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to clear a garden of his own for the first time. Once the land has been
cleared and is ready for planting, the girl’s parents will bring their daugh-
ter to her husband-to-be. By this act, the couple is wed and a new garden
will be brought into production.

The contours of the lived world are beginning to emerge. An under-
standing of how men and women move through space and relate to non-
human forms begins with the household and those relationships of which
it is composed. However, men and women at Titamnga do not simply act
upon the nonhuman world vis-à-vis an assemblage of ready-made identi-
ties and relationships. Salient social distinctions emanate out of the organic
world, rather than imposing themselves upon it. To grasp this point, we
need to delve deeper into Kamea understandings of the organic world,
which is the subject of the next section of this chapter.

narratives  of  continuity

The relationships that men form with specific tracts of land are remem-
bered through time and form the basis upon which generational continu-
ity is conceived. Drawing upon these links, Kamea construct an account of
their own history that extends back in time to the origins of humanity. The
following myth establishes the baseline upon which Kamea understandings
of the past are built.

Akeanga was the maker of all tambuna (ancestors). He was married to two
women who were related as sisters. One day Akeanga went out to look for
game in the bush and he returned a short time later with a kuskus (a type of
tree kangaroo) in hand. He butchered the animal and carefully wrapped its
meat in the bark of a tree, and then handed the bundle to his wives so that
they might cook it. Without the women knowing it, however, Akeanga had
slipped human feces into the bark container along with the meat.

The two women made a fire and set about cooking the game while their
husband covered up with a malo (bark cloth) and went to sleep. When the
meat was cooked, the younger sister removed the container from the fire
and split it open. Upon viewing the contents she immediately became sus-
picious and said to her elder sister, “Our husband has tried to trick us, this
is shit.” The two women became very angry. As Akeanga slept, they quietly
crept outside and set fire to the house with their husband still inside. The
women watched the fire progress until they were certain that it blocked the
door, and then headed off toward the bush.
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The women walked steadily for about five minutes and then turned
around to examine their handiwork. From an adjacent ridge, they could
see smoke rising from the burning house as it filled the horizon with a
dense black cloud. The women traveled further and then turned to look
again. As they watched the fire progress, they could hear a popping noise
as their husband’s stomach exploded in the fire.

The sisters hid in the bush for one day. They slept alongside a pool of
water and in the morning they returned to the scene of the house fire.
Using a stick, they carefully broomed up the debris from the fire, separat-
ing out the bones of their husband from the rest of the ashes. The women
then bundled up the remains of their husband in a bark cloak and de-
posited his bones inside a pool of water.

With Akeanga safely housed in his watery grave, the sisters continued
on to a house in the bush where they slept for three consecutive nights. On
the fourth morning, they returned to the pool of water and saw that the
bones of their husband had turned into tadpoles. The women went back
to the house in the bush, and after some time had elapsed, they returned
to the pool of water once again. This time, they saw that the tadpoles had
turned into tiny little men who were splashing about in their aqueous
habitat. The women went back to the house in the bush where they began
to make arm bands (ituka), net bags (ka), bark cloth (malo), grass skirts
(aka), and the “back apron” (simga) traditionally worn by men. When they
visited the pool of water several days later, they saw that the men had per-
formed initiation on themselves, and that each now sported a hole in his
nasal septum.

The sisters returned to their bush house where they remained a long
time. The elder sister set about making grass skirts for men (apisa) while
the younger sister made several grass skirts for women (wiwonga). When
they checked the pool of water several days later, the “tadpole-men” were
nowhere to be found. Leading away from the pond, stamped in the soft
black earth, were a series of footprints which the sisters followed to the
base of a tree. As they approached the tree, the women could hear the men
talking inside, and they took a stone ax and made an incision in the trunk.
Several full-grown men popped out. The sisters made a second slit and the
same thing happened. The women then proceeded to make other cuts in
the tree and each time they did so another coterie of men emerged.

