 2019; for Epstein’s replies, see 
Epstein 2019a, 2019b). Grounds, here, refers broadly to a set of conditions sufficient for a given fact to 
be the case (see Bliss and Trogdon 2016; Epstein 2016). 
No party disagrees that there is a useful analytical distinction to be made between facts that ‘set up’ 
social categories and those that are the ‘building blocks’ of social facts. However, some argue that these 
are merely different subsets of grounds rather than being metaphysically distinct. Nothing in this book 
hinges on the metaphysical distinctiveness of anchors and is consistent with the view that anchors are 
merely a variant of grounds.
7	  Strictly speaking, this is a simplification. In more precise terms, Epstein anchors are facts that, 
should they obtain, create a ‘frame’ which lays out the conditions for one state of affairs being grounded 
by some other state of affairs. For example, law and jurisprudence laying out the circumstances for first-
degree murder anchor the frame: ‘for all individuals in such-and-such jurisdictions, should an individual 
commit homicide with premeditation or malice, this fact is sufficient to ground that individual having 
committed first-degree murder’. However, for the purposes of this book, ‘features of the world that 
uphold the existence of a given social kind’ is sufficient.
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In my reading, document-acts create, modify, or destroy documents 
that anchor the existence of, or instantiate, certain bureaucratic kinds or 
properties thereof. From this notion, we can define bureaucratic kind as 
any social kind whose existence, or properties they instantiate, are anchored 
by documents. This makes bureaucratic kinds an expansive category that 
includes everything from laws and limited liability companies to political 
positions and cities. As Matthew Hull nicely states in his Government of Paper, 
‘A planning map is not only an ideological projection of a bureaucratic vision 
of the city; this vision is embedded in the technical and procedural processes 
that link a map to roads, structures, streams, and documents’ (2012a: 5, 
my emphasis). In this reading, ‘anchors’ capture the existential dependency, 
and not merely representational, nature of that ‘linkage’. For example, the 
passing of the Associations Incorporation Act 2023 is a prototypical document-
act that anchored a new kind of entity, an ‘association’. Likewise, registering 
a landowner’s association at the Investment Promotions of Authority is a 
document-act that instantiates a new association.

These kinds of processes contrast directly with those social kinds that are 
the product of non-state, face-to-face life. Despite early anthropologists’ 
pervasive use of state-evoking metaphors to describe stateless life—’roles’, 
‘customary laws’, ‘institutions’ and ‘jural rules’—the anchors of the kinds 
that informed much face-to-face interaction in the Wafi-Golpu area are 
notably different from the kinds that result from bureaucratic authority. 
There is no explicitly articulated corpus of laws produced by a body of 
specialists enforced by a coercive authority that lays out the grounds for 
lineage membership, being married (prior to marriage laws), or having made 
a promise (Barth 1981: 14; Bourdieu 1977). Rather, instances of promises, 
gatherings and marriages play a dual role: they both are the constituents 
of each category and reinforce the mutual understandings and patterns of 
behaviour that anchor the very categories they seek to enact (Lewis 1969; 
Millikan 1984; Boyd 1991; Bicchieri 2006). As I shall recount shortly, 
bureaucratic kinds exhibit many of these qualities too—the key difference 
here is that many social kinds implicated in non-state life are exclusively 
anchored in such a fashion. 

From the other direction, it should be clear that there is a risk in focusing 
too much on the ‘everyday work that people perform as they struggle to 
deploy corporations’ (Welker 2014: 4). Perhaps one of the most particular 
and peculiar quantities of the corporation is their capacity to silently exist 
‘only on paper’, regardless of peoples’ (lack of ) speaking ‘on behalf of them’. 
While particular document-acts were required to bring such corporations 
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into existence, no ‘ongoing performance’ is immediately required to 
anchor or ground a shell company’s existence. To this extent, one of the 
most salient features of bureaucratic kinds, such as landowner associations 
and incorporated land groups, is that they have qualitatively distinctive 
properties in how they are ‘set up’ compared to social kinds like (historic) 
ethnic groups, which are created solely through face-to-face sociality outside 
the purview of explicit, formalised rules. Some of the latter can be described 
as a product of performance, but the former are certainly not only so. 
Instead, they are dependent, to a certain degree, on documents to stabilise 
their existence.

