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THE ENIGMA OF CHRISTIAN 
CONVERSION: EXCHANGE AND 

THE EMERGENCE OF NEW GREAT 
MEN AMONG THE MAISIN OF 

PAPUA NEW GUINEA 
]oint Barker 

In his account of changes in Baruya society following European 
contact in 1951. Maurice Godelier writes intriguingly of 'a small 
group of young Baruya men who represent a new kind of great man' 
(Godelier 1986: 205).1 These six or seven individuals were among the 
first generation to attend village schools run by the Lutheran Mission 
in the 1960s. Adopting the missionaries' contempt for indigenous 
rituals. mythology and shamanism. they excelled at their studies 
and in due course received mission sponsorship to attend secondary 
and tertiary schools elsewhere in Papua New Guinea. moving on to 
mainly secular professional careers as the country moved towards 
Independence. Once away from the villages, most had a change of 
heart concerning their ancestral culture. Eventually all but a pastor 
returned to their villages to undergo at least the main initial rituals. 
Indeed, most became avid supporters of both male and female 
initiations, viewing them as their cultural 'roots, their identity' (ibid.: 
206). By the late 1970s, they had become 'folk heroes' to locals, 
exemplary in their command of English, their careers in the outside 
world, and their willingness to share their money to help kin and 
affines. In their success and through their example, they had come to 
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replace 'great warriors' (aoulatta) at the top of the Baruya hierarchy 
of types of men (ibid.: 220). 

Godelier draws a contrast with another type then emerging on 
the scene: local entrepreneurs setting up canteens and other small 
businesses. These individuals displayed attributes of the famed big 
men reported from elsewhere in New Guinea in their appeals to 
lineage and tribal members for supporting funds to set up shop. thus 
helping 'others while helping themselves' (ibid.: 216 ). However, 
Baruya provided poor ground for the emergence of true big men in 
part because the cash upon which the entrepreneurs depended came 
from outside the region. but mainly because the local social structure 
did not easily permit the conversion of money into traditional forms 
of wealth or the staging of large-scale secular exchanges upon which 
aspiring leaders could cement their reputations. In sum. while greatly 
impacted by the forces of modernity, Baruya as of the late 1970s 
remained a great man society. 

Given the attention that anthropologists have devoted to traditional 
big men, it should not come as a surprise that they have tended to 
focus much more on his modern counterpart than on contemporary 
great men. Beyond the enduring fascination with figures like the 
Highlands leader Ongka (Strathern 1979), at least from the time 
of Marshall Sahlins' (.1963) classic essay on Oceanic leadership. 
many observers have perceived a~ inherent commonality between 
big men and capitalist entrepreneurs (Finney 1973). Godelier's 
many writings on the subject of leadership, exchange and power 
suggest an evolutionary path from relatively egalitarian great man 
societies, through competitive big man systems. eventually to the 
stark inequalities and alienations of modern capitalism (Godelier 
1986 and 1999). Several of the contributors to Big Men & Great Man 
(Godelier and Strathern 1991) agree, arguing that the introduction 
of capitalism both encouraged and expanded the scope for big men 
in Melanesia at the expense of great men systems (e.g. Schwimmer 
1991). 

All the same, most anthropologists working in contemporary 
rural Melanesia would readily recognize the types of modern great 
men sketched by Godelier. This is strikingly so for the Maisin of Oro 
Province who during the three decades I have worked with them have 
chosen their leaders from a pool of men (and to a much more limited 
extent, women) who had enjoyed relatively advanced education and 
professional careers elsewhere in the country before returning to their 
vlllages. All speak good English, have extended networks of relatives 
working elsewhere in the country. and are pillars of the Church and 
proud guardians of Maisin customs and traditions. Many have from 
time to time tried their hands at small businesses with limited success. 
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Their influence in the villages rests solidly upon their reputations as 
consensus-builders-a skill that in contemporary Maisin communities 
requires an abllity to negotiate the three tiers of current identity: as 
vlllagers. citizens and Christians (Barker 2007). 

In what follows, I will trace the cultural and historical roots of the 
contemporary great man system of leadership amongst the Maisin. As 
with the Baruya, much of the explanation rests with the indigenous 
exchange system. Drawing upon the brilliant insights of The Enigma 
of the Gift, I focus not only upon typical exchange patterns but 
specifically upon inalienable objects and their links to the sacred and 
the imaginary. I expand upon Godelier's analysis by arguing that the 
emergence of new great men among the Maisin, and likely elsewhere, 
was intimately associated with Christian conversion. Conversion for 
the Maisin has entailed change - often radical change - but change 
nevertheless requiring the conscious embrace of both tradition and 
modernity. The enigma of the gift thus leads us to consider the enigma 
of Christian conversion. 

, Kawo .. Evovi: Keeping for Giving and Things that 
Must be Kept 

Between 2000 and 2 500 Maisin speakers live in four village clusters 
along the southern shore of Collingwood Bay near the border between 
Oro and Milne Bay Provinces. Since 1981, I have carried out most of 
my work in the largest of these. With a population of at least 800 
people, Uiaku is made up of four villages straddling two sides of a 
broad, shallow river and stretching over 1. 5 kilometres of coastline. 
The villages are all multinucleated, made up of contiguous hamlets 
named after the patrilineal clans that inhabit them. Through the 
colonial period up to the present. Collingwood Bay has remained an 
economic backwater in Papua New Guinea, accessible only by small 
coastal vessels and increasingly irregular airplane service to grass 
airstrips north of Maisin territory. Apart from decorated pounded 
barkcloth (tapa cloth), for which the Maisin are famous. villagers have 
been unsuccessful at developing products for sale in the cash economy. 
Since the late 19 .50s, hundreds of Maisin have migrated out of the 
area to advance their education and to attain jobs, mostly in urban 
centres. Their remittances of cash and commodities supplement 
the local economy, which by and large remains subsistence-based, 
dependent upon gardening, fishing, hunting and gathering from the 
extensive swamps and forests lying inland from the villages. 

