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Landowner Associations:
On Coming Together and
Coming Apart

The process is still ongoing. But you will dance again when we are
declared the owners of Wafi-Golpu [applause]. You will dance at
the launching of the business project at Mare [louder applause].
And you will dance for ownership in Dzifasing [roars and beating
drums]. Not long now.

—Bill Ttamar

I saw you going to and from court with rompog [grandfather] Naga,
Samuel and Bill. I wanted to tell you that Naga, Samuel and Bill
are not the principal landowners of Wafi. They are just witnesses to
testify [on behalf of the real landowners]. The actual landowners are
different. They [the BSLA members] just want to go inside [to be
included in benefits].

—Gowed Ngkang, ally of Joseph Tetang and critic of Bill Itamar

Having oriented ourselves historically and ethnographically, we can now
turn to the landowner associations central to factional competition around
Wafi-Golpu. Like the previous consideration of other forms of collective
action in the SAb Wampar area, my outline of associations addresses two
complementary aims. The first is to provide a satisfactory account of the
current political positions of landowner associations, showing how they
are the product of both document-acts as well as a range of everyday
interactions and beliefs. The second is a diachronic analysis to explain how
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these associations became legally incorporated entities with constitutionally
explicit divisions of labour and hierarchy, run semi-professionally. This
chapter addresses the first goal while Chapter 5 addresses the second one.

In this chapter, I ask: to what end do factions organise? How are they
organised today, particularly when compared to the other forms of collective
action considered so far? What challenges do they face? Why do some people
join them, hoping for rewards, while others believe associations to be run by
men with questionable ulterior motives? To explore these matters, I weave
together people’s ethically thick engagement with factions with Albert
Hirschman’s (1970) notions of exit and voice. Central to this narrative is
the interplay between people’s striving, doubts and dreams, and how these
concerns shape their practical engagement with landowner associations,
whether as casual supporters, vocal critics or highly active directors, and
how these differential engagements relate to the organisational efficacy
of associations.

Waning anthropological interest in factionalism partly stemmed from its
perceived alignment with overly instrumental conceptions of the human
(Bailey 1969; Kapferer 1976; E.N. Goody 1987). Factional competition,
with its focus on transactional exchanges and pragmatic politicking, was
seen as neglecting the deeper ‘sacral’ or ‘cultural’ dimensions of human
motivation that many anthropologists prioritise. Such contrasts continue
to lurk in the analysis of conflict around extractive industries, aggravated by
framings that juxtapose ‘greed’ versus ‘grievance’ motivations for resource
conflicts (Collier and Hoeffler 2000). Thus, anthropologists can fall into
the role of defending more local, culturally sensitive explanations of resource
conflict—Glenn Banks (2005b), for example, responds to the greed and
grievance dichotomy by positing a contrast between ‘greed’ versus ‘land
and identity’ motivations for resource conflict.

This chapter challenges these divides, arguing that such a distinction
between pragmatic and cultural motivations is both analytically limiting
and ethnographically misleading. Centrally, I argue that the Wafi-Golpu
factions, while certainly enmeshed in the cutand thrust of local-level politics,
are engaged in ethical, collective projects. The term ‘ethical’ is not meant to
evaluate factions normatively. Instead, it is to say that the terms in which
people understand competing factions and their figureheads (‘generous’,
‘corrupt’) and the ultimate aims they seek to reach in joining or leaving them
(‘development’ and, broadly, living well) are ethically thick terms, themselves
the subject of local cultural and historical dynamics (Williams 2006: 140).
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Whereas the anthropology of ethics tends to juxtapose individual ethical
cultivation against collective moral pressure, here I present antagonistic,
collective action as a form of ethical engagement (Laidlaw 2002; Das 2010;
Lambek 2010; Keane 2016).

The Anthropology of (Factional) Ethics:
Looking for Sevis, Developman and
Gutpela Sindaun

For those in the Wafi-Golpu region, engagement with landowner
associations is part of the broader enterprise of living. Like the everyday acts
of sharing and cooperation, disappointment and avoidance that constitute
people’s lives and livelihoods, joining, ignoring or sabotaging competing
factions inherently involves acting to answer the dilemma about how to live
and what to do. This does not mean that the widespread response to Wafi-
Golpu involves drawing up a list of the costs and benefits of different courses
of action or sinking into existential reflection. Responses to questions such
as ‘How should I live?” and “What is the best thing to do?” do not necessarily,
or even regularly, come in an explicit, propositional form. Instead, the brute
fact of living (broadly) and the specific circumstances people are thrown
into (narrowly) force people to act. In doing so, they inherently take a
stand on these questions (Heidegger 2008 [1927]: 236). If an association
figurehead asks for money, a father-in-law asks for help to build a house, or
one needs assistance during a health crisis, these circumstances necessitate
action, one way or another. Such practical activity is shaped by (and shapes)
one’s explicit and implicit orientation towards the world and what one
believes to be the case.

Exploring how people engage and reflect on such practical activity is
intended to evoke the proliferating literature on the anthropology of ethics.
This is less concerned with a cross-cultural comparison of so-called ‘morality
systems’ as abstract(ed) sets of socially sanctioned normative imperatives and
more focused on how people, in fashioning their lives, face and inherently
answer, through action, the kinds of questions asked above and, in doing
so, bespeak themselves as (or, conversely, struggle to be) certain kinds of
people living certain types of life (Laidlaw 2002; Lambek 2010; Keane
20165 see Mattingly and Throop 2018 for a recent review).
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Many authors in this ethical turn stress the salience of ethical sensibilities in
quotidian life (Das 2010; Lambek 2010). Notwithstanding this pervasive
concern for ‘the ordinary’, within the empirical bulk of this literature, the
ethical values being ‘enacted’ and ‘cultivated’ in the everyday are often self-
consciously religious ones, in part due to many of the key protagonists in
this literature being specialists in the anthropology of religion (Das 2012;
Laidlaw 2013; Lambek et al. 2015; Keane 2016; although see Robbins
2016). Without taking sides on debates within this space, my focus here is
to point to the salience of such questions in a more mundane context, such
as whether to help a work-shy brother or how to acquire a reasonable price
for goods at a market stall (Busse 2019; Busse and Sharp 2019). As I see it,
self-conscious religious cultivation is itself part of, and in service of, a more
expansive notion of living well.

My concerns dovetail with the substantial critical literature on longings for
development and modernity and quests for recognition by the state in Papua
New Guinea (PNG) (Dwyer and Minnegal 1998; Bashkow 2006; Filer
2006; Knauft 2007; Minnegal and Dwyer 2017) as well around extractive
projects more widely (Ferguson 1999). Such discussions connect with a
disciplinary interest in the pursuit of the ‘good’ (Ortner 2016; Knauft 2019).
These works consistently stress the widespread vernacular expectations of
‘pathways’ to ‘development’, as well as their locally contingent character,
particularly insofar as they are deeply enmeshed with local concerns with
reciprocity (Sahlins 1992; West 2006: 111; Bainton 2010). To this end, to
understand how people engage with the pending Wafi-Golpu project, we
must first consider the (heterogeneous) visions of a ‘better life’ that inform
people’s evaluations of landowner associations. In Wamped and Mare, these
concerns are routinely articulated in terms of the notion of gutpela sindaun.

Gutpela sinduan literally translates as ‘staying well’ or ‘sitting well’. Overly
formally, it can be translated as a a good quality of life’. While accurate, this
fails to capture the highly located, being-togetherness of sindaun. One stays
or sits with people in a particular place to eat food, share stories and otherwise
live. In this way, the concept of sindaun inherently alludes to ‘dwelling’ and
the longer phrase can be better translated as ‘being well’. My interlocutors
routinely invoked the notion of gutpela sindaun when discussing the state of
life in the village and their hopes and dreams for the future.! Naturally, the
means and conditions relevant to attaining gutpela sindaun varied according

1 The negative, sindaun nogut, was rarely used. If it was, it was usually in the form of ‘Mipela no gar
gutpela sindaun’ (‘we don’t have a good quality of life’), or the like.
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to age, gender, education and life experience. My host mother, who ran the
small table market outside our house, often spoke of her and her husband’s
desire to gather enough money to purchase a permanent house:

We want a permanent house; we've been thinking for some time,
and that is our goal. Bush houses are good, but they are difficult
to build and won't last long. Houses are a big responsibility [hevi].
When we die, our son will have a house, something we can leave
for him.

Central here is the lightening of everyday life’s otherwise burdensome (bevi)
work (Bashkow 2006: 64). By contrast, during my fieldwork, some young
men frequently pressed me to download FruityLoops, a bit of digital audio
software, so that they could produce the electronic music so popular in
PNG, with the idea that they might ‘become famous’.

Like elsewhere in PNG, some—but certainly notall—of people’s conceptions
of gutpela sindaun are informed by perceptions of middle-class Papua New
Guinean wealth and life in ‘white people’s’ countries (Gewertz and Errington
1999; Bashkow 2006; West 2006). The ability to purchase and eat rice, a
marker of access to cash, is routinely invoked as indexing gutpela sindaun.
As one man described his decision to vote for Ross Seymour, the Huon Gulf
member of parliament in 2016:

I was at a meeting and Ross Seymour was going around the different
tables talking to people. He wasn't very good at speaking then.
But when he spoke to me, he said: ‘I want you to eat rice every day
as I do’. That made me think.