This observation allows me to make an important distinction. On the one 
hand, there are examples where social kinds are exclusively anchored by 
the same population that make up those kinds and so are self-creating in 
a certain sense. Pre-colonial social affiliation in PNG, whether initiation 
grades or co-residing men expressing their relationships in the idiom of 
agnation, are examples of such processes. On the other hand, there are cases 
where some (if not all) anchoring conditions are created via document-acts 
by third-party actors, often spatially and temporally remote, from those who 
embody those kinds. Many of the anchors for the power of land magistrates 
or an incorporated land group are distinct from the people that are land 
magistrates or registered members of associations. This distinction between, 
crudely, ‘local’ and ‘remote’ anchors will undergird one of this book’s central 
onto-historical throughlines: a critical historical process in the Sâb Wampar 
area—and any non-state region gradually encroached upon by a novel 
governmental entity—was a gradual shift from most salient social kinds 
being locally anchored to the gradual entanglement with various properties 
and kinds set up by ‘outside’ powers—notably, arms of the colonial and 
post-colonial state.

The Hybrid Anchors of Bureaucratic Kinds
Armed with the concept of anchors, we can now return to document-
acts. Like Weber’s (2019 [1921]: 364) classical account of bureaucracy as 
a rational, rule-governed order, Smith’s picture of document-acts is most 
vivid in the case of a well-funded, bureaucratic state with regularly and 
evenly enforced laws. PNG is not such a state, and in this book’s account 
of factional competition, there are ample examples where documents do 
not have the intended or expected effects. Likewise, a central thrust of early 
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anthropological work on bureaucracy stressed the ‘informal and interstitial 
in bureaucratic life’ (Heyman 2004:  498) that far exceeded official 
documentation (Britan and Cohen 1980; Herzfeld 1993; Schwartzman 
1993; Wright 1994). More recently, authors have traced how law and the 
state, too, are always ‘in the making’ (Latour 2009 [1990]) and a product 
of ‘everyday life’ (Ewick and Silbey 1998; Gupta 2006). A reader might 
justifiably query whether document-acts in such a context do, indeed, create 
the kinds they purport to. Accordingly, it is necessary to understand how 
social kinds anchored by documents are also anchored by undocumented 
practice, both by officials acting in (or beyond) their bureaucratic capacity 
and those individuals that documents might seek to regulate. Here, I want 
to make two distinctions.

In the first case, conventionalised behaviours supplement documents to 
anchor various de facto entitlements of a bureaucratic kind. It might be the 
case that official eviction notices, for example, are the types of things people 
tend to ignore, perhaps because of anaemic enforcement, and it is common 
knowledge that no one expects anyone to pay them much mind. In this 
context, the existence conditions of eviction notices are anchored by laws 
and legal conventions concerning the valid drafting of a notice. However, its 
deontic powers are anchored by both laws and legal conventions as well as the 
behavioural and mutually held expectations about notices. Collectively, these 
laws, patterns and attitudes set up what an eviction notice is in this context, 
while state authority (or lack thereof ) is causally responsible for some of 
those patterns of behaviour and attitudes. To this extent, while performative 
theories risk overstressing everyday behaviour in anchoring bureaucratic 
kinds in the first place, it is certainly true that conventionalised behaviour 
and beliefs about and towards them must constantly be (re)enacted in order 
to maintain the anchors of associated properties (akin to Bicchieri’s (2006) 
account of social norms).

In the second case, something of the reverse occurs, in which some locally 
anchored social kind, like local ethnic identity, exists, only to have legal 
properties attached to it via a document-act. This is the process that Ernst 
described above, where discursive acts become ‘entified’ as a legal entity. 
Likewise, the example will reoccur in this book where land courts, in 
undertaking a document-act, recognise a nominally ‘customary grouping’ 
as a group of landowners (see Chapters 5 and 6). While the magistrate’s 
power to do so is anchored by a mix of legislation and judicial precedent, 
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the nature of the entity mentioned is entirely locally anchored and may, 
indeed, be created by the expectations and behavioural patterns following 
the legal decision.