During the late 1990s, the Maisin garnered a degree of fame 
amongst international environmental activists when they refused to 
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allow the commercial logging of their rainforest (Barker 2004 and 
2008). The many visitors during that time were charmed by what they 
perceived as a 'tribe' that had steadfastly maintained its traditions. This 
was certainly understandable. To the extent one can ignore the clouds 
of biting sandflles and mosquitoes, the villages and villagers have an 
irresistible exotic charm. All but a handful of houses are made of bush 
materials and the grounds of the hamlets are carefully swept each day 
and beautifully adorned with shrubs, flowers and palm trees. Most 
women in their forties and older bear elaborate facial tattoos2 and the 
Malsln speak proudly of the enduring importance of their traditions. 
Appearances. however, are deceiving. Few aspects of Maisin life have 
not been affected profoundly by more than a century of interactions 
with Europeans and the world beyond Collingwood Bay. A school has 
operated in Uiaku more or less continually since 1902 and Anglican 
Christianity has been thoroughly absorbed into the local culture. 
Almost all adults have spent time studying, visiting and working in 
urban areas and many villagers of all ages are fluent in Pidgin and 
English. While people are proud of their traditions and language, 
villagers also often express a profound sense of loss: an awareness that 
many customs have been forgotten and that what remains, not least 
the Maisin language itself, has become deeply corrupted by outside 
influences. 

Like all but the most remote rural communities in Papua New 
Guinea, the Maisin live in a social world defined by both gift and 
commodity exchanges. Over the years. villagers have become 
increasingly dependent upon money to purchase an ever-broadening 
array of goods and to pay for services such as school fees and medical 
expenses. Discussions about cash - how to find it and properly use 
it - dominate village politics and many conversations after the 
day's work Is done. All the same, gift exchange remains a key part 
of Maisin society. Virtually all major tasks. from clearing gardens 
to building houses, rely upon the frequent and open exchange of 
food, labour, betel nut and other items. A person's life course is still 
marked by major formal exchanges centred upon birth, adolescence, 
marriage and death. Maisin moral discourse revolves around central 
values of reciprocity, sharing, and balance. When the Maisin speak 
of 'tradition', they are often referring precisely to exchanges and the 
values that underlie them. drawing an implied (and often quite direct) 
contrast to a stereotype of European stinginess and individualism (cf. 
Bashkow 2006: Smith 1994). 

When speaking about traditions in their own language, the Maisin 
speak of 'kikiki'. In most cases, klkiki translates as 'story' and refers to 
the large corpus of popular folk tales (amai kikiki, 'ordinary stories') 
which can be told by and to anyone, and much more restricted kiklki 
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motur~n. 'true stories' -generally clan histories and stories legitimating' 
prerogatives owned by clans or individuals, such as shamanistic 
powers or a certain tapa cloth design. The Malsin, however, also use 
ldkiki in reference to non-discursive objects understood as reflecting 
or drawing· upon ancestry. such as traditional songs and dances. 
dance costumes, tapa cloth. carved lime spatulas, and so forth. In 
contemporary Maisin usage. klkiki can be translated as something 
that embodies ancestral 'heritage' (Barker 2001). More importantly 
for this discussion. the category marks items as outside the range 
of ordinary exchange. They are inalienable possessions (Weiner 
1992). 'those which concentrate the greatest imaginary power 
and. as a consequence, the greatest symbolic value' (Godeller 1999: 
33). Specifically. they serve to 'affirm deep-seated identities and their 
continuity over time' (ibid., original emphasis). They thus exemplify 
the general principle defined by Godelier as 'keeping-for-giving' in that 
they serve to define the parameters of exchange and the social order 
that lies behind. 

The most restricted of all kikikl are clan-owned designs painted 
onto barkcloth skirts and loincloths and, in the past. carved on wood. 
Such designs are believed to have been worn by the ancestors at the 
dawn of time. when the clans emerged in turn from an underground 
location far to the east of Collingwood Bay. The tapa emblems form 
part of a larger collection of decorations. objects, totems. histories. 
and ritual prerogatives that distinguish the clans. collectively known 
as kawo-evovi. Clan possessions may never be sold. While women 
may use either their fathers' or their husbands' kawo-evovl. rights 
of possession pass strictly down the male line. The only exception to 
the rule occurs during some initiation ceremonies. when maternal 
uncles may choose to allow a first-born child to use his or her 
mother's emblems and even. on very rare occasions. pass them to 
their own children. 

Despite the clear rules - or perhaps in part because of them -
kawo-evovl are a matter of great dispute amongst the Maisin. In part 
this is because the lines between clans are not nearly as clear as 
people often assume them to be, not least because of high levels of 
village endogamy and adoption. In addition, the Maisln believe that 
memory of many if not most of the clan emblems has been lost- the 
result of a steady decline in the frequency and scale of ceremonies 
in which they are displayed. Hence, decline and faulty memories 
have added to the confusion. Taken as a category, however, kawo
evovi are the oldest of the old things used by the Maisin. Like all old 
things, they do not just identify but embody the ancestors. When 
a Maisin decorates himself for the dance. donning his kawo-evovl, 
he merges with the original ancestor at the moment he emerged 
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from underground at the dawn of time. Such sacra do indeed 
'affirm deep-seated Identities and their continuity over time' (Godelier 
1999: 3 3 ). not least in the way in which the Maisin conceptualize 
traditional leadership. 