The women gave names to all the men. Those who emerged from the
trunk were called Apea, while the Amdea issued forth from the smaller
branches higher up. White men (Europeans) came from holes in the
leaves, while men named Ooyena were released from an opening in the
roots.
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With each new cut, the women called out a different name which they
assigned to those men who had issued forth from that particular incision:
some men were called Nowtia, some E’oota, some Yakusana, some
Tomasa, and so on. The women then presented the men with all of the
things they had made—the bark cloth, arm bands, and string bags—-and
allocated to each named segment a specific tract of ground. Some men
were sent to live in the mountains near Menyamya while others went to
Pikiango, a stone near Kaintiba. A bridge was built over the Tauri River
and some men were sent to live at Kamina and Kanabea. The ancestors of
all white men headed toward the coast, taking all of the cargo with them.
This is how human beings came to be in the world.

I heard this myth recounted, with minor variations, several times during
the course of my research. All accounts described how Akeanga’s charred
remains came to furnish the basis from which humanity was created. The
myth establishes the generative potential of the landscape. Not only was
humanity once contained in the trunk of a tree, but through this gestational
process, unity (i.e., Akeanga himself ) is replicated and differentiated (i.e.,
he becomes many people with heterogeneous names).

When I first heard this myth, I took it as a charter of rights that could be
used to explain how people were attached to specific parcels of land. The
myth appeared (at least in my mind) to suggest a segmentary model of so-
ciety wherein one’s position in space could be read as a map of genealogi-
cal reality. After hearing this myth, I became confused when people would
recite to me complex stories of migration that outlined how they came to
reside in the Titamnga area. If in mythic times Amdea men were sent to oc-
cupy land to the west of the Tauri River, this meant little in terms of where
their descendants held ground today. Autochthonous rights in land were
not entertained by the people with whom I worked. What these stories had
in common with one another was the idea that long ago, in the quasi-
mythic past, human beings were more mobile than they are today. Men did
not simply reside where their fathers lived. Instead, they set out to found
their own place; where they settled and worked the land is where their “de-
scendants” live today. By clearing new land, building houses, and battling
mythic foes rights to use a given tract of ground were established. The myth
of origins does not describe the basis of a segmentary land tenure system.
Having been released from the tree, people moved out in different direc-
tions and through their work established claims to land. It is through the
process of investing one’s self in the land (and having the land, in turn,
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come to be a part of one’s person) that rights to use it are negotiated and
renewed.13

The myth of origins establishes the starting point from which Kamea
construct an understanding of their own history. Melanesianists have long
noted that the people with whom they work tend to be rather poor geneal-
ogists. For Kamea, it would be more accurate to say that they are not ge-
nealogists at all, in that sexual reproduction is not used to frame human so-
cial relationships through time (see chapter 2). Although most of the people
with whom I spoke could recall the names of their maternal and paternal
grandparents when asked, beyond this point ascending links were only
hazily remembered. There were, however, some notable exceptions. A few
men, generally older and renowned for their wisdom, could recite complex
histories (defined along nongenealogical lines) that extended back in time
some ten or fifteen generations, at which point they began to blend with the
mythical past. These more detailed social histories, known as tambuna
storis, commemorate the ties that men form with specific tracts of land.

Tambuna storis outline the comings and goings of particular men; where
they traveled, how they lived, who they married, and how the land was
transformed through their work. Portrayed as a recollection of actual
events, these stories have a perceived historical presence. They generally
open with a named ancestor heading out to explore a previously unoccu-
pied tract of land. As the tale unfolds, the narrative assumes the structure
of a journey through space where the hero travels from place to place, plant-
ing trees, clearing gardens, working houses, and engaging in other types of
productive endeavors (Maschio 1994; Munn 1973; Myers 1986). He may
stop to make salt at one location, hunt for game at another, and collect
stone from a rock quarry at a third. Wherever he goes, he generally man-
ages to leave something of himself behind in the form of making the land
more habitable for future generations.

Tambuna storis are cited in legal disputes and more specifically, in liti-
gation over titles to land. Kamea say that men are expected to “follow in the
footsteps of their father.” Where their tambuna walked about, cleared a gar-
den, and made a house is where they and their sons should do the same.
Such a pattern of land use establishes a continuous line of cultivation ex-
tending from the mythic past to the present. Knowledge of this history, of
one’s ties to place, is of critical importance in establishing claims to land (cf.
Rodman 1987). Some men become particularly conversant with respect to
those ties that bind them to place. However many others lack the knowl-
edge necessary to defend their claims in the face of competition from rivals
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who either know more, or who can speak more persuasively on their own
behalf. Within the context of the contemporary setting, those men who
have spent time working on the coast or in the goldfields at Wau are at a
particular disadvantage. They return to Titamnga with cash in hand, but
have little knowledge of those links that bind them to place. These ex–wage
laborers are constantly in danger of losing access to their father’s land. The
final result is the figure of the “rubbish man” (rabis), the distant matrilat-
eral relative who goes from place to place borrowing garden land and liv-
ing off of the charity of others (Rohatynskyj 1990).

