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Making Landowners:  

Looping Effects in the  
Wafi-Golpu Region

This book has so far recounted, on the one hand, the incorporated, 
professionalised factions that constitute today’s landowner associations 
and, on the other, the sequence of court decisions that established the key 
categories and terms of dispute. Between these two remains an indelible gap. 
The 1980s court cases did not award ownership to Sâb Wampar, the Wale 
Babuaf Landowners Association (WBLA), Thomas Nen or the Hengambu 
Landowners Association (HLA), but to the ‘Babuaf clan’, the ‘Hengambu 
clan’ and the ‘Yanta clan’. Further, as the gossip surrounding the Babwaf Saab 
Landowners Association (BSLA) demonstrated, no landowner association is 
an uncontested representative of the people it names. Yet, whatever this 
incongruity, the heads of specific landowner associations represent the 
winners of the 1980s court cases.

The following two chapters will analyse the processes that enable 
such representations. This chapter traces the feedback between village 
resettlement, colonial-era census taking, court decisions and factional 
competition, reflecting how the various groups around Wafi-Golpu came 
to affiliate and understand themselves. In the subsequent chapter, I examine 
how company policy and the Mineral Resources Authority create landowner 
representatives.

I begin by picking up the legal struggle between different claimants to 
Wafi-Golpu following the dissolution and tentative reinstatement of the 
Special Land Titles Commission (SLTC). Continuing this story, I recount 
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the beginnings of numerous legal conflicts over who ought to speak for the 
‘Babuaf ’ and ‘Hengambu’ who had won the 1980 court cases. To situate 
these struggles, I ask how these legal categories relate to associations and to 
the populations that identify as Babuaf or Hengambu.

Much of this chapter echoes the established finding, discussed in Chapter 2, 
that resource extraction, coupled with particular ideologies of local 
affiliation and land tenure across Papua New Guinea (PNG), prompts local 
transformations of the legal entities they seek to ‘represent’ (Ernst 1999; 
Weiner 2000, 2013; Filer 2006; Goldman 2007; Golub 2007; Minnegal 
and Dwyer 2017; Goddard 2019; Skrzypek 2020). My contribution here 
is to try to specify the causal pathway between, on the one hand, the 
document-acts that instantiate concrete legal decisions and, on the other 
hand, the local anchoring of ethnic and collective affiliation. To address 
this aim, I flesh out how looping effects (Hacking 1986, 1995a, 1995b), 
introduced in Chapter 2, play out in the Wafi-Golpu region. I argue that 
changes in identity and affiliation in response to the requirements of colonial 
administrators and extractive projects are clear examples of what Tuomas 
Vesterinen (2020) calls ‘congruent looping’, in which, whatever the merits 
of a given classification, the classification-salient features of the classified 
become increasingly congruent with the classification. In this case, people’s 
affiliation and collective life come to increasingly resemble those categories 
laid out in the seminal 1980s cases.

Babuaf versus Babuaf versus Babuaf; 
Hengambu versus Hengambu
The collapse of the SLTC in 2011 saw a momentary attempt at reconciliation 
between the Wafi-Golpu claimants. Bill Itamar, not inviting Thomas 
Nen, organised a forum to form an umbrella company of landowning 
groups. Bill gathered ministers, the president of the Wampar Local-Level 
Government (LLG), the president of Mumeng LLG, Wafi-Golpu Joint 
Ventures (WGJV) representatives and the Mineral Resource Authority—the 
state agency responsible for regulating the mining industry—while reaching 
out to representatives from Yanta, Hengambu and those in the Watut not 
aligned with Nen. During these meetings, the group began to discuss the 
governing structures of an umbrella company, Golpu Wafi Corporation 
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Limited. As Bill put it, the structure of the company was based on ‘four 
pillars, the two courts of 1981 and 1982, and of 1984 and 1985, and the 
four parties, Sâb [Wampar], Wale [Babuaf ], Yanta and Hengambu’.

Retaliatory actions from Nen scuppered these plans. According to Bill, Nen 
‘sidelined’ him, convincing the representatives from Yanta and Hengambu 
to abandon the umbrella company. They subsequently sent Bill a letter 
explaining that now they did not like the ‘Golpu structure’. Frustrated by 
the turn of events, Bill complained, ‘Now, when the SLTC hands down its 
decision, I’ll restructure it as I like’. However, in May 2014, Nen complicated 
matters further by seeking a restraining order against Bill over his continued 
usage of the name Babuaf and, by extension, his claim to represent the 
winners of the Magentse decision.

The Itamar v Nen case was long, tedious and financially draining for the 
parties. By the time I arrived in the field in 2016, the case was on to its 
third magistrate and there was no end in sight. Each court appointment 
involved the parties making the long trek from the Watut and Mare to the 
Provincial Land Court in Lae. These pilgrimages almost always resulted in 
delays from the overburdened and underfunded courts. The central point of 
contention in the case was: who ought to be able to represent themselves as 
‘Babuaf ’? It also brought up a host of other questions, such as whether the 
village of Babuaf was in its present location prior to colonial contact and, 
by extension, whether the Wampar witnesses in the Magentse cases were 
merely assisting Watut landowners or were joint parties to the case.

According to Nen and his allies, Watut speakers were already settled 
at the current location of Babuaf when Wampar evangelists arrived.1 To 
them, the  name Babuaf derives from the name of their ancestor, Bupof, 
meaning ‘Ashes of Fire’.2 They argue that Wampar never lived south of the 
Waem, claiming that stories of Wampar migration from the area are recent 
fabrications to cement Wampar claims to Wafi-Golpu. While acknowledging 
Wampar assistance in the Magentse cases, Nen minimised the role of 
the Wampar men in winning the decision, saying Babuaf approached Sâb 
Wampar because they were more educated, not because of their historical 
occupation of the land.

