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Placepersons: 

Places that relate through 
work and migration in 

Papua New Guinea
Jamon Halvaksz1

In 2011, a dispute among a few individuals over a parcel of land along the 
Upper Bulolo River quickly escalated into an armed and violent conflict 
between Biangai and settlement communities that work the alluvial gold 
deposits around Wau (Morobe Province, Papua New Guinea [PNG]). 
Frustrated by Biangai control over the valley’s gold leases and lands, 
migratory settlement communities composed of neighbouring Watut and 
Buang communities combined with Sepik, Highlands and Coastal peoples 
to raid Biangai homes in Wau, burning them to the ground, killing at least 
two people as others fled to nearby communities for safety. In the following 
days, the now organised collective of settlers ravaged two of the seven Biangai 
villages, burning all of Kaisenik and most of Kwembu to the ground, stealing 
what they could not burn or destroy. Gathering themselves at the village 
of Wandumi, just across the river, Biangai prepared to hold their ground, 

1	  I wish to acknowledge the many Biangai elders and community members that have supported my 
work. Their encouragement and support has been central to my own efforts to fulfill my promise to raise 
awareness of their lives, struggles and ways of relating to our shared world. Funding for this research 
was provided by the National Science Foundation (BCS-0003927 the Wenner Gren Foundation for 
Anthropological Research 2000–2002 GR6724; 2014–2016: GR50638), the University of Canterbury 
at Christchurch and the University of Texas at San Antonio for funding phases of my research.
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or ngaibilak, against outsiders that prepared to march further the following 
day. But something happened. As Biangai guarded the bridge from Wau 
to Wandumi, with only seven bullets in hand, the raid was stopped. While 
PNG’s much overworked police force was on the way, Biangai attribute the 
end of the conflict to the simultaneous prayers of all the Biangai pastors, 
ministers and evangelists, who had gathered in Wandumi to ask God to 
keep them safe, to protect their lands from these raiders. Biangai say that 
their prayers were more than answered. Biangai sense of personhood has 
long been connected to the land, as they care for the land and the land cares 
for them. Here, both are reborn and strengthened. They refer to this day as 
Biangai Easter, not because of a self that is reborn, but because of a rebirth 
of their relationships with each other and with the land.

Similarly, Biangai workers at the site of the Hidden Valley Gold Mine, 
operated by Harmony Gold (South Africa) in the Kuper Range mountains 
about the town, often found themselves in conflicts over relationships to 
the land of the mine. This has taken the form of fights with employees 
from other regions of PNG and several accidental deaths among outsiders. 
For example, on 18 July 2015, an experienced semi-truck driver jumped 
from his cab and was killed by the wheels of the vehicle, even as the truck 
came safely to a stop in the runaway truck ramp. In these events, the mine 
was closed for weeks. Like the conflicts with settlers, relations to place 
were central to how Biangai viewed these events. The driver, his colleagues 
would say, was out of place and out of harmony with the spatio-temporal 
relations that govern how Biangai work with the land and how the land 
works with Biangai.

The Biangai communities occupy the Upper Bulolo River Valley to the 
north-west of the town of Wau in Morobe Province, PNG. Starting with 
the gold rushes of the 1920s, Biangai have a long history of engaging with 
the world, but they do so by making the world in their own way. I worked 
with Biangai in the villages of Winima (benefactors of the Hidden Valley 
Gold Mine, operated by Harmony Gold, South Africa) and Elauru (outside 
of the mine lease area) for a cumulative 30 months between 1998 and 2016 
(see Halvaksz, 2020). During my research, I travelled between the two 
villages, alternating weekly in order to understand the differential impact 
of a medium-sized industrial gold mine on their lives. Here, I consider the 
role of local ideas of place in the experiences of Biangai and how these 
ideas can be informed by Moanan theories of space and time (specifically 
the tā-vā theory of reality espoused by Māhina, 2010), and the centrality 
of harmonious spatio-temporal relations (Kaʻili, 2017). In particular, 
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I examine place-based relationships as they are expressed in novel contexts 
beyond the village communities. Following a discussion of Indigenous 
ideas of place, I detail Biangai spatio-temporal relations in the context of 
gardening, mining labour and urban migration.

