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Conclusion

The wild and the hunter
When I have been privileged to walk with hunters and healers who know 
the forest, we have walked in silence. When we have rested to smoke and 
chew betel nut, we have kept that silence. This silence contrasts so keenly 
with the noise of hamlet spaces. In silence, the forest explorer is intent on 
listening and watching, alert to the life of the forest. He observes the passage 
of birds or the gusts of wind as possible activities of spirit beings, ever alert 
to what he may learn from them. Similarly, when someone falls sick or has 
an accident, the elder examines their recent activities for possible dangerous 
encounters with the wild. To ignore the living world of the forest is to invite 
misfortune, even disaster.

As Maututu move about the forest or the seas they remain alert to the 
possibility of encountering spirit entities and other forces with whom they 
must engage. The surrounding forest zone is dotted with totemic sites, such 
as mountains, creeks, headlands and reefs at which key encounters with 
ancestral spirits have occurred and may occur again. As West (2016, 128) 
notes of Kabe, a Gimi hunter:

Kabe’s hunting is epistemological: it is how he knows the world and 
how he acquires knowledge. It is how he produces knowledge. It is 
also a source of his ontology—he understands what exists, what 
features of objects are essential, what categories things fit into … 
and what identifies objects … One hunts on one’s ancestor’s lands. 
With this, one pulls life force of the ancestors into oneself, and into 
creation and re-creation of self.
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Maututu stories reflect such knowledge and inspire villagers’ engagement with 
their local environment. For generations that environment consisted of a vast 
forest enclosing their scattered hamlets. Out of the forest people carved their 
gardens and through the forest they hunted game and collected wild fruits. 
Rather than retreat into the defence of their cleared spaces, Maututu sensed 
through their narratives that their future lay in exploring partnerships with the 
beings of the outside world. Mythical heroes formed partnerships with ‘natural’ 
species, such as frogs, wallabies, cassowaries, mice, mosquitoes and snakes, 
based on ancestral, kin or totemic ties. This mythic perspective was, and 
is, reflected in Maututu openness to partnerships with the outside world; 
however, it came into tension with the contrasting ontological viewpoints of 
the outsiders, the colonial administration and industrial corporations.

The following myth suggests the importance of that awareness and the 
partnership that people must form with the living wild to survive.

The hunter set up nets in the forest and captured birds, insects and animals. 
They entreated him not to kill them so he stuffed them alive in his bag. On the 
way home he was challenged by a buata when he climbed the buata’s coconut 
palm. To distract the buata, he threw down, one by one, the live beings in 
his bag. Each time the buata caught them and returned to the base of the 
palm. Finally he threw down the cassowary, which the buata chased for some 
distance. While they were gone, the hunter climbed down and escaped. Next 
day his older brother went hunting and, despite his brother’s warning, killed 
the birds, insects and animals that he caught in his nets. When accosted by the 
buata, he could only throw him the carcasses, which the buata swallowed while 
remaining at the base of the palm. Finally, the brother himself had to descend 
and was consumed by the buata. His younger brother rescued him by slaying 
the buata and cutting him out of the buata’s stomach.

The wild is unpredictable and dangerous. The older brother discovers 
the live birds as partners and survives the wild. The younger brother has 
no respect for his brother or the live birds and is swallowed by the buata. 
Only the relationship with his brother restores him. This myth reminds us 
of one narrated in an earlier chapter:
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Orphan fled in shame from his two wives in the village. His grandparent spirit 
in the forest told Orphan to catch live birds and from these the grandparent 
constructed a sapepe headdress.1 Orphan emerged triumphantly into the village 
replete in the headdress of live birds and accompanied by invisible spirits. 
Trees fell around them. He was thus restored to his two wives.

In this story, Orphan, the social outcast imprisoned by shame, is rescued by 
the ancestral spirit through the vital energy of the birds. These partnerships 
help to restore Orphan to his two wives and a respected position in 
the hamlet.