1	  Thomas Nen, Affidavit, in Babwaf v Hengabu Landowners Association, Land Titles Commission 
Application No. 2008/30, Papua New Guinea.
2	  This contrasts with Fischer’s observation that Watut villages tend to draw on the names of earlier 
villages or the types of location on which they are built, such as ‘grassy area’, ‘mountain’ or ‘river’ 
(1963: 17).
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Naturally, Bill and his allies provided a different story. In addition to 
claiming Wampar ownership and migration from the area, they alleged that 
Wampar evangelists resettled the Watut speakers from the eastern side of 
the Watut River. Throughout the Wampar region, baboaf is the name for 
a particular type of banana (Fischer and Beer 2021: 35), and the Wampar 
claimants purport that Babuaf received its name from one such banana that 
Wampar had given to the Watut to cement the peace between them.

The name Babuaf is also contested within the village of that name. Like Mare 
and Wamped, Babuaf is hardly a unified political community. As mentioned 
earlier, Nen is allied with Abel Tawos, from the Wareng clan, whose father’s 
imprisonment was part of the impetus for the original Magentse cases. Esera 
Kwako, the sole Watut witness in the original Magentse cases, is Abel’s in-
law and from the Lerom clan. According to Abel:

[Magentse] is my court. It is not Esera’s. It was my father’s land that 
Hengambu went on. Esera only went [to court] because he was a 
policeman. But it was my father’s court. It is my court.

Esera felt differently. After the initial break between Babuaf and Wampar, 
Esera was allied with Nen, and in the SLTC he explicitly testified against 
the BSLA’s attempts to represent themselves as the legitimate heirs of the 
Magentse cases. However, Nen’s central role in representing Babuaf began to 
grate with Esera and his allies. They complained that ‘Nen is a foreigner, yet 
now he becomes president [of the WBLA], and suddenly he is a landowner’. 
Esera subsequently obtained a court order against Nen, forcing Nen to enter 
into mediation with him (Anon 2018c).

Babuaf was not the only name under contestation in the mid-2000s. John 
Nema founded the HLA in 2000 and was instrumental in the successful 
lobbying of the state to end the SLTC. Nema’s father was from Goroka, 
but his mother was Hengambu, and he spent much of his childhood 
moving around PNG. He attended school in Poppondetta, the capital of 
Oro Province, where his father worked as a mechanic, until he reached 
grade 10. He then studied at Hagen Technical College during the 1980s 
before finding his way back to the Wafi-Golpu area to be employed as a 
community affairs officer by Conzinc Riotinto of Australia (CRA), then 
owner of the Wafi-Golpu prospect. He left CRA to form the HLA. Nema, 
along with his deputy president, treasurer and secretary, won association 
elections every two years until 2007, when Paul Yanam ousted him.
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Yanam, like Nema, had maternal links to Hengambu, having never known 
his father. He was raised mainly by his maternal grandmother, taking his 
last name from his mother’s older brother. Yanam only finished grade 3, as 
the burden of carrying food was too great on his grandmother, so he stayed 
home to help his family, eventually working for CRA as a casual labourer 
in 1984. Despite his difficult upbringing, he left work to become a ward 
councillor between 2002 and 2007, using his position to push Nema aside 
and becoming president of the HLA in 2007.

Ever since the election, Nema and Yanam have been fighting over control 
of the HLA. In November 2016, at mining warden’s hearings over Wafi-
Golpu, Nema complained:

Our landowner association executives are not properly or fairly 
representing our interests as principal landowners of the [to be 
approved] SML [Special Mining Lease] 10 [Wafi-Golpu] because the 
company is influencing them by giving them a quarterly allowance 
… with MMJV [Morobe Mining Joint Venture]3 influencing them 
through such a system; what assurance is there that our leaders 
will honestly and fairly represent our interest in SML hearing and 
mining development forum? … Mr Warden, for ten years now, I, as 
a Hengambu, I have never seen compensation payments for work 
on my land … because Hengambu, as customary landowners, have 
not seen this compensation money … From the next compensation 
payment, they must directly pay to clans. You cannot pay directly to 
the association account. Because if it goes to the association account, 
I, as a Hengambu, will never see this money.

The accusation caused agitation in the gathering. David Masani, the head 
of WGJV’s Community Affairs Department, stood up to explain:

We work with the landowners the government tells us to work 
with.  We work with all the landowners. Hengambu, Yanta, and 
Babuaf … All the compensation money the government paid, we 
have records. We have paid and gone through the arrangement of 
EL [Exploration Licence] 440 and 1105. They went through the 
association. Some money we took and went straight to people, 
which we divided and gave to the community. We have the records. 
I will find them and give them to you.

3	  People interchangeably refer to WGJV and MMJV, MMJV being the corporate entity that owned 
both Wafi-Golpu and Hidden Valley before Harmony Gold sold its controlling interest in the latter.
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Yanam later stood up to defend himself:

I want to take the mouth of the Hengambu people, following the 
mandate that they gave me as chairman of the Hengambu Landowners 
Association … I want to come to the small compensation that the 
company has given to the association. I cannot avoid this topic … 
The small money the company paid us for this agreement went to 
the association account. I want to make it clear to the government: 
the company has paid. We used the money to help people—the 
money went back to the people … We used the money to help some 
school children and helped some funeral costs … I want to make it 
clear that the company paid it.

In sum, by the mid-2010s, there was a three-way legal conflict over 
representing Babuaf and a two-way political conflict over representing 
Hengambu. As the complaints above make clear, the stakes were high: the 
‘Babuaf clan’ and ‘Hengambu clan’ were listed as winners of the 1980s 
cases, which the state still sees as deciding customary ownership of the 
prospect land.