Indigenous places
As the discussions of spatio-temporal tensions at both the alluvial and 
industrial mine sites reveal, places and persons are meaningfully interrelated. 
While many scholars commonly talk about how Indigenous communities 
invest specific locations with meaning, and how such places are social and 
historical constructs (e.g. Basso, 1996), it is the contention of this essay, 
and of Biangai, that places likewise invest persons with meaning. This 
is not because Biangai have given meaning to places but because places 
are real agentive forces in the world. Biangai speak of places where they 
have a shared belonging as ngaibilak, which loosely translates as ‘cared 
for ground’. However, caring is not just an act of human agency but also 
the work of the land in looking after Biangai as they labour in the soil for 
subsistence gardening, cash crops, hunting and in development activities. 
Bouganvillian scholar Regis Stella (2007, p. 29) noted that, for PNG, place 
‘is regarded as an extension of the indigenous self and integral component 
of the indigenous identity’. Places also figure into Biangai social relations in 
conventional marriage practices, as ideal partners bring the land together, 
uniting parcels as well as kin groups. Who you can marry is as much about 
their relationship with land as it is about social relations among persons. 
Thus, places and persons are mutually entangled in creatively producing 
one another as real beings in the world. Following this logic, I argue for 
collapsing the boundaries between these conceptual domains to consider the 
potentiality of placepersonhood in understanding such socialites (Halvaksz, 
2020). Derived from ngaibilak, I argue that placepersons force us to think 
about the relationship between us and the spaces we occupy, to trouble the 
boundaries between and to rethink responsibility.

In many ways, this reflects much of the wider discussion in Moanan 
(e.g. Kaʻili, 2017, Māhina, 2010) and Indigenous (e.g. Watts, 2013; 
Wildcat, 2001) scholarship on spatio-temporal relationships. Following 
the work of Tongan scholar Hūfanga ‘Okusitino Māhina, many Moanan 
scholars have attended to the work of tā and vā, or time and space, as an 
Indigenous theory of reality. For Māhina, vā is that space between, and, 
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importantly for this chapter, a space that relates across time. However, tā, 
or time, is not linear in Moanan cultures: the past and future guide present 
action as they are ‘symmetrically negotiated in the process’ (Māhina, 2010, 
p. 170). Like the rhythm of a beating drum, the sound of the first beat 
shapes and anticipates the second; the space between the beats, the vā, 
brings them into a relationship. Kaʻili (2017, p. 5) uses this theory of spatio-
temporal reality to engage with the practices of tauhi vā, which he defines 
as ‘the art of mediating sociospatial conflicts and sustaining sociospatial 
relations’. In art and performance, tauhi vā guides participants to respectful 
and harmonious practices. As a theory of reality, tā-vā offers us a way to 
understand spatio-temporal relationships as relating not only to a specific 
place, but also to relationships that are generative of beauty, harmony and 
balance. While Biangai do not share the linguistic expressions of tā and vā, 
this realisation of spatio-temporal relationships is expressed in practices of 
kinship and relationships with land. Ngaibilak relations guide Biangai to 
seek and maintain harmony, practices that are made even more important 
as spatial relationships also invest people with agency, for it is the land that 
makes a Biangai person possible.

North American Indigenous scholars have likewise noted an important 
role for spatial relationships in explicating Indigenous worlds. Daniel 
Wildcat (2001, p. 32), a member of the Muscogee Nation of Oklahoma, 
broadly conceptualises ‘Indigenous’ to express a broader understanding of 
Indigenous relations to a place as including ‘behaviours, beliefs, values, 
symbols, and material products’. He argues that Indigenous people ‘actively 
draw on the power of that place physically and spiritually’ (Wildcat, 2001, 
p. 32). Indigenous places are more than the physical manifestation of the 
environment. This power of place is also encapsulated in what Mohawk and 
Anishinaabe scholar Vanessa Watts (2013, p. 21) calls Indigenous place-
thought, which holds that the ‘land is alive and thinking and that humans 
and non-humans derive agency through the extensions of these thoughts’. 
For Watts, places are not just-so constructions of human society but are very 
much rooted in what it means to be a person, and vice versa.