The picture I create here both builds on but also departs from the accounts 
espoused by Latour and those inspired by him. Like actor–network theory 
(ANT), this book envisions the social world as a product of a population of 
human and non-human entities, many created by and constituting networks 
of interaction. What a landowner association is in its full socio-political 
context is grounded by the actions of members, directors, mine developer 
employees, registration certificates, laws and government officials.

However, I part company on two counts. The first is that I seek to explicitly 
avoid a mono-processual ontology. ANT’s frequent emphasis on the 
performative co-authorship of macro-entities risks obscuring differences in 
how these entities are constituted and operate. Latour’s general claim that 
groups are the product of constant, contested ‘performative definition’, or 
Welker’s talk of how ‘actors talk organisations into being’ (2014: 24), risk 
being misleading when it comes to bureaucratic kinds and their properties. 
For example, consider the magistrates’ declaration that a landowner 
association cannot use the name ‘Babuaf ’ because they do not represent 
that ethnic group, versus the association members’ claim that they can, in 
fact, speak on behalf of the name ‘Babuaf ’. While both instances illustrate 
competing voices attempting to establish an association capable of ‘speaking 
on behalf of Babuaf ’, it is the magistrates’ actions, not the members’ 
claims, that ultimately determine who is legally recognised (Chapter 6).8 
While perhaps overstated, as a consequence of such issues, a long-standing 
accusation towards ANT is that it struggles to cope with power (Whittle and 
Spicer 2008).

The second concerns how ANT treats objects as ‘actors’. ANT generously 
considers as an actor, ‘Any element which bends space around itself, makes 
other elements dependent upon itself and translates their will into a language 
of its own. An actor makes changes in the set of elements and concepts 
habitually used to describe the social and natural world’ (Callon and Latour 

8	  I by no means claim that the ontological efficacy of a land magistrate’s document-act is independent 
of other people’s re-enactments and enforcements of that decision. For example, in Chapter 6 I detail how, 
in light of various courts’ decisions (document-acts) about Wafi-Golpu, individuals began affiliating and 
identifying differently with the names ‘Hengambu’, ‘Yanta’ and ‘Babuaf ’. Such affiliation and emergent 
practice grounds, in part, what these ‘clans’ are. However, such re-enactments are different kinds of acts than 
the original document-act itself, insofar as they make reference to and seek to constitute it.
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1981: 286; see also Latour 2005: 71). This is not so distant from my account 
of the role of documents. To this extent, while it is undoubtedly false that 
the existence of corporations and numerous facts about them are grounded 
in the ‘everyday performance’ of people, an ANT theorist might seek to 
salvage this claim by describing documents as being the extra element that, as 
actors, underpin the existence of bureaucratic kinds. However, while I think 
document-acts can be reasonably construed as an Austinian performance, 
the idea that documents themselves are actors that are engaged in ‘everyday 
performance’ stretches the concept of performance to breaking point.

These departures highlight broader limitations with ANT, such that whatever 
their caveats, a kind of ‘ontological flattening’ can slip into descriptions of 
how the social world is assembled, to the point where all entities seem to 
have the same ontological architecture. For instance, Golub’s examples of 
leviathans include Ipili (an ethnolinguistic population) (2014: 17), Placer 
Joint Ventures (the owner of Porgera mine) (ibid.: 19), Papua New Guinean 
‘grassroots’ villagers (ibid.: 161) and the colonial state (ibid.: 19). Yet, as my 
discussion of the differences between remote versus local anchors sought 
to highlight, ethnolinguistic populations are anchored in a categorically 
different fashion than limited liability corporations.

Golub or Welker are some of the most sophisticated recent ethnographies of 
how the key actors in extractive industries are constituted ‘on the ground’. 
Yet, although ANT points in the right direction insofar as it stresses the 
ways in which social entities can be contingent on social practice and that 
they are constituted both by people and objects, ANT provides insufficient 
conceptual purchase to differentiate how this takes place. The notion of 
document-acts and anchors allows one to do just that, providing a more 
explicit understanding of the ontological transformations at the heart of the 
socio-political dynamics that this book recounts.