Nevertheless, the connections between all the entities invoked—the 
winners of the 1980s court cases, the landowner associations and the named 
groups themselves—were far from obvious. The name Babuaf can refer to 
a present-day village in the Middle Watut, to the occupants of this village, 
to two different landowner associations or to the legal winners of the 1982 
Magentse cases. Similarly, the name Hengambu can refer to a landowner 
association, to three Bano-speaking villages or to the legal winners of the 
1985 50/50 case. Disentangling this knot will necessitate an account of how 
names and affiliations can change over time before applying such an account 
to the question of how the ‘Babuaf ’ and ‘Hengambu’ became distinct kinds 
of persons, ways of interacting and being interacted with.

Looping Effects and the Drivers of 
Convergence
As discussed in Chapter 2, Ian Hacking proposes the concept of ‘looping 
effects’ to describe the process whereby the classifications of human 
populations ultimately change how those classified individuals or groups 
behave, potentially affecting the validity of the original classification. 
As  Hacking stresses, this means that when a classification occurs—for 
example, identifying that a set of people are ‘customary landowners’—
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or  when such interactive matrices are set up or changed—for instance, 
founding a Community Affairs Department that deals with ‘customary 
landowners’—these processes create new ways of being a person, new ways 
of interacting, and new ways of being interacted with (Hacking 1999: 10). 
The process of ‘making up people’ results in what Hacking calls ‘interactive 
kinds’ that are the subject of such looping effects,4 with examples including 
people with dissociative identity disorder, problem drinkers, failed states, 
senior citizens, child abusers, refugees and terrorists (Hacking 1986, 
1995b, 1999).

Importantly, Hacking’s claims are stronger than the straightforward 
observation that people react to being classified. Instead, he grants that there 
are ‘kinds of people’ defined by some shared attribute such as behaviour, 
actions, emotion or experience that might be discovered or (mis)described 
by the human sciences. In the terms introduced in Chapter  1, these are 
patterns that anchor a social kind. Hacking’s critical contribution is that 
classification does not merely pick out these pre-existing kinds. Crucially, 
classification is part of the world’s causal structure and can, in some 
instances, generate such shared behaviours and experiences through the act 
of classification. This contrasts sharply with natural scientists identifying 
a prototypical natural kind such as ‘gold’, which exists invariant of and is 
indifferent to being classified as such. Instead, human kinds are potentially 
unstable, with the very attributes that define them (potentially) changing or 
emerging due to (mis)identification.5

4	  Hacking later distanced himself from the notion of ‘interactive kinds’ due to his uneasiness with 
the notion of natural kinds, although he maintains the role of looping effects in the human sciences. 
See Hacking (2007a, 2007b).
5	  Hacking draws on the notion of looping effects to identify a concrete mechanism of social 
construction while simultaneously arguing that the human sciences cannot support the same 
explanatory projects as the natural sciences due to the dynamic nature of their subject matter. There has 
been significant discussion in the wake of Hacking’s proposal over how warranted his conclusions are for 
the human sciences. Hacking’s sharp distinction between interactive kinds and natural kinds have been 
criticised on various grounds, and authors have proposed several ways of allowing realism to encompass 
interactive effects. See Cooper (2004), Khalidi (2010, 2015), Hauswald (2016), Allen (2018), Laimann 
(2020) and Vesterinen (2020). Complicating matters further, Hacking is not particularly precise when 
he talks about classification; the term classification may refer to mere linguistic classification or the 
identification of actual kinds themselves, as indicated by the term ‘interactive kind’ and his invocation of 
the nominalism versus realism debate. This means that Hacking tends to slip between different effects, 
lumping together (1) changes in the persons that constitute a category, (2) changes in the usage or 
application of a classification, and (3) changes in the properties that constitute the kind as a result of the 
classification (Hauswald 2016).
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Leveraging the notion of anchors and document-acts already established, we 
can more precisely state the particular flavour of looping process on which 
this chapter focuses. In the first step, there exists some ethnic or collective, 
anchored by mutually held beliefs and patterns of behaviour, that exists 
prior to the intervention of bureaucratic authorities. Next, bureaucratic 
actors—in this case, patrol officers and magistrates by means of a document-
act—create an instance of a bureaucratic kind that they believe represents 
local affiliation. However, this act does not merely represent—it also either 
creates the entity in question (in the case of census units) or presumes the 
social kind exists unambiguously, ready to have novel legal rights recognised 
(in the case of courts). In the final step, looping begins—people’s behaviours 
and understandings change as they reside and affiliate along different lines. 
Consequently, the original collective comes to resemble the target of the 
bureaucratic intervention.

It is important to stress that pre-colonial ways of being are, in themselves, 
subject to sociological pressures and change over time. Much of the classical 
concerns in the New Guinea literature about the making and unmaking 
of groups (e.g. Watson 1970), innovations in initiation (e.g. Barth 1987), 
and the weaving of relationships with the idioms of kinship, descent and 
siblingship (e.g. LiPuma 1988) are intimately concerned with classification 
and the actions of the classified. The critical difference between pre-colonial 
and contemporary dynamics concerns the nature of the anchors of new 
classifications. Unlike initiation and the incorporation of groups, where 
those doing the classifying are either the same as or intimately cohabitate 
with the classified, the bureaucratic state has a distinct ontological division 
of labour, in which officials go forth to ‘carve the social world at its joints’, 
at least in the minds of the classifiers. When a government official sets out 
to document ‘clan members’ they assume they are identifying a grouping 
that is independent of their actions. To this end, New Guineans have a long-
standing preoccupation with ‘making up new kinds of people’—the arrival 
of capitalism, colonialism and Christianity simply introduced new actors 
and new means of doing so.