When Maututu reminisce about the surrounding forest and sea domains 
it is frequently in terms of the spirits who inhabit the place. The respected 
storyteller and hunter John Kau explained to me in 2017:

On the Kabulu Vaa lineage estate there is a huge snake called Olea. 
It resides in the reef and it resides inland, we can see its mark in both 
places. It will travel from reef to inland forest. It will chase us on the 
reef. If it chases us in the forest it will threaten to catch and cook 
us, singeing our skin. Inland it will take the form of a cassowary. 
At Buleha there is a huge cassowary that chases any intruder, causing 
strong winds. It will go onto the mountain or will lie still on the reef, 
where we see the trail of bubbles. It is associated with the reef called 
Buleha and with the inland village Buleha, the mountain Paialo and 
the coastal point of land near Tairobi called Paialo.

His account not only documents the spirit beings sacred to the Kabulu Vaa 
lineage but also the variety of sites to which the clan and lineage are linked, 
and the variety of ‘natural’ events that can be explained ‘supernaturally’. 
Lineage members pass through a domain inhabited by wild beings with 
whom they expect to engage.

Encounters with the wild have continued despite the disruption that 
industrialisation has brought. In recent years, I heard stories that I had 
not encountered before of a tribe of one-legged people who inhabit the 
mountains beyond Lamo Auru. Some narrators suggested these are the Kol 
people who live in the mountains above Pomio, others that they are a spirit 

1	 According to one owner of a sapepe headdress, Maututu obtained the sapepe from Mamusi people. 
The lower rings of the headdress are sewn with sasa vines and tubeli shells, and large leaves compose the 
dome, into which are stuck layers of feathers, the black feathers of the koau bird at the bottom, white 
cockatoo feathers above those, and then red and yellow layers of parrot feathers.
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people.2 One storyteller narrated that a Maututu hunter ventured into these 
mountains and met and married a one-legged woman. They had a child born 
with two legs but the hunter was not allowed by his wife’s group to take the 
child to meet his ‘home’ kin. Finally, in desperation to return to his hamlet, 
he abandoned his wife and child to return home. He sought a partnership 
with these strangers in the remote reaches of the forest hinterland, but when 
this partnership ignored home relations he abandoned it.

Pre-industrial relations with the outside
Maututu myth-tellers referred to their tribal ways as la masori (the dark). 
The term was in no way derogatory but an acknowledgement of the 
distinctiveness of the ancestral worldview. La masori referred to times when 
small hamlets were scattered through the dark forest, when the violence 
of la gata (spear) and sorcery threatened hamlet residents, and when suara 
(big men) had powerful spirits in their wristbands. It was the time of their 
ancestors whose spirits continue to partner with their living kin.

My informants contrasted this with la matagaga (the light, bright, clear), 
recognising the transformations brought by colonialism and Christianity. 
Throughout the twentieth century, outside forces threatened to erase tribal 
lifeways. Colonial control through kiap patrol officers, the aggregation of 
hamlets into villages, the establishment by pastors of village churches, the 
alienation of soil, the chaos of the Pacific War and the pressure to pay taxes 
all challenged tribal ways. However, the ‘traditions’ (James et al., 2012) of 
colonialism and Christianity that engaged the Maututu in the twentieth 
century did not erase their ‘tribal’ identity; rather, such traditions came to 
constitute what they recognised as ‘the light’. The Maututu perspective passed 
down through myth, ritual and shared experience advocated partnership 
with ‘wild’ outsiders, and, on that basis, they engaged with these foreign 
ideas and practices while always seeking to articulate those new encounters 
with the exigencies of home. They actively sought the Christian holy books, 
invited the pastors, demanded cocoa seedlings and schooling for their 
children, and spent their new money on consumables from the plantation 
trade store. The term la matagaga reflected their distinct way of viewing 
the changes of the last century. It refers to the ‘clear eye’ (mata, ‘eye’; gaga, 

2	 Kol language is reported as a language isolate spoken by 4,000 people, unrelated to the Austronesian 
languages of the coast.
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‘without hindrance’) enlightenment of beneficial transformation. This is 
how the Christian era was described, particularly once the revival brought 
a sense of power to Maututu villages. It was also a term used to describe the 
other changes associated with modernity, schooling, local government and 
cocoa. Becoming modern ‘they sought ways to draw the outside world into 
their own and, thereby, gain access to and control over what they perceived 
as its future possibilities’ (Minnegal & Dwyer, 2017, p. 8).

