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INTRODUCTION

This thesis is the result of research carried out in the
Porgera and Paiela Valleys of the Western Highlands of Papua New
Guinea between August 1973 and May 1974. During this time I was
working with the Catholic Mission in the area in association with the
resident priest Father Tony Somhorst, SVD. My reason for being at
Porgera was to assist Father Somhorst. Half the time I was on batrol
work which involved the education of catechists, holding services and
medical work. When not on patrol I was involved in educational work;
maintenance and trips to Mount Hagen township for supplies. The re-
search work for this thesis was done in addition to the above, with
the generous assistance of Father Somhorst who found contacts for me
through his wealth of experience in eight years there and gave me time
off when it could be arranged.

The Ipili
The true Ipili live in the Porgera Valley. They are a relatively

homogeneous group of 4,346 people, though the people themselves distin-
guish and point out minor differences between those who live on the east
and west banks of the Porgera River.

The 3,182 people of the Paiela Valley speak the same language
and are closely reiated to the Porgera people in culture and in trade
and marriage relations. The two valleys are one strenuous day's walk
aparte.

When necessary to identify differences 1 will distinguish between
Porgera and Paiela, but for the general purpose of this work the term
"Ipili" will refer to the Ipili speakers of both valleys.

The Ipili are surrounded by several large culture groups (see
Map 1)« To the east of the Ipili are the Enga of the Western Highlands,
to the south are the Huli of the Southern Highlands; and to the west
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are the Duna. To the north are the much feared and seldom contécted
Hewa of the Lagaip River. Eastern Ipili inter-marry with Taro Enga

of the Misio Valley and Muriraka, and they can speak the Enga language
which is closely related to Ipili. Western Ipili visit and inter-marry
with people from Tari (Huli) and Kopiago (Duna) and can speak or at
least understand the respective languages of these people.

| Ipili culture retains its own identity, yet the influence of
the surrounding culturec is evident in language, dress, housing, burial

customs, religion and social organization.

Contact

The first contact with Europeans was during the Hagen-Sepik
patrol of 1938-1939.1 Older men told me of their fearful reactions
when they first saw the arrival of the redmen." They say that several
Ipili were shot by the patrol.

In 1946 an ex-Administration officer, Joe Searson, began an
alluvial gold-mining operation near Mungalep2 in the Porgera Valley.
In 1948 two other Europeans, Brough and Taylor, came to establish al-
luvial mining operations dSing local labor and Enga, Tari and local
"bossboys.!" A government patrol post was established at Mungalep to
try to ensure the prospectors! safety but it was abandoned after one
year and subsequently Porgera was visited annually by patrols from
Wabag and Laiagam (Map 1). The European miners did not stay long at
Porgera but would visit their claims to supervise ﬁheir employees.

During this time,.while Porgera had frequent government contact,
the Paiela Valley remained isolated. After the 1938-1939 patrol which
passed through the area, they next saw a government patrol in 1947-1948
and again in 1959-1960. The Paiela Valley was patrolled annually after
1960-1961 with the establishment of a permanent Patrol Post at Porgera.
In 1974 a permanent Patrol Post was established at Kolombi in the Paiela
Valley.

The area was derestricted in 1962 and four Mission bodies were
soon seeking adherents: the Apostolic, Catholic, Lutheran and Seventh-

Day Adventist Missions. Between 1965 and 1970, several mining companies



prospected thevPorgera area and in 1972 the Mount Isa Mines Company
began to build a commercial alluvial gold mining operation which went
into operation in 1974,

An airfield was completed at Porgera in the late 1950's and
in Paiela in the late 1960's. 1In 1972 a road was dpened from Porgera
to Laiagam. This road connécts with the YHighlands Highway* which runs
to the coast at Lae some 500 kilometers away. There is no road access
to Paiela, and the Porgera road remains very inadequate, so aircraft are
still the only reliable means of transport. The whole area, especially
Paiela, remains one of the more isolated districts in the New Guinea
Highlands. |

Literature ,

The only anthropological literature available on the Ipili is
in two articles by M. Meggitt (1957-1958a, 1973). They are limited as
he did not visit Paiela and spent less than two weeks in Porgera. 1
had access to the first article and found it a useful introduction for
my study.

