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6
Home and outside: 

Ontological points of tension 
for village oil palm

The demands of oil palm production raised critical issues for the local 
smallholder that were quite different from those envisaged by the company. 
The company and government tended to see the key challenges for 
smallholders in terms of how they adjusted to the work and skill requirements 
of planting, maintaining and harvesting their blocks. The neoliberal focus 
was to engage the smallholder efficiently in the production requirements 
of the new crop. Such an objective had more traction among the migrant 
smallholders who had left their village and kin to invest their future in oil 
palm. But even for land-poor highlanders, just having access to what would 
become their own piece of land was incentive enough and their commitment 
to oil palm was secondary to that. Many turned to vegetable gardens not 
just for household consumption but also market access to cash, particularly 
as they continued to prioritise exchange relations, both within the settler 
community and with kin in their origin place.

Village oil palm was a different proposition. The village block of 2 hectares 
was not seen as, by itself, sufficient to support a household. This block was 
only feasible in conjunction with the food gardens, cocoa blocks, and forest 
and marine resources that sustained village life. But while Maututu held 
strongly to priorities of relationality, the incursions of oil palm required 
transformations of home values.



WILD PARTNERS

152

Shortage of soil and the incorporation 
of lineages
A future in which indigenous villages no longer have access to sufficient soil 
for their needs was not foreseen by the administration in the days when the 
government acquired the vast areas of land in the hinterland, or even when 
settlers first moved in. Was the administration so intent on agricultural 
transformation through oil palm that it ignored local village welfare? 
My own experience at the time suggests that the colonial administration 
never expected villagers to adopt oil palm within the village, in which case 
the village soil remaining to them may have sufficed for Maututu cocoa and 
food gardens. But such a view seriously underestimated Maututu interest 
in the new crop and the revenue it would generate.

Unlike cocoa development in Sulawesi (Li, 2016), among the Maututu 
cocoa was introduced on former garden plots without raising alarm about 
future availability of garden space. Soil was plentiful and livelihoods were 
guaranteed by subsistence gardens. However, when Maututu engaged with 
village oil palm, their view of soil began to change. Particularly in the villages 
bordering Bialla town (Uase, Gomu, Matililiu) the loss of hinterland forest 
areas and the expansion of village oil palm alerted them to the finite limits 
of the soil still available to them. Other villages gradually became aware of 
the situation facing these inner communities and access to soil increasingly 
became a focus of community concern.

All village oil palm (VOP) growers faced decisions as to how much soil they 
committed to oil palm resources. When food gardens were converted to 
cocoa or oil palm in the 1980s, it was a matter of experimenting with the 
new crop rather than alienating that block of soil for what might be more 
than 20 years. As a result, Maututu planted oil palm on soil that they shared 
within the karakara close to their hamlet settlement. Yet, as they converted 
their food gardens into oil palm, they were forced to make gardens further 
and further away from their homes, increasing the burden particularly on 
women who transported the heavy garden tubers home for cooking. In the 
early years of VOP, if the food garden was sited adjacent to access roads 
it was almost inevitably replaced by oil palm. Yet growers came to realise 
the decision to plant oil palm had long-term consequences. Unlike with 
subsistence gardens that were abandoned after several years, or cocoa blocks 
that incurred few household debts, with oil palm, farmers were not able to 
reverse the decision due to the level of debt they incurred with the company.
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VOP required major investment of capital in planting materials. This was 
realised in loans the villagers took with the company to be repaid over the 
production life of the block. For the company, land was the surest asset on 
which to commit a loan, but that had to be guaranteed by legal lease or land 
title. This was the pattern they established for the migrant smallholder, whose 
rights to their block were contingent on them paying off the loan to the 
company. In contrast, the Maututu villager did not see their soil as a physical 
asset; it was not defined under government law and the company could not 
legally take control over the VOP block if the grower failed to repay the loan. 
The company voiced concern that a blockholder could be forced off his block 
by lineage custodians of the soil, leaving the company debt unpaid. This led 
to government and the company attempting to convince Maututu that ‘land’ 
was—or had become—a material asset with clear boundaries and defined 
‘owners’ who could be held responsible for loans incurred on the blocks. 
This was an ontological shift that was not readily acceptable to villagers.

In their ‘purchase’ of soils in West New Britain, the Australian colonial 
administration presumed, on the basis of its ontological definition of 
‘land’, that the blocks were owned by exclusive kin groups. During my time 
as a field officer for the Department of Agriculture, Stock and Fisheries 
(1973–75) I was asked to investigate ‘land’ ownership and customary 
boundaries defining access to that ‘land’. But Maututu who accompanied 
me on surveys of the area were clear that their ‘soil’ was defined by its centre 
rather than by its boundaries. That is, areas were associated with former 
karakara comprising affiliated lineages who had farmed soils centred on that 
hamlet or with ancestral spirits who resided there.

The administration concern to establish clans as ‘landowners’ was formalised 
under the Land Groups Incorporation Act 1974, which, in its wording, 
gave substantial recognition of local customary contexts. The Preamble 
to the Act declared that its aim was to ‘recognise the corporate nature of 
customary groups and to allow them to hold, manage and deal with land 
in their customary names’ (Fingleton, 2007, p. 27). The Act facilitated 
customary groups to hold title to their land through the legal incorporation 
of the group as a corporation with ‘perpetual succession’—that is, the group 
continued to exist after the death of any of its members and the sale of its 
assets. ‘Once legally incorporated the group can sue and be sued, enter into 
contracts and do other things a corporation can do’ (Power, 2008, p. 8). 
The incorporation legally required the group to formulate a constitution 
that set out the composition and manner of appointment of the controlling 
body of the group, the way in which the group acted and the way its actions 
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were recorded, and the details of the group’s dispute settlement authority 
(Fingleton, 2007). It was thus strongly driven by the ontological premises 
of the expatriate administration. Rather than recognise customary practices, 
this refashioned them in ways that suited capitalist interests.