Yet, knowledge alone is not enough to establish rights to land. An indi-
vidual who fails to activate these claims through the investment of his own
labor in the land is apt to break the continuous male line. Not only will his
own rights be called into question, so too will the claims of his sons.

What one sees, here, in terms of land use, is the ongoing elicitation of so-
cial relations. Using land and moving through space is not only the per-
formance of sociality but also the means whereby ties are created between
men through time. While rights to use land typically devolve from a father
to his sons, this pattern of transmission is neither necessary nor automatic.
A man who lacks male offspring can allocate his holdings to any other male.
So long as the recipient uses the land in question on a continuing basis, his
rights to it will not be called into question. Similarly, existing rights can be
rendered null and void if an individual fails to use the land in an appropri-
ate manner. The situation I will now describe is a case in point.

Not long after I arrived at Titamnga, I became acquainted with Netsap,
a man in his mid to late twenties who was married and lived with his wife
and infant daughter. Netsap occupied a house that was situated close to my
own, and I would often see him heading off to the bush early in the morn-
ing with a slingshot or bow and arrow tucked loosely under his arm. From
the very beginning, Netsap struck me as an unusual figure. In the first place,
I could find no one (with the exception of his wife) who would admit to
having a close personal relationship with him. He was consistently left out
of the social histories that I collected and was almost never addressed by
anyone via the categories of Kamea kinship terminology. Netsap was also
different in terms of his mannerisms. Most Kamea men that I knew exuded
an unmistakable aura of self-confidence; they were self-possessed, quick to
anger, and aggressive in their personal style. Netsap, by contrast, possessed
none of these characteristics. He was shy, self-effacing, and almost never of-
fered up an opinion of his own during the frequent and often animated vil-
lage courts. Even young children spoke about him in a markedly disparag-
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ing manner and were able to assert with a surprising measure of confidence
that he would never amount to anything. Netsap, it seemed, had fallen
through the cracks of conventional sociality.

Roughly six months into my fieldwork, I discovered that unlike all other
married men in Titamnga, Netsap had no land to call his own. Despite the
fact that he was an as ples man, that is, he had been born at Titamnga and
lived there his entire life, he had been effectively disenfranchised from the
system of land ownership. Possessing no land meant more than losing the
“means of production”; it also contributed to the inability of other men and
women in the community to define Netsap in culturally meaningful ways.
On the basis of numerous discussions with other men and women, the fol-
lowing story of Netsap’s circumstances gradually emerged.

When Netsap was only a few years old his father, Gonapawi, passed away.
His mother subsequently married another man from Titamnga and Netsap
grew up in the house of this mother’s second husband. Taken by itself, this
is hardly an unusual happening; many Kamea boys are raised by men other
than their fathers. What makes Netsap’s situation somewhat unusual by
Kamea standards is the impact that Gonapawi’s death had on the life of his
son.

As previously noted, gaining access to land is contingent on knowing the
history of the land in question and the relevant features of the landscape
that mark it as belonging to a particular male line. A boy’s father will typ-
ically take him around and show him the land in question and teach him
the history of its cultivation. Netsap’s father died before he could transmit
these experiences to his son, and consequently, Netsap was in a tenuous po-
sition when it came to asserting his own rights to land.

Several people from Titamnga told me that under normal circumstances,
a boy’s “second father,” that is, his father’s brother, would come to the aid
of his sibling’s son. In the case of Netsap this never took place, and the ques-
tion of why it never took place is crucial to the discussion at hand. When
Gonapawi died, one of his brothers attempted to claim his widow as a sec-
ond wife, but Inema (Netsap’s mother) chose to marry someone else. An
argument ensued that led to bitter feelings all around, and consequently
none of Netsap’s paternal kinsmen took it upon themselves to protect the
interests of the child. Netsap survives today by being granted temporary
rights to use other people’s land (generally land belonging to his wife’s kins-
men), although the land must be returned to the original user each time the
crop is harvested. He is then forced to find another relative who might be
willing to lend him land. Should Netsap have a son of his own one day, the
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boy will similarly be forced to make his own arrangements with respect to
negotiating rights to land.