Kawo and Sabu: The Making of Great Men1 

Oral traditions and current practices suggest that pre-contact Maisln 
leadership closely approximated a great man system: that is. a system 
based upon distinct spheres of difference rather than one based upon 
a common measure, as in big man systems Uorgensen 1991: 270). or 
inherited ranks. as in chieftainships. Certainly elements of big men 
type competition or notions of inherited rank were and are present as 
in many lowland societies (Liep 1991 ). yet the tendency was to stress 
difference. between men and women in general and between types of 
leaders in particular. 

The Maisin recogni1.ed a diversity of possible kinds of exemplary 
persons In various spheres: warriors. feast-makers, magicians. 
gardeners. hunters. healers. and so forth. Almost all of these were 
men. the main exceptions being tapa and tattoo designers. who were 
female. and possibly healers. who today at least may be of either 
gender. At the present time, the most inOuential leaders combine 
several talents: as prolific gardeners. orators. and alliance-builders. 
for instance. This was almost certainly true in the past as well, but not 
the past as imagined by Maisin historians. The common identification 
of clans with distinctive and inalienable kawo-evovl inherited solely 
through the male line, as discussed earlier. reinforces a politics based 
upon a logic of difference. 

This principle is most clearly exemplified in the case of the two 
most prominent types of traditional leaders: those Maisin today refer 
to (in English) as 'peace chiefs' and 'war chiefs'. Peace chiefs, it is 
said, hosted feasts and exchanged gifts of food. tapa, shell valuables. 
and spouses with erstwhile enemies, transforming them into allies 
by bringing them into a state of balanced reciprocity. War chiefs, 
on the other hand. took prominence in the face of threats from 
enemies or the organization of attacks on neighbours. As in other 
lowland Melanesian societies which make this distinction. the war/ 
peace designation more exactly refers to a hereditary class system 
(Chowning 1979: 70). The Maisin distinguish between two types of 
ranked clans- Kawo and Sabu. The so-called 'chiefs' were actually the 
prominent men of each type of clan. 

According to oral traditions, the Maisin migrated into 
Collingwood from the west in two. possibly three clan confederacies, 
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each composed of higher ranked Kawo and lower ranked Sabu clans. 
As with clans, the identities of Kawo and Sabu were fixed in terms 
of a set of inalienable rights and emblems. As befits their higher 
rank, Kawo clans were far better endowed than their associated 
Sabu. As a class. they held the sole right to host feasts. dancing and 
large-scale exchanges in their hamlets. They possessed the right to 
use large lime pots and ornate lime spatulas when chewing betel 
nut and were the first to speak during public gatherings. While the 
specifics varied from clan to clan, Kawo in general possessed rights 
to wear a richer and wider assortment of ornaments than their Sabu 
counterparts. In contrast, Sabu clans held far fewer kawo-evovl. Their 
chief distinguishing trait was an uncompromising fierceness during 
times of battle. In a favoured metaphor, the Sabu represented a spear 
to the Kawo's drum. 

Kawo and Sabu existed in an asymmetrical relationship. The 
Maisin sometimes refer to the Sabu as 'servants' in light of their 
duty to provide food and perform dances at the feasts managed by 
Kawo. But the relationship goes deeper than this. Sabu are described 
in oral traditions as passionate, hot-headed and violent. One of the 
chief duties of the Kawo is to 'care for' their Sabu by giving advice, 
calming their passions, and channelling their energies into productive 
activities during peacetime (while unleashing them against enemies 
in times of conflict). In short. the idealized relationship was one of 
asymmetrical exchange in which Sabu showed 'respect' (muan) to 
their Kawo in exchange for advice that allowed the society to survival 
and prosper. 

This sketch, it must be emphasized. is based upon stories the 
Maisin tell each other about the old days. Like all such idealizations. 
they reveal as much if not more about contemporary assumptions 
as they do about past arrangements. Seen in this way, the Kawol 
Sabu relationship stands for a pervasive principle in the Maisin social 
order centred upon seniority. Thus parents, elder brothers. and clan 
elders stand respectively towards their children, younger brothers, 
and members of junior lineages In a relationship parallel to that 
imagined for Kawo and Sabu clans. They provide sound advice, care 
and nurturance to their juniors in order to shape their raw energies, 
to make them socially human. In return, juniors should listen to their 
elders respectfully and generously supply them with food and labour. 
ConOicts in Maisin villages are regularly attributed to people failing 
to fulfil their obligations under this scenario: juniors do not listen or 
obey their elders and thus act as selfish 'big heads' or elders fails to give 
good advice to control those under their watch (Barker 1998). 

The distinction between the two types of clans determined the 
type of leader a man miiht become, but it could not determine who 
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would actually become a leader or exactly how he might exercise 
his lnOuence. That clearly rested upon ability and circumstances. 
Further, the general superiority of the Kawo clearly did not translate 
into a general dominance of Kawo over Sabu but instead pertained 
primarily to ritual moments. particularly alliance-building feasts. 
Indeed, many of the outstanding Maisin leaders over the past quarter 
century or more have been Sabu who have successfully drawn on the 
support of members across the villages. Nobody suggests that this Is 
inappropriate or new. 