The expatriate strangers, on the other hand, dismissed the ‘natives’ as lazy 
and resistant to change. The outside administration dispossessed them 
of their forests and soil. Failing to build relationships of respect with the 
expatriates, the villagers denounced them as greedy, arrogant or devious—
that is, focused on exploiting rather than partnering with them as hamlet 
residents. The fundamental distinction between the two perspectives, 
paradoxically, was that whereas the Maututu were ontologically disposed 
to engage with and partner the strange and wild, the disposition of the 
expatriate was to assume that their ‘civilised’ way was the only way and 
Maututu were ‘stupid’ to ignore what was best for them.

Industrialisation’s impact
Industrialisation through logging and oil palm has been the major assailant 
of Maututu life worlds. Industrialisation violated Maututu relations with 
the forest world. The forest was ransacked, its fauna and flora destroyed and 
even its spirit sites desecrated. Wild pigs, cassowaries and wallabies were 
driven deep into inland forests, and the cockatoos and other parrots that 
could no longer feed on forest fruit trees fed instead on the food gardens, 
particularly destroying the taro crop, the key prestige food. The sea grass 
fields with their rich marine life became polluted by mill effluent. All this 
seemed to run counter to the fourth and fifth goals of the Papua New 
Guinea (PNG) Constitution, which called for the ‘natural resources and 
environment to be conserved and used for the collective benefit of us all, to 
be replenished for the benefit of future generations’ (Vegter, 2005, p. 557).

Industrialisation introduced a new concept of wildness to Maututu 
engagements with outside worlds. Like the ogres of the origin myth, the new 
forces were less open to partnership and were committed to hegemony over 
the environment and the people. First logging and then oil palm obliterated 
the forest and the fertility of its soils and marginalised the indigenous 
populations. In their overview of the oil palm industry in the Asia-Pacific 
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region, Cramb and Curry (2012, p. 225) suggest that ‘environmental 
issues arising from oil palm development have perhaps attracted the most 
widespread global concern’. In her study of oil palm developments in Papua, 
Chao (2018b, p. 422) suggests that:

the oil palm sector is notorious for its destructive environmental 
impacts. Oil palm plantations reduce biodiversity and destroy the 
habitat of endangered species. They undermine ecosystem services 
such as nutrient cycling, water purification, and soil formation and 
stability, and are major contributors to greenhouse gas emissions.

According to Chao, many Marind characterise oil palm as a murderer. 
They describe oil palm as ‘a destructive, greedy and foreign being … [that] 
devours the land and drinks up the rivers … [and] even transforms the 
climate, causing droughts, heat waves and untimely rainfall’ (Chao, 2020, 
p. 11). Maututu also found the oil palm industry threatening, destructive 
and resistant to partnership, initially confining locals to village limits.

Rist et al. (2010, p. 1022), in their overview of the livelihood impacts of 
oil palm on smallholders in Indonesia, conclude: ‘We must continue to 
look for alternative production scenarios that allow ecologically and socially 
sustainable oil palm development.’ Such a scenario must start from respect for 
the smallholders’ own ontological perspectives. The Marind viewed oil palm 
as a wilful actor with whom they sought a relationship and were disappointed 
when the plant did not ‘hug back’ (Chao, 2018a). Maututu never spoke to 
me of oil palm or other plants as actors, but they spoke of the many agentive 
beings who inhabited the wild. It was with these beings that villagers sought 
partnerships in building their lineages, their hamlets, their gardens and, 
ultimately, themselves as dividuals. It was relationships with these beings 
that were disturbed by the destruction of the forest. Nonetheless, dividuals 
and groups sought to sustain their world by engaging with the new ‘wild’ 
challenges of industrialisation. As with the copra and cocoa that preceded it, 
oil palm as a cash crop offered opportunities for beneficial transformation 
of Maututu worlds through respectful partnerships with outsiders.

Unlike the oil palm industry in Indonesia, the Australian administration 
envisaged that the development of oil palm in West New Britain would be 
centred on settler and village smallholders. After independence, the PNG 
Government built on that foundation in its Constitution by stressing the 
cultural and social dignity of all peoples. But the extent of oil palm plantings 
raised a further spectre for Maututu: namely, that in the process of replacing 
the forest, oil palm had also sucked the life out of ‘home’ lifeways. The spirits 
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and non-human actors of the forest whom they sought as partners were 
threatened. The abundant area of forest, gardens and streams was reduced 
so far that Maututu found themselves in dispute over access to soil. With 
the forests now so distant they were unable to furnish village needs, and 
with the streams too polluted to drink or even wash in, they were forced 
to walk inland to natural springs. In the place of the forest, ordered lines 
of the oil palm monocrop extended up the slopes of the hinterland. The 
trucks that brought the fresh fruit bunches to the mill rumbled through 
their hamlets, scattering the dogs and posing a safety risk to children.