Thus, while the gutpela sindaun, as a state to aspire to, is familiar in broad
terms—social fulfilment, material security, looking after self and others—
the exact elements seen as helpful to or constituting these aspirations,
and the kinds of values imputed to them, are informed both by local and
cosmopolitan ideas of a ‘better life’.

As is common in political discourse in PNG, these more positive visions
of a possible future are frequently counterposed to a sense of being actively
left out of or left behind in developman (development) by politicians, who
neglect to provide even the sevis (broadly roads, electricity, schools, health
care) necessary for developman. As one man put it:
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Here, it is tough to find money. Companies dont want to come.
My wife and I are often sick. We have to work very hard to get
small amounts of money. Getting the government to bring services
or money to improve our sindaun is hard. Our sindaun is not good.

For Wampar across the Markham, the experience of the wiping out of the
buai (betelnut) crop in 2008 adds a sharper note to people’s understandings
of sindaun and how easily it can be lost:

The end of buai, it changed everyone. It was like this: before,
everyone marketed [sold buai]. They weren't busy with the garden,
hunting, or felling timber. They just marketed. Our health was
good; we were fat. When it ended, cash disappeared. We had to start
working hard in the gardens. Look, now people eat plantains [the
staple crop] all the time. Not before. During buai, we just ate rice.
Now, people have become sicker because of financial difficulties.
I¢’s hard to find money. When buai finished, everyone tried to find
money, milling timber, marketing kumu [greens]. Before, there were
lots of ways to find money for school fees. Now there are difficulties
and troubles [/evi].

So now we have a better understanding. When people had buai,
they didn’t think. They didn’t buy iron posts [for the base of raised
houses]. When buai finished, they realised they had to work in the
garden, build houses, and find money to improve our sindaun.
Our ideas changed. We need to work to make permanent houses.

In this context of looking for paths to a better life, the various factions
associated with Wafi-Golpu amount to variations on an old theme in the
region (and the country): promises to bring developman and sevis, and
with them gutpela sindaun. Today, Wafi-Golpu is presented as one possible
avenue to this state among others: small-scale business activities, logging
companies, various forms of millenarian Christianity, somewhat dubious
financial schemes (Beer 2022), as well as the promised benefits that would-
be members of parliament would provide if elected (Beer and Church 2019).
For different reasons and to different extents, experience indicates that such
projects help some while disappointing others. Both Wafi-Golpu Joint
Venture (WGJV) and the factional leaders that promise to deliver Wafi-
Golpu’s associated benefit streams appear as another instance of aspiring
patrons hawking one of such ‘roads to a better life’. As the leader of one of
the many Wampar claimants from Mare clearly articulates:
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I believe that they will give Wafi to the principal landowner.
Money is a new thing. Cars, cargo, they are new things. I want my
land. When I have land, if I am awarded principal landowner, the
government and the company will consult with me, and we can
make a good agreement with the company and other parties. That is
my dream. They can give me spin-off benefits. My family and I can
do some work inside the mine. Build houses, help to look after the
camp, provide primary transport, and fresh food. I've already got
the business certificate ready. This will help our sindaun. [My son] is
studying economics at Unitech. He will manage all the businesses.

The other parties [that claim customary ownership of Wafi-Golpul],
I won’t be angry [with them]. I will give them all subcontracts
and meet with their leaders. All of them, we will meet and work
together. Through this, I believe they will not be angry, and they
won't be upset. My company will help with school fees, help with
sports, national championship tickets, uniforms, that type of thing.
I want Wafi-Golpu to become a good mine. Help all the impacted
communities. So that we no longer sleep in bush houses. Give health
clinics, school fees to children.

As one possibility among many, Wampar do not and cannot follow all the
proffered routes to gutpela sindaun. Accordingly, people are confronted
with a range of questions of whether to engage with landowner associations
and to what extent, which might range from paying a membership fee or
spending time going to court to breaking established relationships with
friends and relatives. These include dilemmas on spending precious cash:
does one restock a market table, give some money to the Lutheran Church
or contribute to a landowner association? Who to support (an ex-councillor?
Or a father’s brother who tends to throw away money?) and how? Who
can credibly provide what they promise, and can they be trusted? These
questions involve ethically thick considerations, reflections, doubts and
inferences about circumstances and other people’s actions, intentions and
beliefs, particularly regarding their relations with those heading or involved
with landowner associations. They are also existential in the dual sense that
affiliating with or contributing money to a hopeless cause can make or
break one’s life course, and in the sense that such a course of action shapes
how one makes one’s life.
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The Efficacy and Collapse of Coalitions

A successful association, then, is one that seems to offer a credible path to a
better life. What counts as a plausible path in any given person’s estimation
will depend on several particulars, including how many ozhers have positively
evaluated the association and become affiliated with it. Empirically, this
credibility is underwritten by the form of attention the association gets from
the mining company, the state and its success in court cases. However, the
trustworthiness of association leaders is always a critical factor, one that is
always underdetermined by available evidence to any would-be follower.

These factors are part of the motivational and ethical context of people’s
engagement with factions and the terms by which associations are evaluated.
However, assembling such a coalition is a political problem in the first place,
and faction leaders must attract both the correct number and the right mix
of people, including other would-be leaders. Then, having assembled a set
of followers, a leader must convince them to stay, lest they stop contributing
or, worse, leave and start their own faction. To understand the consequent
ebb and flow of support, I want to introduce Albert Hirschman’s (1970)
seminal analysis of exit, voice and loyalty before weaving these concepts into
the ethical evaluations discussed above.

Hirschman points out that, in response to the decline in an organisation (or
commercial product), a dissatisfied member (or consumer) has two choices:
voice or exit (Hirschman 1970: 4).? Exit entails leaving the organisation
or purchasing other firms products. Voice, by contrast, is expressing
dissatisfaction to authorities or anyone who cares to listen in the hope of
changing the organisation’s course. Building on this simple distinction,
Hirschman elucidates a range of organisational dynamics depending on the
relative availability of voice and exit, perceived viability for improvement
through voice, and the degree to which members of an organisation are
sensitive to decline.

My move here is to shade Hirschman’s distinctions with concerns for the
ethical. Critically, perceptions of the conduct of an association (as well
as the mining company and government more generally) are read against
its ability to facilitate an individual constructing a specific vision of a

2 Many of those who invoke Hirschman list loyalty as an option here. This was not how Hirschman
originally analysed loyalty, since he conceptualised loyalty as forestalling exit and prolonging the use of
voice (1970: 76).
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developed life. Likewise, when individuals voice their complaints about
or justify their exit from development schemes, they do so in an ethical
register, one crucially concerned with reciprocity, trust, and creating and
maintaining social relations (West 2006).

There are some caveats when applying this distinction to the situation at
hand. Hirschman’s analysis concerns exit/voice dynamics in government
politics and market-based interactions. In this context, it is conceivable to
speak of exit as a complete severing of relations, such as leaving a political
party, resigning from a company or ceasing to purchase a company’s
product. However, such dramatic exit is rare in the face-to-face relations
that constitute village life. Rather, exit more commonly takes the form of
discreet non-participation, an inconspicuous lack of presence, with people
contributing less money, showing up to fewer events and gradually declining
engagement. In this vein, it is more helpful to read exit here as withdrawal.

Drawing on Hirschman’s distinctions, we can sketch out some rough
features of association dynamics. First, both exit and voice are options for
dissatisfied members of associations. Members can switch to undertaking
another future-oriented project in the area, even if that is merely tending
a cocoa garden instead of spending time and money going to court.
However, the viability of these options can change over time, depending
on the number of competing associations and the quality of their leaders
and organisational resources. Accordingly, one should expect organisational
dynamics of factional competition to vary based on the extent to which
an association, or a leader, is the ‘only real game in town’. Other things
being equal, exit will be more likely the greater the number of associations
available. If multiple different factions are present, one would expect more
utilisation of exit. In contrast, if there is only a single association, perhaps
because it is the only one recognised by a mining company or because a
community is especially remote, one would expect more voice and conflict
for control over that organisation.

Second, exit from an association tends to increase organisational decline
and, therefore, can be self-reinforcing, especially insofar as people recursively
build their perceptions of associations based on how others seem to see them.
In stark, purely illustrative terms, a well-funded faction with well-connected,
morally upstanding members who can publicly justify their claims to land,
that receives frequent gifts from the developer that they channel to their
supporters, and has had a string of court victories, is more likely to seem
a credible means of garnering anticipated benefit streams and the life that
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they promise. By contrast, a poorly funded faction run by individuals widely
seen as corrupt and self-serving, with few connections and only tenuous
claims, is seen as a lost prospect and is likely to rapidly bleed members
outside the dedicated core insensitive to (or ignorant of) the dwindling
successes of the association. All the factions in this book are a mix of such
qualities, operating somewhere between these two extremes. To this extent,
different associations and their respective leaders will have trajectories of
hope and excitement, disappointment and frustration, depending on how
long they have existed and on their relative success.