As can be seen from the foregoing, gaining access to land is not a simple
by-product of patrifiliation. That Netsap was Gonapawi’s son was not sub-
ject to debate, but this did not guarantee that he had any rights to land.

Most accounts of Netsap’s circumstances differed only in minor detail.
However, one of my consultants did add an illuminating twist to the tale.
Gonapawi, I was told, led something of a transient existence. Instead of in-
vesting his own labor in the land by working a garden and planting trees,
he spent his days roving through the bush in search of game and unculti-
vated plant food. As one man explained: “Gonapawi was ‘public.’ He had
no ground. He simply wandered from place to place. To have ground, you
have to stay in one place and plant things. That is how we got our land.
Netsap’s father simply wandered so he had no land. Now that his child has
grown up, he is experiencing difficulties.” By not impressing something of
himself onto the land, Netsap’s father failed to become part of the human-
ized landscape. Several years later, his son lacked any connection to the land
and perhaps even more significantly, he had only tenuous attachments to
other people in the community. Over time, neither Netsap nor Gonapawi
will figure in tambuna storis insomuch as these tales are a history of human
connections to the environment. Both men will, in effect, cease to exist in
intergenerational time.

In contrast to the genealogical model of Europe and North America, the
men and women of Titamnga construct lineality retroactively, by telling
tambuna storis that commemorate men’s investment of themselves in the
landscape. Corporate descent groups and abstract rules governing the in-
heritance of property mean little in terms of who gets remembered as tam-
buna. Lineal continuity is not coterminous with Western ideas of descent.
Indeed, in many ways it makes more sense to speak of relationships of as-
cent, in that intentional human effort is required to attach oneself to the
male line. Male relationships have little permanence in the history or mem-
ory of the people without having been objectified in the land.

embodied connections

The ability to “read” the landscape is central to Kamea ways of being in the
world. From the perspective of any particular person, the environment is
imbued with social significance. Yet, more than a process of objectification
is involved. To view the landscape as a template upon which human social
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life is inscribed is to address only half the picture. For Kamea, moving
through space is also an act of incorporation whereby the landscape comes
to be embodied by human beings in meaningful ways. By engaging (or al-
ternatively, not engaging) in specific acts of consumption, components of
the nonhuman world enter into the constitution of persons. It is, in part,
through such acts of incorporation that Kamea come to define themselves
as gendered beings with the capacity to form specific types of social rela-
tions.

One of the most important secrets revealed to boys at the time of their
initiation (see chapter 3) concerns the use of the yangwa tree, a type of ficus.
Scattered at regular intervals throughout the Kamea habitat, this tree is a
pervasive feature of the landscape. In addition to its publicly acknowledged
use in the production of bark cloth (malo), the yangwa tree has a more com-
pelling use that is known only to initiated men. The inner core of this tree
contains a milky white sap that, if drunk, is believed to replace semen which
has been lost through sexual intercourse. As one man explained: “If you
want to come up ‘new’ (nupela) again, you will go to the forest without
women. You will get the juice of this tree and you will drink it. If a man
wants to ‘make work’ (i.e., engage in sexual intercourse), this juice will
change him. The tree has an unlimited supply of milk. If a man drinks it,
he will come up ‘new’ again.”

A married man will begin to plant yangwa trees shortly after the birth of
a son, using cuttings that have been taken from trees that he acquired from
his own father. These trees mature slowly; ten to fifteen years is required be-
fore their bark or their sap is ready to be used. As the tree grows to matu-
rity, its development is seen to parallel the growth of the child himself. By
the time that the tree is ready to be used by the son, the latter will have
taken a wife himself, and he will begin to plant yangwa trees in anticipation
of his own son’s future use.

