Prologue

A Heavy Christnas a’?’_;d a Pig Law for People

The Christmas season of 1991 was a hard one in Urapmin, The Urap-
min community, situated in the remote West Sepik Province of Papua
New Guinea, is divided socially and geographically into a top group
{dang kasel) aud a bottom group (kalang kasel).? This division is not an-
cient, dating only to the time in historical memory when the Urapmin
moved to their present location, and as the Urapmin think about it, it
structures very little of their social life. Each group has its own church
building, but that is only so no one has to walk far to services, Fach also
has its own sports team, but that too strikes the Urapmin as natural,
since competitive sports require opposing teams. Ideally, the Urapmin
say, these two convenient uses of the distinction are abour as far as it
should go; beyond this, they are fiercely committed to the idea that they
are ail members of one community.

As important a role as this commitment to unity plays in Urapmin
self-perception, however, it was challenged in early 991, when geolo-
gists from the multinational Kennecott corporation made a few visits to
Urapmin to prospect for minerals. As it happened, the company was
working exclusively on land belonging to members of the top group, as
it had in its previous visits in 1989 and r¢9o. When it came time to fill
paying positions for trench diggers and soil-sample collectors, Kenne-
cott operated on the principle of giving preference to landowners, a
principle that ensured that members of the top group took the Hon's
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share of the jobs. Positions ar Kennecott were available anly sporad-
ically—company representatives came and went withour warning and
rarely stayed more than a few days—Dbut it was by far the highest-pay-
ing work that had ever been on offer in Urapmin. Not surprisingly, then,
people from the bottom group were unhappy with the arrangement that
resulted in their being largely excluded from these positions.

The difficult aspects of this situation were never addressed very di-
rectly. An early complaint from the bottom group about Kennecott’s hir-
ng practices led the company to give positions to a few bottom people
who had significant kinship des with landowners from the top group.
And members of the top group expressed some unhappiness abour the
-anger they felt the bottom group was harboring toward them. But the
general issue of unequal distribution of benefits coming to Urapmin
from outside and the stiife it was catsing never became ropics of formal
or even open informal discussion. Instead, people from the top and boe-
tom groups began to express their frustrations with one another by
launching into disputes about other matrers whenever the opportunity
presented itself.

At first people talked about these disputes as if they were individual
matters; s¢ and so, who happens to be from the top (or bottom), is mad
at so and so, who happens to be from the bottom {or top), because he
stared hard at him, or becanse he kicked him in soccer, or because his
sister magried down (or up) but no woman has ever come back as a ve-
placement. The prevalence of such individual quarrels was not surpris-
ing to anyone. Humans are sinful crearures, people would say, given to
bad feelings and hostility; disputing is just the way of the world. Because
the Urapmin are committed to a kind of Christianity that dwells on hu-
man sinfulness, this interpretation of their current roubles came easily
to them.

But as the year wore on and the repeated appearance of conflicts that
pitted people against one another across the rop/botrom divide became
unpossible to ignore, the Urapmin began to construe their community’s
troubles as symptoms of a less precedented kind of problem. Not just in-
dividuals but the two groups as a whole seemed to be in open dispure.
By the end of the year, the lines had become so hard that no one could
escape the feeling that a sinzation marked by an unusual prevalence of
individual disputes had given way to one in which the whole community
was at war with irself, .

It was the coming of the Christmas season that finally put the prob-
lem the community was having unmistakably on the public agenda.
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Christmas is a solemn religious holiday in Urapmin, filled with talk of
sin and redemption and organized around rituals aimed at checking the
influence of the former and thus ensuring the achievement of the latter.
Most years, the top and bottom churches come together to conduct
many of the eight or more chusch services and other rituals that make
up the Urapmin celebration of the holiday. In 990, members of the two
churches had worked together to build a large, open-air enclosure in
which to celebrate. For many days, they had held services and Holy
Spirit possession dances (Spirit disko) in this enclosure, and numerous
people had been possessed by the Holy Spirit. Since the Spiris will come
to a church only if all of its members have confessed their sins and ceased
to entertain evil thoughts and feelings, the success of these rituals left
the conmumunaniry feeling extremely spiritually heaithy. Indeed, the state of
community health the Urapmin achieved during their 1990 Christmas
celebrations came to represent a benchmark against which they would
measure the decline of their social lives as 1991 wore on. By the end
of the vear, disputes in full flower, the mood of the community had be-
come so ugly that the church leaders’ efforts to set up at least a few com-
bined services for Christmas 1991 scemed doomed to fail. As Christmas |
neared, they gave up their attempts, officially calling off all combined
services and canceling the sports competitions that would also have
brought the two groups together during the holiday season.