History of the Wafi-Golpu Region
I have already detailed how Sâb Wampar settlement locations have been 
shaped by 150  years of migration, warfare, resettlement at the behest of 
missionaries or kiaps, river flooding, alluvial gold mining in the Watut 
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River, and the attraction of the Wau–Bulolo Highway (Chapter 2). As these 
changes occurred, the way that people affiliated, organised and identified 
themselves also changed. Some names, like Wampar, captured whole 
language populations; others, such as Sâb and Tsaruntson, were groupings 
of sagaseg characterised by historical migration and cooperation, while the 
nature of the entities referred to by sagaseg have qualitatively changed from 
the past to the present. For the non-Wampar populations that live around 
the Wafi-Golpu prospect, one finds a similar story: contemporary residence 
patterns and affiliation are a product of the cessation of warfare, mission and 
kiap-induced relocation, and the presence of the Wafi-Golpu prospect itself.

The three central names of concern are Babuaf, Hengambu and Yanta. 
Looking to everyday speech to pinpoint the referents of such terms is 
unhelpful, as such speech may refer to multiple forms of affiliation, 
depending on the knowledge and context of the speaker. At present, people 
who identify as Babuaf tend to be residents or descendants of residents of 
the village of Babuaf, which had a resident population of 274 in 2011, 
according to the national census of that year. Babuaf is part of a wider 
dialect group known as the Middle Watut, which includes the villages of 
Marauna (Malarina), Bencheng and Dungutung, with resident populations 
of 1,003, 628 and 566, respectively, in 2011. By contrast, those people 
who identify as Hengambu speak the Bano dialect of the Mumeng language 
and live in five different villages—Hekeng, Bavaga, Zindanga, Dengea and 
Gingen, as well as the Wafi-mining camp—near Wafi-Golpu, comprising 
a total of 1,111 people in 2011. Finally, those who identify as Yanta speak 
the same dialect and live in the villages of Pekumbe, Pokwana, Pokwaluma, 
Venembeli and Zilani, with populations of 241, 175, 180, 242 and 259, 
respectively, in 2011. Yanta is also a council ward.

Table 6.1: Population counts for Babuaf, Hengambu and Yanta villages 
(1980–2011)

Babuaf Hengambu Yanta Piu

1980 197 309 373 135

1990 334 438 351 109

2000 105 960 682 160

2011 274 1,111 1,097 205

Note: These likely have inconsistencies caused by methodological issues.
Source: PNG National Census.
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The centrality of these names to the Wafi-Golpu cases, however, is a product 
of the 1980s court cases, which granted at the time census units (Yanta and 
‘Engabu’) landholding properties. To understand their (changing) place in 
other forms of interaction and affiliation in the region, it is necessary to 
step back and situate them, watching them emerge from the migrations, 
residence and affiliative changes that characterise the area.

Pre-colonial Migration and Residence
Reconstructing pre-colonial migration, residence and affiliation patterns 
is necessarily fraught, given the contested nature of all three. Histories 
of migration and occupation are always highly debated, and as stressed 
in the Introduction, this book makes no attempt to determine who are 
the ‘real’ customary landowners of Wafi-Golpu. However, based on 
missionary accounts, early German expeditions and oral histories collected 
from different populations before the arrival of the mine, it is possible to 
form a tentative picture of movements in the region in the late nineteenth 
century. In my reading, the immediate Watut–Wafe river region in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a border zone between 
populations either entering the area (Watut and Bano speakers) or leaving 
it (Wampar speakers). This is not to say that the Wafi-Golpu region is 
exceptional in this regard. PNG is famous for its unstable social territories 
and rapidly changing affiliations (Watson 1970). The wider Morobe region 
saw extensive changes in the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries,6 
and the nearby Hidden Valley exhibits a similar history of fluctuations 
(Burton 2003).

Bano speakers, whose descendants include Hengambu and Yanta today, 
appear to have gradually established a presence in the Middle Watut 
tributary area during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Based on oral traditions and the location of old village sites, Chris Ballard 
(1993b:  14, 17) found widespread agreement that the Mumeng Valley 
was a shared residence site for the ancestral populations (near the label 
‘Buang’ in Figure  6.1). Precise dates are unclear, but Ballard argues that 

6	  Joel Bradshaw (1997) provides an extensive account of fission–fusion, trade and migratory 
relationships in nearby coastal Huon Gulf populations over a similar pre-contact period to that discussed in 
this section. As Bradshaw briefly mentions (1997: 223–7), the changes he details were likely influenced by 
the migrations of Wampar speakers into the Markham Valley and subsequent coastal raids, which arguably 
displaced and pushed many contemporary coastal populations into their current locations.
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these populations migrated to the Middle Watut tributary area, fleeing from 
conflict with Buang and other Mumeng groups. It is widely recognised that 
as Mumeng-speakers moved into the banks of the Wafi River, they displaced 
Piu speakers, who resided on land now held by Yanta settlements (Ballard 
1993b: 13). Arguing from such prior occupation, Piu descendants would 
later acquire the Special Agricultural and Business Lease (Chapter 5) and a 
later injunction (Chapter 7). Ballard (1993a: 14) argues that ‘Whatever the 
date of Piu’s displacement from the Wafi catchment area, they were almost 
certainly in or near their current position in the Middle Watut by the late 
1920’s or early 1930’s’.