More in line with Māhina’s articulation of tā-vā theory of reality as an 
ethical socio-spatial practice, Dene scholar Glen Coulthard, and author, 
academic and musician Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (a member of 
the Mississauga Nishnaabeg) refer to the ethical relationship to place as 
‘grounded normativity’:
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What we are calling ‘grounded normativity’ refers to the ethical 
frameworks provided by these Indigenous place-based practices 
and associated forms of knowledge. Grounded normativity 
houses and reproduces the practices and procedures, based on 
deep reciprocity, that are inherently informed by an intimate 
relationship to place. Grounded normativity teaches us how to live 
our lives in relation to other people and nonhuman life forms in 
a profoundly nonauthoritarian, nondominating, nonexploitive 
manner. Grounded normativity teaches us how to be in respectful 
diplomatic relationships with other Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
nations with whom we might share territorial responsibilities 
or common political or economic interests. Our relationship to 
the land itself generates the processes, practices, and knowledges 
that inform our political systems, and through which we practice 
solidarity. To willfully abandon them would amount to a form of 
auto-genocide. (Coulthard & Simpson, 2016, p. 254) 

Grounded normativity is ultimately about relationship to each other through 
places. These relations speak to obligations among persons and places but also 
a political system that organises social relations around practices of solidarity. 
In line with Kaʻili, practising responsible and non-exploitive relationships 
reflects ethical—or we might say harmonious—socio-spatial practices.

In the thinking of many Moanan scholars, spatial relationships are considered 
more broadly. Tā-vā is not limited to a particular place and occurs in music, 
art, architecture, performance, speech and language (Kaʻili, 2017; Kalavite, 
2019; Refiti, 2017). But, like place, space is social. As Wendt (1999, p. 402, 
emphasis added) notes, vā is ‘space that relates’. Indigenous place-thought 
and grounded normativity focus more specifically on the role of places in 
mediating spatio-temporal relationships, which are especially salient given 
the widespread dispossession and alienation of places in North America by 
settler colonialism. But both call our attention to the relational qualities of 
spatio-temporality. My exploration of these diverse bodies of Indigenous 
thought is not an effort to synthesise, but more an attempt to understand 
how placepersonhood might speak to a broader set of ideas about responsible, 
ethical, harmonious and beautiful spatio-temporal relationships for Biangai. 
In negotiating their relationships to places across spatio-temporal distances, 
Biangai struggle to maintain ‘grounded normativity’ or, in their terms, 
ngaibilak. They also express spatio-temporal relations in ways that Moanan 
scholars would recognise, folding time and place together in the work 
of producing a garden, composing a song or making collective decisions 
(Halvaksz, 2020). I argue for a greater appreciation of such practices across 
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Indigenous communities as systems that can better relate to and inform 
relations with places and an environment fractured by Western concepts of 
growth and capital.

The art of gardening
Biangai gardens are expressions of spatio-temporal relationships, which 
ideally produce both food and sociality. To garden ngaibilak is to return to 
lands gardened before. As a child, a Biangai person is designated to follow 
the lands of one of their parents or grandparents, but not all siblings will 
share the same place-based affiliations. One child might care for his mother’s 
lands (ngaibilak panumere), while two others might be responsible to their 
father’s lands (ngaibilak mangobek). Care and responsibility are key to these 
placeperson relationships. Land-based affiliations are organised into named 
groups, or solonarik, which represent spatio-temporal relationships among 
the living and the dead. Solonarik is hard to define, but it has the sense 
of ‘many emerging from one’. It is often likened to the base of bamboo 
(ngelebek), with many stalks. Likewise, many within a solonarik trace rights 
to the same base. As a result of these organic connections rooted in places, 
a harmonious gardening space is not the work of a single person or even a 
household. Gardening is best when the many relations that place evokes can 
be brought together in the same or adjacent gardens. Marriages make this 
possible by combining places and persons related through land. The ideal 
marriage unites parcels of land, making relationships among places and 
families a central feature of spatio-temporal relationships. Marrying within 
a solonarik ensures that the lands of both spouses are in close proximity. 
As Biangai increasingly marry outside their community and linguistic 
group, these relationships are weakened and even broken as the couple 
rarely returns to work the land of the Biangai partner. Sharing places is 
thought to maintain harmonious social relationships within the household 
over time and within a solonarik as they revisit the space of newly planted 
gardens. This is especially true of the yam garden.