Finally, members will have different perceptions of credibility that vary
with their respective interactional histories with the association and its
constituent members. Given various members’ distinct contributions, this
interpersonal history is critical to an organisation’s historical and future
trajectory. For example, suppose an individual with crucial connections
to government departments is only loosely attached to an association and
is sensitive to any sign of selfishness. In that case, their exit is likely to
precipitate rapid decay. By contrast, a strongly linked member might stay
with the organisation longer, forestalling decline and giving an avenue for
revival. This ‘uneven’ character means the rise and fall of associations are
likely to relate non-linearly to its decline in participation.

Before turning to the ethnographic account proper, one final note is
required concerning the coalitionary character of fashion. It is not self-
evident why factional competition in the struggle for anticipated benefit
streams necessitates coalition building in the first place. Parliamentary
contests, for example, clearly demand coalitions insofar as each person gets
one vote. However, it may be unclear how the kind or number of supporters
influences success in court or the attention of the mine developer. To make
the actual dynamics more apparent, it is helpful to break down some of the
different ways that the quantity and quality of support affect competition
over anticipated benefit streams:

1. Finances. As court cases rise in the court hierarchy, increasing sums of
money are required for litigation. Setting aside irregular uses of cash,
expenses include court registration fees, lawyers’ fees, travel expenses
and the like. Because of low incomes in the Wafi-Golpu area, raising
large amounts of money requires a broad-based fundraising effort.

2. Connections to official institutions and bureaucratic experience. Not all
relationships are equally significant, and having well-placed contacts
in the provincial Lands Department, other government agencies or
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bureaucratic circles can expedite official processes such as registration.
For example, it costs 500 kina to incorporate a company, plus an
additional 50 kina to reserve a name. Subsequently, there is a public
listing period of one month to allow for official challenges to the
registration, compounded by the application process itself, which can
take months. Knowing the right official in the Investment Promotion
Authority enables some applicants to shorten or bypass this period
entirely, thus allowing claimants to avoid awkward challenges from those
who might contest the names of a company, at least in the short run
(Chapters 5 and 8). Other contacts, such as in the Lands Department,
are similarly helpful.

3. Literacy. Relatively advanced literacy standards and other skills, such as
accounting, can allow access to crucial information and facilitate the
constant but daunting bureaucratic processes involved in court filings
and company administration.

4. Ancestral knowledge. Claimants to Wafi-Golpu must, at a minimum,
provide some plausible customary claim to prospective sites. It is likely, for
example, that, in the early 1980s cases, the relatively erudite testimony
of Wampar witnesses helped their party win the case (see Chapter 5).
However, there are frequently glaring inconsistences between court
decisions, historical events and social affiliation, and legal success is likely
as much a matter of luck and timing as the substantive accuracy of such
testimony. However, participants in court cases see ancestral knowledge
as vital, and such stories are critical to the legitimacy of leaders (and
their causes) within the village. As discussed in the previous chapter,
Wampar widely believe sagaseg (‘clan’) or mpan (‘lineage’) to be owners
of land, and the capacity for these groups to be recognised as owners are
grounded in historical occupation or martial victory, evidenced by burial
sites, spirit places (ram a rop), customary boundary markers, coconut
trees or oral histories of migration and war. Should an individual want
people to rally substantial support and avoid challenges from prominent
individuals, it is helpful for a person or people allied with them to justify
their claims to land through such ancestral knowledge.

As the above factors should make clear, the efficacy of a landowner
association—whether in court or arguing with a state representative—
is not a straightforward conversion of the quantity of support into success.
Instead, the raw political challenge of faction building requires attracting
the right mix of people.
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For the remainder of this chapter, then, I trace an interplay between, on the
one hand, the ethically thick evaluations people make of local associations
and, on the other, how the resultant joining, withdrawal or voice shapes the
fate of that organisation. Conjoining these issues, I will show how varyingly
positioned actors engage with landowner associations in different ways and
to different degrees. Centrally, faction leaders and would-be followers face
asymmetric concerns that shape their relative engagement with associations.
Prospective members are torn between hope and anxiety regardless of which
side of membership they sit on. A hope that Wafi-Golpu is, maybe, the ‘next
big thing’ is tempered by worries that they might waste time, influence and
money on associations, only to have the executive not reciprocate, instead
dispensing employment and money to closer allies and kin. But if they
give up on landowner associations or make insufficient contributions, they
might fear missing out on the gains from Wafi-Golpu, either for lack of
being an active member or because the executive had lost all local support
and failed to gain mining-related benefit streams for anybody.

By contrast, leaders vying for influence around the Wafi-Golpu prospect
face two essential tasks. The first is to convince would-be followers that
they, indeed, represent a credible and plausible pathway to a better life,
thereby maintaining popular support. Second, they need to convince other
prominent figures in the local political scene to join them, or at least not
actively campaign against them, or—in the worst case—set up a rival
landowner association.

To begin unravelling all these factors, it is time to introduce the first
landowner association, the one with which I was most familiar: the Babwaf
Saab Landowners Association (BSLA). This is a multi-village coalition that
crosses the boundaries of sagaseg and, controversially, ethnolinguistic groups.
At the same time, it will become clear that, at time of my fieldwork, the
association had passed its period of ascendancy and was beset by scepticism
and upstart splinter groups formed in the face of the association’s ongoing
failures to gain recognition as a representative of the customary landowners

of Wafi-Golpu.

The BSLA Directors’ Meeting

In early September 2016, Wamped hosted a BSLA directors’ meeting
that drew members from all over the Markham Valley. In character, the
meeting was similar to many of the village-wide events that took place
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(Figures 4.1-4.2). Regional church conferences, volleyball tournaments
and election rallies all attract a wide range of people content to pay a few
kina, meet with relatives and friends, watch the festivities and enjoy the
change of pace the event represents. In this case, the main attraction was a
government employee who worked at the Investment Promotion Authority
(IPA) and had flown all the way from the capital, Port Moresby. The IPA
representative came to present two certificates for two newly baptised
legal entities. The first was for the Mare Women’s Association, headed by
Rosaline Bill, the wife of the president of the BSLA, Bill Itamar. The second
was for the Saab Babwaf Development Corporation, a newly incorporated
business linked to the BSLA, which was established to manage any business
opportunities that the Wafi-Golpu prospect might present.?

Figure 4.1: The sign announcing the BSLA directors meeting.

Note: It reads ‘Sababuaf Asociesen Klen Lidas Meeting’ [Saab Babuaf Association
Clan Leaders’ Meeting].

Source: Author.

3 This landowner association — landowner company connection was standard for all the associations
across the Wafi region. The Yanta Landowners Association was linked to Yanta Investment Limited, while
the Wale Babwaf Landowners Association was linked to Wale Babwaf Development Limited, and so on.
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Figure 4.2: A group of women organise for the upcoming meeting.
Source: Author.

The display of the guest and the associated certificate were central to
the significance of the directors’ meeting. They were credible, public
demonstrations of the influence and legitimacy of the BSLA; having the
connections to ‘pull’ (pulim) the IPA employee from Port Moresby signalled
the kinds of relationships that the association had. Furthermore, in a context
where people routinely produce possibly fraudulent documents of unknown
provenance, having a government official hand over such an incorporation
certificate reinforced its authenticity in the minds of all observers and those
who heard about the event.

The actual directors’ meeting took place before the IPA representative
arrived. It included the president, Bill Itamar, other office holders (the vice-
president, treasurer and secretary), a director or two from each Wampar
village, and representatives from each sagaseg. The meeting was held in a
temporary shaded area that I and others had helped the two Wamped directors
build the day before. The shelter had two sections, evincing both hierarchy
and bureaucracy. The directors’ area had yellow tarpaulin walls and steel
sheet roofing borrowed from neighbouring patrikin for the event. A large
wooden table sat in the middle and plastic chairs lined the inside. Here, the
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directors discussed their plans beyond the prying ears of the membership at
large, interested relatives and nosy anthropologists. The director from the
village of Ngasawapum justified the secrecy to the assembled directors: ‘It is
important to keep information ‘secure’ and ‘confidential’ [using the English
terms]. When we get letters telling us there is a BSLA meeting with the
agenda, people can't pass it on to all their brothers, so that the whole village
knows what’s happening.’

The outside area was for everyone else. While connected to the directors’
ples kol, it had only a sago leaf roof and no walls. Except for the wooden
benches around the edge, most people, and almost all the women, sat on
the floor. The area swarmed with guests. Most of them were BSLA members
from all over the Wampar-speaking region, as well as members from Adzera
and Bano speakers from the village of Gurokor. Others were from
Wamped itself, merely curious about what was going on. Women sat in
circles with mounds of bananas next to them as they prepared food for the
subsequent feast.

Outside the closed-off directors’ section of the ples ko/, many rumours about
the purpose of the meeting circulated. One pastor attracted a small gathering
of people because, although he was not officially part of the association’s
hierarchy, he was privy to information due to his senior position in the
church. He boasted about the future gains from Wafi-Golpu:

This is a world-class mine. It will improve all of PNG. All of Morobe
will get services—Wampar, Adzera, Watut.

He reassured onlookers of the moral fibre of the BSLA:

When we go to hotels, I make sure everyone walks the straight road.
Other directors might want to drink and get drunk, but I make sure
they have good pasin [‘behaviour’].