Finally, there is reason to believe that Watut speakers, whose descendants 
include the present-day village of Babuaf, gradually moved into the region 
from the west when they retreated from conflict with Änga (or  Angu) 
speakers to the southwest over a similarly ‘late’ period. This claim is 
contested. While Wampar, Hengambu and Yanta representatives agree 
with this outline, contemporary Babuaf representatives claim long-term, 
autochthonous occupation of the Wafi-Golpu area. Nevertheless, there is 
evidence that the current sites of Watut-speaking villages, including Babuaf, 
are a recent product of mission resettlement, although the sequencing and 
timing of such resettlements are open to interpretation. The earliest map 
of the area, from a German expedition led by Hans Andexer between 1910 
and 1912 (Andexer 1912), notes the presence of ‘Papuaf-Leute’ (probably 
‘Babuaf people’) in the hills to the west of the Watut River. Similarly, Hans 
Fischer, drawing on mission archives, indicates that the new settlement 
of  Madzim  (contemporary Babuaf ) resulted from mission relocation, 
probably taking its eventual name from an earlier settlement.7 This makes 
it likely that Andexer’s ‘Papuaf-Leute’ corresponds to this earlier place 
of settlement.8

7	  As Fischer emphasises (1963: 235), new village sites were often named after earlier ones.
8	  Andexer (1912) also identifies an ‘Eingeborenen-Pflanzung’ (‘native plantation’) on his map near the 
current location of Babuaf village. In his review of the historical evidence for migrations in the Middle 
Watut, Ballard (1993b: 6) takes this to indicate a Watut ‘settlement’ to the east of the Watut river before 
the First World War, contrary to the Hengambu, Yanta and Wampar claims recounted. Ballard argues that 
the Babuaf were moved west of the Watut river by missionaries before later returning east to the original site 
of the plantation. My interpretation differs from Ballard’s account, given the evidence considered above. 
To my mind, an ‘Eingeborenen-Pflanzung’ is itself unclear evidence of residential occupation because 
‘Pflanzung’ usually refers to a plantation rather than a settlement. It seems unlikely that Andexer would use 
this word to describe a resident population when elsewhere on his map he uses ‘Dörfer’, the plural form 
of ‘Dorf ’ and a more familiar term for villages (1912). Given the less ambiguous ‘Papuaf-Leute’ to the 
west, Fischer’s notes about mission resettlement and the recycling of old village names, a single, eastward 
movement across the Watut River seems a more parsimonious explanation. That said, plantations indicate 
land use to the east of the Watut, although by whom and for how long is ambiguous.
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Coupled with the Wampar history recounted in Chapter  2, all of the 
above suggests that, around the turn of the century, Bano, Middle Watut 
and Wampar speakers occupied settlements on the edges of the Wafi-
Golpu region proper. There is no reason to doubt that members of these 
populations periodically ventured into the area to hunt, patrol and fish, as 
evidenced by the history of violent conflict between them (Tovue 1989). 
Critically, however, none of these factors constitutes uncontested control, 
and it is impossible to know how much practical power select groups from 
each population had. Instead, the land that hosts the Wafi-Golpu prospect 
is eminently disputable, owing to the affordances of the Watut River and 
Mount Golpu and recent migrations converging in the vicinity of the 
prospect. Minimally, one can confidently state that the immediate Wafi-
Golpu area did not constitute a sustained settlement site for any of the 
linguistic populations at the end of the nineteenth century, although some 
were more proximate. Over the course of the twentieth century, all three 
incoming populations have gradually pushed closer and closer to the Wafi-
Golpu site to form the settlement distribution shown in Figure 6.1.

Figure 6.1: Contemporary Babuaf, Hengambu and Yanta residential sites 
in the Wafi-Golpu areas.
Note: The star is Babuaf, squares are Yanta and triangles are Hengambu.
Source: H. Fischer.
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Affiliation
Even if the above picture of residence and migration is correct, linguistic 
populations do not neatly correspond to local forms of affiliation or 
landownership. I have already detailed the changing course of Wampar 
affiliation in Chapter 2. The Bano-speaking ancestral populations that came 
to constitute Hengambu and Yanta were part of two wider, self-identified 
groupings that constituted networks of affiliation, intermarriage and conflict. 
These were called keYanta and Hahiv (Ballard 1993b: 17).9 The term Yanta 
appears to be a modified version of keYanta. By contrast, Hengambu was 
an ancestral village once inhabited by a sub-section of a broader population 
that self-identified as Hahiv. Importantly, in addition to Hengambu, Hahiv 
includes the villages of Tuwangola, Omalai and Bupu. These parties would 
increasingly be seen as distinct and separate from Hengambu after the three 
villages were parties on opposing sides of the 1980s court decisions (Ballard 
1992). Before the cessation of conflict, settlements of the Hahiv and keYanta 
populations would shift between:

[dispersed] hunting camps at lower altitude[s] … [serving] as fixed 
bases from which male hunters would journey for periods of several 
weeks, on wider foraging trips … [to] major, heavily fortified 
villages, situated on defensive ridges … from which large gardens at 
short distances from the village were maintained by communal work 
parties with guards. (Ballard 1993b: 13)

Within keYanta and Hahiv, there are also named groups, which Ballard 
glosses as ‘clans’, although no generic term like sagaseg exists for these 
groups. These clans are constituted by individuals with putative common 
descent, they claim territory, a charter myth and, at least in oral history, 
a distinct historical settlement (Ballard 1992: 18). Affiliation with a Hahiv 
or keYanta clan is grounded in cognatic descent, marriage and invitation, as 
well as sustained co-residence and cooperation in collective labour. For this 
reason, ‘most individuals tend to identify with one or, at most, two clans 
because they cannot fulfil their obligations to any more than one or two 
groups’ (ibid.: 18). Like the named groups among Central Watut speakers, 
these clans did not map onto settlements since:

9	  Ballard calls these ‘major clans’. I follow Ballard’s orthography for these names.
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in the immediate pre-colonial period continued warfare and then 
contact with the colonial administration followed so rapidly on the 
heels of this migration that different clans were still co-residing when 
they were amalgamated by kiaps for census purposes. (ibid.: 17)

Historical affiliations among Central Watut speakers are more difficult to 
reconstruct. While the Central Watut dialect did not have a self-identified 
name akin to Hahiv, Fischer argues that the population was endogamous, 
did not undertake internal warfare and shared a common mythical origin, 
with villages alternating in performing initiation ceremonies (1963:  74). 
Within this dialect group, there were ‘patrilineal clans’, each of around 100–
200 people, which ‘were and are non-exogamous’ (1963: 74, all translations 
from German by the author). While the pre-colonial role of these clans 
is unclear, Fischer argues on the basis of oral histories that they were 
previously spread across multiple villages, many in areas occupied today by 
Änga speakers (1963: 17, 73–4).