To understand this apparent contradiction, one must consider 
a second principle to the Maisin social order exemplified by Kawo 
leaders and typical of great men systems: a strong preference 
for restricted and balanced exchange. While there was a strong 
competitive element in the feasts managed by Kawo leaders. 
their explicit aim was to form alliances by establishing balanced 
exchanges over time. By the same token, the favoured form of 
marriage was sibling exchange or, failing that, the presentation 
of children to wife-givers for adoption as balanced compensation 
for the loss of their sisters. The string of back and forth exchanges 
triggered by marriage, climaxing in a major ceremony marking 
the passage into puberty of a first-born child, also aimed at the 
creation of balance and stability between exchange partners. Again. 
as was typical in great man societies. this emphasis on balanced 
and restricted exchange was accompanied by a powerful ethical 
rhetoric of equivalence between men. Like the Tangu 'managers' of 
Madang Province. brilliantly described by Kenelm Burridge ( 1969). 
Maisin leaders had to perform a delicate balancing act of exercising 
influence while appearing to be the equal of their peers. The political 
order was thus inherently fragile. 

Kawo and Sabu men were the most prominent types of great men 
in Maisin society a century or so ago, but before leaving this topic, 
a third major type needs to be briefly discussed: the wea tamatl, or 
'poison man'. One group of Kawo clans is said to have appeared at the 
dawn of time possessing a particularly deadly form of sorcery. They 
do not appear to have had Sabu associates or have sponsored feasts 
of their own, but instead worked in association with other Kawo 
when called upon as enforcers of their authority. They were greatly 
feared even by their associates because ultimately they could not be 
controlled or brought into equivalence. Their singular power to kill in 
secret presented the antithesis of a social order based upon exchange 
and its greatest vulnerability. The arrival of Europeans in general and 
missionaries in particular opened an opportunity to purge sorcerers 
and. In exploiting that opening, the Maisin would discover new kinds 
of great men. 
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Missionaries as Great Men 

My central claim in this essay is that the conditions created by 
colonialism in general, and Christianity in particular, were more 
conducive in the case of the Maisin to the emergence of a new type 
of great rather than big man. The appearance of new types of great 
men in colonial Maisin society should not be understood in any 
simple sense as an expression of cultural continuity or resistance. 
Instead, it emerged as the product of indigenous and missionary 
moral and spiritual discourses. as a 'conjuncture of structures' 
in Sahlins' (198 5) terms. I have already sketched the indigenous 
political system. A much briefer account must now be given of the 
mission's assumptions about leadership as well as the circumstances 
of its presence in Maisin villages. 

The Anglican mission came to the north coast of what was 
then British New Guinea (after 1906, Papua) at the invitation 
of the Administrator, William Macgregor, who encouraged the 
entrance of missionaries as an adjunct to the task of pacification 
(Wetherell 1977). The mission almost immediately collapsed 
following the death of its founder within weeks of establishing the 
first station and inadequate support in staff or money from the 
mother church in Australia. It remained the poorest of the major 
missions throughout the colonial period. struggling to provide 
the rudiments of Christian services and education over the large 
district that Macgregor had allotted to it. The mission was also 
unusual in terms of the tolerance its leaders expressed for many 
aspects of indigenous culture, such as dancing and initiations, at 
that time fiercely opposed by the Methodist and Congregationalist 
missions operating elsewhere in Papua. In part, tolerance was 
born of necessity: the Anglicans depended much more than most 
other missionaries upon the material support of local villagers for 
their survival. Yet it also reflected the attitudes of the Anglican 
bishops and senior clergy, most of whom were strongly inspired 
by Anglo-Catholic Tractarianism of the mid-nineteenth century. 
Fiercely critical of the social costs of industrialization in Burope, 
the Anglican leaders romanticized about recreating in Papua a 
version of medieval Christendom in which the priest would serve 
as the guiding 'father' of his village parish in a hierarchy leading 
up through the Bishop to God Himself. Conversion was not meant 
to be disruptive, but to gradually 'Christianize' existing village 
society. 

There were. of course, elements of indigenous society that the 
missionaries opposed such as warfare, cannibalism, the practice of 
sorcery, and the more violent rituals. For the Maisin. however, the 
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attitudes of the church fathers, in combination with the poverty of 
the mission. made the transition to Christianity a relatively gentle 
experience. For all but a few years. the Uiaku station was run by 
Solomon Island and Papuan teachers under the loose supervision 
of overworked district missionaries stationed some twelve kilometres 
to the north in a different language group. While introducing the 
rudiments of Christianity, the teachers rarely challenged indigenous 
spiritual assumptions, which they largely shared (Barker 2005b). 
Baptized villagers were not expected to separate themselves from 
their pagan neighbours and continued to participate more or less 
fully in local rituals and exchanges. including those frowned upon 
by the white missionaries. Over time, a kind of dualism evolved in 
the Malsin's religious practices, with Christian services mainly 
located within the bounds of the mission station at the centre of 
Uiaku and 'traditional' ceremonies continuing in the surrounding 
villages (Barker 199 3 ). 

We cannot know in any detail how the Maisin regarded the 
missionaries in the early days, but there is little doubt that they 
conceived of their relationship in terms of exchange. From a very 
early date. district missionaries complained that villagers. including 
Christians. expected to be paid with tobacco and other goods for services 
rendered to the mission such as the upkeep of buildings or provision 
of food for the teachers. Many villagers thus treated the mission 
more or less as an outside entity, expecting immediate compensation 
for services rendered. Yet there is evidence from a remarkably early 
stage that the Maisin (like the missionaries) wished for a relationship 
based upon something more than bartering. Within a few weeks of 
the erection of the Uiaku station. made entirely from bush materials 
using local labour, villagers approached a very surprised teacher with 
a large collection of bundles and others materials indicating that they 
wished them to be destroyed. The same request was made to the district 
missionary when he arrived a few days later. Bxhilarated by what he 
saw as the miraculous working of the Holy Ghost, he organized a 
huge public bonfire into which he and the teachers tossed the signs of, 
as they saw it, pagan superstition. As it turned out, this was only the 
first in a series of attempts to purge the villages of sorcery that have 
continued to the present. By far the most significant of these occurred 
in 1919--19 20. when in an act of internal rebellion, villagers enlisted 
missionaries in a campaign to destroy the power of those Kawo clans 
possessing 'poison' as their kawo-evovl prerogative. In short order, the 
sacm of the sorcery clans- their large lime pots- ended up in the fires 
(Barker 2003). 