He also provided fleeting, if ambiguous, information about how he saw the
state of legal events around Wafi-Golpu:

Moresby has already decided that 1981 and 1982 are the relevant
decisions. Now, the court case is just between Bill and Nen. But all
the children who won Magentse stand behind Bill, not Nen. So now
companies are lining up to work with them, including HBS and
National Works. Work will go to some families.
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I include this quote unannotated because to the reader, as it was to many
listeners, the key referents—'1981, 1982°, ‘Nen’, ‘Magentse’, ‘HBS” and
‘National Works—will be unclear or only passingly understood, referring
to distant events, places or organisations. This ambiguity is characteristic of
the swirl of gossip and half-truths around the Wafi-Golpu project. The exact
political contours of the pastor’s claims will become apparent in subsequent
chapters. What I want to stress here is that, even without understanding
what exactly is going on, the message is clear: Bill and his organisation are
on the cusp of gaining recognition as customary landowners of Wafi-Golpu,
with only one final obstacle remaining, the case with ‘Nen’. However,
according to the pastor, this will easily be overcome, and contracts will be
forthcoming and distributed to supporters. Finally, precisely because of the
smattering of dates, events and official organisations, it certainly sounds like
the speaker has authoritative knowledge about what he is talking about.
For these very reasons, the onlookers hung on every word. Many attending
were members of the landowner association. Still, concrete information on
anything about Wafi-Golpu was hard to come by. To many, the court battles
and financial contributions seemed to drag on forever.

After the several hours—long director’s meeting finished, the formal
proceedings began with the representative from the IPA arriving, along
with Bill and some other special guests, welcomed by elaborate festivities
by singsing (dancing) groups. After they filed into shaded area, the delegates
and the association directors sat in a row of chairs while the regular members
sat on the floor to watch the presentation and the speeches.

The Saab Babwaf Development Corporation was part and parcel of the
landownerassociation’scomprehensive plan to forman ‘umbrella corporation’
where all the claimants of Wafi-Golpu would work together to manage the
benefits. The association directors had spent the past few months travelling
to meet allies from other claimant populations not affiliated with those
groups’ official (and antagonistic) landowner association. The idea was to
build a complete ‘social survey’ of the area, a list of everyone with different
work experience or job training. For those that lacked the experience, the
directors were considering renting a conference centre to serve as a training
hall. The hope was to use initial money from Wafi-Golpu to train young
people in the skills required for mine construction, such as welding, catering
and security, so that bringing in outsiders would be unnecessary.
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As Naga Jason, one of the two Wamped BSLA directors, put it, they planned
to ‘end fly in and fly out’ (FIFO), the practice where mining companies
fly in permanent staff involved in operating the mine from other parts of
PNG and Australia and for a short time before flying them back home.
In practice, most of FIFO labourers are domestic, and form a high-skilled
domestic workforce hired to work at the country’s various mines on a
rostered basis (see Filer 2021). While the FIFO ‘may even be considered
as a sort of “labour aristocracy” within the wage-earning population’ (Filer
2021: 360) due to the geographic and social mobility of the sector, FIFO in
PNG is nota case of a tranche of foreigners working all the technically skilled
jobs associated with the extractive sector. Notwithstanding this reality, the
widespread local perception of FIFO is as another form of extraction; as
Naga declared, ‘If you have work, you bring your wife and kids here. When
your children ask for vegetables or fruit, you buy them from women in the
village. The money stays here.’

After receiving the certificates, different guests addressed the crowd.
The speeches summarise some of the hopes and fears surrounding the
Wafi-Golpu project. First, Bill's daughter, who had finished her high school
education and was planning to begin tertiary study in New Zealand, spoke
about the importance of the Mare Women’s Association:

In our culture, men are the boss. Women dont have a say in
development. While helping people up at Bulolo, I felt sorry for the
women of my village. Men don’t think about the struggles of women.
This certificate is the foundation to start that work.

Bill finished the proceedings, giving a stirring speech filled with information
about the legal struggle for Wafi-Golpu and rousing rhetoric, the one
I opened this chapter with:

The process is still ongoing. But you will dance again when we are
declared the owners of Wafi-Golpu [applause]. You will dance at the
launching of the business project at Mare [louder applause]. And
you will dance about ownership in Dzifasing [roars and beating
of drums]. Not long now.

Following the speeches, everyone began distributing and eating the vast
piles of food prepared for the meeting. A handful of Naga’s pigs had been
slaughtered, while a cattle ranch from Dzifasing village had sent a single,
slightly bony cow—not a small gesture, although smaller than the executive
had hoped for. Ross Seymour, the member of parliament for Huon Gulf
District, was invited but did not make an appearance.
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Architecture of the BSLA

The BSLA meeting was one of the association’s irregular, highly public
gatherings. The meeting illustrates the kinds of hopes invoked by the
organisation, the different levels of engagement people have, and its various
associated entities, such as the inaugurated Sab Babwaf Development
Corporation. The BSLA itself is an incorporated entity created on
28 November 2014. As a landowner association, its various properties (as a
corporation that can acquire, hold, dispose of property, capable of suing and
being sued, and so on) and the steps required to apply for incorporation are
anchored by the Associations Incorporation Act 1966, legal precedent and the
IPA’s procedures for registration. The procedure for becoming a member,
cessation of membership, election of the office bearers of the association
and process for annual general meetings are, in turn, anchored by the
association’s constitution as well as the local precedent for applying those
procedures. As with official church meetings, association meeting minutes
are carefully recorded in writing, along with motions and supporting votes.

Officially, the association has an executive committee, which is constituted
by the office bearers of the association—as mentioned above, the president,
vice-president, treasurer and secretary—plus three ordinary members.
These positions are supplemented by the aforementioned ‘directors—one
for each Wampar village plus a representative from each sagaseg in Mare—
who do not hold official positions but play more active roles than rank-and-
file members. Finally, registered members pay a yearly subscription fee of
20 kina (about 7 US dollars at the time of my fieldwork).

The BSLA membership can be substantively divided into three broad
categories, depending on their level of involvement and position within
the association hierarchy: (1) Bill, the president, who travels to Lae almost
every day to meet with government officials, potential business partners,
and lawyers to make filings at court, except on Sunday, for church, and
Thursday, to give his back a rest from the jolting potholes of the Wau—Bulolo
Highway; (2) a core group of engaged members who sometimes accompany
Bill and attend events such as court cases, which might include committee
members, directors or ordinary members; and (3) regular members who
show up to general meetings, occasionally give money to fundraising
efforts, but otherwise do not have an active role in the association. The
separation between the categories here is deliberately exaggerated. There is
variation across time and between individuals in the extent to which people
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move between the second and third categories. How often people in the
second category accompany Bill on his outings arguably indexes the level of
support for the BSLA or the cautiousness of some members keen to witness
events for themselves.

While the association boasts members from across the Wampar-speaking
villages in the Markham Valley, the heart of the association is the Sab Wampar
area, especially Mare. I could never acquire a complete list of association
members. However, based on household surveys, I estimate around 83 per
cent of households in Mare have BSLA members, compared to 50 per cent
in Wamped and only 17 per cent in Dzifasing. There are various reasons
for this concentration. As discussed in Chapter 3, Sib Wampar claim
more recent occupation in the vicinity of Wafi-Golpu; the original three
Wampar participants in the early 1980s court cases over land near the
prospect hailed from the Sab Wampar region (two from Mare and one from
Wamped) (see Chapter 5); and finally, the fact that the association’s current
manifestation as a sustained, if waning, multi-village coalition is mostly a
product of Bill’'s ongoing influence, and he originates from Mare.

Spiritual Foundations of the BSLA

Bill’s involvement in the Wafi-Golpu project stretches back to the 1990s.
When I met him in 2016, Bill often wore crisp, collared shirts and a driving
cap. He was a regular sight on the Wau—Bulolo Highway in the front
passenger seat of his bright yellow public mortor vehicle, which enabled him
to travel frequently to and from Lae. Neither of Bill’s parents were prominent
political figures, nor were they particularly well-off. After his mother died
when he was a child, Bill was raised by his mother’s sister, who paid for
Bill’s school fees using money from the then-booming betelnut trade. Bill
did well in school, so Lae Technical College sponsored him to study clerical
and business studies between 1972 and 1973. He spent some time going
to and from Enga Province and Port Moresby, working and studying.
During this time, he married Rosaline Luther, also from Mare, in 1978.
After graduating in 1980, Bill travelled to the Eastern Highlands, beginning
work as a business development officer for the provincial government
before reaching high levels of public administration as a provincial financial
adviser in 1989 and provincial planner in the early 1990s. While working
for the government in Goroka, he had a life-changing encounter with the

Pentecostal Christian Life Church (CLC).
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Bill recounts his life before CLC as full of indiscretion. He chewed betelnut,
drank and frequented clubs in Port Moresby. In his youth he played in an
acoustic band around Morobe—and still has a starburst-shaped tattoo on
his forehead from that period. He also played basketball semi-professionally
and was selected to represent PNG at the Pacific Games. However, during
his stay in the Eastern Highlands, Bill met Pastor John Kemp, who converted
Bill and his wife to born-again Christianity. So, while Bill studied public
finances and accounting in Goroka, he also deepened his faith. Although
many churchgoers attempt to swear off betelnut, Bill was the only person
I met who actually abstains from the addictive substance.