The cultivation of yangwa trees establishes a link between men of differ-
ent generations who are not otherwise united by bonds of shared bodily
substance. Although physiological reproduction is not emphasized as a
point of connection between parents and children, men nonetheless pro-
vide their sons with an externalized and partible equivalent of seminal fluid
that gets handed down through time and across generations. Men plant
trees, and trees, in turn, elicit the growth of future generations of men.
Thus, the landscape comes to be embodied by men in such a way that it
provides them with a continuing aspect of male identity that persists
through time.



c u l t u r a l  l a n d s c a p e s4 4

essential  differences

I began this chapter by considering recent controversies surrounding the
use of genetically modified organisms. I argued that Westerners’ widespread
refusal to accept these forms stems, at least in part, from the fact that they
challenge many cherished assumptions about the world, particularly the
idea that sexual reproduction grounds a series of fixed and primordial dis-
tinctions in the “natural” world.

There is a profound irony associated with this position, in that it relies
on an essentialist view of the world that is very much at odds with con-
temporary evolutionary theory. One of the most significant contributions
that Darwin (1979) made in the Origin of Species was to challenge the pre-
existing Platonic vision of the organic world in which species were fixed,
eternal, and universal—a supposed reflection of God’s divine handiwork in
creation. The Origin of Species was concerned less with explaining species’
origins than it was with destabilizing the category of species itself. In Dar-
win’s hands, one could talk about species only as a statistical abstraction
(Mayr 1976: 27). The organic world was not characterized by sharp dis-
continuities, but instead by fluidity, flux, and gradation.

A foundational tenet of Euro-American thought is that physiological
traits, along with the social relationships that often accompany them, are
based on a principle of “descent.” Characteristics defined on a biogenetic
basis are “passed down” through the generations forming an irrevocable
bond between parents and children. It follows that contained within the
bodies of living human beings is a protracted history of procreative events
extending back in time from the present to the remote past.

This premise carries with it several important implications. Perhaps most
significantly, it precipitates a cleavage between human beings and other life
forms. While human beings are linked to other species on the basis of com-
mon descent, they are separated on the basis of their current reproductive
history. It follows that other life forms play no role in defining human so-
cial relations; nor do they enter into the constitution of persons. Land can
be lived upon. It can also be owned as property. But it is ontologically sep-
arate from human existence.

The assumptions that inform this paradigm have no parallel in Kamea
thought. The people with whom I worked do not rely on physiological re-
production to track social relationships through time. Instead, intergener-
ational relations depend on the links that one forms with the nonhuman
environment. In the absence of an ideology based on descent, the organic
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world serves as a point of attachment between human generations, and this
gives Kamea sociality its decidedly patrilateral cast.

By means of conclusion, it is interesting to reflect upon a recent set of ex-
changes that have taken place within the discipline of biology. In The Ori-
gin of Species Darwin wrote about a master phylogenetic tree on which all
life forms (both living and extinct) could be plotted on a single genealogy.
However, it now looks as though the “kingdoms” of nature have been ex-
changing genetic material for a very long time (Pálsson 2005; cf. Doolittle
1999; Pennisi 2003; Syvanen 2002), thereby introducing taxonomic chaos
into orderly traditional biological classification. For example, there is evi-
dence that such “horizontal” gene transfers played an important role in the
emergence of the earliest kingdoms of life a few billion years ago and have
continued to shape the form of bacterial genomes over the past 100 million
years (Syvanen 2002: 380). Similarly, according to researchers at the Human
Genome Project, many human genes seem to have been acquired laterally
from bacteria. According to some, such horizontal transfers of genes (re-
sembling the much feared transgenic species crossings of the contemporary
era) may be the major evolutionary source of true innovation (Pálsson
2005: 24).

Lateral gene transfer gives us an additional perspective from which to re-
flect upon Kamea sociality. First, it prompts us to question the idea of a uni-
versal evolutionary tree in which relatedness is established vertically and ex-
clusively on the basis of descent. Second, it provides us with a point of
departure from which to think about the notion of the “family tree” itself.

In the imagination of Europeans and North Americans, the “genealogi-
cal tree” serves as a representational device; it is a convenient way to map a
different and more fundamental (i.e., essential) level of reality. Family trees
are symbols. That is all they ever can be given that the world as perceived
by Western audiences dissolves into a set of innate distinctions. Human re-
production has its own unique developmental trajectory that is markedly
different from that followed by other life forms. Kamea provide us with a
glimpse into a world in which the “family tree” takes on literal, rather than
figurative, meanings.