Elderly Maisin in the early 1980s vividly recalled these early 
purges. They did not attribute their success. limited as it turned out 
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to be, to the missionaries or God's power. Instead, they spoke of a 
partnership based upon a hierarchical exchange between villagers and 
missionaries (cf. Schwimmer 1973: 77-81). Their formulation boiled 
down to this. The missionaries brought the 'glu': Christian knowledge 
as conveyed in worship services, sermons and the Bible. 4 In return, 
converts listened respectfully to the missionaries and the teachers, 
sent their children to the vlllage school. attended services and accepted 
baptism. The missionaries' gift of the glu and the villagers' response 
of respectful listening - a poise that implies obedience - brought the 
partners into a state of balance, creating a condition of social amity 
moving beyond mutual obligation. It was that state, rather than the 
power of the Christian god per se, that enabled the purification of the 
community through the public destruction of the sorcerer's chief tool 
and emblem. 

The partnership between missionaries and villagers was obviously 
modelled on that imagined between Ka\VO and Sabu clans. This 
parallel structure was reinforced repeatedly in my conversations 
with the Maisin. A much-loved story often performed in skits relates 
the arrival of the founders of the Anglican mission, the Reverends 
Albert Maclaren and Copland King, by whaleboat at Uiaku. c; They 
are confronted by wild warriors. Just as they are about to spear the 
strangers, a spirit of peace comes over the warriors who lead them 
up from the beach to sit in the shade of a village house, hosted by the 
Kawo man. The Kawo leader presents them with food and in return 
the missionaries talk of the love of God, speaking the giu. The story 
always ends with the statement, ~nd that's when we stopped fighting 
and were at peace'. Similar tales are told across coastal Papua New 
Guinea, all conveying the familiar division between the time of 
'pagan darkness' and 'Christian light' (e.g. Errington and Gewertz 
1994; Young 1977). The specific importance of the Maisln version 
lies in its identification of missionaries as a new, more powerful type 
of Kawo. They are identified in terms of their most sacred, inalienable 
object: the giu. This object legitimates and authorizes their higher 
status and their ability to give advice and calm the warlike passions 
of pagan villagers, here placed in the subservient position of Sabu 
and younger brothers. 

The identity of missionaries as a type of great man - a more 
powerful Kawo - is furthered suggested in Maisin claims about the 
outcome of the partnership, the establishment of peace through the 
creation of social amity. The Maisln term for this valued condition is 
marawa-wawe which translates literally as 'giving of one's guts' or 
vitality. The term denotes a condition of perfect balance, one which 
transcends obligation. Significantly, this is the desired outcome of 
all major exchanges in Maisin culture. ranging from the series set 
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off by marriage and ending in death and those sponsored by Kawo 
~laos to create alliances. The difference here is one of scope. Village
level exchanges might create social amity between the exchange 
partners but at the same time reinforce clan and kin boundaries. 
The exchange with the missionary Kawo, however. is imagined 
as transcending local divisions to create a powerful embracing 
condition of marawa-wawe, one so powerful as to cleanse the 
community of the evil of sorcery. 

Or so I was told. It is important to stress that my analysis here 
focused upon stories the Maisin tell each other about the sorcery 
purges. What 'really happened' was certainly much more complex 
and ambiguous. open to a variety of readings. Further, whatever 
degree of social unity was achieved, the state of marawa-wawe proved 
transitory: the evil of social division and the sorcery that accompanies 
it soon returned, setting up the basis for future purges. All the same, 
the evidence strongly suggests that the Maisin in the early 1980s 
thought of the missionaries as a new. powerful Kawo. This was 
probably true from a very early date. The missionaries themselves 
encouraged the association, although they could hardly have been 
aware of doing so. The strong paternalistic ethos of the mission and 
its structure resonated with the hierarchical nature of the Kawo/Sabu 
distinction. The missionaries' unwillingness and/or inability to insert 
themselves into the daily affairs of the Maisin also concurred with 
the limited nature of Kawo authority. Like a Kawo. the missionaries 
became 'great' in the context of ritual and exchange. They were not 
'chiefs'. The mission thus brought something new to the Maisin while 
affirming received notions of leadership and the form of exchange 
they are based upon. 

The Making of New Great Men6 

In his celebrated book on cargo cults. Mambu, Burridge (1960) 
describes how the Tangu sought the 'moral European', that is to say 
the white man who would accept a balanced exchange relationship 
and thus restore their sense of dignity, alongside access to Buropean 
wealth and power. It is not unlikely that in the early twentieth 
century the Maisin harboured similar dreams about the Anglican 
missionaries. If so, they were soon frustrated. The district missionary 
made only brief visits to the villages, working mainly with his teachers. 
'Respectful listening' in the school and church services did not result 
in the arrival of European wealth and equality. The Maisin might 
dream of missionaries as a new type of great man, but they could not 
make them act the part. 
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The conditions of pacification provided young Maisin men with 
varying degrees of access into the colonial system and eventually 
opportunities to develop their own new forms of leadership. Beginning 
around 1912. all able-bodied men worked for at least one eighteen
month stint as indentured labourers on European run plantations and 
mines elsewhere in the colony. Within the villages, a few individuals 
were selected by the Resident Magistrate and district missionary 
respectively for the middleman offices of village constable and pupil 
teacher. Although their formal authority and effectiveness were 
quite limited, most are recalled as being petty tyrants in their spheres 
of action. The most select group of all was made up of a handful of 
men who left the villages to advance their education and training, 
eventually working as police and clerks with the government and as 
teachers with the mission. Much like the first generation of Baruya 
to 'make it' in the colonial system, these men enjoyed great prestige 
amongst those who remained behind. 