Bill periodically returned to Mare throughout the 1980s and early 1990s
as a changed man. At the time, the Lutheran Church had a spiritual
monopoly in the region, and when Bill started a branch of the CLC church,
the Lutheran orthodoxy was none too pleased. According to witnesses
from both sides of the schism, Lutheran followers arrived at Bill’s house
brandishing machetes, spears, axes and burning coconuts, forcing Bill to
move his house to the very edge of the village. Using iron sheets from a
structure where he once stored beer, Bill made the roof for the new CLC
church. Over many years, Lutherans gradually accepted the CLC because
God was on the Pentecostals’ side—at least according to the latter.

Bill's rising religious fortunes coincided with his political ascendancy.
Although his 1992 run for the Huon Gulf electorate was unsuccessful,
he was elected as ward councillor of Mare in 1997 and again in 2002.
During his tenure, Bill convinced the Mare community to collectively fund
a gravity-based water distribution system with standing taps throughout
the village. Because the spring supplying it is on uncontested Moswarang
(Bill's sagaseg) land, no land disputes were occasioned by the installation
of the pipe system. This water piping system still functions to this day,
with taps dispersed throughout the village, making the lives of residents,
especially women, in Mare substantially easier than those of their Wamped
counterparts.

In 1997, at the peak of Bill’s political rise, the Mare village gathering voted
for Bill to lead Wampar on Wafi-Golpu-related matters. At that time, the
group practically involved with Wafi-Golpu were a handful of prominent
men from Mare and Wamped, plus their allies from the neighbouring
Watut group (see Chapter 5). From this position, in the face of various legal
challenges, Bill forged multiple connections across the Wampar region into
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the current pan-village coalition. Such coalition building is illustrated by
Bill’s long-time political relationship with Naga Jason, one of the Wamped
directors of the BSLA mentioned earlier.

In 1991, during one of Bill’s trips back to the Markham Valley, Naga,
a Lutheran Church elder at the time, converted to Pentecostalism. Naga and
Bill, along with other new converts, proceeded to found the CLC church
in Wamped. Like Bill, Naga recounts a born-again story: he previously had
‘terrible pasin [behaviour]’, drinking and fighting. He complained that:

The holy spirit is not in the Lutheran Church. If it were, you would
feel it; you would become happy. Instead, we just sat around and
mumbled. You used not to be able to sing with a guitar in the
Lutheran Church. Now you do; they had to copy us.

Naga, the oldest surviving member of ten siblings, was born in the 1950s in
Wamped. His father was a Lutheran evangelist in the Southern Highlands
for seven years, which is where Naga spent his early years. Naga studied
carpentry, enabling him to teach technical skills at Minanda District Mission
School, before returning to Wamped and working for New Guinea Builders
over the next three years. Naga also has kinship connections to some of
the other claimants to the Wafi-Golpu area—Naga’s paternal grandmother
is the young girl whom Wampar speakers stole from Bano speakers after

a fight at the Waem (see Chapter 3).

Initially, the CLC church members gathered outside Naga’s house, adjacent
to the Wau—Bulolo road. In those early years, the CLC had assistance from
Pentecostal churches abroad, with a New Zealand Pentecostal preacher,
Francis W. Rodney, visiting Wamped to preach the ‘power of the holy
spirit’. Despite this outside assistance, the incumbent Lutherans did not
react well. People threw stones at Naga’s house, threatened to burn it
down, and attempted to ensorcell him. Like events in Mare, Wamped
gradually accepted the CLC, opening the door for other non-Lutheran
denominations to proliferate. Benedict, the CLC pastor for Wamped,
explained with a smile, ‘All these churches came the easy way. There were
no fights’. Like Bill, Naga connected the spread of Pentecostalism with a
political career, being elected ward councillor for Wamped in 1997 and
again in 2002, making both Bill and Naga councillors of the two Sab villages
over the same period.
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Figure 4.3: Bill Itamar (left) and Naga Jason (right) standing in front
of Fantsif, a Wampar ram a rop (sacred site) near Wafi Creek.

Source: Author.

As a result of these connections, throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s,
Bill managed to gather an alliance of key figures in the Sab Wampar region
who now constitute the BSLA office holders. Bill’s political positions and
his (ongoing) leadership of the BSLA appear linked to his introduction of
Pentecostalism to the Sib Wampar area and his successful run as a councillor,
providing connections across regional divisions. More fundamentally, they
make him a trustworthy and moral figure in the eyes of many. Finally,
his remarkably long educational and administrative experience gives him
credible competence as a save man (educated or knowledgeable person).
Although Bill is, in one way or another, related to the other association
committee members and directors, none are close consanguineal or affinal
kin. Likewise, the directors from different villages do not routinely interact
outside the context of the association or other village-wide or regional events.
Instead, committee membership comprises a range of current, previous
or aspirational political actors from across the Wampar region. Naga, for
example, positions himself as a custodian of dzob a mogeran (‘stories from
before’), providing ancestral stories to courts and interested anthropologists
such as myself. Bill also gained the help of the children of two of the original
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Wampar witnesses to the 1980s cases—Nanit Intu and Samuel Peats, the
former being the current deputy chairman and the latter the second director
from Wamped—which reinforces the legitimacy of the association in the
eyes of many. Thus, rather than an incorporation of any pre-existing social
grouping or one based on a (mis)reading of a pre-existing social category,
the network of individuals that constituted the BSLA in 2016 was a political
coalition assembled by Bill and his allies, attracted by his assumed ability to
deliver a better life vis-a-vis Wafi-Golpu. Likewise, Bill and Naga’s tack from
Pentecostal evangelism to factional politics, far from being a turn from the
sacred to the grubby profane, instead represented a continuity, since both
involved political manoeuvring against sceptical rivals and were part of a
general, collectively constituted, ethical project towards better living.

Contesting Parties: Gossip, Rumours
and Disquiet

Despite the impressive breadth of the BSLA, its position was by no means
uncontested. After my initial few months in Wamped, before I knew about
the BSLA, I had begun to despair about the (apparent) lack of discussion
about Wafi-Golpu in the village. My research concerned emerging forms
of social inequality related to Wafi-Golpu. However, any talk about the
mine, whether at the village meeting or over dinner, was strikingly absent.
Eventually, I met Naga and learned about the BSLA. During my first
prolonged conversation with him about the mine, he narrated a confusing
array of names and court cases that I did not fully understand: the BSLA
were in court with someone from the Watut region named Thomas Nen,
the president of the Wale Babwaf Landowners Association, over the use
of the name Babuaf (see Chapter 6).

Nevertheless, I formed a nascent hypothesis that, although the prospect
might not generally be of interest in the village, at least one group was
engaged in what sounded like protracted litigation with another association,
one that nominally represented the interests of a different ethnolinguistic
group. Pleased with my discovery, I went to talk to one of my close
interlocutors, Reuben Tetang, a young, university-educated man who worked
as an agricultural officer in the provincial administration. I hoped he could
elucidate the contest between BSLA and this “Wale Babwaf Landowners
Association’. Far from dispelling my confusion, Reuben informed me that
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many people were suspicious of the BSLA, who only claimed to represent
Wampar interests. Indeed, he revealed that he had founded and was the
president of the Saab Landowners Association (SLA).

The discovery of three similarly named associations made my head spin.
However, after that conversation with Reuben, and over the next few months,
it gradually became apparent that my initial impression of ‘silence’ about
Wati-Golpu was not based on a lack of interest but instead on deeply felt
interpersonal tensions, often with long histories and lingering resentments.

Although the SLA is confined to Wamped, like the BSLA, it includes various
prominent political figures, such as the village gathering chairman, and it
cross-cuts village areas and affiliations of descent. The rival association is
best seen as a union of multiple political players who do not trust Bill,
Samuel or Naga for various reasons. Notably, Naga’s time as councillor is
recalled in more contested terms than Bill’s. Nevertheless, the SLA, too, was
contentious. It managed to circumvent the required public notice period,
so the BSLA executives did not seem to be aware of the SLA’s existence for
much of my stay in the field. To illustrate how political affiliation rarely
easily maps onto kinship relations, Samuel, Naga’s fellow Wamped director,
is Reuben’s birth mother’s brother, a customarily strong relationship.

Although Reuben is the SLA chairman, his supporters and rivals associate
the association with Reuben’s adoptive father and birth father’s brother,
Joseph Tetang. Born in Wamped, Joseph now lives in Dzifasing with his
wife. Like Bill, Joseph is one of the many political players in the Wampar
region, having unsuccessfully run for election as the Huon Gulf member
of parliament (MP) four times, including directly against Bill. He remains
connected at the provincial level, having previously served on the Provincial
Land Board. Reuben, whose birth father is Joseph’s elder brother, studied
agriculture at Joseph’s prompting, although having witnessed the many
landownership disputes in and around the village, Reuben once dryly
commented that he wished that he had studied law.