Their failure to overcome their problems in order to celebrare Christ-
mas in an appropriate way left many Urapmin ashamed (fitom}. The an-
swer to shame being withdrawal, quite a few people made plans to cel-
ebrate Christmas in other communities, a course of action normally
unthinkable at a rime of year when the Urapmin spend more time to-
gether than at any other and when much of the social work of the com-
munity (marriage arrangements, bride-price payments, dispute resolu-
tions} gets done. Those who stayed took to referring to the season as
be on everyone’s lips throughout late December. Since “a heavy” in
Urapmin Christian terminclogy refers to the kinds of problems that
push one into sin, and to the fact of a sin itself, the term perfectly cap-
tured the sense of moral failure that hung in the air; this was a “sinful
Christmas.” As Christmas day approached, everyone was sunk deep
into chastising themselves for their inability to rise above sin at least
enough to property celebrate one of the two most imporrant holidays of
their Christian calendar (the other being Easter).

The collective perception of moral crisis that spread through the
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community was distressing enough in itself; it was made even more dis-
turbing by the palpable fear of damnation that it brought in its wake.
Urapmin Christianity’s focus on the need to strive for moral perfection
is embedded in an expectation that Jesus’ return could come at any mo-
ment, Only those morally ready for him when he comes will be saved,
The sins that made for the heavy Christmas thus brought with them the

threat of failing to secare the perfect heavenly furure promised to those

who are saved in the last days,

During the twenty-six months I lived 1n Urapmin {January 19971 o
February 1993), people spent a lot of tme tatking about what bad
neaple they were, how they were fawless and could not get along with
one anather and live good Christian lives. Bur only once, during the
1o91 Christmas season, did the reality of their lives seem actually to
mirror the bleak image of moral collapse that was a staple of their Chris-
tian rhetoric. And although people also talked constantly during those
same twenty-six months about the imminence of the Second Coming,
only once, again during the r9o1 Christmas season, did their powerful
apocalyptic fears seem not to be leavened by equally strong hopes of sal-
vation. Having had no success at settling their disputes and rebuilding
their communrity, during the heavy Christmas season they found them-
selves facing a true moral crisis and an impending social collapse as dire
as those imaged in their Christian beliefs.

To the extent that it rested anywhere other than in the moral hearts
of each Urapmin individual, the Urapmin felt thar the responsibiity for
addressing this crisis belonged ro Rom, the Uraproin Kaunsil. Kaunsil is
an elected position, and the person who occupies it is charged with,
among other things, settling disputes in the community. Disputes he
cannot settle he is supposed to take to the District Court in Telefomin.
However, all Urapmin agree that sending cases to the District Court is
highly undesirable, for once a case is heard there the community has no
control over the outcome, and people can end up in jail or paying gov-
ernment fines that send money out of the communicy. Thus the Kaunsil
hears and decides almost all cases in his local court.

Yet by the time everyone had brought the Kaunsil the individual dis-
putes that went into making the heavy Christmas heavy, his docket was
laden with more cases than he could possibly settle in a timely manner.
Moreover, his diligent effort to serrle simifar cases throughoeur the year
had accomplished very licde. With il will saturating relations between
top and bottom peaple, disputes between them continued to spring up
like mushrooms in the rainforest. Things had reached a point at which
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it was clear to the Kaunsil that the court system had broken down. Thus
the failure of the Christmas season weighed particularly heavily on his
shoulders. In his house one aight I noticed he had written the phrase
“Hevi Krismas” on a little blackboard in the perfect handwriting that
was one of the subtler signs of his authority. It was a terribly sad image,
a mark of defeat that came from the hand of ane of the community’s
ablest leaders. v also struck me thar it made the crisis somehow official;
the problem was on the Kaunsil’s agenda, set down in writing. But what
could he do about it?