As with Baruya, a new type of great man rose from the ranks 
of those who left the villages for professional careers and returned. 
Most village men served as labourers for Australian troops during 
the brutal Kokoda campaign of 1942-1943 and afterwards. At the 
conclusion of the Second World War, they returned home determined 
to improve the economic conditions of the villages. Rumours quickly 
spread through what was then the Northern District of a cooperative 
enterprise begun by the missionary at the village of Gona located on 
the central coast, spawning many imitators. The Maisin cooperative 
movement got its start in late 1946 when a mission teacher and a 
member of the Papuan Infantry Battalion abandoned their positions 
to return to Uiaku. Both were members of Kawo clans. One of their 
first acts was to organize meetings in which rival clan confederacies 
destroyed fighting clubs and spears. symbolizing a new era of peace 
and prosperity- of marawa-wawe. The district missionary was invited 
down to bless seedlings and tools. To the accompaniment of prayers 
and hymns, villagers enthusiastically expanded coconut plantations 
and established new plantings of cocoa and other cash crops. 

The first cooperative soon floundered and collapsed. It was followed 
by several others over the next three decades. None enjoyed much 
financial success. Most of the managers proved incapable of keeping 
track of money, lending credit to relatives or spending it on parties 
for workers. The government periodically inspected the plantations 
and provided some technical assistance, but generally viewed 
the cooperatives with suspicion, as nascent cargo cults. Perhaps 
the greatest obstacle was the lack of regular shipping through 
Collingwood, making it difficult and expensive to get crops to market. 
In response to these obstacles and their need to get on with basic 
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subsistence needs, vlllagers' enthusiasm for the cooperatives waxed 
and waned. By the time of my arrival in Uiaku, the cooperative had 
shrunk in scope to a small trade store which remained empty and 
locked during most of my stay. 

Despite this long history of failure. the cooperative remained a 
subject of intense concern during 1981-1983. I attended several 
long village meetings where speaker after speaker lamented the poor 
state of the cooperative, not so much for failing to generate income but 
for what it revealed about the moral condition of the community. The 
rhetoric of the speeches directly replicated those heard during village 
meetings dealing with sorcery fears and accusations. While practical 
difficulties of getting goods to and from markets were mentioned, 
together with the pressures that managers faced from relatives seeking 
credit. the main cause of the cooperative's failings was attributed to 
gossip. People were whispering about the managers, jealous of their 
access to goods and prominent positions. Just as jealousy was the main 
cause of sorcery attack, the cooperative had become 'sick' because of 
incessant backbiting and division. 

The Maisin were not able to simply write off the cooperative as 
a failure because by this time it had also become a potent symbol 
of marawa-wawe, of the condition of social amity that brings peace 
and prosperity. It had assumed this status in no small part because 
of its close association with the church and. more broadly. the ideal 
of unity at the community level. Vlllagcrs firmly believed that this 
unity had been created for a time and then lost. They pointed to one 
event in particular. During the late 19 50s, leaders had used money 
earned through copra sales to purchase materials and build a semi
permanent church in Uiaku -the first in Collingwood Bay, I was 
told. The consecration was a huge celebration, lasting several days 
and marked by feasts and dances as well as long church services. 
The Bishop arrived to find the church surrounded by a low fence 
made of crossed sticks, a traditional marker of a tabooed area. This 
oraa. however, had a far greater significance for it was composed of a 
variety of woods that were the totemic possessions of the individual 
clans in the community. In effect, the church grounds provided 
a materialization of the glu (Christian knowledge) of the mission 
transcending and uniting the sacra of the clans. 

This moment of Durkheimian effervescence proved to be short
lived. Still, it vividly displayed the stage upon which the new great 
men operated. Like the Kawo of old, they were expected to 'care 
for' ordinary villagers by offering sound advice drawn from their 
knowledge of traditions, of the Christian glu and, increasingly, 
the world of commerce outside the village. Unlike their ancestors, 
however, they were expected to serve the whole community. not just 
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clan mates and kin. To the extent that ordinary villagers responded 
with respectful cooperation and refrained from gossip, conditions of 
social amity could be created to the benefit of all. 

The first generation of the new great men strongly identified with 
the church. By the early 1980s. however, the modern varieties of 
great men were diversifying. Having had early access to schooling, the 
Maisin were positioned to benefit when the Australian administration 
accelerated Papua New Guinea's preparations for Independence 
during the 1960s. Virtually all village boys and a majority of girls 
left the villages to attend newly opened high schools and training 
colleges across the country. Many entered professional careers in the 
burgeoning civil service, private business, schools, and health care. 
During the late 19 70s, a few of these men began to return to Uiaku 
to care for atling parents. Villagers greatly admired them for their 
success in the outside world and knowledge of English and (so it was 
hoped) commerce. They very quickly assumed positions of leadership. 

Over the past two decades as the national economy has declined, 
it has become increasingly difficult for young villagers to find 
employment and many remain in the villages. At the same time. large 
numbers of professionals have returned either because they have 
reached retirement age or because they want to raise families away 
from the dangers of the cities. The forms of great men- and to a much 
lesser extent. great women - have accordingly diversified to a certain 
degree. The Maisin today identify three general categories of leaders: 
village, church and government. Roughly speaking. village leaders 
are those elders responsible for managing 'traditional' events such 
as bridewealth exchanges or memorial ceremonies: church leaders 
support the work of the village priest; and government leaders work to 
maintain social order and to promote economic development. Several 
roles and positions are recognized within each of these categories. 
Some men and women are renowned as great healers: certain devout 
individuals are chosen to lead the church Mother's Union or youth 
fellowship 'crusades': and other villages may find opportunities to 
exercise skills in grant writing or money management picked up 
during their former careers. 