Friction was unavoidable as the demands of industrialisation cut across 
village ways of knowing and being. Initially marginalised by the industry, 
Maututu responded actively by applying for settler blocks, and some years 
later planting oil palm on their own soils. However, efficiencies of production 
were driven by the industrial emphasis on individual responsibility. 
The individual grower was saddled with a large debt that could only be 
paid back through optimum harvesting of the crop. The individualism of 
oil palm production was in tension with the Maututu stress on the dividual 
formed through mutual respect among kin and hamlet neighbours and 
exchange relations with more distant partners. This ontological friction 
only added to other ontological clashes: either land or soil, either lineages 
and clans as flexible or as exclusive memberships, either hamlets centred on 
the big man or the big shot, either gender relations that inspired or devalued 
women’s role in transformation, and inheritance of oil palm blocks either 
through paternal or maternal lines.

Alternative production scenarios
Alternative production scenarios practised by the Maututu anticipated such 
mutual respect between the distinct ontological perspectives of the global 
and local, outside industry and home. When more arrogant ‘enterprising’ 
villagers assumed the stance of ‘big shots’ by adopting the values of outsiders 
they were condemned for their greedy neglect of home relationships. In the 
Maututu ontoepistemic frame, relational ways of knowing and acting 
are central to villagers’ interactions with the world beyond their hamlet, 
extending in the industrial era to peoples from mainland PNG and beyond 
PNG and to a powerful company that guides the local economy and 
government. In the face of such challenges, Maututu hold to ontologies 
crafted in their engagement with both la masori and la matagaga and 
transformed in their struggles with industrialisation.
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This account is therefore premised on the necessity of understanding 
something of the ontology and epistemology of Maututu villagers expressed 
in the ‘dark’ and the ‘light’ as they focused their interaction with outsiders. 
How then can we imagine this articulation between such distinct ontologies? 
Curry and Koczberski (2013, p. 336) indicated that in Oceania:

indigenous economic and social structures have shown remarkable 
resilience and a capacity to accommodate change while retaining and 
even enhancing indigenous socioeconomic practices and values that 
people hold dear to them.

According to Curry (2003, p. 406):

smallholders’ relationships with each other and with a large, 
ostensibly capitalist development can be transformed or recast by 
place-based practices to create an alternative modernity that in 
practice bears little resemblance to the idealised notions of market 
economic relationships and the economically rational, utility-
maximizing individual.

The account presented here suggests that, even as the outsiders’ ontology 
focused on categorically defining the village or the clan, the precise block 
of land, the individual bank account, or the authority of the bishop and 
talatala, Maututu instead have prioritised relationships and reciprocity that 
remain flexible and processual. Maututu have sought to discover in those 
outside interventions a basis for mutual respect in partnership, a working 
with sympathetic outside forces to revitalise indigenous community, 
identity and capacity, just as mythic heroes found allies in the ‘wild’ species 
of the forest.

This suggests an articulation of distinct ontological approaches. In West 
New Britain, Curry (2005, pp. 127, 130) observed the ‘inflection of 
capitalist development to serve non-capitalist ends’ and that ‘other logics 
associated with kinship, gift exchange and identity override market economic 
considerations in what are ostensibly enterprises of the market economy’. 
Is it possible, Curry (2005, p. 130) asks, ‘to imagine futures in which 
indigenous communities are able to shape how capitalist development is to 
be embedded in their communities to accord with indigenous sociocultural 
values and practices?’