The yam or rawik was given to Biangai by the first man,2 who promised 
upon his death to return as something that would provide for future 
generations. As yams are propagated from parts of tubers and passed 

2	  The full narrative of this history is considered sacred knowledge by Biangai, and I respect their wishes 
to not recount it in full.
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among family, yams and humans share genealogies tracing back to the 
first Biangai. Planting a garden, especially a yam garden, is a collective 
practice that reaffirms connections to place. While one person might have 
primary responsibilities to care for the land, they invite those with shared 
or overlapping responsibilities within the same solonarik to plant alongside 
them. Each household will dig 1-metre-deep holes, clearing the soil of any 
stones or roots and turning it through their hands. This frees the space 
for the yam to fill. Touching the soil that one’s ancestors once touched to 
plant a yam, which is likewise descended from the same yams that one’s 
ancestors planted, highlights the circularity of time in Biangai worlds. This 
space is also shared with ancestors, whose labour still marks the land. When 
a solonarik plants yams, they typically revisit the slight depression in the soil 
that shows where their ancestors once planted. Digging into the earth, they 
touch across time the labour of their ancestors who planted there before. 
As Māhina (2010, p. 170) notes in theorising tā:

people are thought to walk forward into the past and walk backward 
into the future, both taking place in the present, where the past and 
future are constantly mediated in the ever-transforming present.

Turning the soil with one’s hands and planting an ancestral rawik in the 
space planted by one’s ancestors, the garden produces a harvest that mediates 
future consumption, future seed yams and future gardens.

Places and persons are intimately connected in the spatio-temporal relations 
of the garden, where harmonious practices sustain both the land and the 
persons that toil there. In the rest of this chapter, I consider contexts where 
questions over the relationship to place are intensified among Biangai urban 
migrants and workers at the mine.

Migration from ngaibilak
Many that work for the Hidden Valley mine return to their home 
communities during time off. But an increasing number of employees, as 
well as those that receive royalty and compensation payments as designated 
landowners, have moved to semi-urban areas around the coastal city of Lae 
within a day’s travel from the community. Previous migration to the city 
was limited to a few university-educated Biangai, although many others 
maintain residences in the town of Wau (within Biangai territorial claims). 
The wealth generated by the mine facilitated a rapid increase in the number 
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of Biangai living in and around the city. This is apparent in community 
census data between 2011 and 2016. Winima’s resident population 
declined from 329 to 188 individuals, with many already living outside the 
community by 2011. By contrast, Elauru’s resident population, who did not 
benefit in the same way from mining, went from 291 to 278 individuals 
over the same period. 

Migration increases distances between ngaibilak and Biangai. Likewise, 
it strains the social relationships that places instil. Like other communities, 
Biangai around Lae establish compounds that reproduce kinship 
relationships in these novel spaces. For some, moving provides work 
opportunities in the industries that support mining, such as Biangai-owned 
and operated security and trucking companies. For others, it allows them 
to send their kids to private schools that are considered better than options 
closer to the village. Of course, some view living around the city as more 
exciting than community life. In establishing their new location, an initial 
household will lease land from local landholders. In one example, a family 
leased a large area where they initially planned to grow plantain and bananas 
for their own consumption. However, as other families sought land, and 
the initial leaseholder found little time for garden work during days off, he 
divided his lease among other family members who established residences 
on the property. While they share kinship, they do not share a common 
connection to the land. It is not ngaibilak as it is only leased from those with 
connections to the place.