Missionaries and Patrol Officers
The cessation of warfare and the introduction of Christianity fundamentally 
changed this social geography. With the founding of the mission station in 
Gabmadzung in 1910–11, the Markham Valley became ever more central 
to Wampar settlement, while the keYanta, Hahiv and Watut populations 
began to push further into the Wafi-Golpu region. Meanwhile, pacification 
enabled the founding of smaller, undefended settlements with better 
access to water. In a countervailing pressure, missionaries, evangelists and 
kiaps encouraged people to cluster into larger, more accessible settlements 
(Fischer 1963, 1992).

Based on contemporaneous accounts, there is reason to believe that Central 
Watut speakers’ current locations are the product of mission relocations. 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, Watut speakers were converted 
by Wampar, who not only pacified their charges but also drove village 
relocations, ‘burning down old village sites in the Middle and Lower Watut 
areas and forcing people to congregate in larger, more accessible settlements’ 
(Ballard 1993a: 8; cf. Fischer 1963). By the time the Lutheran missionary 
Karl Panzer travelled to the Watut from Gabmadzung in 1921, some seven 
mission stations along the Watut were already being staffed by Wampar 
assistants (Fischer 1963: 15). As discussed above, this included the present-
day site of Babuaf village.
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In a similar process, in 1925, Lutheran missionaries founded a mission 
station in Guroko and began to work in the Mumeng area. Subsequently, 
the missionary ‘Simundala’ (possibly Gottfried Schmutter) persuaded the 
villages of Sapluma, Lepapu and Biangeva to amalgamate into a single site 
called Hengambu sometime in the 1930s (Ballard 1993b: 30). Five decades 
later, this village split into Heking, Bavaga and Zindanga, three of the six 
settlements that constitute the Hengambu census unit today.

During the 1930s, the first Australian patrol officers conducted a census 
of the region, dividing the population into census units. The first kiap to 
patrol the Mumeng and Watut areas was Murray Edwards in 1936, although 
none of his reports survived the Second World War. Next was Ian Downs, 
the officer who would introduce kiap councils to the Sâb Wampar region in 
1946 (Chapter 2). Downs’ reports include the earliest census figures, with 
143 people counted in Babuaf in 1936, 293 in Yanta in the same year, and 
280 in Hengambu in 1937 (Ballard 1993b).

In this regard, the sharp separation of Babuaf from the other Central Watut-
speaking villages and Hengambu from the other Hahiv villages was a by-
product of kiap census taking. As Ballard stresses: ‘The names “Hengambu” 
and “Yanta” refer to the major villages into which related families and clans 
were gathered after contact. In effect, they are kiap census names, under 
which certain individuals were censused’ (1993b: 17; emphasis removed). 
Similarly, the founding of Babuaf involved collecting together two clans, 
Tsafa and Wafes, to form the ‘first communal village [during missionisation]’ 
(Fischer 1963: 18).

As the cessation of warfare, kiap census taking and evangelism abruptly 
interrupted these processes, the resulting forms of affiliation also drifted. 
From his fieldwork in the 1950s, Fischer notes, ‘a rising sense of belonging 
in Babuaf and other Central Watut villages under the common name of 
Watut’ (1963: 16). Further:

today, the land belongs to the village community. In the area of his 
village, everyone can lay out his field where he wants. These are 
undoubtedly not the original conditions which, however, can be 
hardly reconstructed. (ibid.: 45)

Ballard similarly observes that, according to Downs’ patrol reports, 
Mumeng-speaking villages were ‘developing a sense of communal village 
landownership’ (1993b: 21).
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Creating Landowners
This history of movement, missionary aggregation and census taking set the 
stage for the 1980s court cases: the original Magentse cases appear to have 
been proximally triggered by the continuing movement of Hengambu into 
the Watut catchment area. During the early stages of CRA’s exploration, 
Hengambu village was still occupied. However, by the early 1980s, these 
residents began moving from Hengambu village to Heking, Bavaga 
and Zindanga. On the basis of oral history from these three villages, 
Ballard recounts:

in 1982, some Hengambu families moved, virtually overnight, to 
establish a small, new settlement in the Waim [Waem] area, midway 
between the current locales of Gineng and Bavaga. This move, and 
the subsequent establishment of Bavaga, appear to have been made 
to counter what Hengambu perceived as Babwaf incursions into the 
Bavaga area.10 (Ballard 1993a: 32)

The different parties disputing landownership in the Wafi-Golpu area 
registered under these census names for the 1980s land cases, as outlined 
in detail in Chapter 4. Babuaf and Wampar worked under the name of ‘the 
Babuaf clan’, which was awarded ownership of Magentse land, while the 
second case awarded each of the Yanta and Hengambu ‘clans’ 50 per cent 
ownership of the Wafi-Golpu prospect.