The Act generated local ontological friction around soil beyond the 
comprehension of the administration officials who presumed these ‘customary’ 
rights. Golub (2007, p. 45) makes a similar observation, concluding from his 
study of the mining industry that ‘landowner groups have been entified out 
of a preexisting cultural milieu which lacked preexisting social forms enduring 
and durable enough to be institutions which structure life around resource 
developments’. Weiner (2002, p. 6) warned that the architects of the Land 
Group Incorporation Act took sociality ‘as evidence of communal, corporatist 
ownership and decision-making’, and insisted that the Act had instead 
instigated a process whereby novel corporate groups were being formed. This 
was because the administration, through the Act, insisted on its ontological 
understanding of land, land ownership and exclusive corporate kin groups. 
In his study of Papua New Guinea (PNG) coffee cultivation, Weiner (2013, 
p. 103) concluded that ‘it is the customary organization of labour, not of land 
per se, that underpins smallholder coffee production in PNG’.

Government was aware of the crisis over access to land that had arisen 
among the Tolai of East New Britain, a matrilineal society with whom 
Maututu had decades of close contact. Tensions had arisen among the Tolai 
cocoa growers because large areas had been alienated under the colonial 
administrations of Germany and Australia for expatriate plantations. 
The enthusiasm with which Tolai adopted village cocoa only exacerbated 
those tensions. In his analysis of disputes among the Tolai, Keir Martin 
(2006, p. 40) documented a:

tendency to attempt to constitute the vunatarai [‘clan/lineage group’] 
as a local land based descent group, as a discrete owner of land and 
to minimise claims made on the basis of reciprocal interdependence 
that threaten that identity.

He noted:

the development of tendencies to assert clan identities in a manner 
that seems much more fixed and descriptive than the fluidity that has 
traditionally been associated with Melanesian sociality … [As] land 
holding units, clan identities have perhaps become more unitary 
and fixed over the years.

(Martin 2006, pp. 96–97)
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The Tolai appeared to have defined their vunatarai in increasingly exclusive 
ways in the context of land claims, as land became scarce under a cash crop 
regime. In wider terms, Martin (2006, p. 40) suggested that there was strong 
individualisation, by which he meant both of the singular nuclear family 
and of the exclusive corporate group, through their deliberate rejection of 
reciprocal interdependence.

The oil palm industry among the Nakanai had different dynamics to 
both cocoa production on the Gazelle and coffee production in the PNG 
Highlands. Oil palm blocks made less demand on labour but they incurred 
large debts to the company. In the oil palm industrial process protected under 
the incorporated land group (ILG) Act, ‘customary’ kin groups were essential 
less for their labour than for the security of land tenure that was vital to the 
financial arrangements the company entered into with smallholders. It was 
on the basis of such guarantees of ‘land ownership’ provided by the corporate 
group to the grower that the company could go ahead with providing the 
large loans that smallholders incurred for their planting materials.

As with other ‘wild’ intrusions into their world, Maututu attempted to 
engage with these new demands. They first had to identify fixed tracts of 
soil that had significance to themselves as a kin group and then to define 
who among their karakara had rights to plant permanent crops there. 
Later, following government guidance, they ‘incorporated’ groups by listing 
lineage members, sometimes including more distant clan mates. Each ILG 
then created its own board consisting of chair, secretary and treasurer. These 
Maututu ILGs, largely confined to a single lineage, assumed increasingly 
exclusive management of the soil under their legally constituted leadership. 
Tension among those who had long shared in those soils was inevitable. 
The ‘wild’ threatened chaos at ‘home’.

In particular, lineages with strong historical affiliation with soil near their 
hamlet judged it to their advantage to form an ILG that could effectively 
deny soil access to those from other lineages who may have customarily 
lived with them in a hamlet and shared custodianship over surrounding soil. 
As observed in Bialla, Hoskins and, particularly, Popondetta over a 20-year 
period between 1986 and 2006:

the distribution of landholdings that occurred when oil palm was 
introduced is increasingly being questioned by the present generation 
of the primary landowning groups … members of many customary 
landowning groups are becoming more resistant to non-clan/subclan 
villagers developing new blocks on their customary land.

(Curry & Koczberski, 2007, p. 16)
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In an extreme example, some Maututu began to question the customary 
claims of even Mapulo Gaa and his son John Ilisi, elected by them as 
president of the Nakanai Council and president of the Bialla Local-level 
Government (LLG), respectively, and both lifelong residents of Urumaili 
village. Both of Mapulo’s parents were from Rapuri in Bileki territory, 
and, according to these revisionist views, Mapulo could only claim rights 
in Maututu land through his wife, whose rights to Maututu soil stemmed 
from her father rather than her mother.1 This allowed the rights of Mapulo 
and Ilisi to be more readily questioned when access to soil became critical.