In migrating, Biangai still maintain connections to ngaibilak across 
the increased spatio-temporal distances. In part, this is done through the 
continued use of the land for cash crops. During peak coffee season, urban-
based Biangai will return to the community to tend to their coffee trees, 
harvesting the rich red cherries from which they extract and dry parchment 
coffee for sale to various buyers. During this time, they continue the 
practice of sharing work and labour with their extended kinship network. 
This supplemental income is as much about reaffirming connections to 
place as it is about money. Biangai understand that mining revenues and 
employment are not long-term and that the mine will close. Ngaibilak 
remains important for urban Biangai as a base or foundation for a post-
mining future. Returning is a way to ‘walk forward into the past’ in order 
to ‘walk backward into the future’ (Māhina, 2010). Coffee is one practice 
through which this is maintained.
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Following the terminology of agricultural extension agents, coffee is 
often referred to as ‘red gold’, with one Hidden Valley mine employee 
explaining to me that her trees planted on the land of her mother solonarik 
are her village bank, a sort of savings account. She also hopes to pass the 
responsibility of the land to her son, so looking after it now is important. 
Others have similar aspirations, bringing their kids to the coffee groves to 
work during school breaks so that they see the land, and the land sees them. 
As groves are divided among siblings, they come to know the boundaries, 
the names of places, and the streams that run through them. It becomes 
part of their story and personhood. Those that do not make these trips lose 
these connections over time. They cannot speak of the land in the same 
way as their peers in the community, nor in the way of those who have 
grown up in-between urban and village spaces. During disputes, they lack 
eloquence and understanding and are readily dismissed by others. In short, 
their relationships to the communal spatio-temporalities are weakening.

More indicative of this ongoing connection to ngaibilak and solonarik 
affiliations is the continued effort to maintain yam gardens. While those 
residing in the community full-time regularly plant sweet potatoes (kambek) 
and yams (rawik), urban Biangai rely on food purchased in local markets 
and stores. Few plant anything beyond a small household garden for onions, 
ginger, tomatoes, etc.—items that sweeten the taste of rice and tin meats. 
But yams remain important, drawing on Biangai histories. Urban Biangai 
still return to plant yams alongside their village-based relatives, connecting 
to the soil and garden spaces, knowing the land, and sharing the work. 
When asked why they return to plant yams (but not other food crops), 
Biangai will say that it is their ‘bone’—that it is part of what it means to be 
Biangai. Of course, yams can be planted in urban and peri-urban areas, 
but they do not taste as good, lacking that taste of place (Halvaksz, 2013). 
The point is to have a garden planted in the community.

Urban Biangai often rely on kin to tend to the garden after it is planted: 
cleaning and weeding the area, making sure that the vines find their way up 
2-metre-long sticks placed next to each mound, setting fires of dried garden 
refuse to discourage insects and even harvesting at the end of the season. 
Most will come back to harvest, but if work keeps them away, they will 
ask their family to do it. Still, in planting and in having a garden, Biangai 
maintain that relationship to ngaibilak; their kids will know and remember 
the garden and thus have future claims to place.
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These ongoing claims to ngaibilak are apparent in my surveys of gardens. 
In 2001, 2011, 2014, 2015 and 2016, I conducted a full survey, mapping 
the area with a Trimble GPS, counting yam mounds and noting the details 
of the garden (Halvaksz, 2020). Early on, there was clear evidence that all 
gardening was decreasing in Winima, especially among those who were 
benefitting the most from the mine on their lands. But once the mine 
entered into production in 2007, when employment and compensation 
were at their highest, the work of planting yams returned. Sweet potato 
gardens were planted only by those who resided in the community full-
time, while the number of yam gardens and mounds has been at its highest 
in the last three years of my surveys.