There are several excellent studies of neighboring peoples.
Glasse has written on the Huli of Tari (Glasse 1959, 1965, 1968) and
Meggitt has written extensively on the Mae Enga (see Bibliography).
There is also a study on the neighboring Taro Enga by Brenda Gray (1973).
Unfortunately, I did not have access to this thesis and the 1973 article
by ﬁeggitt until after I returned from Papua New Guinea.

The Problem
My intention was to enlarge on and bring up to date Meggitt's
brief account, with special attention to Ipili religion. Meggitt was
there before the area was derestricted so that I was interested in
changes since the arrival of the missions.
Accounts of both Huli and Enga religious systems appear in the
symposium Gods Ghosts and Men in Melanesia (Lawrence and Meggitt, 1965).

There is nothing on the Ipili who live in-between these two groups. 1
have tried to f£ill in this gap in research.
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I intend to give an account of the beliefs, practices and function
of Ipili religion as I was able to discover thems I will argue that
generally the importance attached to religious belief and ritual shows
those aspects of the cosmos about which people feel the most acute
anxiety. For the Ipili this is well-being in general,; socio-ecbnomic
welfare in particular. When secular techniques prove inadequate, the
Ipili use religious ritual as an extension of their technology in an at-
tempt to control the ehvironment. With Western influences today, some of
‘the anxiety-evoking situations have changed. Some aspects of the cosmos
which previously caused anxiety and evoked a religious response now
cause less anxiety and so do not call for the same response. Also the
new influences present new solutions to anxiety which are functional
substituted for the traditional religious responses. In their attempt to
adopt the ways of the white man there have been many changes in the ex-
ternal expfession of religion, some changes and some additions in their
religious beliefs and few changes in the function of Ipili religion.

This is illustrated by the way modern teachings have reinforced beliefs
of a remembered Millanerian Movement of thirty years ago.

Part I contains much descriptive material based on myth and
ritual, learned in structured interviews with ritual experts. After de-
scribing the enviromment, the social structure and socio-political
systems and how religion relates to these, I will study the religious
response in belief and ritual (Chapter II) and then the part religion
plays in economic and social 1i£e and its importance for understanding
the Ipili approach to reality (Chapter III).

Part I1 is based on material from a questionnaire, follow-up
interviews, conversations and participant observation. In Chapter IV
I shall describe the Catholic Mission as an institution and as the Ipili
see it. 1In Chapter V, I shall consider the influence of the Mission.

In Chapter VI, 1 shall describe the changes I observed in the form, con-
tent and function of the traditional religion. 1In Chapter VII, I shall
evaluate these changes to show how they relate to changed attitudes to
traditional sources of anxiety and solutions to them. 1In the final chap~
ter, I shall examine the Cult of Ain to show how the Ipili reinterpreta-
tion of the Cult is related to their enthusiastic acceptance of Christianity
today.



Limitations To This Study
I acknowledge that this study has many limitations and'further

;ésearch in the area will bring many new features to light. My main
limitations were the short time spent in research, my poor knowledge of
the vernacular and my position as a member of the Catholic Mission.

I spent only nine months in the area and the research was done
mostly on a part-time basis in addition to the work for the mission. 1
would talk with the men as we patrolled between mission stations or in
the evenings around the fire after the day's work was completed.

I had spént six months near Wabag in the Enga District before
my arrival in Porgera and there was introduced to the Enga language and
culture. This gave me an advantage when I came to learn Ipili but I
learned to speak only elementary phrases and only understood very simple
conversation. As few Ipili understand Melanesian Pidgin, most of my
work was with the assistance of translators.

| My association with the mission had both advantages and dis-
advantages. Because of my continual patrolling I was not able to make
an in-depth study of one clan. Also my association with the mission
made people from other denominations a little suspicious. However it
did mean that I had a trusted place in the Catholic Community in a very
short time and that I had immediate access to a number of informants.
This was important as the Ipili are not the most co-operative people to
work with. At times I was prepared to agree with Meggitt (1957-1958a332)
that they are a "truculent and difficult people.”

I do not think the fact that I am a Christian believer has made
by study of Ipili religion less objective. I agree with Evans-Pritchard
(19653121) who says?