These rival associations are the product of, and reinforce, other local tensions.
As I came to comprehend the importance of the BSLA in factional politics
over Wafi-Golpu, I learned that my adopted mpan, Dzain Gone, was also
involved in an ongoing court case with Naga’s mpan, Wusuwis, over land
and timber ownership. Furthermore, my host family was sceptical of both
Joseph and Naga and, therefore, of both the SLA and BSLA. After those

revelatory months of my fieldwork, it felt like a light had been turned on,
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and I finally began comprehending the fractious politics of the prospective
mine. Nevertheless, that light also revealed that I was in the middle of a
web of tense divisions, possessing knowledge seemingly unavailable to
others. Accordingly, I was reluctant to be seen affiliating publicly with any
particular party for a long time.

After much reflection, I eventually began attending court with the various
members of the BSLA and learned about the court cases they were engaged
in. While I overestimated the extent to which familial tensions would affect
my relationships with the association, my presence at court outings did
not go unnoticed. Shortly after my first trip to the Provincial Land Court,
I attended a funeral, and a man affiliated with Joseph came to sit next to
me and offered the explanation reproduced at the opening of this chapter:

I saw you going to and from court with rompog [grandfather] Naga,
Samuel and Bill. I wanted to tell you that Naga, Samuel and Bill
are not the principal landowners of Wafi. They are just witnesses to
testify [on behalf of the real landowners]. The actual landowners are
different. They [the BSLA members] just want to go inside [to be
included in benefits].

These were perennial complaints about the BSLA. As another critic put it:

In actual fact, Bill [Itamar] is not the landowner. He is trying to
hijack this ... Moswarang [Bill’s sagaseg] are the owners of land here
in Mare but not up there [near the Wafi-Golpu prospect] ... Samuel
and Intu are just the children of those who gave testimony [in the
1980s]. They are not actual landowners.

These complaints were supplemented by various other accusations with
varying degrees of hyperbole and plausibility: for example, that the BSLA
committee travelled all over Morobe recruiting non-Wampar members
before staying at fancy hotels to drink all the money they collected. These
concerns directly speak to people’s pervasive fears about such associations,
all loaded with ethical weight: that they are being taken advantage of, that
leaders might not share, and will violate their trust.

Within Mare itself, such schisms are even more acute. In 2008, the Minister
for Justice established the Special Land Titles Commission (SLTC) to
consider customary ownership of Wafi Prospect Land (see Chapter 5)
and settle land disputes once and for all. People recalled that the SLTC
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notice explained that ‘if your clan had land, you need to register’, which
immediately prompted a scramble to do so; as the Tsuwaif sagaseg claimant
put it:

When the [S]LTC came up, we didn’t talk. People just went and
registered. Bill went first, then Montar, Ngasab, Onges [two sagaseg
and a mpan]. I came last. The [S]LTC had already started.

Many in Mare rue the fractious state of affairs, as the village is otherwise a
more politically coordinated village than other Wampar villages. After the
SLTC began, the village held meetings trying to organise ‘speaking with
one voice’, but one of the faction leaders refused, demanding he lead any
subsequent association. As one pastor complained, ‘Everyone is obsessed
with husat i gat nem |literally, ‘who has a name’, as in ‘who has prestige/
recognition as landowners or leaders’]. This is killing us.’

Talking about the contesting parties with the BSLA directors was a sensitive
topic. Critics were quickly written off as ‘greedy’ or ‘selfish’ themselves.
Pushing directors on how they saw rival parties’ claims could be too easily
seen as giving those claims merit. When I asked Bill about the rival groups,
he confronted the question more directly, explaining that these actors:

believe that clans should be the owners [of the land to host Wafi-
Golpu]. They claim that we [the BSLA] think we are the landowners
and that they are [the landowners] instead. However, this is not the
case for three reasons. Number one, I believe that it is better to work
together as Sab because as individual clans we can't fight outsiders,
we can’t win [court] cases. Number two, the winner of the [1980s]
court case was Sab, not any individual clan. The three representatives
[in the 1980s cases], Peats Go, Intu Ninitz and Go Noah, stood to
represent all the clans. Finally, three, the other problem is maintained
interest [as landowners]. [Other clans] are not actively using the land
[near Wafi-Golpu] for hunting, fishing or gardening. We live a long
way from the mine itself, so the clans do not actively maintain their
interest [as landowners]. That is one aspect of our submission [to
the SLTC]: we emphasise Wampar that live in Tseats and in Yanta
[nearer Wafi-Golpu]. So now we are all waiting for the decision [of
the SLTC]. Everyone is greedy, breaking everyone up. Everyone
wants to go first [olgeta man i laik go pas].

These concerns are consistent problems both for Bill and his allies.
A frequent complaint voiced all over the Wafi-Golpu area by impacted
communities, government representatives and company employees alike is
the above-quoted ‘olgeza man i laik go pas. Literally, this means ‘everyone
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wants to go first’, but I take it to capture a sentiment that ‘everyone wants to
be a leader’, being often voiced alongside complaints that ‘the village has too
many leaders’. Accordingly, one of the critical issues would-be leaders face
is convincing others to follow their proposed plans, with factional leaders
relying solely on persuasion to achieve this aim. Men like Bill must assemble
broad (but not too broad) coalitions involving enough people to support
the association financially. At the same time, they seek to ally with other
would-be leaders who might ‘7 laik go pas’ or, at any sign of trouble, push
themselves forward. To this end, creating a broad consensus over leadership
does not just mean having more people to assist with land disputes. Without
general support, another leader might torpedo public forums, form their
own association or take Bill to court over the question of who represents
Wampar. Disunity might drag a leader into a churning mass of cases, which
hardly helps build support. In this respect, leaders like Bill face a constant
struggle to convince people to join their association, throw their time and
support behind him or, at least, not actively sabotage it.

Why Join a Landowner Association?
Traim Tasol

Most Sab Wampar face quite different concerns vis-a-vis Wafi-Golpu and
its competing factions. For them, the struggle for preferential access to
anticipated benefit streams is the opposite of an everyday matter. Bill might
spend his days going to and from Lae to meet with prospective business
partners and file court papers, all while his extended family tends his
gardens. However, for most, membership of the BSLA involves attending
the occasional meeting and contributing the occasional bit of money,
but otherwise going about their lives. If one of Bill’s primary struggles is
convincing other political actors, as well as less active individuals, to join
and give money to the association, then for most people the central dilemma
is whether this person actually can deliver what they promise.

In practice, most people take a fairly pragmatic approach, encapsulated
by ‘traim tasol, literally meaning ‘just try it’, and which is idiomatically
close to ‘suck it and see’. Most high-reward activities considered here—
logging arrangements, anticipated benefit streams, political patronage—
are highly uncertain. While those more directly involved in the BSLA are
likely to receive gains should the association be somehow successful, others
face a denser fog of uncertainty—uncertainty over the gains on offer, the
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intentions of the mining company, what directors might distribute and the
chances of success. Accordingly, my sense is that many people hedge their
bets: voting for a prospective politician, trying logging, joining as a member
or trying out a new church, but not necessarily pouring their pockets and
hearts into the new venture, or at least not doing so indefinitely.

As elsewhere in the world, politicking factions are viewed with suspicion
(Bailey 1969: 2, 21). Even if the figure of the ‘grassroots landowner’ is
vested with moral weight throughout PNG (Burton 1997; Jorgensen 1997;
Filer 2006: 67; Stead 2017), those who organise and act as landowner
representatives, such as those who head landowner associations, are also
routinely maligned as greedy, corrupt or standing in the way of development
(Golub 2014: 170). For critics of the BSLA, there is a suspicion that much
of the talk about mining is more akin to a pyramid scheme (Cox 2018; Beer
2022), entirely based on self-interest or, worse, a modern manifestation of
the long-discredited ‘cargo cult’ (Abong and Tabani 2013).

Beyond claims that the BSLA was misrepresenting ‘real’ landowners, there
was widespread scepticism about whether the association’s leadership would
actually distribute benefits and, even if they did so, whether they would be
put to good use. Doubt is often rooted in stories from other mines in the
country or from Wamped’s experience with logging. Stefan Tsamun, a self-
described environmental activist, argued that Wafi-Golpu would be:

like in Hidden Valley—only one person manages the royalties, he uses
them and bribes the others. People don't see the royalties. Logging
companies have operated here for a long time, but [gesturing around
the village] do you see any changes? People get small amounts of
money, and [mimes eating, rubs stomach, then gestures out his
buttocks to indicate defecating] it’s gone.

Here, Stefan’s mime invoked the familiar and persistent contrast between
‘fast money’, money quickly consumed on food or betelnut, and money one
‘sweats’ for, that is spent (ideally) carefully and gradually, the latter being
more virtuous than the former (Cox 2018).

Even if associations are well-meaning, people are suspicious about the
intentions of the WGJV. Stefan, again, articulates these concerns sharply:

These two giants [Harmony and Newcrest Mining, the joint owners
of WGJV] design mining in a way that helps sustain Australia’s
development and South Africa. They think, ‘You, you black people,
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you aren’t educated’, So they come and create divisions. They break
us in half, get the minerals, and leave ... Harmony made good mines
in South Africa with good environmental plans. They must apply
the same here. We are not animals here, but they come and dump
all their waste here, mess up our lives. All while they work a better
mine in their country. They need to do the same thing here. We are
not animals.