In the days after Christmas, the Kaunsil showed remarkable ingenu-
ity in devising a plan to deal with the crisis. Traditionally, and still
today, the Urapmin settle disputes berween individuals by having them
exchange equivalent goods {#isol dalawin) with each other in order to
“buy the shame” {fizom sanin) or “buy the anger” f{ager atul samin) of
the other party. Once both parties have received goods to buy their
shame or anger, the dispute is officially finished and the people involved
resume normal relations. The Kaunsils brilliant plan was to have the top
people as a group and the bottom people as a group undertake a dsol
dalamin exchange in order to finish all their disputes in one stroke,
Everyone would come to the exchange bringing something to give, and
each person would find someone from the other group who had brought
something eguivalent and exchange with them, regardless of whether
that person was someone with whom they were actually in dispute. Sev-
eral of the main disputznss, however, would plan in advance to bring
equivalent items that they would exchange with one another first, to
“open the road” for the remaming exchanges. Once the entire ritual was
complete, all the varions disputes that made up the crisis would be fin-
ished, and the community as a2 whole could, like the two parties in a tra-
ditional tisol dalamin exchange, resume normal relations.

As soon as the Kaunsil began to discuss this plan with important
feaders from the top and bottom regions, it became apparent that he had
hit on a successful innovation. As news spread, people throughout Urap-
min became excited about the exchange. They also spoke enthusiasti-
cally abourt another part of the Kaunsil’s plan, this one based less on tra-
ditional forms of dispute resolution than on contemporary Christian
and postcolonial ideas about the importance of the law. After the ex-
change, the Kaunsil had announced, a new legal regime would begin. In
itself, the idea of 2 “new law” {pupela lo) was not novel. As the Urapmin
see it, the colonial era and Christianity had together brought a new law
several decades before. Furthermore, the anticipation of an even newer
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new law is constantly in the air in Urapmin, because the imminent
coming of such a law, to be imposed by an evil world leader, is a staple
of the Christian apocalyptic rumars that pepper so much of the com-
munity’s talk and thinking. But in this case, once they completed the ti-
sol dalamin exchange, the Urapmin would give themselves the new law,
and while it would not be evil per se, it would be extremely harsh.
This new law had its own slogan: “A pig law for people.” As much
as the catchphrase “heavy Christmas” had dominated the holiday sea-
son, this new one captured the hope of the period immediately follow-
ing, the one that led up to the exchange. The phrase made reference to
a successful fegal imnovation of the past. During the later part of the co-
lonial era, in the late r960s or early 19705, when the position of Kaun-
sil had only recently been established, the Urapmin had taken advantage
of the ability it gave them to exercise governmental-type powers over
themselves to institute a new law regarding che wearment of pigs. This
law holds that full-grown pigs cannot be in the village, If they come into
the village {or into people’s gardens), they will immediately be killed,
This is a tough law to follow: no ene likes to see a pig killed to no cere-
menial end, and Urapmin claim the law is the reason that they have
many fewer pigs than their Telefomin neighbors. They sav, however, that
even though it makes them a “rubbish line” {rabis fain) that is perenni-
ally short of pigs, it is a law worth having. Pigs that come into villages,
rooting up village plazas and leaving their excrement everywhere, and
those that find their way inro gardens and tear them up routinely cause
disputes between people, and these disputes in rurn destroy people’s
“Christian lives” (Kristin laip}. In the end, the death of some pigs is a
small price to pay for keeping the community from falling into sin.
After the exchange, people claimed, the new law for people would be
a tough, single sanction affair along the lines of the pig law. Anyone who
broke any law (be it by thefr, adultery, or even simple angerj—anyone
who in a word failed to be in “agreement” {wanbel} with the Christian
standards of their fellows-—would be sent to the despised District
Court, where the government could have its way with him or her {or, if
a case was too minor for the District Court to hear, those involved
would be immediately fined by the Kaunsil}. As soon as the exchange
was over, the Kaunsil promised, he would “file” (fl) the new law at the
District Office, where people believe the pig law is also filed {though I
could never find it gazerted in the district records). This would give it a
sanction higher than that of the Urapmin community, making it very dif-
ficult for Urapmin people ro evade or repeal. Once in place, people were
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Figure 1. People exchanging goods at the dispute resolution ritual. Photo by

Joel Robbins.

confident that the pig law for people would ensure that they never again
found themselves facing another heavy Christmas like the one just past.

The exchange itself, which took place on January 4, 1992, was a
great success. [t began with a prayer in which a prominent pastor asked
God to take away the anger from each participant’s heart, After the
prayer, people threw themselves into the exchange with the very emo-
tional intensity that was so notably lacking in their Christmas cele-
brations (see figure 1). Relations between top and bottom peocple greatly
improved in the wake of the exchange, immediately in fact, and the cri-
sis of Christmas 1991 passed into memory. Urapmin continued to ha-
rangue themselves about their lawlessness and inability to live well to-
gether; this version of the Christian state of fallenness remained the
primary idiom in which they discussed their lives. But the daily life that
went on around that discussion, that was in many ways produced by it,
became livable once again by virtue of falling short of their worst imag-
inings. Onee again, people began to believe that they might be able con-
trol their sinful wendencies enough so that Jesus would take them to
heaven when he rerurned.