Increasingly over these years the Village Court had to deal with conflicts 
arising as members of a lineage or clan residing in other villages attempted 
to access soil and timber. For example, a land dispute arose in Baikakea over 
the soil of the Vorega lineage being cleared by an Apupulu resident. Kubaki 
took the dispute to the Village Court. Kubaki is not a Vorega member but 
was considered the guardian of this soil, because the sole remaining Vorega 
members from Baikakea were living south of the Tiauru River at Kiava, and he 
guarded the soil in their name. The Village Court decided in Kubaki’s favour 
but determined he would have to compensate the Apupulu man K3,000 for 
his labour in clearing the land.2 Kubaki then invited a Baikakea couple, also 
not Vorega, to plant the block in oil palm and take responsibility for paying 
the compensation. None of this challenged the primary claim of the Vorega 
lineage to the soil but it allowed a non-affiliated farmer to settle on the soil 
and introduced a monetary evaluation of labour expended on the block.

The Village Court magistrate reported to me in 2013 that shortages 
of soil in Gomu, Apupulu, Uase and Matililiu were a frequent cause of 
disputes among them.3 Under customary practice, house sites had never 
been contested, as big men frequently invited ‘strangers’—that is, dividuals 
outside the core affiliated lineages—to settle there. In these villages, however, 
lineage members were increasingly preventing these non-lineage persons 
from building a house on lineage land within the village settlement, even 
taking them to the Village Court when village discussions failed to resolve 
the issue. Even the Village Court decision became unsatisfactory to some, 
who then took disputes to the Lands Court. In one Gomu case in the 1990s, 

1	 Mapulo’s wife’s father was from Urumaili, but her mother from Apogo near Uasilau in Loso Nakanai 
territory.
2	 Village Courts are limited to maximum fines of A$1,000, so this appears an anomaly (Houghton, 
2017).
3	 Village Court magistrates are ‘respected’ persons formally recognised by government to conduct 
Village Courts. Lawyers are specifically banned from Village Courts, in distinction to District and National 
Courts (Houghton, 2017).
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the son of a Kabulu man persuaded his father’s lineage to set up a jointly 
managed oil palm estate, but he then registered the block in the names of his 
sisters and his daughter, not as an estate, but as a VOP block. Two decades 
later when he attempted to replace those palms, his father’s lineage took the 
matter to the District Court. This was a desperate decision, as it submitted 
authority in the matter to lawyers and an outside legal system. The usual 
village dispute settlement enabled multiple parties to state their views in 
a public forum and, through that process, seek a village consensus, but the 
District Court silenced these voices and submitted proceedings to outside 
lawyers and judges. To many Maututu, these District Court challenges by 
key lineage members aimed arrogantly to exclude non-lineage from using 
the soil and were contrary to communal priorities. Their appeal to ‘outside’ 
courts and laws was a threat to the integrity of the karakara and village.

‘Wild’ actions of ILG Boards
The ILG Act had another consequence for community relationships. 
The individuals nominated for the ILG Boards were given an authority over 
lineage affairs that was no longer contingent on the group’s endorsement. 
Holznecht (1997, pp. 551–52) describes the land ‘companies’ set up under the 
Land Groups Incorporation Act as typically formed around a leading figure 
and members of his in-group. This group held the executive management 
positions and controlled the board of directors. They were able to ‘put 
themselves forward as being truly representative of all resource owners in an 
area’. Among Maututu, it was often the case that the negotiations of ILG 
Boards with outsiders were not transparent to lineage members, increasing 
the possibility of them ignoring relational priorities. Communal life had 
always been marked by debate in men’s house or village common spaces, but 
the appointment of ILG directors marginalised community consultation. 
Golub (2007, p. 43) suggested that disputes that frequently erupted over 
land in mining sites were not ‘a corrupt deviation from normal practice, 
but an example of it’. Communities relied on such debates to generate 
consensus. However, such discussion in Maututu communities was silenced 
when ILG Board directors acted unilaterally by reaching secret agreements 
with outsiders. Like the ‘big man’ Wallaby, these directors lost the respect 
of their neighbours and kin.

The danger in the ILG arrangements was that it gave individuals as ILG 
directors much greater authority than that earned by a respected ‘big man’. 
It was these men (few were women) of the ILG Board who signed off on 
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contracts and managed bank accounts. The formation of the ILG brought 
new privileges to those who were able to assert their seniority in the lineage 
group. Their authority was constituted on the basis of the Act rather than 
on their capacity to lead their lineage and karakara to foster exchange 
relationships and to accumulate and redistribute wealth. It was, thus, an 
authority constituted through their recognition by outsiders rather than 
their exchanges with karakara members. This outsider recognition tended 
to stem from their communication skills in Tok Pisin and their familiarity 
with outsider modes of conducting social relations (e.g. through meetings 
in hotels over a ‘drink or two’). Increasingly, these ILG leaders usurped the 
formal village leaders, komiti and kansil as the most active in dealing with 
outsiders over developments on village soil. This was because they could 
bypass group consultation and negotiate directly with the Department of 
Lands or with other outsiders over matters to do with ‘land’, without such 
agreements coming to the notice of ILG members.

These ILG leaders thus assumed a position of ‘big shot’ (Martin, 2006). 
Martin defined the ‘big shot’ as an individual claiming prestige on the basis 
of wealth and outside success rather than on community terms. Dividuals 
became ILG Board members because they were seniors in their lineage, but 
their standing as ILG office holders—particularly as head—allowed them to 
ignore the interests of fellow lineage members to acquire status and wealth 
as ‘individuals’. This incurred resentment from lineage and hamlet members 
when they appeared to prioritise individual accumulation over distribution 
to ILG members. Lineage members in these cases came to resent the 
privileges of the board members, including their access to finances intended 
for the group. Some of these ILG heads, through their proprietorship 
over the soil, became wealthy, purchasing equipment such as chainsaws, 
sawmills and vehicles, taking plane trips to major urban centres, financing 
their children’s education, and enjoying the comforts of iron-rooved and 
sawn timber houses or power generators. Others, it should be said, managed 
ILGs with more consultation, ensuring that all those with a link to the soil 
were recorded as part of the ILG. They recognised that ILG registration 
of all members of the lineage was security over future moves government or 
private corporations might make to alienate the soil from villagers.