Finally, I suspect most people’s reluctance to join the associations is driven
by baseline scepticism rather than strongly stated critique. Discussing Wafi-
Golpu with my host family, I asked why they were not involved in any
of the associations. Their answer directly related to their disappointments
with logging: ‘How much will we actually get once all the royalties are
distributed to each and every person around Wafi? A few 20-kina notes?
Cocoa is much better.’

Given these doubts, Bill and other leaders spend substantial amounts of
time not only assuring people of the vastness of future benefits and the
moral fibre of the BSLA but also their necessary role in standing up for
local landowners against both WG]V and the government. Defenders of the
association frequently draw on religious themes, as illustrated by the CLC
pastor reassuring the assembled crowd of the BSLA directors’ good pasin.
Similarly, Bill’s speeches often have the quality of an evangelical sermon,
with call and response from the audience, drawing on biblical metaphors
about the ‘flood of blessings’ that Wafi-Golpu will bring to the region.

This is all to say that, although conflict between factions and the gains
from these competitions drive people to work in more clearly demarcated
groups, the consequences of this process are more attenuated for casual
members than for faction leaders. The conflict reinforces a long-standing
disagreements between Joseph and Bill, for example, and, as gossip
indicates, these tensions certainly extend to their followers. However, those
who are less strongly attached can #7aim tasol or wait for a more credible
project. Factional competition sharply demarcates those at the top, and the
more successful a faction is, the more people are willing to affiliate with
the association routinely. However, if and when promises fail to be kept,
lower-level members are content to drift away from the association.
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Loyalty and Voice: Ol i No Gat Kaikai

The BSLA, then, faces an increasingly acute problem in producing evidence
that they will, in fact, get anything out of Wati-Golpu. Before construction
begins, Wafi-Golpu is chiefly a bet that leaders hope will work out. The
leaders in rival, recognised associations around Wafi-Golpu reap some
immediate benefits. For example, Sam Basil, the former MP for Wau—Bulolo
District, bought the associations Land Cruisers. However, WG]V and the
government do not regard any Wampar faction as customary landowners of
Wati-Golpu. They do not invite the BSLA or any other Sab Wampar group
to the more regular stakeholder conferences. In this context, the BSLA has
claimed for many years that their long-sought-after recognition is just one
more COUrt case away.

By the time I arrived in the field, this promise was wearing thin, with many
observing of the association, ‘o/ i no gat kaikas'. This literally means ‘they
do not have food’, but metaphorically, it is a claim that their promises have
no substance and cannot deliver. Had the BSLA been solely evaluated on its
capacity to provide tangible evidence of future rewards, Bill’s coalition would
have long since dissolved. Those in the inner circle of the association—
such as Naga—are also among those most clearly placed to form alternative
factions. However, all these men have long histories of interaction and trust
with one another and are, in a word, loyal. As Hirschman stresses:

the importance of loyalty from our point of view is that it can
neutralize within certain limits the tendency of the most quality-
conscious ... members to be the first to exit ... [As] result of loyalty,
these potentially most influentia ... members will stay on longer than
they would ordinarily, in the hope or, rather, reasoned expectation
that improvement or reform can be achieved from within’. Thus
loyalty, far from being irrational, can serve the socially useful purpose
of preventing deterioration from becoming cumulative, as it so often
does when there is no barrier to exit. (Hirschman 1970: 79)

I would not express their continued affiliation in Hirschman’s stark terms.
However, the practical consequence of staying with the association has the
self-fulfilling results that Hirschman describes: enabling the association to
continue to exist in the hope of a lucky break.
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The remaining core, consisting of the committee plus some more dedicated
members, are far from the steely eyed hustlers their critics would claim.
Instead, like their battle to bring Pentecostal Christianity to the region,
their struggles have a deeply ethical character, with the protagonists seeing
themselves as long-neglected landowners locked in heroic opposition to
their critics, other claimants, WGJV and the PNG state. On the eve of an
important court session, a pastor led a long prayer for the success of the
BSLA, comparing the association to the biblical David in his epic struggle
against Goliath. David, he reminded the group, was a forgiving man, a man

of ‘bel isi’:

In the future, our children will thank their ancestors for this struggle;
they will thank Nanit, Samuel, Naga, Bill, Gogisa, Nathaniel, for
their fight. We pray that there will be no corruption in the case.
We pray that pasin bilong Satan [Satanic ways/behaviour] will not
corrupt the case. There will be no bribery or confusion in people’s
minds. We pray to forgive Thomas Nen. We pray to Jesus for our
victory. All of Morobe will benefit from this one cup [the anticipated
benefit streams of Wafi-Golpu], one bowl, one tea afterwards.
We will share the fruits of our labour with Yanta, Hengambu [two
opposing parties], all of Morobe.

That said, continued loyalty does not mean uncomplaining loyalty. While
the demands of factional competition and subsequent success can bind
people together, the opposite pulls factions apart; thus, the prolonged
inability has created tensions within the core membership of the BSLA
across the Wampar region, and constant litigation without clear victory has
drained both hopes and pockets. As Samuel complained after yet another
fruitless visit to the Provincial Land Court:

The case is going on and on and on. We told the lawyer, ‘Finish it’!
We won the case [referring to 1981 and 1982 cases] already! Just get
rid of [Thomas] Nen. Get rid of this and let the Special Land Titles
Commission decide. We have the case already. We told her, “We do
not have much money—we are just villagers'. We have gathered up
our toea [cents], but we have a lot of debt, large debts with the lawyer.
Big debt! We owe her 2,764 kina already. After today, probably
3,000. We are trying to scrape together some money—today, we put
in 50 kina. Now that has gone. We have spent everything on this
case. Everything.
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Frustrated association members face the opaque problem of what, exactly,
could be done to improve their fortunes. Court cases often entail waiting,
so many central complaints are over who contributes money and to what
extent. As outlined above, Mare is the undisputed political heart of Wampar
legal action around Wafi-Golpu. However, among Wampar speakers,
economic power rests predominately in the north, particularly with
Dzifasing’s sprawling cattle ranches and markets flanking the Highlands
Highway.* As such, representatives from Drzifasing publicly complained
about the lack of contributions from their southern counterparts despite
Mare and Wamped undertaking most of the political organising. Privately,
some members suggested that the BSLA would have collapsed long ago if
not for persistent support from the Zifasing Cattle Ranch, while critics were
more strident, claiming that the ranch had been hollowed out in support of
a ‘cargo cult’.’ As Bill lamented after one BSLA rally in Mare:

Mare doesn’t understand [kisim rok]. The money we see is from the
other side [north of the Markham]. Mare, they sit around and listen
[at events]. They always clap a lot. But giving? No.

Such shortfalls in fundraising and the inability of the association to find
sustained, broad-based financial support from the north had put acute
pressure on Bill and his allies. Due to the limited pockets of Sab Wampar,
the sheer length of the struggle, and the gradually atrophying support base
of the BSLA, they have resorted to an even broader recruiting strategy.

Controversial Alliances

During the BSLA directors’ meeting with which I opened this chapter, my
host mother’s sister, Anug Pets, confined herself to her house. When she saw
me, she chastised me for spending my time at the directors’ meeting, “There
are ngaeng opang [witches] around’. By ngaeng opang, she was referring to
people from Adzera, from further up the Markham Valley, who are believed
to be the source of opang (witchcraft). On the day, however, the visitors
were not coming to bewitch people. Instead, Adzera had come for the BSLA
directors’ meeting to dance and feast because they were members of the
association (Figure 4.4).

4 Zifasing Cattle Ranch is the main, collectively owned ranch that s registered as a Special Agricultural
Business Lease. However, there are somewhere between a dozen and two dozen smaller family-owned
ranches both in Drzifasing and Tararan (Schwoerer, personal communication, May 2024).

5  Schwoerer, personal communication, March 2019.
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Figure 4.4: A singsing (dance) group from Adzera at the BSLA directors’
meeting.
Source: Author.

A bus from Adzera had arrived early the day before the meeting, loaded
with people, coconuts and bananas for the next day’s celebration. Reuben,
a man from Adzera visiting not just as a member of the BSLA but also as a
kinsman, was quite direct about the nature of the relationship between
his family and the BSLA. He was a former teacher and was now a district
director of elementary schools. Naga’s sister was married to a man from his
family—one of the first marriages with a male non-Wampar in Wamped.
Occasionally, Naga asked Reuben’s family for money to help them with the
numerous court cases over Wafi. Unprompted, Reuben explained: I said to
Naga, “If you win the court case and you start receiving money, you must
thank us. If you get work with the mine, send some contracts to our family.
Don’t forget us”.’

The relationship between the BSLA and their members in Adzera was not
atypical. While the BSLA is primarily a Wampar association, it also have
numerous connections with smaller associations across the region, with
the larger organisation patronising several smaller ones. These associations
are politically subservient to the core alliance and are typically marginal
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in some way—whether women’s organisations or groups treated more
paternalistically by Wampar—using this opportunity to get a foothold in
the Wafi-Golpu prospect.

Anthropologists examining extractive projects and expanding commercial
areas have long stressed that the gains (and costs) of mining continue to
fall along these gendered lines as well (Macintyre 2003, 2017; Beer 2018;
Wardlow 2020). However, this does not mean women are absent from
debates and organising around the mine. As recounted at the director’s
meeting, Rosaline ran the Mare Women’s Association and had connections to
the BSLA as Bill’s wife. Rosaline explained why the association was formed:

The government will recognise us, and now it will send us services.
Before, we were just in the bush. However, this association means
they will see and supply us with a road, a car, and other services.