All this happened without the Kaunsii filing the “pig law for peop]é”
that everyone had thought so promising a strategy of social control in
the days before the exchange. Tt is probably just as well that he held back
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from taking this step. One can run a community with very few pigs; it is
harder with very few people. Yet the pig law for people had proven very
good to think with, Ir engaged the deep Urapmin conviction that law-
fulness is the basis of a good Christian life by presenting itself as an in-
novation that would push the law even farther toward the forefront of
people’s minds and thus aid them in their effores to gain salvation by
subjecting their lawless, willful tendencies to it. It also provided closure
to a dynamic of sin and repentance—with the heavy Christmas and al
that went into it constituting the sin—that the Urapmin nowadays find
familiar. In punishing themselves with this harsh law, they would make
up for the sins of envy, anger, and willfulness that produced the crisis.
IMaving been thoughr abour in these ways, the pig law for people had al-
ready done its work when the Kaunsil quietly let it drop, leaving the for-
mal legal terms of Urapmin life as they had been before,

Looking back on the events of 19971 as an outside observer, it is abun-
dantly clear to me that much of the tension that finally shaped itself up
into the Christmas crisis resulted from the difficulties Urapmin people
had managing Kennecotts presence in the community. Yet this is not
how the Urzpmin saw it. To them, the decrepit state of their community
life was the result of their inherent depravity as sinful creatures, That de-
pravity alore, without any assistance from an outside disruption such as
Kennecotts presence, was an adequate explanation of the state in which
they found themselves. One way 1o loak ar the argument of this book is
to see if as an artempt to make my perspective as an observer and an-
thropologist adequate to their experience of their lives, Read this way,
Kennecott becomes a metonym for all the ourside forces of change the
Urapmin have experienced in the past four decades, and the despon-
dency of the heavy Christmas stands in for the morally demanding
Christianity that forms so many of the frameworks in which they lead
their lives. How the history of those cutside forces coming to bear on the
Urapmin has issued in their lived sense of sinfulness is an important part
of what 1 aim to explain. With that in mind, let me return briefly to the
problem of heavy Christmas.

Beginning from my outsider’s point of view, it is not hard to ar-
gue that Kennecott’s prospecting was the most important cause of the
trouble beserting the community. To be sure, many of the disputes that
fed into the crisis took other topics as their casus belli, bur Kennecott
had focused people’s attention on the line between the two sides and had
started the problems off. Kennecott had accomplished this in part by un-
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wittingly delivering a small windfall that was unequally distributed. But
thar was not the whole of the problem. Everyone, top and bottom alike,
fervently hoped that Kennecott would come back and carry out further
work and eventually build a mine in Urapmin. People regularly dreamed
about this at night, and it was a spur to endless daytime fantasies and
conversations., It was this mood of expectation of future riches that
made the distribution of the jobs Kennecott offered now such a pressing
issue; if things went well with Kennecott, people hoped and feared, to-
day’s problems would be just a foretaste of those to come.

It has always been in the nature of Urapimin social life that no oné has
unigue resources to distribute (I may have killed a wild pig roday, but
vou killed one last month, etc.). And in any case no one ever has much
to distribute ar all, this not being the kind of Highland New Guinea
society in which big men occasionally give away enormous amounts
of wealth in ceremonial exchanges. Lacking any cultural routines for
handling the Kennecott windfall or for thinking about how to handle
the even larger one that might come with a mine, the top and bottom
groups were involved in a tense, usually indirect series of negotiations
over what kinds of distribution routines to put in place in the future.
People’s inability to think productively about a future mine was evi-
denced not only in the string of disputes that led to the heavy Christmas
but also in the way 1991 passed without a single marriage being made,
a troubling occarrence among a group of roughly 3946 people that wor-
ries constantly over its small numbers. Distress over this matrimonial
hiatus became so marked that around the time of the dispute resolution
exchange the Kaunsil made a speech exhorting people to marry. “Don’t
worry i the match is incestuous,” he announced, citing an ancestral
proverb, “just get married and increase the population.” But because the
shape of the future was so unclear, and marriage affects land rights, it
was not surprising that 1991 had been bereft of new matches. With the
future so uncertain, no one knew how to operate in the present,