The logging industry was beset with the same wild action. Holznecht (1997, 
p. 552) noted that the newly authorised ILG directors ‘invariably sided with 
the logging company in any kind of dispute or action because their current 
income was derived from the company’. He added:
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what does seem to have changed is the scale and the ability of 
customary constraints and social control mechanisms to keep 
community leaders and their followers operating within particular 
socially acceptable structural and cultural parameters.

(Holznecht, 1997, p. 560)

In his analysis of logging in West New Britain, Lattas (2011, p. 105) 
concluded that:

neoliberal privatization policies, a crisis in state funding and 
a nationalist emphasis on local business ventures gave rise to local 
landowner companies [in which] … local power brokers are able to 
take control of modern corporate structures and appropriate their 
resources away from local communities.

Government and the company continued to push for firmer guarantees of 
land ownership. In 1979, government introduced provisions for ‘lease-lease 
back’. Filer (2014, p. 87) describes this process thus:

the idea was that a group of customary landowners would be able to 
lease a portion of customary land to the state, so that the state could 
then register a title over it and lease it back to that same group, thus 
allowing them to grant subleases to the nucleus estate operators on 
terms negotiated between the parties.

In Hoskins, New Britain Palm Oil Limited extended nuclear plantings 
through these lease-lease back arrangements by paying to the ILG the land 
rental fees and royalties on production, and by allocating to the ILG shares 
in the company. The offer provided shareholder dividends for the ILG 
(Cramb & Curry, 2012). Hargy Oil Palm Ltd (HOPL) managers were also 
keen to benefit from these lease-lease back arrangements. In Urumaili, Ilisi, 
as ILG head, negotiated a lease-lease back arrangement with HOPL over 
a block of 30 hectares adjacent to the hamlet, which the company then 
planted in oil palm.4 Under this lease, at the end of 20 years the block 
would return to the custody of the lineage. Such an agreement reaffirmed 
the lineage as the interested party and the ILG and its board as the legal 

4	 Filer and Lowe (2011) describes this arrangement whereby the state leases land from landowners 
and then leases that land to a third party, thus circumventing the illegality of commercial interests 
gaining direct control over customary land. Cramb and Curry (2012) explain that the Land Act in PNG 
prohibits customary landowners from leasing land directly to outsiders. Instead, landowners within an 
ILG lease their land to the national government that then subleases it back to the ILG, which, in turn, 
can sublease it to the private company, usually for a 22 or 44 year period.
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agent under the Act. At the same time, it enhanced the prominence of ‘big 
shots’ like Ilisi who were able to commandeer resources to gain individual 
wealth without being answerable to lineage members.

There was an unwillingness or incapacity to challenge the actions of 
lineage leaders in these dealings with outsiders. One Maututu elder who 
had been PNG’s land commissioner voiced his impatience with his fellow 
Maututu as being ‘too nice’. He explained that, instead of confronting each 
other in debate or physical violence, as highlanders might do, Maututu 
say nothing and so let individual leaders act alone without consulting the 
group. He despaired of the transformation of leadership in recent years 
into a pattern focused on control of external funds and networks rather 
than community consensus. For example, Tomare, as a Baikakea ILG 
head, negotiated with loggers to exploit an area of forest on the rim of the 
Hargy volcano. Tomare and Ruru, ‘big men’ of Lolo lineage and Kumo 
Development Corporation, were proposing to sell the area between the 
Lovo and the Barema rivers to migrant settlers, and it appeared the rest of 
the lineage and other lineages with interests in the soil could not find the 
means to challenge them. The LLG president, Ilisi, was also highly critical 
of such ‘sales’ of soil. Yet neither as a Maututu leader nor as LLG president 
did he openly oppose them but relied instead on hoped-for intervention 
from the district government. Within the ILG arrangements there were no 
channels of formal or informal consultation by which decisions made by 
individual elders could be challenged by the wider community. The village 
komiti, ward kansil and LLG president did not have the ‘outside’ authority 
to challenge lineage decisions because of the legal primacy of the ILG, and 
lineage members were seldom aware enough of what negotiations were 
being made by the directors to challenge them.

Under these conditions of opaque agreements by ILG directors with 
outsiders, the leadership of ‘big men’ and council/LLG representatives 
was undermined. They seemed unable at times to achieve cooperation 
across lineages, hamlets and villages. Disputes between groups became 
more difficult to resolve and this situation affected Maututu effectiveness 
in dealing with lain ologala (outside groups) such as HOPL (Houghton, 
2017, p. 282). Houghton documented a dispute that Uase villagers had 
with HOPL. It had been going on for more than 17 years over the location 
of the HOPL mill and labour barracks on what were still seen by villagers as 
Uase soils, though acquired by the Bialla Plantation in 1912. This dispute 
was aggravated by various new incidents. In 1998, Uase villages demanded 
compensation from HOPL for land and sea damage, particularly the erosion 
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of the coastline and damage to reefs due to the palm oil jetty extensions. 
When HOPL, through its lawyers, insisted on the case being held in the 
National Court in Port Moresby, Uase villagers did not have the finance to 
continue the case. In 2005, Misiel, a Uase leader with tertiary education, 
persuaded Uase villagers to donate funds to renew their compensation 
claims against HOPL, but again they could not sustain legal proceedings in 
the national capital.5