In this fashion, women are less centred in the prominent conflicts over future
mining benefits, but, as in Lihir, they nevertheless organise associations to

lobby WGJV and the state (Macintyre 2003).

Women’s associations emerge from the same gendered and spiritually
unequal context outlined in Chapter 3. As Macintyre (2017: 5; see also
Scheyvens 2003) explains, Christian education and the church-based
organisations established in the context of colonial administration—like
the Young Women’s Christian Association and the Girl Guides—opened up
new options for women to define and pursue their interests (Beer 2018: 10).
As noted in the previous chapter, there is a tight connection between public-
facing female political participation and church involvement. Margaret
Kilamu, the only female director in the BSLA, was emblematic of these
entanglements of church, gender and ethnic affiliation.

Margaret’s involvement in the BSLA was partly motivated by her genealogical
connections. After the death of Fafra and the expulsion of Gabantsidz from
the Wamped Valley, but before the arrival of the missionaries, Wampar
living in the valley frequently clashed with Bano speakers® to the southwest.
During one of these fights, Bano speakers from the village of Gurokor stole
a Wampar boy sleeping in a small net bag (bilum). His Wampar name was
Anki, which made him a member of Dzeaganston sagaseg, but his Bano
name was Gwanili. Gwanili was Margaret’s paternal grandfather’s father.

6 A Mumeng dialect also shared by Yanta, Hengambu and other Hahiv communities.



4. LANDOWNER ASSOCIATIONS

Margaret was born in 1960 and her father was a Lutheran pastor. Despite
Gurokor having no cocoa, coffee or betelnut to sell, nor a primary school
at the time, her parents raised the necessary school fees by selling garden
produce, and Margaret finished grade 10 at a nearby school. After finishing
school, she worked for Tiangsheng Construction for six years doing reception
work and later architectural drafting. Building on her relationship with
Wampar, Margaret brought the first cocoa seeds to Gurokor from Wamped.
She got married and, after pressure from her husband, quit her job to return
to Gurokor. In the village, she rose to become chair of the Lutheran women’s
group for 12 years before, in a familiar connection between the church and
Wafi-Golpu politics, she founded the Putukay Landowners Association
and became involved in the court cases around customary ownership of
Wafi-Golpu. This association represented the Putukay clan, a set of people
who can trace descent from the stolen Wampar child and, depending on
whom you ask, also belong to Dzeaganston sagaseg. More practically, the
affiliation with Gurokor gave the BSLA connections with people who are
physically much more proximate to the Wafi-Golpu prospect than present-
day Wampar speakers. These affiliated associations—Putukay Landowners
Association, the Mare Women’s Group and the Adzera members—made an
almost fractal pattern around the BSLA. The BSLA itself promised a better
life, in a patrimonial fashion, for both its core and its peripheral members.
At the same time, the association had a similar subsidiary relationship with
various other associations, which, in turn, had prospective patrimonial ties
inside them.

While PNG has a poor record in gender equity, social conflict and gendered
violence generally, the uniformly peripheral role of the women’s association
and women in landowner associations across the Wafi-Golpu area is, at
first blush, surprising. Even if most women (and, one would add, most
men) do not take outspoken positions in public life, there have been several
notable cases of high-profile women in Wampar political life (Beer 2018).
For example, Enny Moaitz, from the Wampar village of Gabsongkeg, was
the first female premier of Morobe Province and, like Margaret, Moaitz’s
biography is deeply enmeshed with the Lutheran Church (Beer 2018: 357).
Likewise, anecdotally at least, women seem more likely to be commercially
successful than men, insofar as they more likely raise money and actually
hold onto it for future reinvestment—for example, the wealthiest family
in Wamped, who have the most frequented trade store in the village,
and the only cocoa fermenter that, due to sufficient cash reserves, can
run throughout the harvest season, is widely known to be managed by
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the family’s matriarch. Furthermore, there are few prima facie grounds to
believe the influx of new opportunities for political contests and wealth
would inherently favour men—patrol reports from the colonial period
routinely report men complaining about how women, with the circulation
of cash and the expansion of social networks, had begun to refuse arranged
marriages (Downs 1946; Robinson 1949). This prompts the question: if
in political and economic life, more generally, some, even if proportionally
less, women manage to rise to top positions, why, in the realm of landowner
associations, are women’s voices peripheral? That is, why is it that, given
over 31 rival claimants to Wafi-Golpu, not a single landowner association
is headed by a woman, who, instead, run a clutch of affiliated women’s
associations—typically, one for each rival ethnolinguistic group—that
affiliate with one of the ‘primary’ claimants?

Due to the methodological limitations mentioned in the Introduction,
I cannot give a comprehensive answer to these questions. However, I will
at least gesture to two plausible reinforcing tendencies, both of which
have been stressed by other researchers in this field (Macintyre 2003;
Beer 2018; Lahiri-Dutt 2011). The first factor concerns how inequalities
in education, bureaucratic experience and prestige intersect with the
demands of factional competition that this book has repeatedly stressed;
these demands filter out many potential participants, leaving those with
existing advantages—predominantly men—as the primary players in
these high-stakes competitions. For women, who historically face greater
barriers to accumulating such resources, this dynamic compounds existing
inequalities. As Janet Bujra (1973: 137) argued about factions in general:
leaders of factions typically come from dominant sectors of society precisely
because they are the ones with resources—in the broadest sense—to recruit
large followings and enter political contests.

Second, and to my mind more important, concerns how landowner
associations both draw on and reinforce widely held expectations about who
ought to speak to and about landownership. As discussed in the previous
chapter, sagaseg membership is primarily acquired through patrifiliaton and
are widely seen as landholding units. Some women contest this interpretation,
pointing out that leasing and land sales, for example, are ‘modern’ such
that ‘customary rules’ ought not to apply (Beer 2018: 354). Nevertheless,
Wampar men have successfully refurbished sagaseg as landowning men’s
group’s that speak to and control compensation and rents that come from
economic projects. Such practices are reinforced by the widely held belief
in government agencies that patriclans are the appropriate unit of social
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life, a belief increasingly formalised through mechanisms like incorporated
land groups (Beer 2018; Schwoerer 2022). As a consequence, there is a
strong weight of mutually confirming expectations that drive prominent
male leadership on land-related matters.

Patterns of Hope, Doubt and Trust

Associations are one of many large-scale, future-oriented projects that
operate in the Wafi-Golpu region, each claiming to offer a key to a better life.
In this context, the discourse around the associations is rich with aspirations
and fears, driving reflections and arguments about whether the BSLA, other
associations, the developers or the government representatives are scam
artists, good Christians, heroic advocates or liars. In their own words, the
association core, including the president Bill Itamar, saw Wafi-Golpu as an
unprecedented opportunity to deliver a better life through developman and
sevis. In spite of growing scepticism, they strove to make this vision a reality
through ongoing litigation. Nevertheless, there was widespread scepticism
about the association, as well as fears of missing out on the benefits it might
bring. This pattern of hope and doubt has informed peoples’ actions towards
the association, whether their entry during the association’s ascendancy,
their exit by inconspicuously contributing less to it or their vocal complaints
as it became increasingly probable that the association would not, in fact,
be able to deliver the hoped-for services.

In sketching these dynamics, this chapter focused on a slice of time when
the BSLA had already passed its zenith and people’s engagement was built
on historical interactions and competitions to which I could only allude
in passing. By the time I undertook fieldwork, the associations around
Wafi-Golpu were already legalised, had systematic divisions of labour,
and histories of aspiration and frustration. Thus, while I have provided an
explanation of different actors’ involvement with the BSLA in terms of their
respective views of the association’s credibility, and tried to situate these
views, my account here is insufficient for understanding the organisational
form of associations. A// forms of collective action, in their various ways,
are about people attempting to reproduce (and maybe improve) culturally
specific lives and livelihoods. Likewise, the requisite cooperative relations
that constitute human life are universally rich with evaluations and
considerations. More specifically, much of the coming together and coming
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apart that this chapter has outlined may appear superficially similar to the
pre-colonial fission and fusion of followings around charismatic big men.

What, then, is different?

Ciritically, not all cooperative enterprises in the Sib Wampar area, past
or present, take the form of legally incorporated pan-village associations.
We are, therefore, left with the problem of how the association and
its constituent legal and social relations came to be such as they were.
To address this issue, we shall face a series of puzzles I encountered in my
fieldwork. Where did these alternative factions come from, including those
that predated Bill’s arrival? What, exactly, are the 1980s court cases my
informants kept referring to? And why is the name Babuaf so important?
To answer these questions, it is necessary to zoom out, away from a focus
on the S4b Wampar villages, to consider the Wafi-Golpu area as a whole, to
recount the alliances and rivalries that shaped the contemporary politico-

legal field.



This text is taken from Ink and Land: Documenting Factionalism around a
Prospective Mine in Papua New Guinea, by Willem Church, published 2025
by ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/1L.2025.04


http://doi.org/10.22459/IL.2025.04