This account has attempted to explore such an approach, to imagine through 
their ontology how Maututu engage with the outside world. Maututu have 
never shied away from the challenges of partnering with the wild. The theme 
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of praising the hero who engages with the wild to wrest benefit for villagers at 
home is constant in their mythology. Maututu leaders brought cocoa into the 
village economy and pioneered its processing in fermentary and drier, as they 
had done previously with copra. They enthusiastically embraced the new crop 
of oil palm, moulding it into an alternate modernity that continues to stress the 
values of exchange and reciprocity. In doing so, ‘home’ has been transformed. 
Lineages have become more compact, even corporate as incorporated land 
groups, and the posalagu arrangement allows fathers to pass on their blocks 
to their first child. Oil palm revenue is subject to communal needs, such 
that in harvesting routines, households respond less to the demands of debt 
repayments and more to the social demands of exchange, school fees, house 
construction and the like. The wild of the oil palm has, in these ways, become 
absorbed in new engagements with the ‘home’, and village life has benefited 
in ways not foreseen by government and company planners. In this context, 
Maututu endeavour to maintain a balance in livelihood strategies between 
food gardens and cash crops, and to educate their children for roles beyond 
the village, while preserving their sense of pride in their group identity and in 
their relations with the spiritual world.

Viveiros de Castro (2015, p. 10), citing Jensen and Morita (2012), suggested 
that ‘ontologies are never hermetically sealed but always part of multiple 
engagements’. Chao (2022) refers to multiple ontologies ‘rubbing against 
each other’. In a similar approach, Minnegal and Dwyer (2017, p. 15) 
suggested that ‘people slide in and out of multiple frames of reference’, 
what Viveiros de Castro (2015, p. 9) termed the ‘war of worlds’, or de la 
Cadena and Blaser (2018) referred to as political ontology or ‘a world of 
many worlds’. Paige West (2016, p. 27) suggests that what emerges is a new 
symbolic order and, connected to it, new modes of being and knowing. 
This then is la matagaga that Maututu set alongside la masori, seeking to 
embrace multiple worlds within their new world. Building partnerships 
with the outside has led to radical transformations. I have stressed that, 
in their affirmation of la matagaga, Maututu resisted and protested the 
imposition of worlds that negate their own. We see this in their many 
attempts to regain lost soil and assert their identification with the forest 
world, their demands for cocoa and oil palm seedlings earlier denied to 
them, their demand for ‘tribal’ educational material, their protests against 
illegal logging and industrial pollution of waterways and seas, and their 
rejection of ‘big shots’. Women played a lead role in these protests, just as 
they did in the revival and the rewilding movements, and in the myths.
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Minnegal and Dwyer (2017, p. 268) noted among the Kubo that once 
‘outsiders departed, as they usually did, people returned to conventional 
ways of living’, but this account of the Maututu suggests otherwise. Instead, 
they forged partnerships that not only enriched community life but also 
transformed it. They recognised that entanglement with the strange outside 
necessitated engagement, leading to transformation in their own social 
relationships of ‘home’.

Ontological delegation
My initial understanding of this Maututu perspective was derived from 
their mythology but it became clear that this was mirrored in language, 
ritual and dance, and hamlet relations. I charted it in responses to colonial 
and industrial worlds. The centrality of myth in framing local ontology was 
stressed by West (2016, p. 216) with regards to another PNG people, the 
Gimi of the Eastern Highlands Province:

Gimi philosophy, as articulated in narratives of past events, crafts 
both ontology, or a set of propositions about what is in the world, and 
epistemology, as the story is then used by Gimi women (and men) 
to understand what is happening in the present. A tale some might 
have discounted as a ‘myth’ is actually a clear set of propositions that 
help people understand and be in the worlds they create and in the 
worlds that they are cast into with outside interventions of all kinds.

Stella (2007, p. 39) states that myth in PNG narrates the meaning of 
existence, and that PNG oral traditions draw attention to the importance 
of land and place as the partner of people in reciprocal relations.3 Viveiros 
de Castro (2015, p. 6) suggests that, as we all face the ecological catastrophe, 
we will increasingly look to ‘people whose world has already ended’ to 
provide guidance to survival. This recognition of Maututu ontological 
positions seeks to do that.