Legal proceedings such as these prioritised capitalist ontological assumptions 
over village frames of reference, but this did not have to be the way. In 2010, 
HOPL waste dumps overflowed, flooding Uase gardens, and an oil spill 
from a palm oil tanker devastated a local reef. Angered by the lack of 
coherent leadership from their elders, Uase youth reacted by damming 
waste collection outlets, flooding the mill. This forced a different approach 
from a group of lineage leaders who, instead of going to the courts, invited 
HOPL managers to attend a village feast and discuss the deteriorating 
situation between the company and villagers (Houghton, 2017). This had 
the potential for a partnership between ‘outside’ and ‘home’ agents. Both lain 
(parties) agreed to regular consultation in the future, a signal that effective 
cooperation among lineage leaders could continue to provide leadership.

Not only were lineage big men distrusted in these new arrangements, 
but also the massive amounts of cash made available through logging 
and oil palm industrialisation challenged patterns of leadership between 
hamlets and villages. By 2003, timber purchase rights and the Log Export 
Development Levy fund, which had accumulated from the government levy 
on logs exported through Bialla, had reached a total of K700,000.6 This 
trust fund was reportedly released to the three villages of Gomu, Uase and 
Urumaili but with no transparency about where the funds were deposited. 
According to Boas Malilige, a Matililiu elder who worked in the LLG office, 
the LLG president, of Gomu, signed a deed of release for K300,000 of 
those funds into a bank account under the name of an unknown ‘Maututu 
Corporation’. The funds were never distributed to local villagers and there 
was no public record of what became of them. Boas formed the Nakanai 
Welfare Association to claim what remained of the trust funds but his claim 
was unsuccessful. In 2017, Misiel of Uase announced he would establish the 
Maututu Resource Owners’ Association to claim the funds. Before he could 

5	 Misiel was pastor of an independent church in Uase who spent five years as a missionary in the 
Philippines.
6	 Meramera villagers had already claimed K5.5 million from this fund.
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advance this claim, Misiel himself was voted out of his chairmanship of the 
association because he had accepted a payment of K325,000 from HOPL 
without discussion in the village. The payment was compensation for the 
26 hectares of the former Ambusa/Bialla Plantation on which HOPL had 
constructed labour barracks. Misiel acknowledged to me that he had been 
voted out because fellow villagers accused him of selling the village stake in 
the Ambusa/Bialla Plantation without their knowledge. Although Misiel 
was one of those Maututu who declared that villagers have a problem 
because they do not stand together, he himself was accused of neglecting kin 
networks and furthering his own leadership position because of his dealings 
with outsiders.

Individualised business enterprise
The rise of ‘big shots’ was witnessed not only in ILG and village leadership 
but also in the emergence of oil palm mini-estates. In the Bialla area by 2012 
approximately 6,500 hectares were under ‘community-managed oil palm 
plantations’ (Koczberski, Curry & Anjen, 2012). However, little of this 
was in the Maututu area, but among the Meramera villagers further north, 
where one villager, Nixon from Noau village, was earning K1 million a year 
from his estate. His business enterprise had benefited from earlier logging 
contracts with Amplex and he had expanded his business to include a petrol 
station, tyre repair workshop, accommodation lodge and café within Bialla 
town. He was one of the directors of the Ulevun Association that held the 
freehold title over the former Bialla Plantation.

On a lesser scale, there were a few Maututu who expanded their plantings 
into mini-estates. Lapou, who held 6 hectares on a settler block managed by 
outsiders, planted three 2-hectare blocks in Bubuu village with 720 palms 
and employed family members to harvest the fruit and care for the blocks. 
Lapou remained a respected elder in the village, a former komiti for Bubuu, 
then kansil for Baikakea-Bubuu-Gigipuna, and the head of a lineage that 
had claims to substantial areas of soil around the village. He capitalised his 
oil palm enterprise by paying wages to his labour force of K20–50 a day. 
He was later able to buy his own truck, which his mechanic son maintained.

In Mataruru there were two mini-estates. The Babex enterprise owned by 
Sira controlled about 40 hectares of oil palm. Sira, who was employed 
by the education department for 21 years, was the boss of Babex and his 
son supervised a labour force of 20 Uwoli people from Pomio on the south 
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coast. The workers harvested 40 tonnes a fortnight of fresh fruit bunches, 
which, in times of high prices, brought in A$18,000 a fortnight. Using their 
own 4-tonne Isuzu truck, they transported the bunches to the mill, thus 
earning the higher mill gate price. The other mini-estate of over 30 hectares 
at Mataruru was established by Mataimi, who had been first to receive help 
from South Pacific Palm Oil Development Pty Ltd in 1974 when they 
established the nucleus estate not far from Mataruru. Both these men were 
leaders of their lineages and able to commandeer sizeable areas of soil. They 
challenged home patterns of exchange relations by relying on outsiders, 
‘wild men’, as plantation labourers rather than looking to village kin.