Factional Competition and Rival 
Documentation
Much of what I have said so far might be applied to a range of legal or 
bureaucratic regimes. However, the set of document-acts that created and 
are creating the order of paper around Wafi-Golpu are the consequence of 
a specific set of antagonistic interactions unfolding in a particular socio-
political context. It is not a case in which the state has instituted a program 
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of landholding rationalisation, mapping land boundaries en masse. Nor is 
it an example of litigation between legal entities that would have existed 
independently of that legal process. Rather, it is the very fact of competition 
over resource rents that is driving parties to incorporate and contest one 
another’s claims. As Filer (2007: 162) nicely summarises, ‘clans’ have only 
come to be seen as homogenous building blocks of national society because 
they ‘have actually become groups of landowners claiming compensation 
from development of their resources’ (Filer 1997a:  168). To move from 
documentality to antagonistic documentality, we need to situate this account 
of the ontological efficacy of documents within the local-level politicking 
around resource extraction in PNG.

Like social transformation, local-level competitive relations around extractive 
sites in PNG have been well documented and well discussed within the 
anthropological literature (Jorgensen 1997, 2007; Zimmer‐Tamakoshi 
1997; Gilberthorpe 2007; Weiner 2013; Skrzypek 2020), especially its 
occasionally violent repercussions (Connell 1991; Filer 1990; Ballard and 
Banks 2003; Banks 2005b; Jacka 2015b). Given these empirical regularities 
and to supplement what has been done so far, there is good reason to 
reconsider how the now antiquated topic—at least in social anthropology—
of factionalism might help to understand better the processes that produce 
and constitute competition over anticipated benefit streams.

Factions have not been the focus of anthropological study since the mid-
1960s to mid-1970s, when anthropological interest in the topic flourished, 
particularly among those associated with the Manchester School (Werbner 
1984). These studies were part of a broader attempt by social anthropologists 
to begin describing what they saw as ‘informal’ social groupings and 
conflict between non-corporate social units (R. Firth 1957; Nicholas 1965; 
Silverman and Salisbury 1977). During this period, political anthropologists 
expressed growing dissatisfaction with the limitations of structural-
functionalism (for example, Swartz 1969; Turner 1972). Different strands 
ran through this research on factions, with some anthropologists using 
more transactionalist, individual-centred analysis (Bailey 1969; Kapferer 
1976; E.N. Goody 1987), while others applied social network theory to 
anthropological questions (Barnes 1954, 1969; Gulliver 1971; Boissevain 
1978). Max Gluckman and the Mancunians saw factionalism as interstitial 
processes, a means of bridging ‘older structures’, like ‘corporate lineages’, 
and the new forces of the colonial state or capitalist classes. The school 
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examined such processes through ethnographies of urbanisation (Mitchell 
1969) and relations between colonial offices and pre-colonial leadership 
(Gluckman 1968).

Anthropological interest in factions and factionalism collapsed in the late 
1970s in the face of multiple headwinds; notably, a growing disciplinary 
hostility towards any paradigm with a hint of methodological individualism, 
coupled with the dual rise of Neo-Marxist inspired world-systems theory 
and interpretivism, represented most prominently by Wallerstein (1976) 
and Geertz (1973) respectively. With these and other disciplinary changes, 
anthropologists began moving away from local-level, agent-centred studies 
of conflict between similarly positioned groups.

Despite factionalism’s more general disciplinary decline in status, the 
ethnographic literature on the social impact of large-scale mining projects 
in Melanesia has developed a number of ways of understanding local-level 
conflict over resource rents. These accounts do not carry the intellectual 
baggage of either Neo-Marxism or transnationalism (Filer 1990; Ballard and 
Banks 2003; Burton 2003; Banks 2005b; Jacka 2015a; Filer and Le Meur 
2017), even if questions of how to examine dissent within and between 
groups impacted by resource extraction has caused some consternation (see 
Kirsch 2018; Bainton and Owen 2019 for two contrary views). These views 
stress local-level politics as driven by two intertwined issues: distribution and 
representation. Distributional concerns focus on how the economic, social 
and environmental costs and benefits of mining projects are allocated, often 
through negotiations over compensation and benefit-sharing (Filer 1997a; 
Filer and Le Meur 2017: 26), while representational concerns revolve around 
who has the authority and legitimacy to act as a stakeholder or representative 
in these negotiations (Jorgensen 2007; Golub 2014; Filer and Le Meur 
2017). Likewise, political scientists, including those focused on Melanesia, 
have maintained an interest in factionalism, clientelism and patron–client 
relations, albeit topically focused on national and parliamentary political 
levels rather than conflict over resource rents (May 2001; Reilly 2008).