« o « the believer seeks rather to understand the manner in which

a people conceive of a reality and their relations to it. For both
(believer and non-believer), religion is part of social life, but
for the believer it has also another dimension. On this point I
find myself in agreement with Schmidt in his confutation of Renan?
"If religion is essentially of the inner life, it follows that it
can be truly grasped only from within. But beyond a doubt, this c¢an
be better done by one in whose inward consciousness an experience of
religion plays a parte. There is but too much danger that the other
[the non~believer] will talk of religion as a blind man might of
colours, or one totally devoid of ear, of a beautiful musical compo-
sition.!
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PART ONE

TRADITIONAL RELIGION



CHAPTER 1
THE TOTAL COSMIC ORDER
Man and Nature
The Environment and Life Style

The Porgera and Paiela Valleys are adjacent, jointly covering
approximately 500 square kilometers. With a total population of 7,5000,
the overall pbpulation density is approximately 15 per square kilometer
(35/square mile), though it is greater in more easily habitable parts.
The landscape of the Porgera district is formed chiefly from sandstone
and shale sediments deeply dissected by tributaries of the Porgera
River. South and east of the district are steep limestone cliffs and
spectacular sharp crested mountain ridges rising to 3660 meters (12,000
feet) above sea level. The valley floor is 2100 meters (7,000 feet),
but drops to 1200 meters (4,000 feet) at the Porgera-Lagaip junction.
This lower area is uninhabited because it is within the malarial range.
The whole area has been smothered with volcanic ash which forms humic
brown soils on the broad convex ridges between stream channels. These
soils provide most of the land used for cultivated crops. The remaining
area is covered with mixed beech forest grading into mountain grass-
lands on the upper slopes.

The Paiela Valley is similar to the Porgera Valley, though more
deeply dissected by tributaries of the Pakupali River. There is no real
valley floor, cultivation being on the slopes 300 to 600 meters (1,000
to 2,000 feet) above the river and 1500 to 1800 meters (5,000 to 6,000
feet) above sea level. The Pakupali River, running in a series of
waterfalls and gorges, divides the valley. Men travel across this river
using treacherous suspension bridges constructed from lengths of cane
(photograph 2). The bridges are repaired only after their collapse.

The climate of the district is notable for 250 to 280 days of
the year on which rain falls and amounts annually to about 2500 mili-

meters. The daily range of temperature is low, and mean monthly

9



10

temperatures range from 23°c to 11°c. Above an altitude of 1500 meters
it can be very cold and bleak and frosts may occur especially in de-
pressions where cold air can accumulate. |

| Local factorsvlimiting land use in the district are the slbping
lands; the wet climate, the drainage, the need of fertilizers eépecially
phosphates and the poor communications. The limitation of the humic
brown clays for food production are$¥ a rapid fixation of phdsphorus
in a form not available to plants, a weak aggregation which would dis-
integrate under continuous cropping, and extremely poor subsoil with
the serious danger of erosion. Nutrient fertility would by much higher
on steep slopes if erosion could be controlled.

-Sweet potato is the stable food, raised under a system of shift-
ing cultivation. Fallow periods vary from about 25 years to 5 years
depending on the density of population. Some prefer to cut new gardens
out of the virgin forest. The large forest trees are left where they
fall thus forming "paths" through the gardens. Men cut the trees,
burn the brush and make fences. The rest of the planting and harvesting
is left to the women. Sweet potato is planted in low mounds 1% to 2
meters in diameter. Harvest is approximately 6 to 10 months after
planting.

Other food includes pandanus fruits including the marata, taro,
sugarcane and native leaf plants, supplemented with wild game such as
oppossums, cassowaries and fruit pigeons. European potatoes, pumpkin,
beans, tomatoes, corn and onions have been introduced through mission
and government efforts, but only pumpkin and corn have been popular.

The system of gardening is fairly haphazard and varies little
accordihg to the season. Traditionally there were cycles from times
of adequate food to times of hunger because of the limitations to
gardening during periods of warfare. Today there are still times of
food shortage, but this is a consequence of people travelling and spend-
ing less time in their gardens when there is sufficient food with con-
sequences later.

Traditionally all Ipili were pig-herders, horticulturalists and

hunters. The majority still are, but today many young men are going