John Ilisi from Urumaili (as mentioned above) had, while LLG president, 
negotiated a lease-lease back on a mini-estate of 30 hectares of oil palm. His 
earnings allowed him to invest in a house in town where he lived. He also 
used his own truck to transport bunches from his estate to the mill. For 
a time Ilisi used a labour force of mountain Mamusi people, but when 
they quit because of the low pay he employed company labour in their 
spare time to harvest the crop. His increasing absence from hamlet affairs 
and kin relations led to some criticism of ‘big shot’ behaviour. Nearby in 
Gomu, Ben Irima also established a business enterprise. He had three oil 
palm blocks in Gomu and another large block inland from Matililiu and 
had acquired a block overlooking the Ivi caldera, which he was logging in 
2017–18. Two cars and two tipper trucks were parked near his home at 
Gomu. His neglect of kin relations in his management of the caldera block 
was to generate heated criticism in the northern villages (detailed below).

The emergence of these entrepreneurs introduced inequalities in cash 
wealth unknown in the earlier cocoa era. These mini-estate entrepreneurs 
not only pioneered much larger plantations but also invested in trucks that 
enabled them to economise on the costs of getting the bunches to the mill. 
They also employed ‘outsiders’ as their workforce rather than invite their 
kin and neighbours to share in the labour and proceeds of the enterprise. 
They were, in these ways, ignoring their ‘big man’ exchange obligations. 
Big men depended on attracting the contributions of large numbers of 
men and women towards mage presentations; however, they also needed 
to support members of their own karakara in their household enterprises. 
Ilisi’s father, Mapulo, for example, was recognised in his time as a ‘big man’ 
and the cocoa plantation and fermentary he had established at that time had 
only enhanced that reputation because he continued to share resources with 
others. The ‘big shots’ of the oil palm era manipulated lineage holdings to 
their private advantage, then employed an outside labour force to extend 
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their oil palm. That allowed them to invest in capital assets, such as trucks 
and cars, that they owned as individuals and to build impressive homes out 
of permanent materials. In doing so, they paid less attention to distributing 
their wealth through exchange networks. For these entrepreneurs, norms of 
social reciprocity weakened and they became increasingly individualistic in 
their enterprises.

The objection to business enterprises on Maututu soil in some cases focused 
on the investment of capital alienating the soil for the long term from 
karakara and lineage members with an interest in farming or building there. 
Minson ToPidik built a permanent materials piggery in Bubuu in 2017, 
with a concrete floor and walls, iron roof and water tanks. ToPidik and his 
son were planning to acquire a breeding pair from the agricultural station at 
Moramora near Kimbe, supported by a loan from the National Development 
Bank. He intended this to be a commercial enterprise, selling pigs to settler 
and Maututu households. At the time he encouraged his karakara and 
lineage affiliates to join with him in sustaining the venture, particularly by 
providing root crops for the pigs. However, before the breeder pigs could 
be delivered, his claim to the use of this soil came under dispute from kin 
who questioned the planned distribution of business profits. This tension 
around long-term occupation of lineage soil to generate ‘individualised’ 
wealth through business enterprise was also pertinent to oil palm blocks.

Trend towards individualised 
block ownership
VOP arrangements enabled loans to individuals strengthening their 
household’s claim to ‘own’ their block. It also heightened their awareness 
of these tracts of soil as a physical asset that could enable the generation of 
wealth through oil palm or other commercial business. This consolidated 
a sense of a permanent association of that household, usually a husband–
wife partnership, with that block of soil, enhanced by a sign on every block 
naming the couple who ‘owned’ the block. The formally demarcated block, 
registered to a named individual or couple, confirmed their right to use the 
soil for the life of the crop, acknowledged by government, company and 
lineage. In one sense, this was a continuation of Maututu acknowledgement 
of the grower’s ownership of crops and trees they had planted, but the 
administration’s stress on ownership of ‘land’ challenged home assumptions.
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While the oil palm industry pushed towards individual ownership of ‘land’, 
the village interpretation of this process indicated that such tenure of 
blocks was by no means permanent, nor had it led to any transformation of 
Maututu assumptions that ‘soil’ remained in the custodianship of lineages. 
For most Maututu, the VOP farmer had been granted access to soil, and 
for a defined period. This led sometimes to questioning of the credentials 
of those working the block. For example, Koasiro of the Abeabe lineage 
in Bubuu planted his oil palm on soil affiliated with the Keakea lineage. 
After about 15 years, Keakea members asserted their claim to the soil and 
stopped Koasiro from harvesting the bunches for four years, by which time 
the palms had become too high to harvest. They were thus challenging 
his rights to replant the block. In many cases, replanting proved to be the 
moment when lineages asserted their right to divest a grower who was not 
of their lineage and assign the block to a lineage member. In another case, 
the Garua lineage in Baikakea allowed their clan mates in Bubuu to plant 
oil palm on Garua land in Baikakea because the lineage’s soil in Bubuu was 
not accessible to company trucks. But, at the same time, they expected to 
reclaim these blocks when they came up for replanting. This would force 
their Bubuu clan mates to look to their own soil quite remote from their 
village for replacement of their oil palm blocks.