While these accounts have generated critical insights, they often leave open 
the question of how competition within and between groups per se might 
drive broader processes of social transformation, such as stratification and 
political centralisation. To this end, more recent literature on factionalism 
can provide insights. Here, anthropologists and archaeologists have 
stressed political competition as a means of explaining the emergence of 
institutionalised inequality (see in particular Brumfiel 1992; Roscoe 1993; 



INK AND LAND

44

Brumfiel and Fox 1994; Clark and Blake 1994; Hayden 1995; Wiessner 
2002; Chacon and Mendoza 2016). For these authors, competition between 
individuals vying for prestige and wealth becomes a possible driver of socio-
political transformation (Wiessner 2002: 234).9 To this extent, factionalism 
offers a productive way to conceptualise the micro-dynamics of group 
formation, contestation, and reorganisation in the context of resource 
extraction insofar as it allows us to home in on the mechanisms that generate 
durable social formations (Bujra 1973; Silverman and Salisbury 1977).

As we shall see, a qualitatively recognisable process of transformation 
and solidification occurred around Wafi-Golpu. The sets of individuals 
working together in the 1980s were politically horizontal, with charismatic 
individuals able to sway decisions but all holding the same position. By the 
time I undertook fieldwork, the landowner associations around Wafi-
Golpu were legally registered with explicit hierarchies in the form of a 
chairman and  directors; hierarchies that also had substantive impacts on 
decision making.

Therefore, to round out this chapter, I want to weave the established points 
about document-acts and anchors into an account of the specific features 
that plausibly drive the professionalisation of factions. This book focuses 
on two: (1) the social, economic and political requirements for political 
competition and (2) the progressive increase in the scale and complexity 
of those requirements.

Spaces of Contention
Previous anthropological work on mine-related conflicts has highlighted that 
politicking around extractive projects occurs at different scales in different 
spaces (Jorgensen 1997, 2007; Gilberthorpe 2007; Weiner 2013; Skrzypek 
2020). This book orients itself around three: villages, where would-be 
leaders struggle for legitimacy and support (Chapter 4); courtrooms, where 
antagonistic factions seek legal recognition for their claims (Chapters 5 and 
6); and the boardrooms and hotels that host ‘consultations’ where landowner 

9	  Such studies differ significantly in their understanding of what factions are compared to previous 
paradigms. The aforementioned anthropological and political science literature focuses on factions as, 
definitionally, an antagonistic, often maladaptive, subsection of some wider whole. By contrast, the body 
of research considered here analyses factions by what they do in a political environment—social entities, 
however constructed and constituted, that are engaged in political competition for authority or power 
(see, for example, Brumfiel and Fox 1994: 4).
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representatives attempt to extract concessions from the mine developers and 
state representatives (Chapters  7 and 8). Each of these individual spaces 
will require their own theoretical considerations to trace how they function. 
For now, we can link them with an overall schema.

In villages, persuading others to contribute to contests over anticipated 
benefit streams involves raw political craft and is part of a broader milieu 
of collective action based on everyday political work: churches organising 
for conferences, lineages gathering for funerals or families managing their 
roadside market stalls selling cigarettes and betelnut. Within this setting, 
leaders of different factions are differentially successful in building the 
coalitions necessary for factional competition by enticing other prominent 
men10 to join them rather than by forming their own factions and gathering 
a broad base of supporters. In this fashion, faction leaders are not a selection 
of educated individuals exploiting their less worldly, more village-based 
compatriots but rather a product of many coalition-building processes that 
have been and still are a constant feature of Sâb Wampar life.