Many if not most of the new positions take the form of officers in 
various committees and associations. a reflection of the penetration 
of national bureaucratic forms into village society. Despite outward 
appearances. however, this penetration is very limited. With the 
partial exception of the priest, 7 no local official is paid and none are 
even remotely full-time specialists. All villagers spend the bulk of their 
waking hours engaged in subsistence activities and the dally and 
periodic exchanges that sustain the social order. With the return of so 
many former professionals who bring acquisitions from their time In 
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town and in several cases enjoy pensions, villagers have become more 
tolerant of inequalities. That tolerance, however, has severe limits. 
Anyone flouting their good fortune risks sorcery attack. As much to 
the point, no matter what advantages an individual enjoys in terms of 
education or wealth from a career in town, villagers will not follow any 
individual unless he lives out an ideal of equality-making gardens, 
engaging in exchanges, living in a bush-material house. Local offices 
do not confer authority. Rather, influence depends very much on the 
degree to which villagers see a person as possessing superior skllls but 
still remaining one of them. 

Despite the explosion of types of leadership, the actual number of 
generally influential men and women In Uiaku remains small. Some 
are Kawo but several Sabu members have enjoyed great influence over 
the past two decades, particularly village councillors. Members of 
this smaller group are acknowledged for their skills across all three 
categories of leadership. As elders, they manage important exchanges: 
they play a prominent role in the church: they respond to conflicts in 
the community and play key roles in negotiating new projects. They 
are skilled mediators. whose influence rests upon their ablllty to forge 
consensus. In the intense egalitarian ethos of Malsin society, they are 
the frequent targets of malicious gossip and sorcery accusations and 
are widely assumed to provide a prime target for sorcery attacks. Their 
successes are always contingent and limited by circumstances. Thus 
the flood of environment activists arriving to work with the Maisin to 
stop logging in the late 1990s created conditions that favoured the rise 
of leaders skilful at dealing with outsiders at the expense of others. 
While competition is by no means absent in the rise and decline of 
modern Maisln leaders. their scope to act in the manner of big men is 
quite limited. A Kawo elder with the support of working relatives can 
occasionally mount an impressive bridewealth or first-born initiation 
ceremony. adding to his fame. Yet, unless he also excels in the 
government and church spheres, that fame wlll be limited and fleeting. 
Leaders today are great to the extent that they unite in their person 
the three pillars of Malsin identity - as villagers. as Christians and as 
citizens. And they are lnOuential to the extent that they work towards 
the elusive state of marawa-wawe- the perfect balance that transcends 
obligation and creates the conditions for peace and prosperity. 

Conclusion: The Enigma of Christian Conversion 

In his seminal writings on power. inequality, gender and the gift, 
Maurice Godelier's ultimate subject has been the human condition. 
His approach, however. is grounded in superb ethnography. This 
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is apparent in The Gender of the Gift. which switches between rich 
detail about the Baruya and other groups. trenchant critiques of the 
inequities of late capitalism. and profound philosophical reftectlons 
on the relationships between humans and the sacred. Chapter 9 of 
The Making of Great Men reveals Godelier in a less familiar guise. 
as a historian of sensitivity and insight. His nuanced description of 
the new forms of Baruya big men emerging in the colonial system 
suggests that the transition to more competitive types of leaders. such 
as big men and nascent capitalists, is by no means automatic. Colonial 
incorporation offers new avenues for differentiated 'greatness' 
for a small number of young men while the structural basis of the 
traditional great man system. founded in exchange, proves resilient 
and flexible enough to foster the acceptance of the new leaders in the 
greatly altered situation of the present. 

In the case of the Maisin, the emergence of new types of great 
men has been intimately associated with Christlan conversion. This 
has to do in part with the particularities of the Anglican mission -
Its poverty and the paternal tolerance of its leadership which limited 
direct interference in local village society. Yet. this was only part of 
the reason. Across lowland Papua New Guinea. including areas in 
which white missionaries aggressively challenged local leaders and 
customary practices. very similar forms of great man leadership 
arose during the colonial period, associated with Christianity and 
cooperatives. This is not so surprising when one considers that 
practically up to the time of Independence (and in some areas, well 
after). the missions provided one of the few avenues open to villagers 
for long-term, prestigious employment, as teachers and clergy (Oram 
1971). While the missionaries taught an individualistic dogma of 
personal salvation. in practice village congregations appear to have 
often embraced a collectivistic ethic, greatly curtailing the authority of 
indigenous clergy. It has long been thought that colonial incorporation 
encouraged the emorescence of major exchange systems. enhancing 
the power of their chiefty and big man sponsors. There is growing 
evidence that the same conditions may have done much to stimulate 
the variety and inOuence of great men and the forms of exchange 
which support this type of political organization (e.g. Eriksen 2008). 