Such tension between individual entrepreneurship and community 
custodianship of the soil prompted further measures from government and 
the company to ensure the security of loans to the VOP grower. Government 
instituted the Community Land Use Agreement (CLUA) that served as a 
practical measure whereby lineage elders could guarantee the use of soil 
for the individual enterprise. In 2013, I witnessed an OPIC fieldworker 
coordinating the signing of a form that would guarantee an individual 
lineage member the right to convert 2 hectares to oil palm. The form 
required the signature of three lineage elders, including at least one woman 
and one man. The signatures were witnessed by an OPIC officer, local 
government land mediator, ward councillor, local church leader and a clan 
leader from a neighbouring landowning group (cf. Koczberski, Curry & 
Anjen 2012; Koczberski et al., 2009). In addition, problems of transparency 
were addressed by insisting that the signing of the agreement be publicly 
observed by members of the landowning group. This cumbersome 
arrangement was intended to give the company, or other loan agency, 
confidence in advancing credit to the VOP planter or to the entrepreneur 
to invest in their business. It also recognised the elders who retained the 
right of the lineage to turn that block over to someone else if the original 
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individual failed to plant all of the block. In such a case the lineage would 
be responsible for bearing the debt of the inputs that had been incurred by 
that individual. The agreement thus clearly recognised the lineage as the 
ultimate custodian of the soil and guarantor of the loans. However, with its 
formal procedures focused on the production of signed documents rather 
than community consultation, the CLUA clearly favoured the advance of 
capital investment priorities. Government extended such arrangements 
to agreements between landowners and any other outside group wanting to 
establish a plantation or other business on lineage land. While the CLUA 
arrangement could advantage the lineage through the monthly rents 
payable on the block, it was a highly bureaucratised procedure requiring 
the cooperation and co-presence of multiple parties under the guidance of 
overstretched and ineffective OPIC fieldworkers (Kapia-Mendano, 2012). 
As such, it was rarely used during the years of my research. Instead, it was 
common for lineage ILG leaders to prefer an informal agreement with the 
outside party, often leaving other lineage members unaware of what had 
been agreed. The former PNG land commissioner commented to me that 
these land use agreements were unsatisfactory in that they did not recognise 
the perpetual belongingness of a lineage to the soil, over and against any 
individual claims of access.

These attempts to acknowledge both ‘home’ priorities of lineage ‘soil’ and 
capitalist demand for legal guarantees on investment demonstrated again the 
ontological tensions that the oil palm industry fuelled. Indigenous processes 
that confirm an individual’s long-term access to soil for the cultivation of 
oil palm, or for some other enterprise, are based on exchange of food and 
valuables witnessed by the larger community, whereas administrative processes 
are focused on the collection of signatures to seal an agreement that cannot 
be challenged further within the community. Koczberski, Curry and Anjen 
(2012, p. 192) pointed out that such arrangements dramatise the difference 
between indigenous and capitalist systems. Ironically, officials acknowledged 
that the CLUA agreements had no standing in the law courts. Given the 
chronic soil shortages in many Nakanai villages, it is increasingly unlikely that 
such agreements will gain the approval of all signatories, and there will be 
more incentive to side-step the process. Insisting on a formal document as the 
basis for such agreements favours outsiders’ ontological premises and ignores 
indigenous systems of legitimating land use through communal feasting 
and gift giving. From their contrary ontological viewpoint, the company and 
government were reluctant to trust the social networks and lineage affiliation 
with soil at the core of the indigenous ways of knowing and being.
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Settler expansion onto Maututu soil
As settler households grew in size and number these outsiders sought to 
expand their plantings. In the 1980s and 1990s, some settlers were able 
to obtain access to settler blocks that Maututu were abandoning. But such 
transactions were not free from misunderstandings. In the case mentioned 
in Chapter 5, Kau from Urumaili worked his settler block in Wilelo until 
1996, when the palms must have been about 16 years old and then sold the 
block to a Morobe migrant for K9,000.7 In 2018, he estimated the block 
to be worth around K40,000 and, on that basis, took the settler to court to 
claim the rest of what he considered a fair price.8 For Kau, his association 
with the block had not been severed when the migrant took over the block.

In later years outsiders were emboldened to use fallow or forested Maututu 
soils. They were able to acquire access to the soil from lineage leaders without 
the completion of a land survey and without any written formal agreement 
that stipulated the agreed ‘sale’ price of the land, the amount and timing of 
payment instalments, or the specific rights and obligations of the migrant 
or the landowners. ‘Seldom was there any written evidence that the land 
transaction had the approval of the clan’ (Koczberski et al., 2009, p. 187).9 
The outsiders acquiring land in this way believed that the cash payments 
made to the lineage leaders gave them ownership of the ‘land’, but this was 
rarely the understanding of the customary landowners. Instead:

[the] landowners drew on customary principles that viewed land as 
an inalienable resource held by the kinship group … As customary 
landowners they believed they had the right to determine what 
livelihood activities migrants could pursue on the land.

(Koczberski, Curry & Anjen, 2012, pp. 187–88)

The outsiders envisaged passing on to their sons the right to cultivate the soil 
or to operate a small business enterprise there without needing to consult 
further with the customary landowners, but, legally, the soil remained 
under customary ownership and, according to ‘home’ assumptions, could 
be repossessed by the landowners on the death of the ‘purchaser’ or the 
replanting of the block (Curry & Koczberski, 2009). For ‘landowners’, 

7	 In 2002, several blocks at Hoskins were sold for K15,000–30,000 (Curry & Koczberski, 2007; 
Koczberski & Curry, 2005).
8	 The outcome is unknown. Kau died in 2019.
9	 Koczberski and Curry use the term ‘land’ under indigenous ownership, whereas I prefer to call this 
‘soil’.
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the soil remained an inalienable resource. As Curry and Koczberski (2009, 
p. 100) explained, ‘land tenure on customary land remain[ed] deeply 
embedded in social relationships’, which needed to be carefully maintained 
by the outsider through gift exchanges, such as contributions to the 
bridewealth and mortuary payments of their customary landowning hosts. 
These ‘purchasers’ were expected to share some of their oil palm income and 
to contribute to lineage and village events—that is, to assume customary 
obligations to the custodians. On the death of either the clan leader who 
granted access to the soil or the outsider who took possession of the soil the 
agreement had to be renegotiated as between new partners and the previous 
agreement could be annulled (Curry & Koczberski, 2009).