In the courtroom, we have substantial prima facie grounds for believing 
that involvement in courts requires, or is at least assisted by, educational, 
financial, social and political resources.11 To engage in legal disputes, parties 
must navigate various bureaucratic requirements, such as registering claims 
and filing briefs. This, crucially, necessitates literacy and is eased by previous 
experience with bureaucracies. Courts also place financial demands on 
participants, requiring legal fees for both courts and lawyers, in addition 
to the costs of travelling to the court itself. Even for those villages near 
the  mine connected to roads, it can be a solid four-hour drive to Lae. 
Thus, the economic and logistical difficulties of attending court are not 
insignificant, especially for villages served only by poor roads or that lack 
them altogether.

Finally, state representatives—whether legislative, like members of 
parliament (MPs), or civil servants—and company employees have their 
own ideas about who are legitimate representatives of local landowners. 
MPs buy vehicles for certain factions, enabling them to reach technically 
‘open’ meetings near a town, which would otherwise be difficult for the rural 
population to attend. In addition, official state policy involves winnowing 

10	  The presidents of the core landowner associations are all male.
11	  Legal scholars have long debated the extent to which litigation rewards better-off parties through 
the idea of ‘party capability theory’ (Galanter 1974; Wheeler et al. 1987; Songer and Sheehan 1992).
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representatives to a single landowner association. I will consider these 
elements more extensively in Chapter 7. Here, it will suffice to note that the 
capacity for a faction to satisfy the state and company that they are legitimate 
representatives of ‘landowners’ instead of being a rogue agent depends on 
their ability to control key landowner associations and on their previous 
recognition in court. These encounters eventually culminate in the so-
called Development Forum, a formalised legal mechanism for determining 
a benefit-sharing agreement for mining projects that emerged in the wake 
of the 1988–89 negotiations for the Porgera gold mine (Banks 1996; see 
Filer 2012: 149–51 for a history of the Development Forum mechanism).

The capacity to meet these different requirements is unevenly distributed 
within claimant populations, favouring certain kinds of people with specific 
attributes. All communities in PNG exhibit pre-existing differentiations 
based on age, gender, education, historical relation to land, and experience 
with wage labour, and are steeped in histories of conflict and cooperation. 
Specific individuals are systematically favoured to navigate the requirements 
above: almost exclusively, they are men at the junction of multiple social 
networks with experience in government bureaucracy and relatively higher 
levels of education.

Looping Effects and the Escalating Costs 
of Competition
Factional competition over anticipated benefit streams does not occur in a 
single, decisive round of engagement. Antagonistic documentality around 
the Wafi-Golpu prospect land has a four-decade history, let alone a deeper 
history of pre-colonial tensions. In this fashion, there is more than one 
sequence of coalition building, court cases and consultations that shape the 
future distribution of benefit streams. To this extent, each ‘round’ shapes 
the political landscape of the next. Competition is the product of multiple 
interactions, requiring factional leaders to repeatedly draw together their 
allies for collective action under increasingly demanding circumstances.

All the features of political conflict considered above become more acute 
as the mine grows nearer to construction and cases move up the hierarchy 
of PNG’s courts. PNG has a Commonwealth-inspired legal system, with 
a hierarchy of courts (village, district, national and supreme) that loosely 
maps onto the levels of government (local, provincial and national). Further, 
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due  to the prevalence of customary landownership, the country, through 
the Land Disputes Settlement Act of 1975, established a separate hierarchy 
of courts for dealing with land disputes—local and provincial land courts—
legally distinct from the conventional court hierarchy.

These nested hierarchies shape factional competition over time. As lower 
courts make their decisions, the social, economic and legal complications of 
unseating incumbents rise accordingly. Litigation in the Supreme Court is 
more expensive than litigation in a Local Land Court. As court hearings move 
further away from the disputed land, attendance requires more elaborate 
logistical skills and funds. Connections in different locations increase in 
importance—local contacts in Lae may suffice for the District Land Court, 
but as cases move to the Supreme Court, contacts and experience in the 
capital of Port Moresby become more decisive. Finally, court battles in PNG 
are not straightforward and rarely produce clear, unequivocal outcomes. 
This only adds to the advantages of detailed knowledge of the legal system, 
and such knowledge is not evenly distributed across communities.