By complicating Urapmin notions of what might lie ahead, Kenne-
cott’s presence disrupted an important aspect of contemporary Urapmin
life: the efforts people constantly make to understand their present by
Imagining its relation to a radically different furure, be it one of wealth
or, even better, of salvation, It was this collective project of imagining
a future, as much as people’s current projects, that Kennecort’s wind-
fall upset. And because the process of imagining the future is so impor-
tant to the Urapmin, when Kennecote upser it the ramificasions were
widespread.
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Here we begin to converge on the Urapmin point of view. In thinking
about the troubles of 1991 from that point of view, we note that they
were profoundly shaped by the Urapmin commirment to a radically dif-
ferent future—a commifiment we might see as millenarian in nature.
This commitment has been forged in the crucible of forty years of rapid
cultural change driven by contact with the West, colonization, Chris-
Hanization, and finally the coming of independence and its demand that
the Urapmin become part of a new nation. In ways I detail later, these
cultural changes have made Urapmin life in the present difficult, fraught
with half-realized projects and the contradictions between them that
keep them half-realized. Destined to remain unfinished in the present,
images of these projects in their finished forms are what make the imag-
ined future so full and so important. Like the empty square in those
Axed-frame puzzles, the puzzies in which you frequently have o move
all the pieces in ways you do not want just to move one the way you do,
the Urapmin need the empty space of the potentially perfect future if
they are to try to bring satisfactory order to the complex, heterogeneous
coliection of cultaral materials thar guides their present.

The Urapmin need to order in a new way the heterogeneous collec-
tion of cultural materials with which they live follows from the fact that
they are contending with a particular kind of cultural formaton. It is
one in which two different cultural logics are in play simultaneously. In
the Urapmin case the two logics are indigenous and Christian. The
Urapmin understand each of these logics in its own terms, and they hold
fiercely to both of them. For reasons that will become clear only later,
they have not been able to subordinate one to the other, or to make one
over compiletely in the terms of its opposite number. Hence, they live

with a kind of double consciousness. Being caught between two systems

in this way might be workable were the two systems to mesh neatly, or
were it possible to sertle on a comforiable division of labor between
them. Burt especially in the area of morality, the Christian and indige-
nous systems the Urapmin are trying to juggle pointedly contradict one
another.

it is through the cracked lens of this contradiction that the Urapmin
view their contemporary social life. They experience this contradiction
most forcefully in Christian terms, taking the fact that every time they
honor the indigenous system they fail its Christian counterpart as evi-
dence of thelr propensity to sin. Yet despite the sense of sinfulness the
contradiction generates, the Urapmin have been unable to address it by
jeteisoning the indigenous system, as they would have done, for ex-
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ample, hiad they been able to adopt the strict terms of the pig law for
people. Unable to sertle the contradiction in the present by letting go
of the indigencus moral system, the Urapmin need for a perfect future
takes shape as a need for a futare in which this cultural contradiction
will fmally be resclved satisfactorily.

The Urapmin work toward this perfect future most notably in their
ritual Hfe and in their efforts at moral self-contrel. But their dreams of
earthly material wealth, the kind they heped Kennecotr would bring, ad-
dress the conrradiction too: for a world m which evervone has as much
as they want would be one in which moral decisions, which so often in
Urapinin turn on issues of distribution, would be much less pressing,
and the contradictions between the systems would less regularly arise. If
they were rich, the Urapmin imagine, it would be easier to live what they
take to be good Christian lives. When problems with the Kennecott
windfall gave a hint that even the realization of their dream of future
wealth might not allow them to live lives free of immoral disputes and
the sinful feelings of envy and anger that cause them, it exposed weak-
nesses in one model of that perfect future. In these circumstances, it
is not surprising that it set off a major bout of pessimistic moral self-
examination.

This discussion, painted in broad strokes, moves us from the coming
of Kennecotr to the Urapmin experience of heavy Christmas. It also
leaves unanswered many of the more interesting questions raised by the
Urapmin experience of dramatic cultural change, How did the Urapmin
come to constrite so much of their lives in Christian moral terms? Why
did they, who were never directly missionized, adopt such a moralistic
and in many ways harsh brand of Christianity? Why, having adopted it,
have they been unable to let go of the indigenous moral system that con-
tradicts its demands? And how, more generally, do people live with two
contradictory cubmral logics at one time? These are the questions this
study tries to answer.