Disharmony and harmony at the mine
Trouble at the Hidden Valley Gold Mine, operated most recently by the 
ironically named Harmony Gold (South Africa), has long been viewed in 
terms of spatio-temporal relations and obligations. During a prolonged 
exploration phase that started in 1981, the Biangai villages of Winima and 
Kwembu disputed rights to the mine with a neighbouring Watut community 
in court. At the same time, other Biangai communities petitioned to be 
included as rights holders within the mining lease area. These claims were 
not rooted in proximity to the village; the present locations of Winima and 
Kwembu are clearly closer to the site. Nor were they reflective of recent 
hunting and gardening practices that PNG’s Land Courts find compelling. 
Instead, claims were rooted in the deep historical connections to the site, 
seeking to acknowledge Biangai as a people that share common histories. 
These efforts sought to move past the solonarik affiliations to consider what 
it means to be Biangai more broadly.

Since entering its production phase in 2007, the mine has employed Biangai 
from every community. While royalty and environmental compensation 
payments remain the purview of Winima and Kwembu, the shared labour 
has differently marked the space among Biangai co-workers. In this context, 
the deeper histories of connections are more readily acknowledged. Biangai 
employees from Elauru and Winima tell stories of fights between Biangai 
and other groups. Both talk about unionising and share complaints about 
the conditions at the mine and the lower wages for local employees compared 
with national and international workers. Both refer to the mine site as 
Biangai land. More importantly, they share labour on this land, moving soil 
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and rock to free the precious metals—like working in the garden, forging 
placepersonhood. These deeper temporal connections mediate what are 
otherwise contentious spatial relations.

Moments of heightened tensions, like violence the between Biangai and 
other communities discussed earlier, highlight these connections. During 
my research in 2014, 2015 and 2016, the violence of 2011 was still on 
people’s minds. Rumours of a pending raid sent workers from Hidden 
Valley scrambling for ways to get home (though the rumours were always 
false). But these tensions reflect certain concerns about connections to place. 
As I have documented (Halvaksz, 2020), yam production was in decline 
up until 2011. It was viewed as hard work, with working for the mining 
company and benefitting from new revenue to buy rice and tin meats taking 
precedent over turning one’s ngaibilak into a garden.

While it might be easy to say that Biangai ideas of land are just stories, that 
they are coincidental, this is not how Biangai experience it. Vanessa Watts 
(2013) reminds us that we cannot approach such events and interpretations 
as mere constructs. They are real accounts and real experiences. They also 
speak to the very specific relationships that inform Biangai understandings 
of belonging and place.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have argued for a different approach to understanding 
spatio-temporal relationships in transitional spaces. Building on Indigenous 
theories of place and Moanan spatio-temporal philosophies, I examined how 
Biangai conceptualise place as an active agentive force in both their lived 
experience and in defining their very personhood, collapsing the Western 
boundaries between them. Placepersonhood captures this sensibility, as the 
obligations between the two make both possible over time. Like Moanan 
theories of tā-vā, Biangai spaces forge relationships among the living and 
the dead, where a place like the garden reflects such harmonious relations.

Ngaibilak is not simply an object that is acted upon in the garden or at 
the mine. It likewise cares for those that work its soils. Biangai practices 
mediate relationships with the land, through the garden. Like tauhi-
vā, Biangai-place relationships offer an ethic for ‘mediating sociospatial 
conflicts and sustaining sociospatial relations’ (Kaʻili, 2017, p. 5). Working 
together, placepersons grow the garden, grow Biangai and enrich ancestral 
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relationships across time. As the tension around mining and migration 
suggests, challenges to this sensibility have consequences. The celebration 
of Biangai Easter, and the many different disruptions of mining at Hidden 
Valley highlight the significance of building harmony in Biangai spatio-
temporal relationships.

Outsiders are not placepersons in the space of the mine or in the town of 
Wau, lacking the ancestral, physical and emotive connection to the place. 
Urban Biangai are aware of this, returning to reinforce the connections 
across generations, not only to instil the relational qualities of personhood 
among kin but to preserve their placepersonhood relationships with the 
land and kin over time.
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