Within this context, factional competition exhibits a degree of positive 
feedback, with early successes improving a faction’s ability to conduct future 
competitions. Whether followers continue to support a particular leader, or 
the developer or government officials invite groups to stakeholder meetings, 
depends, in large part, on success in court. These small, public victories 
are essential because, as benefit streams have not yet begun flowing from 
the mine, faction leaders face constant credibility problems. Accordingly, 
they spend significant amounts of time signalling their moral character and 
stressing the imminent delivery of imagined benefit streams. To this end, 
legal successes, planning documents and videos from the mining company, 
and the appearance of local news broadcasts, provide valuable evidence to 
supporters while also opening up more opportunities to solicit state agencies 
and the developers themselves. Escalating costs and feedback loops create a 
degree of political calcification in the form of progressively professionalised 
factions near the prospect. Given their lower entry costs, early organisation 
and court success are more straightforward than later ones. This is not to 
say that upsets are impossible. Instead, such upsets become increasingly 
difficult as time passes.

Feedback is not limited to political success. Critically, both the categories over 
which parties dispute and through which they organise and the means by 
which they do so change over time. This is most clearly illustrated through 
early court cases informed the very names of ‘customary landowning 
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groups’ that parties eventually contest (Chapter  5), where the names 
themselves are, at times, the result of misunderstanding from the colonial 
era (Chapter  6). As associations and incorporated groups near mining 
sites do not straightforwardly reflect local social affiliations, there is a 
constant articulation between local political processes and state policy—​an 
articulation based on particular imaginaries of the local—that constitutes 
a process itself. Courts undertake document-acts, assigning land ownership 
to a given entity, nominally a named landowning group. However, that entity 
is anchored by local expectations, which accordingly shift, changing who 
can be construed as being a member of that landowning group, prompting 
further litigation, further document-acts and further shifts of expectations.

In addition to shifting categories, the kinds of entities engaged in competition 
change over time. The parties involved in early court cases are frequently 
small, temporarily assembled action sets. However, cases move up the courts, 
and the company and state demand more ‘official’ forms of representation, 
faction leaders register ‘landowner associations’, often named after entities 
assigned ownership in courts, complete with constitution delimiting powers 
and procedure for election of leaders. These associations, whose existence 
is anchored by legislation and persist despite changes of members, provide 
a lasting social entity for mining companies to work with on ‘behalf of ’ 
landowners. Control of such associations, in itself, becomes the objective 
of proximate competition at the local level (Chapter 6). Consequently, as 
competition intensifies, the costs of engagement increase, and factions register 
novel and new entities with which to act through, themselves shaped by the 
results of earlier ‘rounds’ of competition. The result is an instance of what 
Hacking (1986, 1995a, 1995b) called ‘looping’, in which the classifications 
of a human population—in this case, as ‘customary landowners’—results 
in those classified interacting as members of that classification with a broader 
matrix of actors, including state institutions, opponents, lawyers, courts, 
corporations and anthropologists. Consequently, those very people change 
as they affiliate and understand themselves. Thus, early documentation—
in this case, court cases—became referential points of both affiliation and 
contestation that shaped subsequent competition.

These dual feedback cycles of (1) increasing costs of competition and 
(2)  the legalisation of the results of the competition give factionalism 
around Wafi-Golpu a degree of ‘path dependency’, with earlier successes 
having significantly more downstream consequences than later ones (Arthur 
1994; Pierson 2000). The consequence is that the organisations around 
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mining prospects tend to become incorporated entities led by someone 
with a range of ‘elite’ characteristics—education, contacts and a run of good 
luck. Through the processes outlined above, in parallel with and constituted 
by factions becoming increasingly legalised, the competitive process drives 
significant power into this person’s hands. By the time one such leader signs 
an eventual memorandum of agreement, those connected with that faction 
will likely live a life strikingly different from those not so fortunate. Neither 
elite characteristics nor incorporation in themselves explain subsequent 
economic inequality; for that, one requires the wealth that flows from resource 
extraction. However, the form of the organisation that the wealth flows 
through is explicated by the fact that to have access to those benefit streams in 
the first place, a specific form of organisation—patrimonial, elite‑dominated 
and legalised—is systematically favoured by the processes above.
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