Given the previous sketch of affiliation and residence, the forms of identity 
and affiliation that the courts divided become more apparent. Babuaf was 
a settlement composed of several clans and part of a broader Middle Watut 
region. Hengambu consisted of three settlements, recently broken away 
from one that bore this name, composed of several clans, part of the wider 
Hahiv grouping. Finally, Yanta constituted a census unit broken into four 
settlements. Curiously, these parties were, arguably, emerging as ‘landowning 
units’, given the emerging village-centric landholding recounted above, 
even if they were not clans or ‘customary’ landholding groups. Even so, the 
courts read these new identities as ‘traditional clans’.

10	  It is unclear whether 1982 is the correct date here, since the 1981 and 1982 cases were prompted 
by Hengambu settlement in the region. Regardless, such settlements in the Waem region were, at least, 
part of the broader context of the Magentse court cases.
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To this end, it would be a mistake to see the Yanta, Hengambu and Babuaf 
‘clans’ to whom the courts awarded ownership as mere misrepresentations of 
this local state of affairs. Rather, the document-acts of magistrates created new 
bureaucratic kinds. However, the pre-eminent problem for the populations 
concerned was the exact membership criteria for these categories. Did 
Hengambu refer to descendants of the occupants of Hengambu village, those 
who traced descent from those occupants, or to the clans, which notably 
extend across the Hahiv region, whose members occupied that historical 
village? The courts, on the presumption that they were referring to self-
evident customary categories, gave no insight into these questions, leaving 
local populations to negotiate how, exactly, people affiliated under those 
names. However, these court cases did not merely reference an ambiguous 
category; they also prompted changes in the underlying anchors of those 
categories within the relevant populations.

Looping: Changing Clans, Registering 
Associations
Such changes are most clearly illustrated by changing clan affiliation within 
the Hengambu villages. As stressed above, both keYanta and Hahiv clan 
membership is not isomorphic with residence. When Ballard studied the 
area in the 1990s, Hengambu representatives listed Heambe, Demago11 and 
Mapelu as clans. However, some of these clans had members among other 
Bano-speaking villages, including Yanta, the Hahiv villages and Timini. 
At the time of Ballard’s study, the notion that Mapelu, for example, was the 
same clan in Yanta and Hengambu was:

strenuously denied by most members of both Yanta and Hengambu, 
but there is considerable vested interest at present in maintaining 
barriers between the two communities. Privately, some individuals 
have suggested that various Mapelu clans are indeed related. 
(Ballard 1993b: 18)

By the time I undertook fieldwork in 2016–17, this problem had been 
solved. When I spoke to Yanam, he dismissed Mapelu as a clan that was 
only in Yanta. As before, Hengambu had three clans, but now their names 

11	  Vemago in Ballard (1993b).
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were different.12 I asked Nema about the same clans, and he was disarmingly 
nonchalant about the reason for the change: Heambe had members in other 
Bano-speaking villages, so:

when the company came inside [started working in the area], they 
[the clan members] changed it. Other villages were disputing and 
contesting with us, so they changed their name. They changed 
because of the project and land disputes.

Mapelu changed to Gwagof for similar reasons. Now, clan membership 
was neatly confined within the settlements constituting the contemporary 
Hengambu council ward.

The 1980s not only changed the way that people categorised themselves 
and others in the very explicit fashion mentioned above, but it also, 
crucially, changed how they interacted with one other, particularly through 
the registering of a whole series of entities—the proliferating landowner 
associations and landowner companies considered in Chapter 3. I do not have 
such detailed information about the internal association politics outside of the 
Wampar area. However, given the recently founded, multi-clan quality of 
the villages that constitute Babuaf, Hengambu and Yanta, I suspect association 
competition and coalition building have the same bricolage quality of forging 
different people and groups—on the basis of residency, geological connection 
or political expediency—into novel political coalitions.

Since WGJV and the PNG Government both see one association as a point 
of contact for each of the named groups, control of that association becomes 
a fundamental matter of dispute. Elections over association leadership are 
especially contentious. In the last week of October 2018, the HLA held 
its biennial leadership election. Yanam, along with his whole executive, 
stood for re-election. Once again, Nema contested with his own preferred 
allies. When Yanam discussed his tenure as leader with me, he positioned 
his leadership as a great success because he had bought three public motor 
vehicles for the Hengambu villages. But Nema complained that Yanam had 
been wasting money and failed to follow the association constitution by not 
holding annual general meetings to explain how it was uses compensation 
payments from WGJV.13

12	  Elmun, Demago and Gwagof.
13	  Normally, compensation payments are made to individual landowners, not to associations. As 
discussed in the lead-in of this chapter, in this case, several compensation payments were made through 
the association instead.
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Nevertheless, Yanam was re-elected. Frustrated with Yanam’s repeated 
victories, Nema’s supporters trashed the HLA ten-seater van, preventing 
Yanam from attending the biannual Wafi-Golpu stakeholder meeting 
(Chapter  6). Although many of Nema’s supporters suspected sorcery 
had a role in Yanam’s repeated victories, Nema himself blamed bribery 
for his loss. He lodged a complaint with the police because he reckoned 
that detectives had gained access to the HLA’s bank accounts and found 
conspicuous withdrawals during the days before the election. Yanam denied 
any wrongdoing, and by the time I left the field in December 2017, the 
investigation was still ongoing.

The Limits of Looping
In that same week of October when the HLA election was being held, the 
judge presiding over Nen v Itamar finally handed down her decision. After 
first attempting to sever the issue of landownership from the question of 
who could use the name Babuaf, her conclusion was direct:

[R]egardless [of ] whether they led or were key witnesses to the 81, 
82 case, regardless of if they settled the complainants’ ancestors onto 
Babuaf, Sâb Mare [Wampar] did not use the name Babuaf to refer 
to themselves. Therefore, the defendant is restrained from using the 
name Babuaf in companies and advised to go to the Local Land 
court if there is an issue with the original 81/82 rulings.