I am conscious of the risk of misrepresenting indigenous thought. Writing 
can be an act of colonisation, a technology of knowledge and (dis)possession 
(Stella, 2007, pp. 58, 82). Ontological delegation demands ‘that the 
anthropologist is forced to take his/her own ontological assumptions out 
of the strongbox and risk their robustness and transportability by letting 

3	 Halvacsz (2020, p. 55) confirms this for the Biangai people of PNG: ‘Land is alive and enters 
directly into constitution of persons.’
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them be counter-analysed by indigenous knowledge practices’ (Viveiros 
de Castro, 2015, p. 7). As Strathern (1987, p. 257) noted, anthropology’s 
problem is ‘how to create an awareness of different social worlds when all 
at one’s disposal is terms which belong to one’s own’. Chao (2020, p. 514) 
recommends ‘careful translation work across ontoepistemic divides that are 
certainly consequential but not necessarily insurmountable’. She warns both 
of ‘the reification of difference across distinct cultural groups, particularly 
in the context of indigenous lifeworlds’, and of ‘ontological anthropology’s 
indifference to the power dynamics that crosscut and reconfigure situated 
lifeworlds’ (Chao, 2020, p. 515; cf Turner, 2009).

I have attempted in this account to represent something of the distinct 
Maututu ontology, while indicating a diversity of interpretations of that in 
daily lives. Such an account will always be a caricature. To take the ontology 
of others seriously, according to Viveiros de Castro (2015, p.14), is ‘to learn 
to be able to speak well to the people you study … to speak about them 
to them in ways they do not find offensive or ridiculous’. I was always an 
outsider, but one who sought a relationship with Maututu long before 
I glimpsed their distinctive perspective. For their part, Maututu sought 
a partnership with me. They had specifically asked for help to integrate 
la masori into the school classroom. They accepted me into kinship 
relationships and later recruited me to assist their cocoa cooperative and 
their dealings with the outside.

What does it take to bring distinct parties and ontologies together in a way 
that is mutually beneficial? The answer has to be in challenging hegemonic 
conceptions of development and progress, profit and the future, and in 
sensing and respecting indigenous ontological frames. This process can, 
perhaps, most hopefully be entertained in a country with a constitution that 
respects ‘traditional’ ways and cosmologies, and in which politicians still 
live lives interwoven with village kin and wantok. The pluriverse approach 
pursued in this analysis has allowed us to imagine the world through others’ 
eyes and ways, and to question the dogmatic one-world world in which 
we assume that, apart from some insubstantial cultural variance, we are all 
looking through the same glasses. The analysis has clearly shown that land, 
sea, forest, natural species, cash crops and money assume very different 
meanings for the different protagonists in this story, because they view them 
from the perspective of different ontologies.
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In 2008, on my return to Bialla after a 33-year absence, I was accompanied 
by Lydia Gah, who was at school in Uase when I taught there and is now 
living in Australia. Together we participated in e rae dances in the village. 
Afterwards she exhorted the crowd to continue to perform such dances 
as an important element of Maututu culture, and asked me to make a 
similar appeal. It struck me that, whereas for the two of us, dance might 
be conceived as keeping alive tribal kastom, for those who danced this was 
confirmation and celebration of a distinct relational ontology. It was not 
kastom as a ‘thing’ in terms of static display but a process of re-formation of 
dividuals and groups. As such, it has thrived through all the transformations 
of modernity. In 2024, e rae accompanied the ordination of three Maututu 
United Church ministers. Maututu engage with Christianity and tavulovulo 
(culture, tradition), with la masori and la matagaga, with subsistence 
gardens and cash crops, with cooperatives and industrial corporations, 
with village meetings and district courts, and with the wild forest and the 
domestic hamlet karakara to forge who they want to be and what goals 
they seek. In seeking fruitful exchange with outside actors, people articulate 
outside ideas and practices with local ‘home’ patterns of community. In the 
‘rewilding’ venture of ecotourism, Maututu see their tavulovulo of lineage 
and hamlet communities and their respect for the wild forest as something 
valuable to be shared with outsiders. As they look to the future, many of 
my Maututu friends dream not of more oil palm or cocoa, but of regaining 
their lost soils and protecting the forests and seas. They also seek a revived 
sense of identity built around a revitalised Maututu culture, strengthened 
relationships, and a steady stream of young people engaging with the 
‘wild’ by gaining an education and employment beyond the village. They 
anticipate that, with that knowledge and those relationships, the youth will 
return to reinvigorate community life, like the mythic heroes. This is not 
a return to the past but a negotiation of new ways and a transformation of 
community through partnering the wild.
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