In Matililiu, a large area of soil was ‘sold’ to settlers from Sepik by a lineage 
head, Boeboe, without any written signed documents. Boeboe reportedly 
made no attempt to consult other members of his lineage or other affiliated 
lineages with an interest in this soil. As a consequence, even the LLG president 
refused to recognise the transaction. However, a number of Sepik families 
settled on the block and established businesses there, including a thriving 
truck fleet and mechanical workshop. This left villagers very uneasy as to 
whether they would ever be able to reclaim their soil. If they were to do so, 
they realised, they would have to pay the Sepik families for their vogarila 
(strength, labour) invested in the block. Villagers were highly critical of 
Boeboe for allowing this to happen. In another case in Baikakea, Kubaki 
accepted cash from a Sepik settler to settle on village land by the upper road. 
Village mates were furious and threatened to burn the settler’s house down. 
This forced Kubaki to warn the settler that 2018 would be their last year on 
the village plot, or they would face violence from the village young men.10 
At that point the settler abandoned the block.

By 2009, 200 hectares of village customary land in Bialla, and 2,721 
hectares of customary land in Hoskins, had been ‘sold’ to ‘outsiders’ for oil 
palm development, ‘typically as two- or four-hectare blocks’, often to the 
children of settlers or to company or government employees’ (Koczberski 
et al., 2009, p. 34). These authors estimated in 2009 that 30 per cent of 
smallholder oil palm on customary land in the Hoskins area was planted by 
‘outsiders’. Maututu proved much less willing to part with their soil in this 
way, and, when they did, insisted that such payments were for access to the 

10	 The ‘West for West’ campaign in the Hoskins area at the time of the 1993 provincial elections saw 
173 settler households evicted from customary land, although, in some villages, such as Gaungo, there 
was still a large migrant population of LSS blockholders (Curry & Koczberski, 2007, p. 20).
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soil rather than ownership of the land. Koczberski Curry and Anjen (2012, 
p. 189) reported that in any more formal land use agreement, customary 
landowners insisted that it:

should state explicitly that the outsider acquiring the land was not 
purchasing the land outright as freehold title, but rather obtaining 
usufruct rights to the land for defined purposes … and for a specified 
period of time … If the migrant tried to on-sell or sub-lease the 
land landowners insisted they had the right to repossess the land and 
return it to common property.

Recognising such difficulties, particularly when an outsider sought access 
to the soil, Koczberski, Curry and Anjen (2012, p. 191) proposed that the 
‘migrant should make regular payments to the landowning group to retain 
long-term access to the land … based on the value of production from 
the oil palm holding’, and, to be transparent, that such payments should 
be made through deductions from the growers’ payments. The increasing 
concern of lineage custodians about their long-term affiliation with the soils 
reflected this ontological friction between industrial and indigenous views 
of land/soil.

Conclusion: Ontological friction
This chapter has noted the frictions generated by the industrial expansion 
of oil palm. These affected village soil use, the local ecology, leadership 
patterns, lineage structures and cooperative labour. Under industrial 
development, it became much more difficult for village populations to 
assert their ontological priorities and they were frequently dismayed at how 
these could be dismissed as irrelevant by outsiders. Government regulations 
to suit industrial expansion undermined community management of soils. 
Community consensus came under pressure from government insistence on 
lineage exclusivism. Privileged big men took advantage of their familiarity 
with outsiders to gain financial advantages over their settlement neighbours 
and were less inclined to share their wealth with community others.

The industrialisation of land and lineage thus posed critical questions for 
Maututu, but it did not result in the capitalist logic of production replacing 
the ontological priorities of the village growers. Curry (2003) contended 
that the commercial priorities of oil palm production were considered 
by Nakanai as secondary to the kin priorities of managing the land. 
He challenged development planners to see village oil palm production 
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in terms of how it becomes ‘embedded in local place-based practices of 
exchange’, and noted ‘an efflorescence of gift exchange in tandem with a 
greater participation in oil palm production’ (Curry, 2003, p. 407). Rituals 
and ceremonial exchanges among settler and village smallholders in Hoskins 
were timed to occur when participants received their oil palm income, 
which could then be contributed to customary practices, and this in turn 
triggered substantial increases in harvests of fruit. The pooling of oil palm 
income strengthened group identity and furthered indigenously defined 
goals and objectives. Lattas (1998, p. xxxvi), in commenting on West New 
Britain societies, noted that:

through the world of ceremonial exchange the world of commodities 
comes to be not so much negated as familiarised. Its alienating 
relationships of money and wage labor give way to a world 
of kinship.11

This is an alternate modernity facilitated by oil palm revenue, which, 
however, has not led to a rejection of the relational values at the core of 
Maututu ontology. How these distinct values came to be articulated in 
Maututu ways of knowing and being is explored in the final three chapters.

11	 Curry (2003, p. 409) compares this to a similar trend in Wenzhou Province in China (Yang, 2000), 
noting that in the rural areas of China and of West New Britain ‘large-scale industrial development, 
using foreign capital, has facilitated a resurgence and expansion of nonmarket logics’, such as in ritual 
exchange that reflects ‘the resilience of indigenous cultural values’.
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