The Wampar party left the court in gloomy silence. Bill walked out in front, 
leading the group to a courtyard outside the nearby supermarket. After 
gathering everyone into a huddle, Bill explained:

The court did not get rid of landownership, they just got rid of 
the name. She said, ‘You are not Babuaf, you are Sâb Mare clan, it 
[Babuaf ] is not your name. You have the right to dispute ownership, 
but you can’t use the clan name.’ Just the name. The land is still ours.

Others took this point further, saying: ‘She didn’t give [Nen] land, she gave 
him the meaningless name. She gave the land to us. But the name, she just 
gave to him’. Bill explained later that, after a discussion with his lawyer, ‘the 
magistrate made a confused decision’ because the name is about the land, 
as the name is in the 1981–82 decision. As I left the field in December, 
he planned to appeal the decision in the National Court.
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In this way, the original Wampar witnesses’ decision not to register as a 
Wampar party and Bill’s decision in the early 1990s to continue working 
with Babuaf shaped subsequent events. In Mare, the village councillor rued 
the earlier decision:

It would have been better if they [our grandparents] had registered 
under the name Wampar, or Sâb, but Babuaf had already registered 
themselves as a party. They [our grandparents] did not register. Now 
Babuaf broke [away from us].

The 1980s had created a new bureaucratic kind, the ‘Babuaf clan’, with 
new landowning properties, and with it, set off a string of events: broken 
alliances, new landowning companies and changing identities.

Bill’s failure in court should give pause to the notion of unlimited flexibility 
of looping effects, even if, in this and other chapters, I have recounted a 
fair share of affiliative flexibility and reinterpretation of historical memory. 
While individuals and groups are undoubtedly willing and able to reinterpret 
who counts as a member of what, and to reconsider under what name they 
associate, depending on what names are inscribed in legal decisions, there 
are limits to how people understand themselves and the space of possible 
reinterpretation. Unwilling to appeal the Magentse decision ‘they’ won, 
the BSLA instead pursued the strategy of simply representing themselves 
as the ‘Babuaf ’ party to whom the Magentse cases refer. Yet there are limits 
to this approach; while the BSLA was clearly willing to register under the 
name Babuaf, the judge was correct: Sâb Wampar did not, and do not, use 
the name Babuaf to refer to themselves in any capacity. Instead, they see 
themselves as the unacknowledged party in the Magentse decision. Their 
hope rested on the reinstatement of the SLTC and the overturning of the 
legal status quo.

Looping Effects in the Wafi-Golpu Region
The history I have recounted here can be broken into five periods:

1.	 Late nineteenth-century pre-colonial migration.
2.	 Early twentieth-century amalgamations due to the ending of warfare 

and missionary amalgamations.
3.	 Mid-twentieth-century censusing of these amalgamations by patrol 

officers.
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4.	 Registration and awarding of these categories with landownership in 
the 1980s litigation.

5.	 Post-1980s reorganisation and competition.

In the first period, affiliation and identification were based on, and 
changed in response to, local residence and collective action. As Wampar 
migrated into the Markham, sagaseg fractured and fused as demographic 
fortunes rose and fell. Among the Hahiv, repeated actions were required to 
sustain membership in multiple clans. Crucially, changing residence and 
its concordant patterns of everyday cooperation resulted in new ways for 
people to understand themselves and one another. These changes in practice 
defined different kinds of people. In this way, in the early twentieth century, 
it is unclear whether Babuaf or Hengambu, for example, designated ways 
for people to interact with each other or for thinking of themselves.

With the arrival of the colonial state in the early twentieth century, these 
landscapes of practice took a marked turn. Mission-induced resettlement, 
kiap census taking and the end of warfare drastically changed residential 
incentives, resulting in novel residential arrangements, new patterns of 
practice and, therefore, new ways of being. This process is most starkly 
illustrated by Fischer’s observation regarding emerging ‘Watut’ and village-
centric identities. One finds similar patterns in creating the Hengambu 
and Yanta villages and pan-Wampar identity in the Markham Valley. At the 
same time, the bureaucratic action of the kiaps constructed new categories. 
Due to the cessation of warfare and increasing interaction within these 
villages, Babuaf and Hengambu became identities, or modes of affiliation, 
for the constituent populations. Subsequent court cases fed into these 
understandings, informing new identities.

In the third period, these processes were elaborated further. The 1980s 
court decisions created a series of novel legal entities by recognising the 
‘Babwaf Clan’, ‘Yanta Clan’ and ‘Hengambu Clan’. Curiously, these parties 
were arguably emergent ‘landowning units’, given the novel village-centric 
ideology recounted above, even if they were not really clans or ‘customary’ 
landholding groups. Instead, the courts interpreted these novel identities as 
‘traditional clans’. Consequently, judicial action assigned these entities the 
new property of state-recognised customary ownership.

In the fourth period, this flurry of legal activity fed back into local 
organisations and affiliations. In the case at hand, people in the Wafi-Golpu 
region began explicitly organising and engaging with one another in line 
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with the divisions set out in the 1980s cases, as vividly illustrated by the 
changing clan names. This reorganisation was a case of selectively motivated 
reaffiliation and a widespread change in how people thought of themselves 
and one another. Accordingly, affiliations shifted as different clusters 
of practice emerged. However, unlike earlier periods, these shifts took 
place in the context of the systematic incentives offered by the projected 
mine and  the legal categories of the 1980s. People began to create legal 
entities in the form of the current proliferating landowner associations that 
characterise the region.

Today, government agencies and the mine developer selectively interact 
with  associations and communities such as Hengambu, Yanta and 
Babuaf. This  is more than merely an ideational process, although people 
certainly did  change how they thought of themselves and identified. 
More foundationally, the process of antagonistic documentality changed 
how people interacted with others, struggling, litigating and organising 
as ‘customary landowners’.
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