That there should be a deep structural resonance between the 
forms of Christianity brought to Melanesia and indigenous exchange 
systems should not be completely surprising. Godelier argues that 
the enigma of the gift rests upon things that cannot be given away 
which serve to regenerate the social order and establish identities. 
The most powerful and mysterious of these are sacm, the objects 
imagined as belonging to the gods and thus the foundation of all 
things. The world imagined via an exchange regime founded upon 
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clan kawo-evovl emblems was vastly smaller than that of the Christian 
imaginary. founded upon (as Maisin saw it) the glu- sacred Christian 
knowledge. Yet the underlying principles were the same: a hierarchical 
exchange partnership defined by inalienable objects which promised a 
transcendence of obligation and a 'heaven • of prosperity and equality 
free from the baleful evil of sorcery and division. Christian conversion 
as the Malsin experienced it confirmed an exchange-based universe 
while greatly expanding its scope. Hence Maisin elders insisted in their 
discussions with me that the missionaries did not bring God to their 
ancestors but rather an expanded awareness of the truth of things. 
'Our ancestors were ignorant men', they told me. 'It was only after the 
missionaries arrived that they knew God was always here.' 

The enigma of the gift. as analysed by Godelier. thus sheds light on 
the enigma of Christian conversion. Anthropologists' perspectives on 
Melanesian Christianity have tended to veer between two extremes: 
the view that conversion entails a severe rupture from the traditional 
past. as opposed to a view that local people wear their new Christian 
identities lightly. as a veneer over a con tlnuing indigenous cultural core 
(Barker 1992: Douglas 2001: Robbins 2007). Such debates, however. 
are by no means limited to Melanesianists or anthropologists. For all 
students of culture. Christianity presents a puzzle. It is one thing: an 
internally varied but stilJ instantly recognizable world religion with 
distinctive doctrines and rituals. And it is many things: 'a massing of 
historically and culturally contingent elements' whose success rests 
on an unparalleled capacity to absorb cultural differences (Wood 
1993: 307). Applied to Christian conversion, Godelier's masterful 
treatment of exchange. and of the social and political forms arising 
thereof, allows us to approach the enigma of Christianity conversion 
from a fresh perspective with powerful comparative implications. We 
come to see Christianity as affirmed and transformed in its encounters 
with local peoples, not just at the conscious level of doctrines and 
practices but most profoundly as mediated by those inalienable 
'words and things' defining the human relationship with the sacred 
(cf. Keane 2007: Rutherford 2006). In turn, Christianity serves 
as a revolutionary force in a thoroughly traditional way, at once 
confirming. translating and transcending the indigenous imagination 
of the sacred and the social order it engenders. 

Notes 

1. In 1999 and 2000, Maurice Godeller hosted in Paris two of the first International 
conferences on what would soon be known as the 'anthropology of Christianity'. 
With humour. a profound grasp of anthropological theory and apt examples from 
his beloved Baruya, Godeller encouraged and prodded a diverse group of Oceanlsts 
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to move beyond narrow ethnographic concerns to consider the bigger picture 
of conversion as a rewlutionary social moment wltbln which Paclftc Islanders 
Inscribed their own meanings and concerns. For most of us. the workshops were a 
wonderful gift that did much to put Christianity 'on the map' as a legitimate object 
of anthropological research. It Is a pleasure and an honour to repay a small part 
of an accruing debt to Maurice Godeller for his many seminal contributions to 
anthropology, phllosophy, political economy and Melanesian studies. 

2. For a detalled account of women's tattooing. see Barker and Tie] ten ( 1990). The 
custom was already waning by the early 1980s and abandoned completely by the 
end of the decade. 

3. The following section summarizes a. much more detailed account provided In 
Barker (2005a). 

4. Like most missions In polyglot Papua. the Anglicans adopted a simplified version 
of the Wedau language spoken around their main station at Dogura for use ln 
schools and churches across their district (Clarke 1976). It perhaps reinforces 
the notion of a gift: from the mission that Malsln used the Wedaun 'glu' to specify 
'Christian knowledge' rather than adapting the equivalent vernacular term. 
'sammon'. 

5. Albert Maclaren was in fact part of the government party that made first contact 
with the Malsln in 1890. Copland King would not arrive until two years later. long 
after Maclaren's death. 

6. For much more detailed accounts of the cooperative movement and contemporary 
Malsin leadership. see Barker ( 1993. 1996 and 2007). 

7. Papua New Guinean priests. based in Ulaku. have served the villages of southern 
Collingwood Bay since 1962. In recent years a number have been Malsln. While 
authorized to speak the giu in sermons that are occasionally harshly critical of the 
moral failings of the local community. In practice priests enjoy little authority in 
village affairs. Poorly and infrequently paid through offerings from villagers. few 
remain long at their posts. 
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Chapter 3 

ALIENATING THE INALIENABLE: 
MARRIAGE AND MONEY IN A BIG 

MANSOClliTY 
Polly Wiessner 

A prominent theme in the work of Maurice Godelier is that humans 
have to create structured societies in order to live, and that society 
must adapt to a changing world. His best known illustration is the 
elegant contrast between equivalent versus unequivalent exchange in 
big man and great man societies based on the different ways that men 
dominate and exchange women in marriage (Godcller 1982). This 
formulation, grounded in years of meticulous fieldwork among the 
Baruya of Papua New Guinea, spurred major projects in re-examining 
systems of production, kinship and exchange, and their relationships 
to power ( Godeller and Strathern 1991, Lemonnier 1990). During the 
process Godeller came to question his own construct as well as that of 
Levi-Strauss ( 1949) on the exchange of women as the foundation of 
society as being too reductive, leaving many facts unexplained, and 
mutilating reality (Godelier 1996:8). Inspired by the work of Annette 
Weiner ( 199 2), he went on to propose that no society can survive over 
time if there are no fixed points, the inalienable. The focus of his work 
then shifted from things that are given to things that are kept, and 
the role of religion and politics, rather than alliance and descent, in 
structuring society (Godelier 1999, 2005). 

When Godelier conducted his fieldwork. the highlands of Papua 
New Guinea remained relatively isolated from developments in the 
rest of the world. The sacred and inalienable provided fixed points 




